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Chapter One
 
   “You’re not ready yet!” Caden ignored his friend Felix, and carried on painting. He had finally managed to mix just the right shade of…
 
   “Caden, damn it, you are supposed to be at the exhibit tonight. We’re expected in half an hour.”
 
   Caden tossed a quick look at Felix. The man was certainly dressed to go out. His sharp grey suit and thin red tie made the normally handsome man seem positively drool-worthy and the outfit was in sharp contrast to the jeans and tees that his friend usually wore. But Caden couldn’t remember any pressing appointments, and it’s not as though he hadn’t blown off his friend before. In fact, he wouldn’t be surprised if Felix expected it of him. When Caden got caught up in a project he didn’t like interruptions and his friend was well aware of that. Caden turned back to his painting. 
 
   “You go on without me.” Caden pursed his lips, as he gently ran the mixed blue…damn, he needed the smaller brush. He turned to change brushes and bumped into Felix, who had clearly moved and was now standing right next to him. “What?” he asked, reaching around his friend and picking up the smaller brush. “It’s an exhibit. I’m sure it’s important, and I’ll get there later. You just go on without me. I’ve just got to…”
 
   Felix grabbed his arm, and Caden swallowed the urge to growl. He didn’t like being manhandled by anybody and Felix knew it. 
 
   “Caden,” Felix said slowly, as though talking to a toddler, “It is your exhibit, remember? Your exhibit opens tonight and you promised you would make an appearance.”
 
   “Tonight?” Caden frowned. Sure, he vaguely remembered that there was a show of his works coming up, but that wasn’t for weeks. Of course, he wasn’t one hundred percent sure what day of the week it was, but that exhibit wasn’t for ages. “You’ve got your dates wrong,” he said quickly, turning his attention back to his painting. That eye needed something, maybe yellow? “It’s not for at least another week. My phone would have told me, my agent would have messaged me, my alarm would have gone off.” He shook his head. “I know I get a bit carried away sometimes, but you’re the one that put these safeguards in place. You’ve got the wrong week.”
 
   “It’s tonight,” Felix said, tugging on Caden’s arm with more force than a human had a right too. Admittedly Felix was six foot to Caden’s five foot five, but still, Caden’s genetics should have accounted for something. “Your phone has been off for at least two days, which means you probably forgot to charge the battery. Without the phone, Marla couldn’t reach you, and so she phoned me and told me to get my butt down here. I have been threatened with grievous bodily harm if you are not down at the Cooper’s gallery in thirty minutes sharp.”
 
   “Are you sure it has to be tonight? I could go another night maybe?” Caden looked down at his paint-splattered boxers and threadbare t-shirt. His feet were bare and his skin was splashed with the colors currently gracing his latest work. He ran a mucky hand through his hair, and grimaced as he felt the tell-tale stickiness that indicated his normally white blond hair was probably multi-colored as well. 
 
   “I am damn sure. Marla has got people she wants you to meet, and she promised them you would be there tonight,” Felix said forcefully. “Now get your ass in the shower, there are clothes laid out on the bed. I’ve got food and coffee waiting in the car, so you can eat on the way. Move your butt.”
 
   Heaving a sigh, which was totally lost on his friend, Caden took one last look at his half-finished painting and then hurried across his bare floors to the small bathroom.  His apartment didn’t have a lot in the way of amenities – it was actually a huge converted loft space in the middle of a block of warehouses. Caden got it because it was cheap, large, light and airy and for the most part, people left him alone. What should have been the living area was completely covered in canvases and art supplies, except for one corner, where Caden had set up a half-screen to hide his bed. One old couch and a two-man dining table with one chair completed his furnishings.
 
   Turning on his shower, Caden gave thanks for his copious water pressure. The one luxury he’d allowed himself, when he sold out his first show, was a remodeled bathroom. He had a tub, which admittedly he barely used, a separate shower, his and his bathroom sinks, and heated towel rails. Most of the stuff he’d been talked into by a super-buffed plumbing salesman. Caden had a weakness for muscles, even if he preferred to look rather than touch. But the recommended plumber had definitely known his way around a pipe or two. Caden groaned as the surging water hit his head and drenched him instantly. Oh, that man knew his pipes. The water pressure was the perfect de-kink tool.
 
   Washing quickly, Caden ran a handful of conditioner through his hair, hoping it would be enough to dislodge any paint. Not that he was worried about what he looked like, but Marla was always going on about the importance of him projecting the right image. He was an artist who worked with paints – what was wrong with a bit of color in his hair – wouldn’t that show he had solid work ethics? He knew Marla’s idea of image, and his, were totally different. 
 
   “Five minutes,” Felix warned from just outside of the bathroom door. “Pushy bastard,” Caden muttered. Not for the first time, Caden wondered why Felix put up with him. Caden did not do people. He did not like people, and was barely civil to anyone he did have to interact with.  But for some reason, since the day Felix had found him scribbling caricatures for money outside of the old post office, the big man had stuck by him – encouraged his art, and even bought him his first set of paints. When Caden proved he could produce sellable pieces, Felix had introduced Caden to Marla. With an agent who seriously loved his work, Caden’s life suddenly had some financial security. The loft, subsequent shows, and even showing up once a week to take Caden out for dinner – probably because he often forgot to eat and shower – were all part of a friendship that had endured for more than three years. 
 
   The unexpected pang of gratefulness Caden felt towards Felix, for giving him a chance at a life with a future, had him drying off quickly and dressing in record time. The black pants Felix left out for him felt new, as did the crisp white shirt. Caden was fairly sure that he hadn’t owned anything quite so fine or bland in his life. Shrugging off a feeling of unease in the unfamiliar clothes, Caden battled with the pencil-thin black tie that had been laid out with the clothes, before giving up. He slipped on his boots, which were familiar at least, and went back out into the studio space.
 
   “You know people are going to think I’m a waiter, don’t you?” He said, holding up the tie. “And how am I supposed to get this on without strangling myself?”
 
   Felix shook his head, and smirked as he crossed the floor, taking the tie Caden held out. His own bright red tie was flawlessly knotted and provided a hint of color against the dark grey suit that Felix seemed to wear effortlessly. If Felix wasn’t human, Caden might have been attracted, but he’d stopped trusting people a long time ago, and appreciated the strings-free friendship Felix offered above all else. 
 
   “You have a wonderful new coat to go with those clothes. No one will mistake you for a waiter in that,” Felix said, pointing to where a black, long leather duster was hanging by the door. From what Caden could see it was buttery, gleaming in the light and Caden didn’t think he’d ever seen anything so masculine, yet pretty in all his life. His fingers itched to touch it.
 
   “Since when could I afford clothes like this?” Caden asked, even as he moved out from where Felix was knotting his tie, anxious to see if the leather was as soft as it looked. 
 
   “Since your very first show,” Felix said, tugging him back and finishing his tie with a flourish. “You still have plenty of money in investments,” he added, when Caden threw him a worried look. “A coat like this will last a lifetime, so it’s worth every cent.”
 
   “As long as no one steals it from me first.” Caden muttered. He worked long and hard for every stitch of clothing he owned, every bite of food he ate, and every inch of his living space. He’d grown up in a harsh world where he knew better than to take anything for granted, even ownership of a beautifully soft coat. His insistence on having half of everything he earned tucked away in low risk investments was yet another part of the safety net Caden sought to protect himself with. His life might be lonely sometimes, but he was determined to stay safe – financially, physically and emotionally. 
 
   The coat fit perfectly, just as Caden knew it would. Felix was good with details like that. While most might think that his slight build and short stature would make wearing such a long coat a little ridiculous, Caden loved how the garment made him feel – ten-foot-tall and bullet proof. The hem of the coat kissed his mid-calf, the fit was perfect over his shoulders and the deep pockets on each side were in the natural spot for Caden to keep his hands hidden. It wasn’t easy getting paint off of his fingernails. 
 
   “You look amazing,” Felix said, coming over and giving him a quick hug. “Now come on, you can eat on the way. Let’s get this appearance over and done with.”
 
   “Only an hour, right?” Caden asked as he followed Felix from his living space, his boots clattering down the steel staircase. “I told Marla I wouldn’t be there for more than an hour, and no interviews with the press at all, or pictures.”
 
   “You can’t remember the date of the exhibit, or to charge your phone, but you remember your conditions? Marla is not impressed with your press embargo, but she has agreed, as usual,” Felix teased as he ran down the stairs. “Meet, greet, a drink, once around the room, and then a cab will take you home, already arranged and paid for.”
 
   “You dating someone tonight?” Caden said, with a smile. “Anyone I know, or is this someone new, hot and exciting?”
 
   “Neither,” Felix said, opening the passenger door of his smart car, and helping Caden inside. “It’s my monthly trial by dinner with my aunt, remember?”
 
   “She’s not still trying to marry you off to a woman, is she?” Caden had only met Felix’s aunt once, and it was not a pleasant experience. The woman made Caden feel two inches tall, and barely spoke to him. Apparently art wasn’t a suitable occupation and artists weren’t appropriate friends for her nephew.
 
   “Once a month, as per our agreement. Until I find someone ‘suitable’ to settle down with, Aunt Gladys insists on these meet and greets. Shit, I’m tempted to marry you just to stop this monthly farce.”
 
   “Ha, don’t even go there,” Caden said, trying not to feel uneasy. He knew Felix was only teasing, but still… “You’d never be able to stand the mess I live in buddy, not to mention the fact that I am six inches too short and 100 pounds too light for you. Plus, I am lacking the necessary body hair you seem to drool over. Your Aunt would pitch a hissy fit at any hint of the idea.”
 
   Felix flicked him an assessing stare as though he genuinely was considering him, and then laughed as he focused back on the road. “I know, you’re right, but if I have to smile sweetly one more time for a woman with more silicone than muscle, I swear I am going to scream.”
 
   “You’re too nice, that’s your problem,” Caden said, finding the coffee Felix had gotten for him, next to a large bacon sandwich. Awesome. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten; might have been yesterday. Damn, that’s right, he needed groceries. That’s why he hadn’t eaten. Caden huffed a sigh around his thick sandwich, dripping with butter and crispy bacon strips just the way he liked it. His life would be so much easier if stuff appeared when he needed it, instead of him having to go out and buy it. He had a real anxiety problem with going out alone, even if it was just to fill his cabinets. 
 
   “What’s got you all huffy?” Felix asked as they neared the gallery. Caden had a show there before, and if he remembered correctly, it had gone really well. While he understood the necessity of putting in the odd appearance to help make sales, his nerves didn’t do well in groups of people he didn’t know. He was terrified someone from his home pack would find him, even though the chances of that happening were next to nil. But his wolf whined in his mind, and he had to focus on his sandwich to stop any negative thoughts. It’s only for an hour, he reminded himself.
 
   “Groceries,” he said out loud, swallowing around his last mouthful. Damn, he could have eaten half a dozen of those. “They should just magically appear every time you finish something in the cupboard or refrigerator. I don’t have time to mess around at the store.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Felix said, as he pulled around the back of the gallery and parked. “In fact, double bullshit. You do have time because you honestly don’t have to paint every minute of every hour that you’re awake – you just choose to do it, and secondly, if you hate shopping so much, do it online and get it delivered weekly. You own a laptop, so don’t tell me you don’t have time. That’s your nerves talking.”
 
   There were a lot of things Caden could have said in response, but he bit his bottom lip and kept quiet. Felix, in his comfortable suit and affluent lifestyle had no idea what it was like to go hungry, to scrounge through dumpsters for food, and then have to fight off others that had tried to take any choice scraps he might have found. It seemed to Caden that every time he stepped outside of his apartment, he was running the risk of losing something – his clothes, his money, his virginity, or his life. His wolf was a predator, but he’d been treated like prey since birth. It was difficult to break the conditioning of a lifetime. 
 
   Yes, he might be sitting in a nice car now, wearing an expensive coat and new clothes. Yes, the gallery he was heading into was full of his work, half of which had already been pre-sold, but Caden was never going to forget where he came from. It was his time on the streets that kept his heart guarded and his fingers working. In his mind, money was the one thing that could give him some semblance of power over his life. His income came from the sales of his work, so he worked – hard. If he had to choose between finishing another painting and eating, then the painting would win out every time. Caden had a long way to go before he would trust the financial nest egg that Felix and Marla had been creating for him. 
 
   Squaring his shoulders, Caden mentally prepared himself for the hour ahead. One hour, and he could get back to his latest work. The half-empty canvas wasn’t going to paint itself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
   “Remind me why we’re here again?” Sean asked his brother as he looked around the gallery, his nose wrinkling at the concentrated smells of cologne, booze, food and a slight trace of something chemical that may have been paint thinners. Admittedly the paintings on the walls were full of color and passion, but art was one of those things Sean had never bothered to learn about, and had even less interest in. His wolf just felt edgy for some reason, and Sean couldn’t pin-point why – usually he had no problem meeting new people. 
 
   “You wanted a free meal and I promised you one if you agreed to come here afterwards. You’ve had your meal, so now you have to suffer for thirty minutes,” his brother Liam said, also looking around. “Marla, this guy’s agent, told me the artist would be making a personal appearance between nine and ten and I want to meet him.”
 
   “To get him to do a commission at the club, yes I do remember that part,” Sean said.  “Isn’t that what phones are for?”
 
   Liam shook his head. “Not with this guy apparently. He’s really reclusive and barely ever makes an appearance in public. I couldn’t even find a picture of him online.”
 
   “Sounds like he’s trying to add to the mystique of his works by adopting an eccentric lifestyle,” Sean said dismissively. He could imagine the guy now – some thin, wiry eccentric type, with a wispy goatee, a beret plastered on top of untidy hair and paint-splattered clothing. Probably smoked tiny cigars and looked down on everyone, because he was oh so superior with his community college art degree that he didn’t bother to finish because it stifled his natural talent. 
 
   “Don’t be rude to him, Sean,” Liam said, and Sean flinched as Liam’s elbow connected to his ribs. “I have never seen anyone paint wolves like he does – it’s as though he knows, you know? The eyes are almost human and every picture speaks to me on some level.”
 
   “Wolves? Where?” Sean eyes darkened as they scanned the canvases. If this artist was some dandy who had somehow gotten hold of the knowledge about shifters, and was painting them, then there was going to be hell to pay. Sean might not have a pack of his own, but he was still an Alpha and keeping the shifter secret was one of his solemn vows. 
 
   “They’re through there,” Liam said, pointing to a small alcove that was off the main room. “It was one of them that caught my eye initially, but when I came in to buy it, Marla told me none of the wolf paintings were for sale. There are six of them, and the artist has allowed them to be shown for the duration of the exhibit, but he won’t part with them. I want him to paint something similar on the wall of the club.”
 
   “You’ve checked them out, there’s nothing in any of them that might be open to an unusual interpretation?” Sean let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding when his brother shook his head. 
 
   “They’re just so life-like, and yeah, some of them are quite…sad, I suppose. But rugged as well and beautifully done.” Liam broke off as there was a small commotion by the door and both men turned to look. It seemed the artist had arrived.
 
   “Oh wow, if that’s the artist, I’m definitely in,” Liam said. Sean saw a tall, dark-haired man, maybe mid-thirties, dressed in an expensive suit shaking hands with a woman he’d been introduced to as the agent, Marla. “Damn, he’s got a twink with him.” Liam scowled. “Just my luck the beefy ones always want little bottom boys.”
 
   Sean took another quick look. There was a smaller man with the one who’d attracted Liam’s attention, but all Sean could see was a mop of untidy blond hair, and a long black expensive-looking coat. “If he’s got a mouth on him, I’ll distract the twink, while you make a play for the artist. Might help you get your artwork.”
 
   “What do you get out of it?” Liam asked, but Sean knew his brother was interested. The two brothers often played wingman for each other. Fortunately, they didn’t have the same tastes in men.
 
   “A bit of spit on my dick, or a decent fuck. It doesn’t really matter. I’ll find a use for him somehow and it’ll give you a chance for some action of your own.” 
 
   Sean couldn’t see the little blond’s face or body, but he consoled himself that if the guy did look like the back-end of a donkey, he could always close his eyes. It wasn’t as though he’d have any trouble getting a hard dick – getting it to go down was usually his problem. If his brother wanted the artist, then Sean was sure he could entice some little human twink to take a walk to the bathroom with him. No one had ever said no to him before.
 
   “They’re coming this way, follow my lead,” Liam said with another jab to Sean’s ribs. Damn, I wish he’d stop doing that, but Sean didn’t say anything. He was too busy trying to get a good look at the young blond that was now trailing along behind the taller dark haired man and Marla. The way the smaller man walked, it was as though the gallery was the last place he wanted to be. Maybe the artist didn’t trust him enough to leave him on his own, which boded doubly well for Sean’s success. Any little flirt with an ounce of gay would be on the end of his cock within minutes. Sean was that sure of himself, he allowed an uncharacteristic grin to form on his face. 
 
   As soon as the three people got close enough, Liam stepped forward, holding his hand out eagerly, offering it to the taller, darker man. “Caden Wolfe? I’m Liam Black, and this is my brother Sean. We own the Rising Moon nightclub and bar, and I was hoping to talk to you about commissioning a painting for one of our walls.”
 
   The dark-haired man laughed easily enough, and took Liam’s hand even as he shook his head. “I’m beyond flattered that you would think I am responsible for this talent, but I am simply a friend of the artist. I’m Felix Collins.” He stepped back, although Sean noticed that he didn’t let go of Liam’s hand. Instead he waved with the other one. “This is Caden Wolfe.”
 
   The slim blond stepped forward, his blue eyes a furious storm in an absolutely angelic face. Sean was literally gob-smacked by the gorgeous eyes, the unlined face, a cute little nose and the fullest, most perfectly designed lips Sean had ever seen. It was his turn to step forward quickly, holding out his hand, which Caden took, although reluctantly.
 
   “Mr. Wolfe,” Sean said, as a bolt of electricity shot up his arm. And that was from just a handshake? “My brother meant no disrespect. He just has a hankering for tall, dark and handsome and consequently put his foot in his mouth, big time.”
 
   “It happens all the time,” Caden said with a shrug of his elegant shoulder, but Sean could tell the man was uncomfortable. “As much as it’s a pleasure to meet you both, I am sure Marla has told you, I don’t do commissioned work. I prefer to paint whatever the muse has for me, and client restrictions can be so limiting it makes it difficult to finish a piece.”
 
   “Caden,” Marla stepped closer to murmur in the artist’s ear, although Sean could hear every word. “The Black brothers have offered a lot of money for a painting of a wolf for their club. It would make good business sense to at least consider the space and hear the outline of the type of thing they are looking for. From what Liam told me earlier, they are quite prepared to be flexible in terms of subject matter, and it would be good exposure for you.”
 
   Sean noticed that as Caden had been listening to his agent, the man had, apparently unthinkingly, raised the hand they’d shaken to his nose. To Sean’s surprise, Caden did the tiniest of discreet sniffs before dropping his hand again. A sniff! It was intentional. Was Caden a shifter of some kind, and if he was, how come he was so small? Sean raised his own hand and did a quick sniff of his own. Immediately the scent of roasted hazelnuts and apples filled his nose, sending blood to his cock and a rush of hormones through his brain. Holy Mother Flapper – Caden was a wolf shifter – better than that, he was an Omega wolf shifter, and his freaking fated mate!
 
   For a long moment the two men stared at each other, even as Marla seemed hell bent on convincing Caden to give the commission idea a chance, continuing to whisper urgently in Caden’s ear. Now that Sean knew what to look for, he could sense the wolf in the man and see the timid creature in those blue eyes. Unfortunately, he could also sense the undertones of fear that emanated from his mate in waves. Caden’s skin had gone a deathly pale, and he swayed slightly. Sean’s first instinct was to help him, hold him, and yeah, a lot of other things, but Marla got there first. 
 
   “Caden, sweetie, are you okay? Do you need to sit down?”
 
   “I need to go,” Caden said quickly. “I’m sorry, but I really don’t feel well. It must have been something I ate. I apologize for rushing off, but I need to go now.”
 
   “I can take you home,” Sean said, trying to get closer to the stricken man, but this time he was thwarted by Felix who had apparently finished talking to Liam, and was putting his arm around Caden’s shoulder, turning him away. In a room full of humans there wasn’t anything Sean could do to stop him. 
 
   “Come on, buddy,” Felix said, looking friendly, but not overly concerned with Caden’s sudden illness. “Let’s get you back to your place. Gentlemen, it was nice meeting you. Liam, I look forward to hearing from you again shortly.”
 
   Felix led the still pale Caden from the gallery, shielding him from others who wanted to stop and talk to the artist, and at one point, physically putting a hand out when someone looked as if he wanted to take a picture of the smaller man. Sean could do nothing but stare after them. He was still staring at the door well after the two men were gone. Another jolt to his ribs brought him out of his reverie and without thinking, he snarled at his brother.
 
   “What’s got into you?” Liam looked surprised, and Sean realized that despite the fact that his life had suddenly turned upside down, for all intents and purposes they were still in a gallery and it looked like Liam had lost out on getting his commissioned art work. Although if the smile around his eyes was any indication, Liam had scored a date with Felix.
 
   “The biggest mismatch in the history of the Fates,” Sean muttered, knowing his brother would hear him. 
 
   “You mean you and the blond?” Liam kept his voice low, but the laughter was evident. “What’s the matter – too human for you? Worried he won’t keep up with your sexual appetite? So much for being a quick hook up; you’re going to have to get used to being gentle if he’s yours.”
 
   “He’s an Omega wolf,” Sean whispered into his brother’s ear. 
 
   Liam reared back, his mouth dropping open in shock, his eyes wide. Sean nodded. He knew Liam would scent his honesty. Liam shook his head and then groaned under his breath, “Geez, you’re a lucky bastard. Talent, looks and an Omega to boot. Dad is going to be thrilled.”
 
   But as Sean let himself into his spotless house a lot later that night, he had to wonder whether or not Lady Luck was smiling on him. For one thing, he never expected to meet his mate. Sure, he’d been raised believing in them, but when you looked at the situation logically, the chances of meeting the one person destined for you, in a world full of people, was slim. Sean believed in the concept and all it entailed, he just never expected it to happen to him. 
 
   And now it had, and that led to Sean’s other problem. He wasn’t sure he wanted a mate. Something like that could seriously change his life. Sean was under no illusions about himself. He looked like a Greek God and he acted like an asshole. So what? He was an Alpha wolf – perpetually horny, and happy to play the field, although a surly bastard to anyone who thought a dick-dipping meant something more. 
 
   Sean had no patience for caring, or showing affection, remembering anniversaries or any of the other dating niceties. He had sex with humans. Lots of humans, and every single one of them knew the score – it was always a one-time deal. Sean had a harsh, but well-earned reputation, and if he came across anyone who hadn’t been informed about his rules, he was more than happy to educate his potential fuck before he opened his zipper. He was brutally honest, but it saved him a lot of hassle in the long run.   
 
   Or at least, that had been his M.O. But after they’d left the gallery, and he and Liam went to their club, Sean realized that the little sniff and touch thing he and Caden shared was enough to shut his cock down, at least around other people. Oh, it got hard enough every time Sean thought about the gorgeous Omega with the pouty full lips. Raging hard, dripping wet and damned uncomfortable. Unfortunately, anytime he tried to get close to someone to relieve the tension Sean was under, his cock flopped faster than an ice block in a volcano. After coming close to embarrassing himself twice in front of patrons, Sean decided on an early night. 
 
   He should take a shower. Sean was almost obsessive about his need for cleanliness and orderly surroundings. But he hated the idea of washing off the tiny bit of Caden’s scent he had on his hand, so he undressed, threw his clothes into the hamper, and climbed into his pristine sheets. Instead of comforting him with their coolness and lack of scent, for the first time in his life, Sean felt lonely in his giant bed. A bed he’d never shared with anyone before, so his new feelings didn’t make any sense at all. It was quite disconcerting.
 
   Idly letting his mind wander over his vision of his mate again, Sean felt his cock harden automatically although he purposefully ignored it. He was too busy trying to work out how the hell an Omega wolf, one of the most cherished of all shifters, could be alone in somewhere like downtown Los Angeles. There were no packs in the area – he and Liam had made sure of that before they started buying real estate. No lone wolf wanted to establish businesses, homes and things like that and then find they had to move on because as Alphas, they would be seen as a threat to an existing pack. 
 
   But the situation was totally different for Omegas. Sean’s home pack in Williams, AZ, had had two Omegas the last time he’d visited his parents – one male and one female. Both were protected and looked after by the whole pack. His father, the Alpha, had told him that Omegas were essential to packs to ensure that no one forgot the need for compassion and caring in everyday life. An Alpha and Omega mating was something to be celebrated as a perfectly natural yin and yang. Sean remembered his father being quite disappointed that neither Omega in the Williams pack proved to be true mates of either of his sons.
 
   “So why did I meet one now, and more to the point what am I going to do about it?” Sean whispered in the darkness. He didn’t get any reply, and after the longest while he drifted off to sleep. Unlike the usual peaceful rest Sean always enjoyed, he spent the night dreaming of huge blue eyes, pouty full lips and the stench of fear. By morning, Sean knew that even if he wasn’t sure about taking Caden as a mate, he was honor bound both as a mate and an Alpha, to address the cause of Caden’s fear. That meant finding out how to get in touch with the little wolf, and quickly. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
   Caden heard his phone ring for the twentieth time, and just like every other time, he ignored it. It would be Felix, and if his smug friend thought that finding his phone, and then charging it, would encourage him to actually take a call, then his soon-to-be-ex friend had another thing coming. Caden did not want to talk to Felix. He wasn’t sure when he might want to talk to Felix, now the man had Liam in his life. 
 
   It had been bad enough on the trip home from the gallery. Felix had been besotted with Liam, claiming an instant connection to the hunky man, to the point of forgetting about his dinner date with his aunt. Caden knew exactly what that instant connection was all about, the scent of arousal coming from both men made him wish he had a sinus condition. He huffed as he applied more paint to his brush. His friend would find out what that connection meant soon enough, and then Felix’s life would get a whole lot more interesting. Caden hoped that Felix’s aunt approved of club owners. 
 
   The only positive thing that came out of Felix’s attraction was that he was so focused on how wonderful Liam was, he didn’t even bother to ask Caden what had upset him. Not that Caden could have told him. How did he explain to a man who probably didn’t even know wolf shifters existed yet, that Caden had lived in fear for his life ever since he’d escaped his pack? And now with one freaking meeting at an exhibit, his life was in danger again – from two local Alpha wolves; Alphas, who could assume all rights to him, his work, his money and his home. Nothing stood in the way of a determined Alpha and now there were two of them. 
 
   Unsure about what he could do, or how long he could hold out against two strong shifters, Caden battened down the hatches. As soon as Felix left him at his apartment, Caden locked and then bolted his door from the inside, so that absolutely no one could get in. And he stopped taking calls. He didn’t want to talk to anybody. Marla got in touch via email the night after the exhibition. Apparently he’d won an award and some paper wanted to interview him, claiming it was a mandatory part of the award. Tough. Caden had sent Marla an email back and told her to turn down the award. He refused to do any publicity for anything or anybody – it was just too risky. 
 
   Felix was likely to be more persistent than Marla, but Caden was hoping that now the man had a mate of his own, even if he didn’t know it yet, then his friend would be far too busy to bother him for a while. Caden was well aware of how possessive Alpha wolves could be, and hopefully the Felix and Liam claiming would give Caden enough time to work out what to do. 
 
   As for his own mate, well Caden definitely didn’t want to talk to him. Being an Alpha’s sex slave for the rest of his life was not on his to-do list. Caden had never met another Omega wolf, but if his own life experience was anything to go by, an Omega was never respected, never allowed to own anything, and never allowed to have an opinion. Caden shuddered at the thought of going back to that life. 
 
   He was well aware that he was basically caging himself in. But as his brush flew across the canvas, Caden reminded himself with every savage stroke, that it was a cage of his choosing - his space, his home, and he had every right to be in it. He owned the building he was in. He spent far more than he should have, but he refused to have a mortgage, unwilling to leave a paper trail anywhere. He owned every single thing in his apartment – it might not look like he had much, but his simple bed, his goodwill couch, they all meant something to him. Caden wasn’t about to let any Alpha, especially a lone wolf, take away the one slice of security he had known his entire life. He would rather die first.
 
   The only time the door had been opened in the past five days was when the courier arrived with a month’s worth of groceries. The guy was persistent and wouldn’t go away until he’d been tipped. A call to Felix, to thank him for placing the order would have been the nice thing to do, but Caden was second guessing everything. He had trusted Felix from the day he’d met him – his wolf assuring him that Felix was a good and honest man. But now Caden was caught in a quandary. If Felix was mated to Liam, then Liam or Sean could use Felix to get to him. Sean was his mate, and it stood to reason the Alpha would be angry that he’d left the gallery, and was probably trying to hunt him down. Felix was the only one who could possibly divulge Caden’s whereabouts to his mate. Marla was far too staunch to give anything away.
 
   An Alpha mate – how fucked up was that? From the moment he’d been born, Caden had been picked on – firstly because he was the smallest in the pack, and then because he was found to be an Omega. Every single wolf in his home pack was higher in status than he was, and most of them made a point of letting him know just how unworthy they considered him to be, every single day. The bruises, broken bones, living on scraps of food and being made to do every dirty job in the pack was bad enough. But Caden had been told that it wasn’t possible for an Omega to be a lone wolf, and that his wolf would die without a pack. So he stuck at it, hoping against hope that things would get better – and that is when things got a lot worse. 
 
   Caden had just turned eighteen by his reckoning, when he was told that the Alpha was looking for him. The pack Alpha was a brute of a man that Caden made a point of staying away from as best as he could, and not just because the man had serious personal hygiene issues. According to the beta wolf, who had delivered the orders with a leering grin, the Alpha had decided Caden was to become his personal property, a sex slave. Apparently all adult Omegas became concubines because they weren’t fit for anything else. 
 
   So terrified at the thought, as soon as the beta left, Caden tied some clothes in a bundle, shifted into his wolf form and started running. And he kept running for months, until he’d finally hit Los Angeles. Thousands of miles from home, Caden had no choice but to remain in human form in the city. His pure white wolf form, while small and skinny, would never pass for a dog, and besides, then he would have to evade animal control. But his life hadn’t got any easier, on two feet or four. His tormentors became human instead of wolf, and food was an all day mission to find. If it hadn’t been for Felix…
 
   Caden ruthlessly cut off that line of thinking. He was losing the light, and while he had massive fluorescent tubes strung across his ceiling he preferred to paint by the natural light coming from his huge windows, glass doors and skylights. He looked critically at his painting, seeing nothing to smile about, even if it was a pretty enough picture and competently enough done. Sean fucking Black again, as though Caden could think clearly long enough to paint anything else. Since meeting the Alpha, Sean had invaded his every thought. This latest picture had Sean sitting on a stone bench, completely nude. He had a giant black wolf at his feet. It was the same black wolf who hovered on the edge of his dreams since Caden set foot in Los Angeles years before. Caden had never understood the significance of the wolf at the time, but he had a pretty good idea what it meant now. 
 
   “It’s you, isn’t it?” Caden poked the wolf with the end of his brush, being careful not to scratch the paint. “You, Mr. High and Mighty Alpha, standing there in the shadows, watching me being tortured and hurt. Doing nothing, saying nothing, just watching. Just as useless as any other Alpha I’ve had the misfortune to come across. What were you doing? Waiting for your turn to make my life a living hell? Well, it’s not going to happen.”
 
   Caden would have dearly loved to have deface his painting, splatter it with black paint, slash at it with a knife, whitewash the whole thing, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. Mr. Sean Black in repose, his face tilted up to the sun, was beautiful, at least on canvas. The man had ridiculously symmetrical features with his straight nose, strong chin, firm mouth, and long lashes that Caden already knew covered dark brown eyes. Caden imagined the muscular body – the wide chest, the long torso, slim hips and the well-defined thighs, based on what he remembered of the man in a suit. He was fairly sure his depiction of Mr. Black’s body shape and look was spot on. It was almost a shame he would never find out for sure. Almost.
 
   Looking at the wolf again, with its dark eyes so like his human counterpart and the knowing intelligence that lurked there, Caden childishly stuck his tongue out. “If you can’t help in my dreams, you black bastard, then have the common decency to stay out of them.”
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   “He still not answering you, hon?” Sean watched Liam play the part of a concerned human in the guise of a potential boyfriend, wondering when his brother was going to grow big enough balls to tell Felix about his heritage and their mating bond. If they’d had that conversation already, then Sean could share the fact that Caden was his mate too, and he could voice the fact that he might be a tiny bit worried about him.
 
   Scratch a tiny bit. Sean was positively frantic about his little Omega wolf. From what Felix had been saying, and he and Liam had been together every day, Caden hadn’t spoken to anyone in five days. Five days. Felix explained how usually he could gain access to Caden’s loft apartment with his key, but apparently Caden had employed a big ass lock from the inside and wasn’t responding to anybody. 
 
   “We could break his door down for you. Pretty sure there’s no door or lock that would be a match for me and my bro here,” Liam said with a suggestive wink and a flex of his considerable biceps. Felix grinned, like he was supposed to and Sean could see Liam’s little display was turning the human’s mind to mush again. He interrupted their eye fuck before things got too hot and heavy.
 
   “Seriously, your friend was sick when he left the gallery, and no one has spoken to him since? Don’t you think a bit of B and E might be in order? He could be lying on the floor, dying or something. We’ll even replace the door if you’re worried about that.”
 
   Okay, Sean knew that it was extremely unlikely that Caden was sick, although he was worried about the little wolf’s state of mind. The scent of Caden’s fear would not leave his memory, and while Sean reasoned that breaking down the man’s door might not help with the fear factor in the short term, he had to know for himself that Caden was all right. Felix was his only link to his mate, and the human was being surprisingly stubborn about keeping Caden’s whereabouts a secret.
 
   “I appreciate the offer, guys, honestly, but I can’t do that to Caden. If you had seen the state of him when I first saw him on the streets, the bruises and the dirt, the torn clothes. Later, I found out about the whip marks on his skin, the scars he had – and my God, he was so thin you could virtually map out his skeletal structure with your eyes. And that’s without the fear. He was terrified, literally begging for money, but absolutely terrified.”
 
   “He was hiring himself out as a rent boy?” Sean growled. He hated the very idea that his precious mate had been reduced to something so drastic just to survive. But Felix was shaking his head.
 
   “You’ve got the wrong idea, there. Far as I know, Caden doesn’t even know what sex is. He was drawing caricatures on the steps of the old post office building and selling them to passers-by. I stopped and asked if he would do one for me, and tried to talk to him while he was drawing. I could tell he had talent, and…” Felix broke off and Liam brushed a kiss across his temple, although Sean wasn’t sure how that would encourage the human to keep talking. Thank goodness he did anyway. 
 
   “I’m just a big softie. There was something about those freaking eyes of his that reminded me of a kicked puppy. I wanted to be the one person who wouldn’t kick him.”
 
   “So you were attracted to him, despite the dirt and bruises.” Sean was doing his best to keep his growling to a minimum but it wasn’t easy. But Felix was shaking his head again.
 
   “I wasn’t attracted to him physically, although he’s pretty, I’ll give you that.” Felix smiled at Liam, who’d had a possessive arm over his shoulder. Sean appreciated the two men’s connection but he desperately needed a breakthrough of his own. “I prefer my men a bit bigger, with a lot more muscle and a lot more hair. I was, and still am, attracted to Caden’s talent. He is the most amazing artist I’ve ever come across.”
 
   “Isn’t that all the more reason to make sure he’s still breathing?” Sean bit the inside of his mouth to stop any more angry sounds escaping. He had to get Felix to show them where Caden’s apartment was so he could see the young man for himself. He was still on the fence with the whole taking a mate issue. He wasn’t sure he could give a shy, fearful Omega the love and care he would obviously need. But Sean’s wolf wouldn’t give him any peace until he saw Caden in the flesh. 
 
   “I really hate the idea of breaking into Caden’s space,” Felix said firmly. “The boy had nothing but a pencil stub, some packs of paper and the clothes on his back when I found him. When he bought his loft, after his first art sale, I thought he was going to die of happiness. He kept wandering around this huge empty space, just touching the walls and the windows as though he couldn’t believe his luck. He has barely any furniture, the whole place is like some giant studio mostly full of paintings and art supplies, and it’s not as though it’s in the best neighborhood. But it belongs to Caden and he guards the place like a fort.”
 
   “He’s lucky you found him when you did. I can understand you being worried about him,” Liam said soothingly, flashing Sean a warning look. What? Oh. He was grinding his teeth. Taking a deep breath, Sean managed to unclench his jaw, but he was quickly running out of patience. He needed Caden’s address. 
 
   Sean had already tried to schmooze Marla, but she refused to reveal Caden’s whereabouts, claiming the artist was a very private person. He couldn’t ask Felix outright without sounding like a stalker. It was Liam that came up with the ‘being supportive friends’ idea, but Sean wasn’t sure how much more stalling he could take. If Felix had been anyone else apart from his brother’s mate, Sean would have had the guy in a chokehold by now, shaking Caden’s address out of him. 
 
   “I am worried, really worried. But I’m not sure breaking down his door is the way to go.” Felix was quiet for a moment and then he tilted his head with a small smile on his handsome face. “Of course, it’s highly possible that the fire escape would hold us if we were careful. Looking through a window might seem a little extreme, but I don’t see what else we can do. And at least this way no doors would be broken.” 
 
   Sean broke into a smile of his own – the first one in days. Maybe he could get to like his brother’s mate. A fire escape was totally doable, no matter how rickety it might be. After five days of dreaming and worrying about his mate, Sean would walk a tightrope in ballet tights if it meant he could see Caden again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
   Caden was in the shower when he heard the unmistakable rasp of metal on metal. The neighborhood was deathly quiet at night, so sound traveled. But this noise was too close for comfort. Someone was pulling down the ladder of his fire escape and they weren’t being subtle about it. Swallowing down his instinctive fear, Caden quickly shut off the shower so he could hear more clearly. One person, no, two…and then a third. Three people, probably human, were climbing the fire escape stairs. Caden could do this. He would defend his space, his territory from fucking intruders. He’d come too far to ever be a victim again.
 
   Crouching down, even though he knew he couldn’t be seen, Caden hid behind his half screen and dragged on some jeans. He ran his towel hurriedly over his hair so that nothing could impede his eyesight, and then reached under the bed, pulling out a large heavy box. His gun safe. Even Felix didn’t know that Caden had armed himself. Caden had learned from his time on the streets that a gun was far more of a deterrent to criminals, than him changing into a small white wolf might be, and that was aside from the whole ‘must not shift in front of humans’ aspect of his life. He quickly assessed his choices. A hand gun would be easier to handle, but there were three possible intruders, and he would prefer not shooting anyone at all. He needed something that screamed “fuck off” without him having to pull the trigger. The AK-47 it was. 
 
   Flicking the gun to automatic mode, Caden stood up and stepped out from behind his bedroom screen, his focus firmly on the large windows in his studio space. It was almost full dark outside and Caden had yet to turn on his large lights. The only light he had inside was from the bathroom, and a small inset lamp in the kitchen. As he heard the heavy tread of boots get closer to his window, he decided some extra light might be useful. He only needed to see a shape to shoot at it – his prospective intruders would hopefully get a good look at what he was packing, and back off once they knew how serious he was. 
 
   Moving softly, so as not to make a sound on the floors, Caden made his way to the light switches by the front door and flicked on the overhead lights. The large space was immediately lit up – bright and impossible for anyone to hide. Still moving with purpose, Caden went to stand about ten feet from the windows, the gun cocked, loaded, pointed at the glass, and then he waited. In that moment he was pure predator, and while he was more used to claws and teeth, with the heavy weight of the gun in his hands, he was determined to send these guys a clear ‘fuck off’ message. His intruders were the prey this time – they just hadn’t realized it yet.
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   “Holy shit, he has a gun. Caden, for fuck’s sake don’t shoot!” 
 
   Sean heard Felix yell and he damn near pushed Liam off the fire escape, leaping up the last of the stairs. He could understand how Felix would want to talk quickly, especially if a gun was involved, but he had to see Caden for himself. As he stood on a rickety ledge he was momentarily stunned by the vision in front of him. A huge lit space littered with canvases spoke of hard work, dedication, passion for art and an apparent disregard for mess. And in front of it all stood Caden – locked, loaded and ready for bear. 
 
   The young man looked even better than Sean remembered. His slim, pale torso gleamed under the light, his unruly mop of straight blond hair falling just over the top of one eye. All Caden appeared to be wearing was a pair of jeans that hung low on his hips – a truly sexy picture. But it was the confident way Caden held the gun in his hands, and the unflinching glare in his eyes, that touched Sean’s heart. Felix had been right about one thing. Caden was determined to defend his home, and he looked more than capable of doing it. Damn, if that idea didn’t slam Sean in the groin and hang on. 
 
   “What are you doing here, Felix?” Caden’s voice held traces of nervousness that wouldn’t be noticed by human ears, but Sean noticed that the hands holding the gun didn’t waver.
 
   “I was worried about you,” Felix called out, stepping closer to the glass, his hands spread to show he was unarmed. “We all were. You wouldn’t answer your door; you weren’t taking my calls. I had to know you were all right. We’re friends, Caden, I thought you trusted me. Now please, let us in. This damn ledge is fucking unsafe and you know I’m scared of heights.”
 
   Caden held his glare for a long minute, and Sean wasn’t sure the young man would ever move. But then he carefully raised his weapon, removed the magazine, which he tucked in his back pocket, and then walked over to rest the gun against the wall.  Only then did he come towards the large panes of glass, releasing a latch, which Sean realized was actually a door latch. What he had mistaken for windows doubled as large sliding doors. 
 
   Once all three men were inside of what was a huge space, Caden seemed unsure of himself. “I know we’re friends,” he said to Felix hesitantly – scared, but apparently determined to defend his actions. “I’m not doing anything wrong.” His eyes seemed to catch Sean’s automatically and Sean was shocked to see they were full of fear again. “I’m an adult. This is my place, my territory. I’m not intruding on anyone’s space. I have a right to be here.”
 
   Sean realized in that instant that Caden’s immediate fear had a name – the Black Brothers - and damn, if that didn’t make him feel sick. He and Liam were full-blown Alpha wolves, and his little Omega must have thought that they had a pack, or at least a right to the territory he lived in. No wonder the poor guy had locked himself in and refused to talk to anyone. He was terrified of losing his home and possibly his life.
 
   Felix looked confused. “No one said you didn’t have any right to be here. This is your home, bought and paid for. No one can take it away from you so long as you pay your taxes, and your trust does that for you.”
 
   “Then why did you bring them?” Caden hadn’t stopped looking at Sean, but clearly Liam was included in the ‘them’ comment as well. “They know what I’m talking about. Why are they here, if not to beat me, torture me, rape me and then kick me out of my home? That’s what men like them do. What are they doing here?”
 
   “Caden! How can you say something like that?” Now Felix was talking as though Caden had lost his mind, and to a human, it may sound like he had. But Liam let out a low whimper and his face looked incredibly sad, while Sean was feeling much the same way. What the hell had happened to his little wolf who should have been made to feel special from the day he was born? What hell had he been through that meant he distrusted anyone that held a sniff of fur?
 
   “Caden,” Felix said again. “These guys are my friends. You know that. Liam and I, we’re dating now, and I like to think it’s getting serious. And Sean has been just as worried about you as I have. Why wouldn’t I bring them here to check on you? Why are you making crazy accusations about them?”
 
   “They know what I’m talking about. Ask them.” Caden wasn’t giving an inch, despite his fear, and Sean’s respect for the Omega grew, as did his concern. 
 
   “Liam. You have to have that talk, now, before things get out of hand,” Sean said quickly. Felix was looking at Caden with concern, and then at Liam as though he was a potential axe murderer. Caden was still looking scared, which was not helping. Unless everyone could speak clearly and honestly, things were going to go to hell in a hand basket. If Felix started to distrust Liam, then Liam would be gutted by losing his mate, and Sean didn’t think he would be much better if Caden disappeared on him, or shut him out of his life.  
 
   “Wasn’t how I planned to have this conversation, but you’re right bro, I’ll do it,” Liam said, and Sean gave a prayer of thanks that his brother and he were so in tune with each other. “Felix, there are things I haven’t told you about me. Nothing bad, I promise,” Liam added when he saw Felix’s dawning look of horror and the way the human tried to put himself between the brothers and Caden. “But the attraction we feel, why Sean was so worried about Caden. It’ll all make sense if you just hear me out.”
 
   “And while you two are talking, I’ll have a chat with Caden and sort things out,” Sean said, looking to see how Caden would take his news. But it was Felix who answered.
 
   “Oh hell no, I am not leaving Caden with you guys until I know what the fuck is going on. My friend is scared of you and I’m fucking kicking myself I didn’t realize it before now. I should never have brought you here. This is the one place Caden should feel safe. Caden I’m so sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right,” Caden said, his body slumping in defeat. “A couch. I have one couch. Sit on it, say your piece and then if you mean me no harm, leave me to my work.”
 
   Sean looked around the huge space, cluttered as it was with easels, paintings – it was one giant mess, but surprisingly Sean found it didn’t bother his clean sensibilities like he thought it would. Along one wall was a long table that was littered with paints and brushes, glasses of water and other odds and ends that Sean assumed were necessary to what Caden did. On the easel in the center of the room he saw a picture of someone that looked remarkably like himself and his wolf. That raised a few questions but for now Sean settled for following Felix and Liam to the solitary couch that sat along a side wall by the giant windows. 
 
   “You seriously need more furniture,” Liam said, attempting to lighten the atmosphere. It fell flat.
 
   “I don’t have visitors, so it’s not necessary.” Yep, his little wolf was holding himself together by a mere thread, and while Sean was worried about the anxiety that was pouring off of Caden in waves, he was impressed at how well his mate could hide it – from humans at least.
 
   Liam and Felix sat on the couch, Caden sank onto the floor in front of the window, sitting with his legs crossed, and Sean settled for leaning against the wall by the couch. This was Liam’s call, at least with regards to how much he told his future mate, but Sean would be supportive wherever possible.
 
   Liam took Felix’s hand in his and tried his best to look as honest as possible. “Felix, hon, there is no easy way to say this. I love you and always will, and before you tell me that’s not possible because we haven’t known each other very long, hear me out. I’m a wolf shifter. I can turn into a wolf. You’re my fated mate, and we are meant to be together forever. I knew all that from the moment we met. I won’t stray, I’ll never hurt you and I’ll protect you for all time.”
 
   Felix regarded Liam for a long moment and then shook his head, looking across at Caden. “Okay, now I have to apologize for bringing crazy people into your home. I can’t tell you how sorry I am.”
 
   “Hear Liam out, Felix. We’ve been friends for three years, so hopefully you’ll believe me when I tell you that weird though it is, he’s telling you the truth.” Caden rose to his feet in one fluid movement. “Liam’s an Alpha wolf shifter, so is Sean. I could smell it on them the moment I met them. Fated mates are real, and everything he said about what that means will be true for the pair of you. I should know because I’m similar, but not.” He flicked the button on his jeans and as they started to fall he shifted. It was super-fast. Sean had never seen any wolf shift so quickly. One second Caden was in the process of getting naked, something Sean would have paid to see, the next a white wolf stood in his place, quietly regarding the three men.
 
   On the couch, Felix yelled, shrieked, and then started babbling something about being sorry he hadn’t believed Liam and how the hell couldn’t he have known his friend could turn into a wolf. Liam was holding it together as best as he could, but Sean could smell the lust rising from the couch. Liam hadn’t dared claim Felix until the human knew the truth, and now the truth was out, his wolf was probably pushing him to get to the good stuff and to hell with where they were. 
 
   Their bodies entwined, the two men seemed to have forgotten Caden, but Sean was riveted by him. Never taking his eyes off the white wolf, Sean dropped to his knees, shaking his head in wonder.
 
   “You are so totally beautiful in either form,” he said gravely, knowing he had Caden’s full attention. The wolf paced a bit, not getting any closer, but Sean could see longing in his eyes. “I could tell by your comments earlier that you don’t trust other wolves; I’m telling you honestly my heart is breaking at the thought of the harm you must have suffered in the past. But please believe me, in my pack, where Liam and I were born, Omegas are treasured, cherished and protected. My father is the Alpha and he has been telling me since I was a little boy, that Omegas were a gift from the Fates. Sent to remind us how life wasn’t all about physical strength and Alpha power. They are a constant reminder of the power of compassion and love, gentleness and peace. Liam and I were raised that way and we believe those ideals with all that we are.”
 
   Caden whined and shook his head. He took one step forward and then back again. Sean had a feeling that their mingled scent was pushing the wolf to get closer, the way they normally would in a pack situation, but Caden’s humanity, his memory of past abuse, was clearly holding him back.
 
   “I’d love it if you came closer. I promise you have nothing to fear from me,” Sean said, settling his butt on the floor so he was about the same height as the wolf. He cautiously held out his hand, holding it steady. Caden whined again, lowering his head, he moved to the side, and then back again. Sean willed himself to be patient. To sit still and try and instill some trust in a poor wolf who had none. He could see the fight in his mate. The need to be close that was ingrained in all wolves, warring desperately with the fear Sean could still smell. 
 
   “It’s okay, little wolf. I promise I won’t hurt you. I can’t hurt you. We’re mates and even if you never accept me, I would still protect you till the end of time. I will always protect you.”
 
   Sean thought he was making some headway. He was so sure that Caden would come to him. But all of a sudden Caden sat on his haunches and raised his cute little snout. He opened his mouth slightly and howled. The sound cut through Sean’s heart faster than a knife. It was a haunting sound, filled with pain and sorrow. This was the sound of loneliness by a wolf without a pack, a wolf who’d been hurt beyond measure, a wolf whose own heart was broken. Sean would swear that he’d never heard anything so devastating in his entire life. When asked about it later, that was the reason he gave for what he did next. There was no way he could listen to that howl and not respond in some way.
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden, the man, always had trouble expressing himself and in a lot of cases, his wolf was no better. Caden’s wolf had spent a lifetime being scared and alone and now, all of a sudden, there was this man, this Alpha, telling him he deserved to be cherished, that his Omega status was something special. In that moment, even though the wolf was torn between wanting to roll in his mate’s scent and being too scared to go near him, it was that frustration, the loneliness and the sheer heartbreak that he’d been through, that allowed the wolf to finally find his voice. 
 
   His fur prickled, his skin felt tight, his heart was racing, and he was so damned confused. The feelings got too big for his body; he had no choice but to release them. So he howled, despite being in the presence of others, even though he knew his human friend was wondering what the hell was going on. He howled and howled and howled and howled and as he gave voice to the feelings that had spent so long trapped inside of him, he hoped and prayed that for the first time in his life, someone would answer his call.
 
   And someone did. 
 
   A big black Alpha wolf answered; one with an enticing scent that spoke of pine trees and redwoods, of the earth after a soft rain, and the sweetness of the sun on a spring morning; the same black Alpha wolf that had haunted his dreams for the past four years. A strong wolf, with a deep voice howled back promising love, security, protection and safety. A wolf that was happy to lead and be lead, whose deeper tones harmonized so perfectly with Caden’s own. Slowly, as they sang together, Caden felt the shreds of his heart slowly weave back together. 
 
   This wolf was not silent; this wolf didn’t sit in the shadows and simply watch Caden’s pain. This beautiful black animal sat shoulder to shoulder with Caden and howled to the ceiling, just as Caden did. Somewhere in their duet Caden found threads of trust, of hope, and as he sank onto the floor, exhausted from the outpouring of emotion, he felt his mate curl around him, his strong scent like a comforting blanket, and for the first time in a very long time, Caden slept without dreams. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
   Sean woke in his human form, in a strange, decidedly messy bed, curled around a small, lithe blond man, feeling surprisingly content. He could pick up the faint traces of his brother’s scent, and as the events from last night came back to him he felt his face twitch into a broad smile. Liam and Felix must have stayed long enough to get them to bed, and then…he took a long sniff…they left, probably, so Liam could get down to the serious business of claiming his mate. As Sean looked at the lovely young man in his arms, he knew he was going to make it his life’s mission to achieve the same goal, although chances are it wasn’t going to be an easy task. Last night’s serenade had been a breakthrough of sorts, but Caden’s distrust of all things pack was going to make the claiming side of things difficult. 
 
   The best way to start earning his mate’s trust was to provide for him; Sean carefully eased himself off the bed and found the bathroom. He was momentarily stunned by the lavish fittings, especially in light of how the rest of the apartment was furnished. He made a mental note to ask Caden about it later and shoved any thoughts of what could be done in that decadent-looking tub to the back of his brain. The only reason Caden slept naked with him was because they had gone to bed as wolves. As much as he wanted to, Sean wasn’t going to take advantage of the nakedness that was natural to shifters.
 
   Padding quietly around the screen, Sean found his clothes and then the kitchen area at the back of the open plan space. There was plenty of food, although little evidence that Caden cooked. Either that or the young man was scrupulous about cleaning up after himself. After seeing the state of the bedroom, Sean wasn’t sure that was likely. 
 
   Sean set about making his favorite, pancakes with maple syrup and crispy bacon. As he cooked he pondered his decision to take Caden as a mate. Even as he’d climbed the rusted fire escape to Caden’s ledge, Sean had been in two minds about it. Yes, he had an Alpha imperative to ensure that Caden was okay – protectiveness in an Alpha didn’t only apply to mates, although it applied tenfold for them. He’d been stunned by the erotic picture Caden presented as he defended his territory. He’d been blindsided and almost crippled by the pain he felt from Caden’s wolf when the white beauty had finally found his voice. But none of those things were enough on their own to make a serious decision to mate the man. After all, that would mean he could never indulge in casual sex again, and over the years Sean had gotten used to the variety among human males. 
 
   But as he whisked the pancake batter, Sean realized there were countless reasons for taking Caden as a mate and only a few against. A mate was a mate, no matter what, and someone to be cherished. On the negative side Caden was territorial, and messy. Very messy in his home environment. Sean’s need for clean, neat and tidy spaces was going to be sorely tested. However, on the positive side, Caden had been strong enough to survive so long without a pack, talented enough to make a reasonable income, pretty enough that Sean knew he’d have no problems with the physical side of their relationship, and his wolf adored the little Omega already. That was without the whole fated mates’ business. 
 
   Putting bacon under the broiler and dropping batter into a fry pan on the stove top, Sean knew that he could pro and con all he liked, but when it came right down to it, Caden was picked by the Fates for him. The Omega was territorial, scared, vulnerable, and he desperately needed the security of an Alpha who would care about him. That was the one aspect that made Sean pause. Caden would be hard to win over, it’d be difficult to gain his trust, and after the life Caden had clearly had, the man deserved to be positively adored. Sean wasn’t sure he had an adoration gene. In fact, he was fairly sure that side of him was non-existent. He was used to being adored, not lavishing the same emotion on someone else. 
 
   But by the time he was filling the plates, Sean decided it didn’t matter. He would learn how to care for his Omega as time went on. His wolf would help him, and Sean had plenty of experience in being guided by his animal spirit. The first thing he had to do was win the guy’s trust so that he would be allowed to claim him. Because no matter what else might’ve been spinning through Sean’s mind since he’d woken, one fact was overwhelmingly clear. He didn’t want to leave Caden’s side ever again. The thought of being without his little mate, of going another five days without seeing him at all – Sean couldn’t handle that. And if that wasn’t a good basis for mating, then he didn’t know what was. It was certainly enough for him. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden woke to the delicious scent of bacon cooking, and his stomach rumbled appreciatively. But this was a situation Caden hadn’t been in before, and he wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. From the scent on his sheets he knew Sean had stayed the night – the lack of sex in the air made it plain they just slept, although how they got to bed was beyond Caden’s guess. He remembered falling asleep on the floor, but as he stretched out his tired limbs, he realized he’d had an amazing sleep. So amazing in fact, Caden felt horny, and he couldn’t remember the last time that happened.
 
   Hungry. Horny. Should he get up or stay in bed? Get up, he decided. If he stayed in bed, then Sean might take that as an invitation that Caden was hesitant to offer. He might be horny, but he was also a virgin and he wasn’t sure he was ready to give that up to the first good looking Alpha that came along, even if the man was his mate. He scurried out of bed, and dashed into the bathroom, determined to be dressed before Sean had finished in the kitchen. He was pulling on his jeans when he heard Sean call out, “Caden, I’ve got breakfast for us on the fire escape. Come and get it.”
 
   That was good, right? Sean didn’t want to come back to bed, he wanted them to eat outside. But weren’t true mates supposed to want to fuck and claim and do all of those other things that Caden had only heard about and never actually done? Maybe Sean wasn’t his true mate – maybe Caden’s reaction was because Sean was an Alpha. Although, as he hurried through the studio Caden knew he was barking up the wrong tree. Liam didn’t arouse any feelings in him whatsoever, except the innate distrust he had for all things wolf. So did Sean’s actions this morning mean that he wasn’t wanted? And why did Caden feel disappointed at that idea? Gods, he was so confused. 
 
   Sean certainly looked good in the early morning light. His short blond hair sparkled, and although the man wore his shades, his smile wasn’t hidden at all. Caden decided then and there that a smiling Sean was definitely drool-worthy. 
 
   “Good morning. Thank you for cooking, although if you had woken me, I could’ve done it,” he managed to say without blushing. 
 
   “It wasn’t a bother at all,” Sean said. “Given your lack of chairs I thought we could eat out here with our plates on our laps. What do you think?”
 
   Think? Another wolf was asking him what he thought? Wow, that was different. “Good idea,” Caden managed to say as he sat and swung his legs over the side of the ledge as Sean had suggested. He’d never been afraid to sit on the fire escape – he felt safe above the ground. Sean handed him a plate and some cutlery before sitting down beside him. Not wanting to be caught ogling the Alpha, Caden looked down at his plate instead, and gasped at what he saw.
 
   “You made pancakes.” Caden felt like he was going to cry. These were proper pancakes, made from scratch, and Sean made them for him. Caden had only had homemade pancakes once in his life – when a kindly woman had given him a meal and a bed for the night in return for chores she wanted done. 
 
   “I hope you like them,” Sean said with a little frown. “I probably should have asked you what sorts of things you like to eat.”
 
   “I eat anything,” Caden assured him, cutting into the fluffy pancake. “After being on the streets for so long, and not getting much to eat before that, I tend to scoff down anything that is put in front of me.” 
 
   Crap. The moment the words left his mouth, Caden knew he should have kept his lips shut. Sean had asked if he liked pancakes. He didn’t want, or need to hear Caden’s life history. But Sean didn’t comment, or act like he thought Caden was strange, he simply indicated Caden should eat while the food was hot.
 
   It was oddly peaceful sitting with his legs swinging on the fire escape. Caden’s loft was in an industrial district and around him were mostly storage units and warehouses. He liked the fact that the area never got particularly busy, just the odd truck now and then. Caden had a beautiful view across rooftops, which made for an interesting vista, and in the far distance were the Hollywood Hills. The sky was blue, this time of the morning the air was clean, and all Caden could smell, apart from the bacon, was the enticing scent of his mate.
 
   “So tell me, what do you do, apart from cook delicious pancakes?” he asked, after he’d demolished most of what was on his plate. If Sean did nothing but cook delicious pancakes, he’d still be a keeper in Caden’s books. He couldn’t remember the last time someone cooked for him in his own kitchen. In fact, he was fairly sure this was a first. 
 
   “Liam and I run a club downtown, a club that could really benefit from a gorgeous wolf painting on one of the walls.” Sean’s plate was empty, although he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to go anywhere. But Caden’s heart dropped into his stomach.
 
   “Is that why you stayed last night?” He said hesitantly. “You want me to do a painting. Is that it?” Caden wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer, but at least he would know if it was true or not. He just…he was sick of people only after him because they wanted something. But then why else would someone as gorgeous and self-assured as Sean want to hang around with the likes of him?
 
   “Liam wants the painting,” Sean said, his mouth down turned. Still looked good, Caden noticed. “I thought he’d mentioned that the night we met. No, me, it’s simple. I stayed because you’re my mate. I want to claim you as soon as you’re ready. But I figured you’d want to get to know me first. You can’t do that if I’m not here. So I’ll be sticking around for a while.”
 
   “Oh.” Well, that was telling him. Sean wanted to claim him as a mate, even though he was only an Omega. Caden wasn’t sure if he wanted to dance for joy, or throw himself off of the fire escape. Gods this relationship stuff was confusing the crap out of him. 
 
   “I’m assuming that’s okay. I promise I won’t make much noise or disturb your work, but I kinda need to be around you, if you understand what I mean.”
 
   Now the man blew him away with his honesty, and although Caden didn’t have a clue what to say, he managed to place his hand on top of Sean’s big fist. He was still staring at the rooftops, but felt Sean twist his hand, so their fingers were entwined. Caden leaned slightly so that his head rested on Sean’s solid biceps, and filled with pancakes, Caden watched the sun slowly climb the sky, happy to be sitting with his mate. Something he never dreamed he would ever do. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
   Bastard Alpha must think I am completely stupid, Caden thought as he watched Sean leave the apartment. The big man said he needed to pop home, grab more clothes, and that Liam wanted him at the club for something. After scenting Sean’s arousal for more than a week, Caden had a pretty good idea why Sean was going to the club and it had nothing to do with Liam. He simply wasn’t sure what he was meant to do about it. The thought of Sean intimate with someone made his skin itch and his wolf howl in his head. But apart from that first day, when Sean cooked for him and stayed with him, holding his hand, the Alpha said nothing more about claiming him at all. Sean certainly never made a move on him and Caden was starting to think he had imagined the whole conversation.
 
   The two men slept in the same bed at night. Both wearing boxers, staying rigidly apart while awake, but gravitating towards each other while they slept. Sean worked on his computer during the day, doing goodness knows what, while Caden painted. Sean cooked, cleaned, did Caden’s washing, and gave him space to paint. In the evenings they sat on the fire escape, shared a few drinks and talked. At least Sean talked. He would talk about his family, the closeness he had with Liam and how things were done in his home pack. Caden would listen, thinking that it all sounded like an amazing fairytale, given how different Sean’s reality had been from his. But he never offered anything about his own life. Who would want to listen to such negativity after hearing about the life Sean enjoyed?
 
   Caden knew it would happen. He knew Sean would tire of him. Caden was sensible enough to understand he didn’t have a life, or anything to offer an Alpha who had everything he could possibly want at his fingertips. Sean grew up in a close-knit pack, with status, money, and a loving family. He had a business, friends, lovers (probably, although Sean never mentioned anyone specific) and a busy life. Caden had none of those things, except money of his own. In comparison, Caden’s whole life had been about survival. His only friends were Marla and Felix and now Felix was mated he didn’t come around anymore. Marla only got in touch when she wanted more paintings. Caden learned not to expect anything else, so while he could appreciate how Sean had a mating imperative to be with him, it clearly wasn’t strong enough to act on. Caden wasn’t sure whether to be angry or hurt by the whole deal. 
 
   Glaring at the blank canvas facing him, Caden shut everything out of his mind and let his muse take over. He rarely planned his paintings, he would simply start applying color to canvas, and sooner or later an image emerged. This time would be no different. But even as he grimaced when he saw the picture stemming from his mind and flowing through his fingers and the brushes they held, he couldn’t stop – as much as he kept telling himself he should. 
 
   Time had no meaning as Caden worked. He added light, color, facial details, backgrounds that conveyed emotions he couldn’t even articulate. Caden knew his verbal skills were often hampered by his natural anxiety, but on a canvas he had no restraint. By the time he stood back to view the finished work, tears were rolling unchecked down his cheeks. His latest picture punched him in the face with his own reality.
 
   Over two thirds of the canvas, Caden painted a club scene. There were beautiful men, fancy drinks, and bright lights. In the center was Sean, holding court, looking as sexy as ever in a sharp suit. The Alpha held a drink in one hand, a young man on his lap, a second man leaned over his shoulder as though whispering in his ear, while yet another was looking at him coyly.  The easy smile on Sean’s face, the excitement and the buzz he clearly got from the attention – anyone viewing the picture would know that Sean was the star, the center of the universe, and everyone around him naturally fell under his spell. 
 
   In the bottom left third of the picture, the viewer could see the outside of the club. The darkness of the night sky providing a clear division between the light and laughter going on inside and the loneliness that stemmed from being an outsider. Standing on a wooden crate, looking in the window was a solitary slender white wolf. Tail down, head hunched between his shoulders, ears back, there was no denying the despondency of the animal, or the reason for it. 
 
   Caden forced himself to face what he was seeing, what his picture told him in graphic detail. The fact Sean would never want to be with him when he was a natural people magnet. Life, laughter, fun, they were concepts for other people to enjoy – they weren’t part of Caden’s world and were never likely to be.  In the week they had been together, Sean never once offered to take him out or suggested they go on a date, or simply go for a walk. The only time Sean mentioned going out was earlier that evening; he never even asked if Caden wanted to accompany him.  He had just said he was going and left. Left to have fun with other people, fuck other men and be the life and soul of the club scene – all without Caden.
 
   Suddenly a lifetime of holding himself together, of never being good enough, rose inside of him and he was powerless to control his despair. He felt his heart pound, and he gasped as his body went into overdrive. Without warning Caden lost it. He roared, he screamed, he cursed the heavens. How could the Fates be so cruel? 
 
   In a fit of strength he didn’t know he had, Caden grabbed the canvas and tossed it on the floor. When it didn’t break, he deliberately took one corner and tore it apart with his bare hands, the tears streaming down his face as he desecrated his work for the first time since he learned what a canvas was. He hated that painting – he hated what it meant, and worst of all, he hated the stark reality it represented because it was all so true. 
 
   When the walls of his precious sanctuary became too confining for his emotional turmoil, Caden threw the tattered bits of his painting on the floor, and raced out of the apartment. He didn’t bother to lock up; he didn’t even turn off the lights. Caden was running from the truth – a truth that hurt more than any beating he’d ever had, any torture he’d ever endured in the past. 
 
   In that moment he hated who he was, hated what he’d been through, and hated that in the shifter world, he was clearly the only one in existence not worthy of his fated mate. Everything Sean had told him, about how Omegas were cherished and special became a mockery. Why had the man taunted him with such cruel lies? Especially when the one man who had the power to make Caden feel he might be worth something, the one man who could bring some light into his otherwise dark existence, would rather go out and fuck someone else. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Sean breathed a sigh of relief when Liam slipped into the booth beside him. He’d been waiting two hours for his brother to show up, his chest aching every second he was away from his mate. Men had been hitting on him left, right and center, and rather than lap up the attention, it was setting Sean’s anger to a slow boil. One more wink in his direction he was sure he was going to do something nasty and not in the way his fans were hoping. 
 
   “Took you long enough. What did you want to see me about that was so important?” He snapped.
 
   “Why, hello to you brother. Nice to see you and all that. What jumped up your ass and bit you?” Liam said, his tone snarky and his eyebrow raised.
 
   “You said you wanted to see me, so I’m here. I didn’t feel right about leaving Caden alone and I’ve been sitting here for two fucking hours. Now what did you want?” Sean wasn’t in the mood to be polite. 
 
   “Er, Sean, bro. This is a social call. I thought we could all have a drink together, so I could get to know your new mate. I sorta figured that you two would have done the deed by now, and I wanted to officially congratulate my new brother-in-law. Felix was keen to catch up too.”
 
   “Your text said you wanted to see me. You didn’t say anything about Caden.”
 
   “Well, duh! You’re a couple. It’s automatic for guys like us to always go as a pair. I shouldn’t have had to actually mention your new mate; I merely assumed he’d be glued to your side. It’s not as though your wolf would be happy leaving him behind.”
 
   “He’s not, and I’m not,” Sean said, rubbing his chest again. Fuck it hurt. Did it mean something was wrong with Caden? “Mated I mean. I haven’t claimed him yet.”
 
   “Are you mucking my friend around? Only if you are, so help me, I’ll fucking deck you so hard. Where is he?” Felix slipped into the booth beside Liam, and handed his mate a drink. 
 
   “At home, where he always is,” Sean snarled, annoyed that both Felix and Liam had such a rosy glow already. He wanted that with Caden and it was no closer to happening than it was the week before. “He paints, he eats, he sleeps. He doesn’t do anything else. When we talk it’s always me doing the sharing, he just listens to me, he never tells me anything about himself. In an entire week he hasn’t made one move on me, hasn’t flirted with me once. He hasn’t done anything to let me know he even wants me. I don’t even know if there is any point in going back. He’s not been making any effort towards us being a couple.”
 
   “You sanctimonious bastard!” Felix was glaring now and Liam didn’t look happy either. “You’re talking about Caden here; Caden who’s had a lifetime of abuse – a virginal Caden who wouldn’t know the first thing about flirting with a man or a woman because he’s never done it. Caden, who only stays at home because he doesn’t feel safe when he goes out alone. Have you ever offered to take him out for a meal or something?”
 
   “No.” Sean was shocked at how angry Felix was being, not to mention what the man had said, and figured he’d keep his answers short and honest.
 
   “Do you talk to him about his dreams of the future, or where he might like to go for a vacation?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Do you have a clue what his favorite foods are, have you taken him to the movies, offered to buy him a television…I don’t know, have you done anything to suggest you might be interested in him?”
 
   “Not exactly. I was waiting for him to make a move on me.” He was a freaking Alpha; he didn’t go running after anyone. But Sean was starting to think maybe he had been making a few mistakes with his mate.
 
   “Sean,” Liam broke in quietly. “He’s an Omega, man. An abused Omega. He could be with you for the next hundred years and he’d still never make a move on you unless he was one thousand percent sure that you would welcome his advances.”
 
   “I was trying to give him space to make a move on me willingly.” Sean kept his voice low, but inside he was itching to get back home – Caden’s place. It was home he realized and all because of the man who was in it. Fuck, he should never have left Caden on his own. Sean felt his gut clench and he didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “Your restraint is admirable, but there’s a freaking good chance that you’ve been sending Caden mixed messages,” Liam said. “I know you told him you wanted to claim him on day one, but then what? Face it, if he didn’t want you around, he would’ve kicked you out, because I have never known anyone so territorial about his space. The fact that he lets you stay is telling you heaps, man, can’t you see that? And you’ve got the cheek to say you’re not sure if you should go back now you’re here? You’ll be fucking lucky if he lets you in the door, let alone his bed, you’ve been such a moron. How could you leave him alone, unclaimed, and head out on the town without a second thought?”
 
   “He’s never said anything about wanting to go out. He’s a loner and just keeps to himself. I don’t know how to deal with that.”
 
   “He’s scared of his own shadow. If you claimed him and showed him you would protect him when you went out, things would be a lot different,” Liam persisted. Sean didn’t think he could feel any worse but he did. Liam had never taken anyone else’s side over his before. And the worst part was, Liam had good reason.
 
   “I care about him, I do, but I’ve never come across anyone who acted like a hermit. Do you honestly think claiming him would help? Lord knows I want to, I just don’t want to make things worse,” Sean said. If Liam was taking Caden’s side, then Sean was in deeper shit than he thought. Liam was making perfect sense, and Sean mentally kicked himself for not realizing what was going on with his little mate before.  
 
   “I need to show you something, in the office,” Felix said suddenly, standing up. Seeing as Liam stood too, Sean followed, although he couldn’t think of anything in his office that might hold his attention for longer than five minutes. He did all of the book work for the club on his computer. 
 
   As they walked through the club that he and Liam were so proud of, Sean wondered why he hadn’t thought to share his second home with Caden. It was clean, smart, the DJ played a good mix of music, and the place had a decent crowd every night of the week. If Caden had anxiety issues with going out alone, it was unlikely he’d ever visited the place before.  Felix’s first time in the bar was after meeting Liam.
 
   The three men filed into the large office that Sean and Liam shared. But instead of two large desks and a pile of papers, stacked against the walls were ten to fifteen paintings. Sean had seen enough of Caden’s work to recognize his style. He just didn’t understand why Felix would want him to look at more of his mate’s work – he’d seen it every day for the past week. It was good, he liked it, but didn’t he have more important things to do, like get home?
 
   Felix wandered over to the paintings and started flicking through them, pausing every now and then. “When Caden first started sharing his art, I realized he had a unique style. He could paint the things he couldn’t say. Over the past few years I’ve clued in, if you like, into his mood shifts, because of the different things he’d painted, and when Liam explained more about Omega wolves, I got Marla to let me have Caden’s wolf pictures back. I think you should see them.”
 
   “I know he can paint wolves,” Sean said, coming forward. “He painted my wolf before he’d even seen it.”
 
   “We think he had seen it bro,” Liam said, perching on the edge of his desk. “When I saw the wolves in the paintings he’d done before he even met you, I rang Dad and talked to him. It seems sometimes, when they are in the general physical vicinity of their mates, an Omega can dream about him or her, and can do for years before they meet.”
 
   “From the dates on these pictures, Caden’s been dreaming of you, in your wolf form at least, for the best part of two years, maybe more. It’s hard to know because he didn’t paint until after he met me, but it would be safe to assume that you’ve been in his dreams since he arrived in Los Angeles.”
 
   “I didn’t think that was possible,” Sean said, taking the first painting Felix handed him. He gasped and almost dropped the canvas. His wolf was in the painting, there was no doubt about that, right down to the intelligence in his eyes and the slightly bent whisker he had on the left side of his mouth. But the wolf wasn’t the central figure in the painting, he was off the side, totally disinterested in the action going on – a small white puppy being snarled at and threatened by a pack of angry wolves. 
 
   “Then there’s this one.” Felix handed him another. This time the black wolf was running with others of his kind, while a young white wolf hid in the bushes, cowering in the hopes of not being seen. The pup was dirty, skinny and clearly scared, such a contrast to the large black Alpha with this thick healthy coat, muscled body and strong teeth. The image broke Sean’s heart. If he had any doubts about what Caden dealt with growing up, they were completely gone. If the paintings were even remotely related to Caden’s real life, then the boy had been abused from birth. 
 
   “There are more, but I think you get the general idea. All of these paintings were done in the last two years, and Caden only paints the white wolf if he’s been having nightmares, or dealing with his memories,” Felix explained. “Liam and I think, that when Caden has these bad dreams, you are in them. Not as an abuser, but simply as someone who doesn’t do anything to stop what is going on.”
 
   “That’s unfair. I didn’t know what was going on, I hadn’t met him. But I’m here for him now, can’t he see that?” 
 
   “He thinks you’re too good for him. You can tell from the pictures he’s done of you since you’ve met,” Felix said. “Caden has enormous self-worth issues. I felt sure that spending time with you would help him, especially when Liam explained the whole ‘fated mates’ concept and how you guys felt about wolves like Caden. But from the sounds of it you can’t be bothered to take him out, talk to him about how he sees the future, or anything I was told mates would do. He doesn’t need anyone making him feel worse, and he doesn’t need to relive his past to make you feel good because he was sharing something. Did it ever cross your mind that he didn’t share any of his past, because he had nothing positive to say?”
 
   “It can’t be that bad, surely. These are paintings, figments of Caden’s imagination,” Sean protested, his heart thumping fast as he realized he might have done more harm than good to his little mate. “They aren’t real.”
 
   “Every one of Caden’s paintings reflect how he sees his reality. In his latest paintings of you, in your human form with the wolf beside you, he painted you as an unreachable God – someone to be idolized, but too perfect to touch.”
 
   “You’re making this up, please tell me you’re making this up.” Sean looked at Liam for a bit of support. But Liam shook his head, his eyes sad. 
 
   “The boy’s clearly got it bad for you, but between what Felix has said and Dad explained, if you truly want Caden, then you are going to have to make the first move, and you should have done it days ago.”
 
   “I’ve never had to make the first move,” Sean grumbled, even as he wondered if he even knew how to actively try and seduce someone else. He stood in a room, men vied for his attention and if he felt like it, he gave it. What the heck did he know about trying to woo someone. Caden needed to be claimed, that much was true. Otherwise he was going to doubt everything Sean ever tried to do. But Sean was used to men coming onto him, not the other way round. 
 
   “Well,” Liam said, standing up and pulling Felix into his arms. “I’m sure there’re at least a dozen men in the club who you haven’t fucked yet, and would probably start panting for you the moment you favored them with a second glance. If that’s what you prefer – the easy mark, then go for it. But Felix is right. If you can’t be bothered to help Caden feel good about himself and show him how special he is, stay the fuck away from him. Dad’s already said he’ll take Caden into his pack for protection if the boy wants it, and there are lord knows how many men there who would be happy for the chance to protect and love an Omega. Fuck, they’d be queuing up for a chance to mate with someone as pretty and talented as Caden.”
 
   “You’ve got no right to talk to Dad about my mate,” Sean snarled automatically, but his heart wasn’t in it. It was too busy hurting. He had a horrible feeling he’d fucked up somewhere in his thinking, and the more he thought about it, the more he was sure he had scented a deep sadness coming from Caden when he’d left the apartment. Did Caden honestly think he wasn’t wanted? Is it possible that Caden thought he’d come tonight to screw around? Or that maybe he wasn’t coming back?
 
   “Sean,” Felix said firmly. “Caden is a good man and he deserves a good life. He’s too scared to go out into the world and find one of his own. With what your brother told me about Alphas, I was sure you were the one who’d show him a brand new world, not one based on simply surviving from one day to the next, or living in fear. If you can’t be bothered being that person, then please, let Caden go to your pack and find someone who will want him, and give him something to leave his studio for. He only stays within those four walls, because it’s the only safe place he’s ever known.”
 
   “I told you I want Caden, and I’m not letting him go to our pack until he is well and truly mated and he goes with me by his side. But I might need a book on dating or something. I’m not sure how to be in a relationship,” Sean said, unwilling to admit he felt a little bit unsure of himself, but feeling he had to say something. Realizing he might have done things wrong and hurt the man he wanted to claim – that was not an easy thing for Sean to admit to himself, let alone anyone else. 
 
   “What you need is to go back to Caden’s, take him in your arms, let nature take its course, and then don’t leave him on his own again,” Liam said forcefully. “Take him out, show him a life, introduce him to people, protect him every second of every single day, and love him every minute of every night. Dad’s words, not mine.”
 
   “Dad’s a good man, and that is good advice. It’s certainly a start. Drinks and dinner in a couple of days, promise.” Sean was already heading out of the office. His racing heart would not slow down, and his wolf was letting him know in no uncertain terms that something was wrong with his mate. Sean jumped into his Viper and took off. If the police wanted to pull him over, then they could follow him to Caden’s place because he wasn’t stopping for anybody. 
 
   His worst fears were realized when he clattered up the stairs to Caden’s loft. The front door was wide open and the lights were all on. Sean raced into the room, scanning the area, looking for any signs of life, but it was clear Caden left in a hurry. His heart stopped when he saw the wrecked painting. Caden would never desecrate a canvas. Even if he didn’t like the finished work, he would paint over it and start again. He didn’t believe in wasting anything. 
 
   Sean knelt and carefully pieced together the bits of canvas strewn across the floor. When he viewed the finished work, he knew his brother and Felix were right. Not only did Caden see himself as always being on the outside and alone, but what was even more heartbreaking, was the clear evidence that his mate thought he’d gone out to screw around. Why hadn’t he at least taken the time to let Caden know that wasn’t even possible? 
 
   Well, he would, Sean decided, as he stood and pulled out his phone. As soon as he’d found his mate again and claimed him. Then they would have a lifetime to talk – about their future, not their diverse past. As he dialed the number for his brother, he prayed he wasn’t too late. His wolf knew something was desperately wrong, and wanted out – never a good sign.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Caden huddled in the corner booth of a diner about fifteen blocks from his apartment. He’d managed to eat a steak sandwich and was now nursing his coffee, debating whether or not to go home. He’d been lucky he found a twenty-dollar bill in his jeans’ pocket; otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to get anything. His wallet, identification, keys and phone were sitting on his art table where he left them. He could probably slip back and get them and disappear again and Sean wouldn’t even know he’d gone. If his mate was out on the town, looking to get laid, there was a good chance he wouldn’t be back until the next day, if he came back at all. Caden could get his lovely coat, some boots, and changes of clothes, and disappear for a while.
 
   The bell above the diner door jingled, and Caden hunched even further in his seat as he heard the raucous sounds of boys out for a night on the town. Living on the streets, Caden learned that affluent young men who’d had too much to drink could be some of his worse tormentors – the men picking on him because he was small, pretty, and clearly homeless. Looking down at his paint-splattered jeans and t-shirt, Caden wasn’t sure he looked much better now. He’d learned from experience it was better to be as unobtrusive as possible. 
 
   But Lady Luck wasn’t smiling on him. The boys settled into the two tables right next to the booth Caden was in, effectively boxing him in. He had to act quickly. As soon as the waitress came to take the young men’s orders, Caden moved. He wasn’t about to give any of the idiots the chance to pick on him, or worse. Unlike his time on the streets, he did have a home to go to – with a front door and a solid lock. All he had to do was get there. 
 
   Sliding to the far side of the booth, which was closest to the door, Caden stood, palming the twenty. He passed the waitress and handed it to her with a hurried “keep the change,” as he kept moving. He thought he heard a snigger, and he definitely heard the word “faggot,” but he didn’t stop, didn’t look back and he didn’t run. Even a small predator knows how not to act like prey. 
 
   As he left the diner he saw another group of youths across the road, and he shuddered as he hunched his shoulders, stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets and started walking as fast as he could in bare feet. He didn’t know the men across the road, but he knew the type – homeless, hungry and desperate. Caden was glad he hadn’t brought his lovely leather coat because if he had, it would have made him a clear target. All he could hope was that the men would dismiss him because of his size and his paint-ruined clothes. Surely he looked almost as homeless as they did. But again, it seemed luck wasn’t on his side.
 
   “Hey you, blondie, don’t I know you?” a voice yelled through the night. Nope, Caden thought as he kept walking. He hadn’t made friends on the street. Friendship came with a price he hadn’t been prepared to pay, so he’d always kept to himself. 
 
   “Hey you, you got any change?” Nope, again. Got nothing that would interest you, so just leave me alone. Caden walked faster as he heard footsteps coming behind him. The men had crossed the road and followed him. Damn it, he would’ve been better off staying in the diner. 
 
   “Blondie, I’m trying to talk to you. It’s fucking rude to keep walking.” Yeah, like I’m going to stop and talk to you. Caden could hear the footsteps were closer, and as there were at least six of them and only one of him, he did the only thing he could think of – he ran. His wolf was anxious, wanting to get out because four feet were faster than two, but Caden didn’t dare. Knowing his luck, he’d trip on his clothes, or worse, and the danger of being seen when shifting was too big to even consider. He could run on two feet, he was good at that. 
 
   With the feet pounding behind him, Caden tried to get his bearings. It had been a while since he’d even been in the rundown area, and he realized that he should have taken a right when he left the diner, not left. Boarded-up houses, burned-out cars, wrecks on the side of the road and the stench of garbage from overflowing bags left on the street – Caden didn’t have a clue where he was or where he should go.
 
   Dodging around even more garbage, his bare feet getting cut up by the uneven gravel on the footpath, Caden scanned the area in front of him, looking for somewhere to hide. The men following him had fallen back a bit, but they were still coming. Seeing an alley up ahead, Caden sprinted for it, praying for an unlocked doorway, a half-empty dumpster, anything that would get him out of sight and keep him hidden. But as he took the corner into the alley, his foot slipped on some wet oil or similar on the concrete and Caden whimpered as he fell, hitting his head on the block walls of a building.
 
   Fuck. Shit. Damn and fucking hell. 
 
   Caden groaned as he reached behind his head. There was something dripping in his hair, and Caden smelled blood. His ankle was throbbing, which meant he’d probably sprained or broken it, but his wolf was yelling at him to get up, or let him out. He was in danger and as he looked up he could see why. Six, no, make that seven men, all in the ragged uniform of the homeless, were surrounding him and eying him like a prime rib roast.
 
   “I was trying to talk to you, blondie, now why you have to run off like that?” The ringleader was slightly taller than the others, better build, but even in the dim light Caden could see the pock marks of acne and the gauntness of the man’s face. He and Pockmark were probably about the same age and wasn’t that a sobering thought.  
 
   “I don’t have change, I don’t have shoes, I have nothing worth stealing, and I just want to be left alone.” Caden didn’t think it would make any difference to talk to the louts, but he had to try. 
 
   “You must have something, mustn’t ya?” the ringleader said, bending over and blessing Caden with the stench of unwashed teeth. “You came out of the diner, and you’d been eating there. We’s saw ya. So turn out ya pockets, and lemme see what you’ve got.”
 
   “I haven’t got anything,” Caden glared, knowing his wolf was shining in his eyes. He must have been, because the ringleader stepped back a bit, but not far enough. “I’ve been where you are. I’ve lived on the streets. But I never robbed anyone, never took something I didn’t earn, and I certainly didn’t bully anyone simply because they were smaller than me. I told you, no money, no shoes, no coat, nothing worth having. Now leave me alone.”
 
   “You’ve got a mouth. I can use that.” A skinny man with no hair stood beside the ringleader, cupping his cock through his jeans, and Caden was sickened to notice it was hard. 
 
   “We’ll hold him for ya, right boys?” The ringleader looked around at his band of merry men and laughed. His cronies laughed with him, and Caden braced himself. He felt a hand on his ankle and he kicked out. As more hands followed, he kicked, and screamed and yelled and hit whatever he could, but there were too many of them, and not enough of him. Before he could do anything about it, there were hands pulling his hair, holding down his body, and a bare cock slapping him in the face. Fuck, it stunk and Caden tried to turn his head, keeping his mouth firmly closed and his teeth clenched.
 
   “Open wide pretty boy, those lips were made to take my cock,” the skinhead crooned as he rubbed his dick over Caden’s cheeks. Caden growled. It was all he could do with a clenched jaw, but he tried to put as much menace into his growl as he could. Not that it did any good. The skinhead laughed and the next thing Caden felt was a dirty thumb jabbing at his lips. 
 
   “I told you to open wide.” The skinhead was persistent, and Caden had the sinking feeling that his first ever blow job was not going to be a new thing he could learn while worshipping his mate, it was going to be taken by force in a dirty alley with blood dripping through his hair. Damn, Sean, why can’t you ever be here when I need you? Just this once?
 
   “Let go of him, or I’ll set the hounds of hell on you.” Felix? Saints be praised, Felix found him, and if Caden’s nose was still working correctly, Sean and Liam were with him, both in their impressive wolf forms, their black fur making them look exactly like the hounds Felix was referring to.
 
   “Hey man, we ain’t doing no harm, the kid was asking for it.” Unfortunately, Pockmark hadn’t let go of his hair and even now was trying to force Caden’s head into a nod of agreement.
 
   “How stupid do you think I am? This is your last warning, let go of my friend right now, or face the consequences.” Felix sneered as he came closer, looking so out of place in his expensive clean clothes. Liam was sticking close to his mate’s side, while Sean was edging closer to Caden. Unfortunately, there was a mass of unwashed bodies to get through first.  
 
   “There’s only one of him, get him,” the skinhead yelled, his cock still hard and still in his hand. Maybe Pockmark wasn’t their gang leader after all, because five of the men turned on Felix. Pockmark and Skinhead stayed with Caden. 
 
   “I warned you,” Felix yelled, before his fist smashed into the nearest thug. Liam was growling and tearing into first one and then another, while Sean was prowling close to Pockmark and Skinhead. His teeth were bared, the fur on his ruff was raised, his lips curled in a snarl and the growl coming from his chest rumbled throughout the alley. 
 
   “Nice doggy,” Pockmark said, letting go of Caden’s hair and backing away. “Nice doggy.” Sean snarled and then, with a quick flick of his head, snapped his jaws with a resounding click of teeth and Skinhead screamed and dropped to his knees, his hands now cupping his crotch for a totally different reason. 
 
   “Oh my God, I think he’s bit my dick off,” Skinhead shrieked, and that was obviously enough for Pockmark because he sprinted out of the alley, Sean hot on his heels. Seconds later the thug was on the ground screaming as Sean savaged the man’s hand. Caden had to admit his mate had a poetic sense of justice. 
 
   “Caden, are you all right?” Felix knelt on the ground beside him, a nervous hand running over his hair. Caden could smell his own blood, but he wasn’t feeling any drips anymore. 
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. A bit smelly, definitely need a shower and I think I twisted my ankle when I fell.  A shift should take care of that and the cut on my head.”
 
   “Okay then. Let’s get…” but that was all Felix had time to say before Sean’s solid wolf knocked him out of the way and was nuzzling and rubbing all over Caden’s face and neck. Caden, who managed to stay strong right up until that moment, took one whiff of Sean’s delicious scent and felt tears running down his face for the second time that night. This time he wasn’t alone. He wrapped his arms around Sean’s furry neck and hung on tight, taking long, deep breaths.
 
   “I can’t believe you came,” he managed to gasp after a long minute. “I…that’s never…no one has ever…” The big lick he got up the side of his face, and the gentle nudge of black wet nose, against his, gave Caden the impression that Sean knew exactly what he was trying to say.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Sean curled around Caden, stroking the young man’s hair, as his mate slept. They’d barely said a word to each other since coming into the apartment, although when Caden saw that Sean had pieced the ripped parts of his latest painting back together, he flushed such a deep red that Sean stopped him on the way to the bathroom.
 
   “I’m sorry I ever gave you the impression I didn’t want you, or that I might stray when I know we’re mates. I wouldn’t do that to you, but you didn’t know that. I should have said something, I should have asked you to come with me, I should have done a lot of things differently and I’m sorry.”
 
   Caden hadn’t said anything, simply ducked his head in that shy way of his, and headed into the bathroom for a shower. Sean thought it might have been the perfect time to put that barely used tub to good use, but Caden seemed more keen on getting clean, than getting up close and personal. Sean could understand that. By the time he’d washed and joined Caden in the bedroom, his mate was fast asleep. Sean refused to sleep, determined that when Caden woke up, they were going to get a few things sorted out. 
 
   As soon as Caden opened his lovely blue eyes, he made to move out of Sean’s arms – something they had both done in the week they had slept together. Sean hadn’t wanted Caden to feel pressured by his morning wood, and Caden…well, Sean didn’t know why Caden moved every morning, but he wasn’t letting it happen now. Instead of letting him go, Sean tightened his grip and Caden squeaked.
 
   “What are you doing?” Caden said, and Sean might’ve been worried except those lovely blue eyes were filled with lust, and Caden’s arousal was pushing hard against his leg.
 
   “Keeping us close, letting you get used to me touching you, something I should have done days ago.”
 
   “But…I’ll…er…” Caden’s face flushed, and Sean guessed it had something to do with the erection his poor mate was trying to hide.
 
   “We are mates,” he said firmly, running his hand down Caden’s back and lightly cupping that pert little behind. The action caused Caden’s cock to rub harder on his leg, and his mate groaned before he could stop himself.
 
   “Mates are sexually attracted to each other, all the time. It’s never something either one of us should feel ashamed about,” he continued, rubbing Caden’s boxer-covered buttocks, before slipping hand inside. He knew it – one of Caden’s butt cheeks fit perfectly in his hand, and this time Sean was the one who swallowed a groan. 
 
   “I didn’t know…”
 
   “How to let me know you wanted to have sex with me?” Sean suggested.
 
   “No. That it was me you wanted to have sex with. I grew up with horny Alphas, betas, gammas, fuck, everyone. It had nothing to do with being attracted to anyone, it was just their nature.” Caden might have found a spot of spirit, but he didn’t move out of Sean’s grasp, and Sean counted that as a win. 
 
   “I’m an Alpha, and yes I’m a horny bastard too,” Sean said, still caressing Caden’s buttock, but edging his fingers closer to that tight little crack he longed to explore. 
 
   “So it’s not me, you want then. You’re naturally horny.” Caden tried to squirm out of Sean’s arms, but Sean had a strong suspicion that if he didn’t get things straight between them, then it could be at least another week before he had another opportunity, and Caden might not let him stay that long without a claiming mark.  
 
   “Caden, stop,” Sean ordered, making sure to keep his voice gentle. Caden stopped wiggling, but his eyes were not happy. “I don’t know how much you know about mating, or Alpha and Omega matings in particular, but I promise you, from the moment we shook hands, I wanted you, only you, and would never, and will never, get aroused for anyone else again. You’ll be exactly the same.”
 
   “But you haven’t claimed me. I didn’t think you wanted to. What will happen to…”
 
   “I do want to claim you. I told you that on the day I cooked you pancakes and I meant it. I thought you needed space to get used to me and that was another mistake. But you’d better believe me; we aren’t getting out of this bed until we complete our mating. So if you have doubts, second thoughts, or want to talk things through before you make your decision, then start talking.”
 
   “You’re just saying that because that big dick of yours is rock hard and has been for days.” Yes, well, if Caden had been overly eager and jumped into their mating without some element of reservation, Sean would have wondered who had cloned his little mate, and replaced him with a robot.
 
   “It has nothing to do with my dick, but thank you for noticing its size.” Sean had the sexual prowess and attributes of an Alpha and was used to men swooning over him. But Caden’s inadvertent admission that he’d noticed it at all was worth more than the theatrics of ten size-queens. 
 
   “Can’t help it,” Caden mumbled, apparently deciding to study Sean’s chest. “Freaking thing is always hard, leaking and sending out pheromones, or whatever they’re called. But a hard dick isn’t reason to claim anybody.”
 
   “You’re quite right.” Sean totally agreed with that. He never planned to claim Caden simply because it was the only way to get his hard on sorted. “I want to claim you because when I’m here, I feel like I’m home, because I want to look after you and be the one to put a smile on your face, maybe bring a bit of my furniture here so we have somewhere to sit when it rains. I want to talk about our future together and take you places, show you things you might not have seen. I want to shout to the world that you are mine, and I want to show you the wonders of what life can be like outside of this apartment. I want to be with you in all ways, not just in bed.”
 
   “But you want that too?”
 
   “Well, yeah, obviously.” Sean took a chance and rubbed his erection across Caden’s stomach. Okay, not too much, or I’ll embarrass myself. “But,” he added, “it’s not the only thing I want from you, nor is it the only thing I want to give you. I see life with you – a very long and very happy future with you. All you have to do is say you’ll accept me as your mate and let me worry about anything and everything else.”
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden could drown in Sean’s dark eyes, he honestly could. Despite spending just over a week together, Caden barely had the chance to really look at them, or into them. His wolf was there, Caden could see that, but the wolf wasn’t feeling challenged, which is normally how Alpha’s viewed an eye stare. Caden could feel his wolf lurking under his skin and knew without a shadow of a doubt that his animal spirit was over the moon at having the opportunity to be claimed by their fated mate. Blasted wolf was doing a happy dance complete with wagging tail. 
 
   “I accept you as my mate,” he said as clearly as he could with his stomach doing the cha-cha, a cock ready to explode, and a strong case of the jitters. “But in the interests of full disclosure, you should know I’ve never had sex, never even had a kiss and will probably be lousy at the whole thing. I tend to get nervous when I don’t know what I’m supposed to be doing, or if I think I’ll get something wrong, and I’m worried sick that I’ll do something stupid.”
 
   Sean beamed. Caden had heard that expression before, but he had never known what it truly meant until that moment. It was honestly as though there was a light coming from the handsome man’s face. His mouth was smiling, his cheekbones seemed to be going upwards, but they couldn’t be, surely. His hair, well it was short and blond and always seemed to be tilted upwards, so that didn’t count, but his eyes were twinkling – yep, Sean was beaming. It was the middle of the night and Caden was looking at the sun, and boy oh boy, did it make him feel hot.
 
   “I accept you as my mate too,” Sean said quickly. “And in respect of your honest disclosure, I have had sex before, so at least one of us will know what we’re doing. Just lay back and let me work out what has to happen from here. You can touch me anywhere,” he added, just as Caden was going to ask that very question, “And I’ll be touching you, among other things. Anything you don’t like then let me know. I won’t get mad; I won’t think you’re stupid; we’ll simply try something else. It’s going to take a little while for us to learn about each other physically. Okay?”
 
   Okay? Okay? It was more than okay! “Yes,” Caden managed to squeak and then he was fairly sure his lungs stopped working. Sean rolled him, so he was flat on his back, and his front was covered with a broad muscular body. That was fine. He could breathe despite that – Sean was supporting some of his own weight. But the man’s lips – they were on his – and yeah, Caden was terrified he was going to faint from his very first kiss. 
 
   “Breathe,” Sean said gently, his own breath caressing Caden’s face. “Breathe through your nose, and open your mouth a little bit.”
 
   So he could breathe better? Apparently not. Sean’s tongue was in his mouth, and oh my giddy aunts, it was the most amazing thing Caden had ever had in there.  Better than chocolate, better than steak. Sean’s taste was indescribable, and before Caden knew what he was doing, he gripped the back of Sean’s head and was doing his best to get more pressure on his lips. Forget doing anything else, Caden would just have Sean kissing him for the rest of his life and he’d be happy.
 
   And he thought that, right up until Sean moved that wicked mouth of his and started using it on Caden’s neck. Oh yeah, Caden arched his neck as far as he could, feeling the hint of teeth on his skin. 
 
   “Gods, I can’t wait to bite you,” Sean said in a voice that was at least a full octave lower than his usual tone. Caden was in full accord, biting between mates meant claiming, and Caden didn’t even care if it hurt or not. He wanted to be claimed, he wanted to claim his mate in return, knowing that when that happened he would never be alone again. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Sean had never been with a virgin before, so he could be forgiven for expecting Caden to be a bit awkward, even dorky or unresponsive their first time. What he wasn’t prepared for was the overwhelming amount of response he got from his mate. The guy might be little, but he was throwing his lips into the kissing, their bodies were thrusting together as though it was commonplace, and shit, Sean needed to get a move on or he wasn’t going to get to the good bit before his cock exploded.
 
   But there was so much sweetness in Caden to explore. The wicked kind of sweetness like tight little ab muscles that twitched and flexed, hard tiny nipple buds that sat up and begged for lips, tongue and even a hint of teeth. Caden almost howled at the last one. By the time Sean had reached Caden’s groin the slim man had a puddle on his belly, which Sean was more than happy to take care of with his tongue. Gods, more sweetness. Sean nuzzled down Caden’s cock, and buried his nose between two tight heavy balls. By the Fates, no wonder men fought over claiming an Omega. The scent alone could induce orgasm.  
 
   Not only was Caden’s natural scent swamping the bedroom, but now Sean was down at groin level, he could smell the pheromones, Caden’s natural lubricants coming into play – something only found in Omegas, and only occurring between mates. He’d heard rumors, his Dad had gone on about it one night over a bottle of whiskey, but Sean had never actually believed it could happen. But as he rubbed a gentle finger over Caden’s hole, he found it slipped in easily. In fact, Sean could feel more juices being released around his finger, as though preparing Caden for something much bigger.
 
   “What’s happening to me?” Caden cried out. “I’ve never, that’s not, that can’t be normal, can it?”
 
   Of course, this wouldn’t have happened for Caden before either – another first they could share. Caden didn’t know it, but Sean’s kiss had been a new thing for him as well, but Sean wasn’t about to let his gentle mate know that. 
 
   “It’s perfectly normal for Omega wolves, sweetheart,” Sean said, wanting to soothe his mate. Caden was still highly aroused, but there was a tinge of anxiety in his scent as well. “Once you become fully aroused, your body prepares itself for me – or more specifically, my cock. You won’t feel any pain.”
 
   Caden muttered something, and Sean was sure he heard the words porn and lube, but the rest of it was lost. And so was Sean – he was three fingers deep, and he just wanted to do one more thing for Caden before he claimed him. 
 
   “You’re going to make me come!” Caden’s yells bounced off the walls and Sean ignored it. He had his mouth full, and if his instincts were right…yep, seconds later and one tiny thrust from Caden’s hips, and Sean had a mouthful of Caden’s essence. Ignoring the babbling going on above him, Sean kept up a light suction on Caden’s cock, making sure it didn’t go down. He knew he had more than one orgasm in him, and he was sure the same could be said for his mate. Oh, the joys of being a wolf shifter. 
 
   Sure enough, moans and groans soon replaced speech, and after making sure that Caden was good and relaxed around his fingers, Sean pulled off the newly hardened cock, and gently removed his fingers. 
 
   “Did I do something wrong?” Caden’s worried response was immediate, and Sean told himself firmly that it would take time for Caden to trust him. He wasn’t about to let a bit of worry put him off. 
 
   “Not a bit, sweetness, everything is perfect. But when I bite you, I want you to bite me too, so we are going to change things around a bit.”  Sean moved away, sitting so that his back was against the headboard. He patted his thigh and gave Caden a big smile. 
 
   “Now I want you to climb on my lap, okay?” Caden looked wary, but he did as Sean asked. Sean arranged Caden’s knees and legs so they were on the outside of his thighs, his pert ass bouncing in the air. 
 
   “Can you lean back a bit for me?” Sean asked, as he tugged Caden even closer. Caden must have gotten the idea of what he was trying to do, and thrust his pelvis forward, and widened his legs. Sean fisted his cock and held it at the base so it stood out from his body.
 
   “I’ll hold it steady, you sit on it,” he encouraged. He could see Caden was thinking about things, but whatever it was he was trying to work out, Caden soon had it sorted. Instead of just bouncing on, like Sean expected, Caden grasped hold of Sean’s shoulders and lifted one leg, so that his foot was on the mattress instead of his knee. Wow, look at that. So much more access. Sean smiled at the look of concentration on Caden’s face as the man lined himself up and slowly sank down. 
 
   “Slowly,” Sean warned, as a welcoming heat engulfed the head of his cock. 
 
   “You said it wouldn’t hurt,” Caden said, breathing hard as he sank lower. “It doesn’t. It’s just, there’s an awful lot to get in.”
 
   “You’re doing perfect, sweetness,” Sean said, removing his hand now that Caden had a good grasp on him. He quickly pinched one of his balls before taking his hand away completely. Damn, that stung, but it did the trick. Now Sean could put off coming for about two minutes, instead of two seconds. 
 
   “Is it in?” Caden asked, his voice a bit squeaky. Sean studied Caden’s face. There was a tiny bit of tension around those brilliant eyes, and Caden’s mouth was more of a line than a half moon.
 
   “It sure is, sweetness. You did it, you took it all.” Now for fucks sake don’t move, or this is as far as we’ll get. 
 
   “So, what do we do now?” Caden asked, as he gave an experimental swivel of his hips. Sean let out a huff of breath. That felt too nice. 
 
   “You can do whatever feels good to you. I can help you rock up and down, or you can wriggle a bit and get used to my being inside of you.”
 
   Caden rocked his butt backwards and forwards a little bit, raised himself slightly, and then slipped back down. This time Sean let out a low groan. If Caden could get the hang of doing that, then Sean would be in heaven. Caden certainly seemed as if he was trying to get him there. That one little groan seemed to open the floodgates for his inexperienced mate, and as Sean lost his whole “I’m too Alpha to show I’m loving this’ attitude and started to show his appreciation in earnest, Caden took control – beautifully.
 
   “Fuck, baby, that is truly amazing, yeah just like that.” Sean knew he wasn’t going to last. Everything was too perfect. From the flip flop of that length of hair that always fell down the side of Caden’s face, to the ripple of his belly as he worked his surprisingly strong legs. The slip and slide of Caden’s cock rubbing on his own abs. Even the intense look of concentration on Caden’s face as if he was monitoring every emotion Sean was feeling…it was cute. And that was without the amazing warmth, slick grip and total wonder that came from being in an Omega’s ass.
 
   “Tell me you want to be mine,” Sean said hurriedly as he felt his balls tighten beyond the point of no return. He never wanted his mate to ever tell him in the future that he didn’t have a choice in their mating. 
 
   “I want to be yours. What do I do?”
 
   “Let me guide you.” Sean’s hands gripped Caden’s hips, tweaking the young man’s movements just enough to make his senses sing. His wolf moved restlessly, Sean felt his eye teeth drop and his mouth widen. Oh fuck. This was it. He was going to…
 
   Sean leaned forward and bit hard, holding Caden’s hips firmly so the young man didn’t move. Caden tilted his neck and yelled as his cock pulsed and then shot strands of sticky fluid all over Sean’s ab muscles. Sean didn’t care, he was too busy pumping his Omega, his own Omega, full of his seed. After not having an orgasm for more than a week, it seemed like his balls were taking forever to empty and Sean rode the sensations, praying they wouldn’t end. His wolf howled in his head, celebrating their joining and Caden’s wolf answered in spirit. Caden.
 
   Slipping his teeth free, and running his long tongue over the scar that Caden would wear for life, Sean tilted his head. 
 
   “Bite me.” Caden hesitated for one second, but where the man worried, his wolf was on board. One solid crunch, a momentary hint of pain, followed by a second mind-blowing orgasm, and now Sean wore a matching mark. He honestly couldn’t remember a time in his life when he was happier. Sean lifted his head, and sang out a joyful howl, thrilled when seconds later, Caden’s higher voice joined in. Even in human form, they were in harmony. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
   “Are you sure you want me in your club?” 
 
   It had been two days since they had shared claiming bites and mind-blowing sex, but Caden was still a bit unsure on how their relationship would work outside of the apartment. Inside the four walls, it was great – Sean was loving, as sexy as hell and seemed to like to spend as much time in Caden’s body as possible. When they did get out of bed, it was so Sean could make food or order takeout, which they both enjoyed, before Sean took him back to bed. Caden had never felt so blissed out, wanted and special in his whole life, and he didn’t want anything to spoil the perfect bubble he was encased in. 
 
   “I’m positive. I promised Felix and Liam that we would share drinks and dinner, and as you don’t have a dining table here, I thought it would be easier for us to meet at the club.” Sean was helping Caden put on his leather coat, and as soon as Sean seemed satisfied that it was on properly, Caden found himself turned in those amazingly strong arms, his face tilted up by gentle hands. 
 
   “We’re mates. I am honored that you have shared your living space and work with me. Now it’s my turn to show you my business. Don’t you want to see the club Liam and I created from nothing?”
 
   “Of course I do.” Caden was curious about his mate, how he made his living, and what he did for fun. But, gods, his doubts. He had promised to try and voice them…he could at least give it a try. Caden took a deep breath. “You told me that you have had a lot of casual sex with humans, and I presume you met most of them in your club. Won’t it be awkward for you, being there with me?”
 
   “Oh, my blond angel.” Sean’s voice was fond as he lightly kissed Caden on the end of his nose. “I am so fucking proud of you I could burst. One of your truly delightful qualities is that you have no idea how hot you are. If I had my way, we would be at the club every night, the two of us so close together no one would ever doubt what we have together. I don’t care who sees us, or what they think – good or bad – I will always be proud to be with you.”
 
   “You look good enough to eat,” Caden said shyly. He wasn’t used to giving compliments and he certainly couldn’t meet Sean’s eyes when he said them. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather stay home?”
 
   “Nope, but thank you for the compliment.” Sean’s voice was firm now, which meant the Alpha had made up his mind. “I want to show off my new mate, the man I am going to spend forever with. Felix wants to make sure I haven’t eaten you, and Liam wants to spend time with his new brother-in-law. We’ll enjoy a meal, have a few drinks, we can dance if you want to, but please…give me the chance to show you that the club can be a safe place for you, okay?”
 
   Caden nodded. Sean was being so sweet, and Caden did feel safe with him. But he wasn’t sure if that feeling of safety was going to be the same when they left the apartment. He just hoped nothing happened to upset Sean’s plans. Felix had gotten rid of that photographer at the gallery, and Caden couldn’t see any reason why there would be any at the club. None of his ex-pack were likely to have tracked him all across the country. He would be safe.
 
   He kept telling himself that, as they left and locked up the apartment. He chanted it in his head as Sean drove his posh car through town. Caden had pretty much got himself convinced that everything would be okay by the time they had pulled up outside of a white three level building. The building had few windows, and they were covered with red soft looking curtains. There was a big wooden door with two big men standing on guard outside of them, and a line of people stretched around the block, waiting to get in. Sean parked in a reserved parking space and turned off the engine.
 
   “Ready, sweetness?”
 
   “There’s a long line to get in. Maybe we should come back on another night,” Caden said, trying hard not to be nervous and failing miserably. 
 
   “You won’t be waiting in line. You’ll never have to wait in line to get into our business establishment. Sit tight a minute.” Sean got out and came around the car, opening Caden’s door and holding out his hand. Caden could feel his blush heating his cheeks as he took it and stepped out of the security of the car – not easy to do when the car was so low slung, but Caden’s legs were strong enough to manage without falling on his face.
 
   “If you’re nervous, just keep your eyes on me, and let me guide you,” Sean whispered in his hair, after he’d locked the car. “I do want to introduce you to the staff so that they know who you are, but honestly that won’t take long.”
 
   Caden managed to nod. Staff. Wow. Although Sean had talked about his business quite often over the past two weeks, it wasn’t until he and Sean swept past the line, heading straight for the door, that it actually hit him – this was Sean’s business. He had staff. He was a business owner.
 
   “Rocky, Bruno, I want you to meet Caden Wolfe. He’s a well-known artist, and my fiancé. You’ll be seeing a lot of him around here, so make sure he gets looked after.” Sean’s firm voice broke through Caden’s thoughts and he mutely held out his hand as it was engulfed by first one calloused palm, and then a second. He managed a small smile.
 
   “Nice to meet you.” That was polite enough, right?
 
   Rocky and Bruno nodded. “Nice to meet you too, Mr. Wolfe, and congratulations. If there’s anything you need, and Sean’s not around, you come and see us and we’ll take care of it for you.” Rocky had a deep voice that seemed to stem from the bottom of his chest. A big chest that seemed to match an equally big body. No wonder the guy was a bouncer – he looked like a human wall. 
 
   “Thank you.” Caden wasn’t sure what he could possibly want, or why Sean wouldn’t be around, but maybe these two guys didn’t know that, or maybe they were simply being polite in front of the boss. What would Caden know?
 
   “Come on, Caden, I’ll introduce you…” Sean had slipped his hand around Caden’s shoulder and was about to lead him inside when a loud voice shouted.
 
   “Sean. Yo, Sean. Hey, remember me from last month? Blow job with special extras? Should have been good enough to jump the line, don’t you think?” Caden peered around his mate to see a dark-haired, slim man, jumping up and down in the line trying to get Sean’s attention. 
 
   “They could have let you get in the door first,” Rocky said to Sean, flashing Caden a quick look of sympathy. “Shall I show Mr. Wolfe around while you take care of motor mouth over there?”
 
   Caden made to move away from Sean, who’s grip tightened around his shoulder. “I won’t be dealing with him,” Sean said firmly, a grim smile on his face. “That’s what I pay you two for. This is my fiancé’s first night in my place of business, and I don’t want any trouble from anyone – do I make myself clear.”
 
   Bruno gave him a half salute, and a quick smile. “On it, boss. Enjoy your evening.” Caden could hear the motor mouth had started yelling again, as Sean led him inside.
 
   “Do you get many problems like that?” He asked, as he took in Sean’s pride and joy. It was a nice-sized place, big white walls, red curtains that were velvet, just as Caden had suspected.  The ceiling had exposed wooden beams in a dark wood, and the floor was carpeted in the same red as the window coverings. All of the tables and chairs were wood, as was the large bar area that took up one entire wall. There was an area of wooden floor on the other side of the room, and Caden could see some young guy with ear phones on messing about with technological equipment in the corner.
 
   “Not as many as you would imagine,” Sean said. Then it was as if the man forced a grin – it wasn’t Sean’s true smile at all. “Tell me, what do you think of the place? Do you like it?”
 
   “Yes.” Caden nodded his head quickly. If Sean was upset with something, and Caden could only hope it was the jumping in line guy, then he wasn’t going to do anything to worsen Sean’s mood. “It has a cozy yet professional feel to it.” To be honest, Caden didn’t have a clue what he was talking about. Rising Moon was the first club he’d ever been to, but Sean didn’t look quite so tense now so he must have said something right. 
 
   “The food is amazing, if I do say so myself, and we stock a wide range of drinks which goes down well among the patrons.” Sean stood, surveying his domain, and Caden had a sudden thought that he wasn’t the only one who didn’t know how good looking he was. Or maybe Sean did. Caden noticed that Sean’s eyes were lingering on some people longer than others. Men, all of them. Various types. One thing common in all of them – the look of hunger in their eyes when they knew they had caught Sean’s attention, however brief. 
 
   “So what are the chances of someone else trying to cash in on the fact you’ve fucked them before the night is over?” Shit. Did he honestly say that out loud? Gods, Caden wished the floor would just open up and swallow him.
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Damn it – his little Omega was very observant. Sean felt his face flush as he realized he’d not only been caught, he’d been called out on what he was doing. After the tiny incident at the door, Sean didn’t want anything else to rattle his nervous mate, so he had been doing a mental catalogue of who he’d been intimate with among the current club patrons. He probably should have learned not to shit where he ate, because the number was a lot higher than he had expected. 
 
   “Someone trying to cash in on us being here, virtually nil. Someone who might try to embarrass you or me? That will depend on the individual and how much they might have had to drink.” Maybe this wasn’t the best place for their first outing together, but Sean had made a promise to Liam and Felix, and he honestly did want Caden to feel more comfortable in his club. 
 
   “Come on,” he added, when Caden didn’t say anything and seemed to be casually looking at who was standing around. “I’ll introduce you to Wendy and Clifford who are working the bar tonight, and then I’ll take us to our table. Liam and Felix shouldn’t be too far away.”
 
   Wendy squealed when Sean introduced Caden as his fiancé. The little red-headed woman, who had more spunk and a bigger temper than many men Sean knew, came flying around the bar, grabbing hold of Sean for a quick hug and then enveloping Caden in one as well. 
 
   “You are a sneaky bastard,” Wendy said to Sean. “How could you not tell me you were thinking of getting married? And where’s this pretty boy’s engagement ring?  You can’t tell me you’re too cheap to get him one.”
 
   “I’m having them custom made,” Sean said, mentally wiping his brow at his quick thinking. Sometimes life would be so much easier if humans understood the idea of mates. But then they’d have to know about shifters too and that would not be a good idea. “Caden is an artist, so I wasn’t about to give him some mass produced crap.”
 
   “You’re that artist fella that Mr. Liam was talking about, aren’t you? Are you gonna be doing a mural for the club?” Clifford was a big man, with bushy hair and an equally wild beard. When Sean had first seen him, he was sure the man was a bear shifter, but Clifford was pure human – a bear in some ways, but human all the same.
 
   Caden smiled, looked down, then up, and then across at the walls. “They could probably do with a bit of color, but I rarely do commissioned work,” he said and Sean was pleased that Caden had managed to work it so he wasn’t saying yes, but he wasn’t giving a flat out no either. 
 
   Sean caught sight of Felix and Liam heading in. “My brother’s here, with his partner, so if you’ll excuse us, we’ll be at the table. You know what to bring for drinks, Wendy. I’ll see you over there.”
 
   Wendy hurried around to the working side of the bar, but not until she’d elicited a promise from Caden to show her the ring when he got one. Oh well, they could go and get one ordered tomorrow – Sean didn’t want to look like a liar, and he didn’t want Caden made out to be one either. 
 
   As they headed over to the reserved table that was always kept for him and his brother, Sean saw Caden looking at his walls, with a gleam in his eye that Sean had only seen when the man was painting. It was possible the club might get their mural after all, but Sean wasn’t going to bring it up. Hopefully Liam wouldn’t either. He fussed over Caden, getting him seated, a drink and put in the order for their food. He and Caden had barely been out of bed in the past two days, and had been subsisting on takeout food and whatever Sean could rustle up in a hurry. Sean needed a couple of steaks and he figured Caden would too. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden was feeling quite overwhelmed. It’s not as though he hadn’t gone out to eat before – Felix took him to restaurants regularly. He knew how to use a napkin, which knife and fork to use, and how to leave his plate so the waitress would know when he was finished. What he wasn’t sure how to cope with was all of the attention that Sean was getting from other men. 
 
   The tall, slim Native American Indian with long black hair, who rested his arm on Sean’s shoulder while he served the drinks at the table. The wink was bad enough, but the hand copping a feel of Sean’s pecs was unnecessary. Then there were a group of men who looked to be in their mid-twenties at the table next to them. Were they being deliberately loud in their appreciation of his mate, or was it just his wolf hearing. Caden wasn’t sure, but he was getting sick of it. Especially when Sean didn’t seem to notice.
 
   When the group at the next table was joined by another larger man, who started ‘whispering’ about how large Sean’s cock was, and how the man liked to use it, Caden decided a trip to the bathroom was in order. Otherwise he might be tempted to do something he’d never done before – slap someone in the mouth simply to shut them up.  He glared at Sean when the man asked him if he was okay, and excused himself from the table. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   “Might not have been your brightest move, bro, bringing Caden here. He’s got eyes and ears, just like the rest of us.” Sean didn’t need to be a psychic to know what his brother was talking about. 
 
   “It’ll blow over,” he said, throwing a glare at the men at the other table. The guy with the big mouth gave him a wink and a wave, which Sean ignored, turning back to his brother.
 
   “It’s first night stuff. Once word gets round I’m engaged to be married, they’ll find something else to gossip about.”
 
   “You don’t seem to have the same problem, lover,” Felix said to Liam. “You can’t tell me you were a monk before we met.”
 
   “I wasn’t. But I knew better than to take up any of the offerings here. I don’t mix business with pleasure. Besides, you’re big enough to make any gossips think twice.” Okay, Liam didn’t have to sound so smug about it, but he was right about Felix. In his business suit, the human gave off a look of power that only confident men could pull off. Caden on the other hand.
 
   “Are you doing a twofer tonight? Only I’d like to be next on your cock now you’ve got rid of the tiny blond.” The man leaning over his shoulder and whispering in his ear was probably aiming for seductive, but it came across as pure slime, and Sean’s wolf bristled under his skin. 
 
   “Caden is my partner, fiancé, and simply visiting the bathroom. He more than takes care of my needs. Now fuck off.” Sean hissed back, not even bothering to look at who was accosting him. It wouldn’t make any difference, his answer and his anger would still be the same. He got an undignified snort in his ear for his trouble. 
 
   “That tiny little thing can’t give you what I can. My ass is built for pounding and word in the club is you’re the man for the job. I’m sure you’ve got an office here we can use. Once you’re inside of me, you’ll forget what you ever saw in that little pipsqueak.”
 
   “That little pipsqueak, as you called me, is standing right here and your fat ass is blocking my seat. Now move it.” Crap. Caden did not sound happy, not that Sean could blame him. He just wondered how much his mate had heard.
 
   The pressure on his shoulder lessened, as Mr. Annoying turned, probably to view Caden. “I’m having a conversation with the King of Cocks here, buddy. If you plan on sticking around then you’d better get used to the fact that your fiancé is no more capable of being faithful, than getting pregnant. He’s a well-known man-whore and he’ll clearly stick his dick into anything.”
 
   Sean heard Caden let out a long breath before saying, “You really shouldn’t have said that.” Mr. Annoying’s weight suddenly fell from Sean completely as the man let out a sickening groan and crumpled into a heap on the floor. Over his shoulder Sean could see Caden step over the prone man and sit down. Only a slight shaking of a thin hand that picked up a glass of water showed how upset Caden was.
 
   “What the hell did you do?” Sean was shocked, proud, and a tiny bit worried. He didn’t want his mate getting into trouble for assault. 
 
   “Something you should have done. Been a lot more forceful in insisting the idiot fuck off.” Caden refused to look at Sean and so Sean turned to his brother, who was leaning back in his chair, his arm around Felix. Both men had huge grins on their faces. 
 
   “That guy won’t be getting a hard on in a hurry,” Liam said with a smirk. “I’ve already texted Rufus to come and kick him out.”
 
   “Hells teeth, if you kick out everyone who’s had a piece of Sean’s cock, you won’t have any customers.” Oh boy. Caden was really pissed off, and Sean honestly didn’t blame him and it seemed his troubles weren’t over.
 
   “Mr. Black, Mr. Sean Black?” Sean looked over and saw a relatively non-descript man standing to the side of where Rufus was manhandling a still prone Mr. Annoying to his feet. “I’m Ted Elliott from the Daily News. I understand you’re engaged to Caden Wolfe, a well-respected artist. Is it possible to get a picture for our paper?”
 
   “Of course,” Sean said, putting his arm around Caden, who muttered and shook his head, trying to hide his face in Sean’s shoulder.
 
   “Just smile, baby, we can talk after. This is great publicity for the club.”
 
   “No pictures!” Sean didn’t know what Caden was getting so upset about, but he gripped Caden’s shoulder tightly, preventing the man from getting away and plastered a big smile on his face. A flash of light, a tiny click and it was all over.
 
   “Excuse me,” Caden said politely as he got up. Surely he couldn’t be heading for the bathroom again? Sean stared at him, trying to get his attention but Caden ignored him. And he wasn’t’ heading for the bathroom; it seemed he was heading for the front door. 
 
   “Just a few questions, Mr. Black, if you don’t mind.” Shit, Ted was wanting an interview. But Caden. Caden had to come first. 
 
   “My brother Liam will be happy to answer any questions you might have,” Sean said, hoping his brother would have his back. He stood up, determined to go and get Caden before the man disappeared again. He didn’t need his wolf to tell him that his mate was upset. To his surprise, Felix followed him and as soon as they were clear from the table, where Ted was talking to Liam, Felix pulled him aside.
 
   “You have to stop that photo being published,” Felix said urgently. 
 
   “It’s just a social piece, it’s no big deal.” Sean wanted to get to Caden, he didn’t have time for anything else. 
 
   “Caden always told me he could never have his picture taken. If he did, then his life would be in danger. I always assumed it had to do with his past. You have got to stop that picture from being published.” 
 
   Fuck, what? Sean stared at Felix for a moment. The man was deadly serious and telling the truth. Sean thought fast. “Tell Ted to do the piece about you and Liam instead. Get him to change the story. Tell him you two have eloped, shit tell him anything, but get the focus off of Caden. If we try and pull the story completely it will look too suspicious. I’ll go and find Caden.”
 
   “Try talking to him instead of fucking him.” Sean barely registered Felix’s last piece of advice as he hurried towards the front entrance. He had to find Caden, and fast.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   “I fucking knew it. He’s a fucking Alpha. They never listen. Never respect anything I’ve got to say. Fucking idiot.” Caden mumbled to himself as he paced up and down in front of the Rising Moon club. Rufus had called him a cab, but told him it might take a while to arrive as it was a busy time of the night. He knew the two bouncers were watching him, keeping an eye on him, but that didn’t make Caden feel any safer. Between the flirts, the slurs, the comments and then Sean’s total disregard for his safety, Caden felt strung out and ready to break. 
 
   “Caden, thank God I found you.” And nope, having Sean suddenly there was not helping. But Caden was too pissed off to run away. He turned and walked up to Sean, holding his eyes and daring the man to do anything about it.
 
   “You’ve just fucking signed my death warrant, you selfish prick,” he whispered. He might be angry, but he would not disrespect Sean’s Alpha or boss status in front of others. 
 
   “And if you’d explained that before we came out then I might have been able to handle it better. I’ve respected you not wanting to talk about your past, but if you’re in danger, then you should have said so. Now get in the car before I pick you up and put you in it myself. You’re going to tell me what you’re running from and we’re going to get this sorted once and for all.”
 
   Oh, so Sean was shitty too? Well, too bad. Caden thought about refusing, but he didn’t want to be manhandled in public, not even by Sean, so he got in the car when Sean got it unlocked, and put on his seat belt. Sean took off down the road, but Caden realized quickly that his mate wasn’t heading for his apartment.
 
   “Where are we going?” Caden knew that Sean couldn’t hurt him, at least not physically. But he was never comfortable in places he hadn’t been before. 
 
   “My place. It’s closer.” Sean’s tone of voice made it clear he wanted no argument, and Caden settled against the passenger door of the small but powerful vehicle and watched the passing scenery. If he needed to get a cab later it would help to know his location. At least he had his phone, and money on him this time. 
 
   Sean didn’t say anything on the short drive, and Caden couldn’t be bothered trying to fill the silence. It’s not as though he had a clue about what he could say. He was seething with anger, worried about his mate’s safety – something he was sure Sean hadn’t even thought about - and nervous about having to explain about his home pack when Sean was clearly pissed off with him. No matter how he tossed it around in his head, Caden couldn’t see the night ending on a positive note. His wolf was unhappy, anxious and didn’t like the thought of upsetting their mate, but there wasn’t much Caden could do about that either. He had feelings and opinions too, and if Sean was going to be the proper mate he claimed he was, then it was about time the Alpha started showing some respect. 
 
   When Sean let him into what appeared to be a fair sized house, Caden was surprised to see how warm and comfortable it seemed to be. The couches were a deep blue, and sat large and proud on thick cream carpet. Sean had all of the technical gadgets a person could possibly need surrounding an 80-inch television. There was a low wooden coffee table, with business magazines stacked neatly against one corner. But like the club there was no artwork, no knickknacks and no personal pictures. It was cozy, but impersonal. 
 
   Sean came up behind him, and took his coat, hanging it carefully on a rack by the door. Caden debated sitting on one of the couches. He didn’t want his mate to think he was taking liberties or getting comfortable in the stronger wolf’s space. But Sean surprised him by coming back and wrapping strong arms around his waist, nuzzling his hair. Caden could handle that. He leaned back against his mate’s more than capable chest and allowed himself to savor the moment. He was still angry but he would always crave Sean’s touch.
 
   “We’ve had a fucked up night, most of which was my fault,” Sean said softly from behind him. “I’m not trivializing what went on in the club with those other men, and I don’t want to make the situation any worse between us, but I had always thought that you were shy. Now I’ve learned you’re hiding, I have to know what’s going on if I am going to be able to protect you.” 
 
   “Could we sit together?” Caden suggested. Two weeks ago, he would have stood tall, preferring to rely on himself, never daring to ask for comfort from someone else. But this wasn’t a random person, Sean was his mate. And Sean was right, he should have shared his past and the dangers he was in, before allowing his mate to claim him. There was a very good chance his Alpha mate was going to seriously regret that decision in the next ten minutes.
 
   “Come, sit on my lap.” Sean led them to an oversized single seater, and sank down into it, pulling Caden with him. Caden was happy to curl up in his mate’s arms. Now that he’d made up his mind to spill his pathetic story, he wanted the conversation over and done with as quickly as possible. 
 
   “I was born just outside of Cannon Falls in Minnesota,” he started without being prompted. Maybe if he spoke quickly things wouldn’t seem so bad in his head. 
 
   “Where’s that exactly?”
 
   “Roughly between Rochester and Minneapolis. It’s not a big place, which suited my Alpha. He had land that stretched for miles on the northern side of the town. Anyhow, we all lived there, probably thirty, forty wolves, including women and children. I was the smallest of the lot.”
 
   “That’s understandable, you’re an Omega.” 
 
   “Yes, well where I came from Omega was a dirty word. My Alpha was all about might is right, and the stronger you were, the higher ranked you were in the pack. It applied to all of us, women and teenagers too. As you can imagine, I was at the bottom of the pack.” 
 
   “Ranking amongst shifters is perfectly normal too,” Sean’s soft voice was supposed to be soothing, but Caden wasn’t feeling it. “However, Omegas have always been special. My Dad used to say you could tell a lot about an Alpha, by the way he treated his Omegas.”
 
   “Well, your Dad wouldn’t have thought a lot of my Alpha then,” Caden said, certain of that point at least. “I was the only Omega, and my whole life was spent being abused physically and mentally. I don’t see the point in going into detail, because it is in the past. I learned to survive on scraps of food when I could get them. I was doing the dirtiest chores in the pack from when I was about six years old, and when they found out I was an Omega, my life got a whole lot worse.”
 
   “What about your parents?”
 
   “They were almost as bad as the Alpha and the inner circle. I was born small, I was never normal weight or height growing up, and when I shifted and everyone copped a look at my white fur, that was when my position in the pack was cemented for life. Omegas are nothing more than slaves or whores according to my Alpha. Until I met you, I didn’t think it was possible for an Omega to live any other way.”
 
   Sean’s arms tightened around him, but initially he didn’t say anything, which was probably a good thing. Caden didn’t need to be reminded of the stark difference between how he lived his life, and how Sean had told him Omegas were raised in his home pack. But eventually curiosity must have won out for his mate because Sean said cautiously, “So what changed? I’m not denying it sounds horrific, but you seemed to be accepting of your life to a point, no matter how bad it was. What happened that caused you to risk life as a lone wolf? That must have been a hellishly hard decision to make when pack life is all you knew.”
 
   “The Alpha happened, just after I turned eighteen,” Caden said, shivering in Sean’s arms at the thought of the man who often had a starring role in his nightmares. “Apparently there was a pack meeting about me – I didn’t know about it because I had never been invited to any of them. But the pack second, a beta wolf, came and told me that the Alpha had proclaimed before the pack that as an Omega it was my job to service his sexual needs. He effectively told the pack that I was his personal possession, and that while anyone else could do what they liked to me, no one else would be allowed to touch me sexually.”
 
   “He was taking you as a mate, without even asking you?” Sean sounded shocked, and Caden was quick to disabuse his mate of his erroneous thinking. 
 
   “He was taking me as a sex slave. He used that term specifically. He already had a mate, and a lot of casual sexual partners, mostly women, but a few men. He was bonded, but not true mated, and spent most of his time horny and looking to fuck. My virginity was his to take anyway under pack law, but the Alpha wanted to take it a step further. In his eyes, he owns me.”
 
   “Owned, passed tense,” Sean corrected. “You’re mated now.”
 
   “Owns, present tense.” Caden shivered as he thought about the ruthless man who claimed ownership of his body. “The Alpha has never let something like a mating mark stop him from doing or having whoever he wanted before. I was born into his pack, his is the only pack I’ve ever belonged to. In his eyes I could be gone fifty years and still belong to him. A slave doesn’t have the right to change packs. He’ll be looking for me because he owns me, and because I ran, he will probably kill me, after he’s fucked me first.”
 
   “That is positively archaic, and totally against council laws.” Sean’s deceptively calm voice wasn’t making Caden feel any better.
 
   “What council?” Caden had never heard of a council before. He’d always believed the Alpha’s word was law, and it was the Alpha who set the rules that everyone else lived by.
 
   “The Shifter Council. Surely you’ve heard of them,” Sean said. “They set rules for the welfare of all shifters. They even have a special section designed to protect the rights of Omegas. Any shifter has a right to lay a complaint with them about any mistreatment – the council has enforcers, a court system and everything.”
 
   “Well, in a pack, everyone has to abide by pack laws, and those are set by the Alpha. I don’t see what a council can do about any ill treatment, if no one in a pack even knows they exist.” Caden wasn’t sure why he felt so agitated at the thought of some faceless council. From as far back as he could remember, he’d been told the Alpha’s word was law, and that as an Omega he would spend his life obeying those laws. 
 
   “Sweetheart, your Alpha would definitely know about the council. Whether he told anyone outside of the inner circle about it is another thing, but believe me, all packs know about the laws of the council. A council member visits every pack, every year to check over territory lines, and to ensure that the welfare of every pack member is taken care of.”
 
   “I must have been scrubbing toilets those days.”  
 
   Caden felt Sean stiffen underneath him and wondered what he’d said wrong now. His skin was still itchy and he had to stop from clenching his jaw – he felt like he wanted to bite something, or go on a run, or smash something just to watch it break…
 
   “Sweetheart, did you ever have a birth certificate?”
 
   Caden shrugged. “I doubt it. I never saw anyone in the pack with formal identification. Felix had a friend who got me a birth certificate and a social security number when he was helping me get set up with my art business. Because of the shifter angle, I told Felix that I could be traced under my real name, even though I doubted the Alpha could do that. He thinks Caden Wolfe is an alias, but he got me papers anyway.”
 
   “But surely some of your pack members would have attended a local school, got a driver’s license, a passport maybe if they wanted to travel?”
 
   “We’re shifters, we don’t do that sort of thing.” Caden remembered that much. A young guy, bigger, but around the same age as him, had wanted to get his driver’s license because he wanted to travel the country. The Alpha had refused him permission to leave, and told him categorically that no shifter could risk exposing themselves to human authorities. 
 
   “Pack children were homeschooled,” he continued, trying to get Sean to understand how well his pack had stayed hidden from humans. “Everyone lives and works within pack grounds. Some of the inner circle can drive, because they get any supplies the pack needs from town, but no one else is allowed the leave the territory unless they are an Alpha wolf – I’m not sure what happens to them, but none of them stay after their eighteenth birthday.” Didn’t Sean know all this? Wasn’t that how all packs were run?
 
   “Sounds more like a cult than a pack.” Sean’s arms were still holding Caden close, but his mind was clearly miles away.  Caden calmed himself by listening to the steady beat of Sean’s heart. Hopefully he had shared enough that Sean would do something about the wretched photo that had been taken. The Alpha would never have dreamed that Caden would get a birth certificate, but he would have friends scanning pictures on Google, for any trace of him. 
 
   As Sean stayed silent, apparently lost in thought, Caden thought over the other unpleasant side of the evening. In particular, the stream of men interested in his mate. King of Cocks indeed. He resisted the urge to snort.  Sean was a very accomplished lover, at least in his opinion, but if any of those humans thought they were getting another ride on Sean’s ample appendage, they had another thing coming. His wolf snarled unexpectedly in his head, and Caden felt empowered knowing that he could take on any human in a one-on-one situation. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to go back to Sean’s club anytime soon, although those walls did hold a lot of promise as a canvas.
 
   “Precious, I need to make a phone call,” Sean said suddenly. Oh, okay. Caden made to get up, but Sean held him tight with one hand, while the other one fished in his pants pocket for his phone. 
 
   “Stay with me. I want you to hear this,” Sean whispered as he found the number he was looking for, and clicked to connect. Caden heard the call being answered on the second ring. 
 
   “My Number One Son, how is life in the land of the mated? Are you treating that Omega of yours properly?” A deep, but jovial voice came out of the phone. 
 
   “Of course, Dad,” Sean said, looking at Caden, a faint hint of pink on his cheeks. Caden was hardly going to call his mate out about his shortcomings within hearing of his father, and he gave his mate a weak smile. “Caden and I have been mated two days and I like to think things are going well.”
 
   “Then what are you doing on the phone with me? When I met your mother I didn’t get out of bed for a week. Are you lacking in stamina boy?”
 
   The red on Sean’s cheeks got brighter. “We have no problems in that department, thank you Dad. I took Caden out for a meal tonight and a…yeah, it’s too long a story to go into, but what I wanted to ask was, when the council member comes around for his yearly inspection, does he check on the welfare of the Omegas you have in the pack?”
 
   “Of course he does. How an Omega is treated is a direct reflection on the powers of the Alpha and how well the rest of the pack members might be treated. Every Omega in a pack is registered with the Council as soon as they complete their first shift, and their welfare is checked at least once a year. If the council isn’t happy with the way our smallest pack members are treated, then they intervene pretty quickly and the punishments for harming an Omega are pretty harsh, I can tell you.”
 
   “Dad,” Sean looked at Caden, but Caden couldn’t read the expression on his face. “Caden’s never seen a council member. He didn’t even know the council existed until tonight.”
 
   “Fucking hell.” Caden jumped when the previously jovial voice swore harshly through the phone. “No Alpha has the right to hide an Omega. That’s an offence in itself – why the hell would he do that?”
 
   “Caden was the pack punching bag and gopher boy for as long as he can remember. The Alpha proclaimed Caden as his personal sex slave when he turned eighteen. That’s when Caden escaped. He’s been a lone wolf ever since.”
 
   “Oh mother of God, that is so wrong. No Alpha has the right to do that to any person, let alone an Omega.” The voice on the other end of the phone sounded broken, but then Caden heard a deep inhale and the voice was back, a lot stronger this time. “I know you’re an Alpha in your own right, but you are still my son, and this concerns your mate. This is what you need to do. First thing in the morning, you ring the council. Tell them you have claimed an unregistered Omega who has been living as a lone wolf. They will probably send someone out to visit you to record Caden’s story, and Caden can make a complaint against his pack and Alpha then. That man needs to stand trial and be fucking killed for what he’s done.”
 
   “He’ll find me and kill me.” Caden couldn’t stay quiet, not even with two freaking Alpha’s making plans on his behalf. “Don’t you understand? I was deemed my ex-Alpha’s property at that last pack meeting before I ran away. If he finds me, he will kill me for leaving pack grounds. If this council of yours gets in touch with him about me, then he’ll know where I am.”
 
   “No one is going to kill you,” Sean soothed, even as he growled. “They will have to go through me first, and believe me I can best most Alpha’s around.”
 
   “If the danger is too much for you and Liam to handle, then you can all come here. The pack will protect you if necessary,” Sean’s dad said. “But, Caden, I don’t mean to make light of your fears but you can’t be killed for leaving pack grounds. Any wolf can leave their pack, whenever they want – either permanently or simply to travel. There’s no laws against it and never has been.”
 
   “Seems Caden’s ex-pack was run more like a cult or a dictatorship than a pack, Dad,” Sean said softly, rubbing his big hand up Caden’s back. “Alpha word was law, Caden had no rights and was treated like dirt. Even his parents were in on it. But there were some weird rules for others as well - no one allowed to leave for any reason, mating marks weren’t respected, the Alpha took every pack members virginity when it was time, none of the kids attended any public schools, interaction with humans was limited to the inner circle. Caden thought I was telling fairy tales when I told him about your pack.”
 
   “My God, Caden, that ex-Alpha of yours is living in the stone age,” Sean’s dad said. “No one has the right to do that sort of thing anymore – there’s so many breaches of shifter rights there, it’s hard to know what to address first. If you don’t mind me asking, Caden, where were you born, which pack?”
 
   “Cannon Falls, it’s in Minnesota. The Alpha’s name was Robert Collins.”
 
   “Cannon Falls, Cannon Falls.” Caden could hear the rustle of papers through the phone and the click of a keyboard. He looked up at Sean, wondering what was going on. Sean gave him a smile, but was apparently happy to sit and wait out whatever his father was doing. It didn’t take long. 
 
   “Shit, Sean, this is worse than you thought.” Sean’s dad sounded worried, and Caden wondered what was wrong now. “You’d better get onto the council right away. I’d also feel a lot better if the pair of you came here, until this matter is sorted. Bring Liam and his new mate as well.”
 
   “Dad, I’ve got a business to run, and Caden lives for his art. What’s got you so worried?”
 
   “Caden’s pack of Cannon Falls isn’t listed with the council.”
 
   Caden was sure he hadn’t heard correctly. “It’s Cannon Falls, it is. I’m not lying to you. I wouldn’t do that. I can show you where it is on the map.”
 
   “I know you’re not lying, baby. That’s not what my dad means.” Sean held him close, letting Caden breathe in his scent, his strong arms so tight that nothing could pry them apart.
 
   “Caden,” the voice on the phone was a lot gentler this time. “I didn’t mean to upset you. That was never my intention and you’ve done nothing wrong. But your Alpha has. All packs, prides, herds, flocks, you name it - any group of shifters – they have to be registered with the council. It helps the council keep track of territory boundaries, disputes, and when complaints are made, the council send in their own people to investigate.” 
 
   “That makes sense.” Caden still didn’t know what that had to do with his ex-Alpha and his home pack.
 
   “The point dad’s trying to make, precious,” Sean said softly, “is that the Cannon Falls pack isn’t registered. The only reason an Alpha wouldn’t register his pack or his territory, is if he is hiding from the council himself. Caden, there’s a very good chance that your ex-Alpha is a rogue wolf and that makes him a very dangerous and unpredictable man.”
 
   “Which is why you need to stop that photo being published.” Caden didn’t need Sean or his father to tell him his Alpha was dangerous. He already knew that from first-hand experience. “Felix made sure that I couldn’t be traced through my social security number or birth certificate. My bank account is a trust held by Marla and Felix. I don’t ever have publicity photos nor do I give interviews. There is no physical record of my appearance anywhere. I can’t afford to have that photo published, not with my name and location attached. He’ll find me in no time flat.”
 
   “Liam and Felix will do their best, precious, I promise.” Sean didn’t look very happy and from the sound of Sean’s dad’s voice, he wasn’t happy either.
 
   “Son, if you’ve done something to bring Caden to his Alpha’s notice, then you need to get your ass back here. I can call the council and get them to meet you on our grounds. I’m not underestimating your strength, or Liam’s either, but two lone Alphas against a rogue Alpha with a pack are not good odds. You need to do what’s best to keep Caden safe.”
 
   “I can’t leave Felix,” Caden said quickly. “He’s human and apart from Marla, he’s the only friend I have. He could be in danger too.”
 
   “I don’t have a problem with humans in the pack, Caden. Felix is welcome here. It will be nice to meet both of my son’s mates at the same time.”
 
   “I’ll call Liam and fill him in on what’s going on,” Sean said and it sounded like he’d made a decision. “We’ll get some sleep and head up there in the morning. If you can arrange for the council to meet us there any time after lunch tomorrow, that will be fine.”
 
   “I’ll get your rooms ready,” Sean’s dad said and then he abruptly hung up. 
 
   Sean had an unreadable look on his face and Caden wasn’t sure if he was pleased to be going back to his home pack or not. Although it sounded like Sean and his father had a good relationship, Sean must have left home for a reason. Unsure what to do or say, he carefully cupped Sean’s cheek in one hand. When Sean looked at him, his dark eyes guarded, Caden said the only thing he could think of.
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Sean looked at Caden’s beautiful face. It was horrifying to think of someone so pretty, so vulnerable and an Omega to boot, in the hands of a rogue wolf who clearly knew enough about the way a shifter should live, to hide from it. If Caden hadn’t had the strength…Sean shuddered at the thought of his small mate in the hands of a ruthless rogue Alpha.
 
   “What’s wrong? I’m sorry, I don’t know what else you want me to say.”
 
   Wait, what? Caden thought he was upset with him? Sean didn’t know where on earth Caden got that idea from, but he was quick to reassure his mate.
 
   “Precious, you have done nothing wrong. My mind…sometimes…I…the thought of you being kept by your ex-Alpha. Abused by a rogue. I can’t help it – my wolf is going crazy and I have this strong urge to hold you in my arms and never let you go.” 
 
   Okay. He meant to be reassuring, but Sean thought he might actually be coming across as a crazy person. He tried again. “I want to keep you safe. I don’t know what I’d do if anything happened to you. I…” Oh crap. He should just shut up. To think he’d had the nerve to tell Caden that he should make more of an effort to express himself. For someone usually so fluent and confident, Sean was floundering now.
 
   “You’re worried about me?” Aha, a question. Sean could answer that – or at least, he nodded.
 
   “You don’t have a problem with taking me back to your home pack?” Sean shook his head that time. He couldn’t wait to introduce Caden to his dad. His dad was going to adore Caden. 
 
   “Do you think you’d feel better if you fucked me?” 
 
   Sean’s mouth dropped open. Did those words really come out of his sweet, shy little Omega’s mouth? Caden’s cheeks were bright red, but there was strong hint of lust in his eyes and looking down, Sean could see Caden’s slender cock was pushing the limits of his pants. Sean closed his mouth and nodded, quickly. Caden’s eyes scanned his face for a moment, and then he nodded in return, slipping off Sean’s lap. 
 
   “I have to get my pants off,” Caden said, when Sean tried to grab him and pull him back. Oh, right. Fuck. What was the matter with him? Sean had never felt so befuddled in his life. His wolf was all possessive and snarly as hell. Sean’s human side was still trying to process how easily he could have gone through life and never even met the man who was currently slipping off his boots and pulling his pants down. Caden was blessed with the grace of a gazelle and Sean felt like a monstrous hulk in comparison. Caden looked down at his shirt and then shrugged and pulled that off too, dropping it on his pants.
 
   Now Sean’s mouth was open for a totally different reason. He was panting, his dick rock solid to the point of pain, his fingers gripping the arms of his chair in an effort not to lunge and push his sweet mate to the floor. Caden had the most beautiful face Sean had ever seen on man or woman, but his body was pure male – small, but in perfect proportion, with slim well defined muscles, smooth pale skin that was currently flushed slightly with pink and a sweetly dripping cock that Sean had a strong urge to take in his mouth and swallow. He gripped the chair tighter, not wanting to frighten Caden with any quick movements. But his restraint earned him another small frown from the Omega.
 
   “I guess I have to do everything myself,” Caden said pertly as he sashayed across the short distance between them, bending down to unfasten Sean’s pants. Oh My God. The relief. Sean moaned as the head of his cock hit the cooler air, and a small strong hand took command of the base. 
 
   “Now what am I meant to do with this?” Caden murmured, not looking at Sean in the face at all. He was giving all of his attention to the cock in his hand, and Sean honestly didn’t have a problem with that, although he did have a few suggestions. Sean kept his mouth shut, curious to know what his mate would do. Caden’s sexual experience was limited to two days’ worth of Sean’s attentions, but he’d never instigated anything himself before. 
 
   Caden ran his hand softly up Sean’s full length before letting it sit carefully on Sean’s lap. Then he turned around, bent over, his head peeking between his legs. Caden’s face was so gorgeous, even upside down. 
 
   “I didn’t think this through,” Caden said, as though discussing a science experiment. “Do you think you could guide me backwards, I’d hate to miss my mark and break something important?”
 
   So sweet, and so damned cute. Then Sean caught a glimpse of that loosened hole, already well slicked up and winking at him, and changed his opinion. That vision was pure sex. Reaching for Caden’s hip with one hand, and holding his cock away from his body with the other, Sean roughly guided his mate into position, letting Caden take over as soon as the head of his dick started kissing Caden’s hole.
 
   Caden groaned as his body opened and took Sean’s length inside. Sean arranged Caden’s limbs around his own legs, encouraging Caden to lean back on his chest. Caden wiggled a bit, got himself comfortable and then twisted his head, his eyes shining as he took in the small smile on Sean’s face.
 
   “Is this all right?” 
 
   Sean nodded. He was still having trouble forming complete sentences, but this time it was lust clouding his brain. The heat of Caden’s body encased his cock, his scent of arousal was taunting Sean’s nose. Sean’s wolf, still incensed with the idea that Caden was in danger, wanted their Omega completely smothered in their scent and Sean just wanted to rut hard and come deep inside of his mate. Then he noticed another frown on Caden’s face.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing really,” Caden said, looking at how they were positioned. “But I don’t think I like it this way. I can’t kiss you, can’t touch you much, and I’m not sure how to move to bring you pleasure from this angle.”
 
   Sean gave a brief thought of the countless men he’d taken from behind, bending the bodies over so he didn’t have to see their faces, didn’t have to kiss or show any signs of intimacy. Caden was right. The only part of his body getting any attention this way was his cock, and with his mate, that wasn’t enough.
 
   “Hold on,” he said, grabbing hold of Caden securely in both arms, before standing up, feeling his pants fall to the ground. Damn it. He still had shoes on and his pants were too slim cut to go over them. His shoes were laced tight, so they wouldn’t slip off, and he couldn’t let go of Caden while the man was impaled on his cock. Caden wasn’t tall enough to stand on his own.  It didn’t help when Caden started to giggle as Sean tried to free at least one of his legs, and then giggled more when he proved unsuccessful. 
 
   “You wouldn’t be giggling if I tripped over my pants and fell on you,” Sean said grumpily, feeling like a bit of an idiot. He couldn’t see his feet because of Caden’s body against his front, and he knew if he took one step towards the bedroom he would fall on his ass, or worse, on Caden.
 
   “Put me down,” Caden said, with a wiggle and a giggle that was erotic all on its own. “Put me down, and I’ll take care of your shoes.”
 
   Unwilling to lose the heated grip around his cock, Sean debated for about ten seconds before carefully lifting Caden off of his cock, and putting his feet on the ground. Caden winked at him and knelt, taking care of Sean’s laces, his shoes and then his pants. Sean took care of his own shirt, ripping it down the middle, pinging buttons all over the place, before picking Caden up in his arms, chest to chest this time. 
 
   “Oh, this is a lot better,” Caden said, lifting his mouth for a kiss which Sean was happy to give him. In his head, Sean agreed. Sex – getting one’s rocks off for the sake of it was one thing. But this, what he shared with Caden, was a thousand times better. Sure, they shared their bodies sexually, but in all his years of dipping his wick, Sean had never felt the emotions he had felt over the past two days. He was almost ashamed of his experiences in the club, even though they all happened well before he’d met his mate. But this, now, with Caden’s tongue shyly dipping into his mouth, his slim arms wrapped around his neck, and that delectable ass teasing the head of his cock, Sean wanted to immerse himself in the whole body experience.
 
   Moving with the assurance of the Alpha he was, Sean negotiated the two of them towards his room. Caden’s breathing had sped up, his delicious cock was rubbing against Sean’s abs and from the trembling Caden had running through his body, Sean knew his little mate was about to blow. The urgency fueled by his own dick wasn’t making things any better, but Caden deserved a lot more than being pounded into the nearest wall. The only thing Sean could give him differently than the casual fucks Caden had been confronted with that evening, was the comfort of a bed. Sean just wasn’t sure if he could make it that far. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden moaned into Sean’s mouth, the teasing bump of Sean’s cock against his hole was driving him mad, and he couldn’t work out why the man didn’t just fuck him into the nearest wall. He was so damn horny, he thought he would combust with the heat. Sweat was pouring down his back, and he could feel the fluids from his ass dripping who knows where. Bump and tease, bump and tease, and there was nothing Caden could do about it because his wretched mate had his hands firmly under his buttocks in a death grip. How big was Sean’s house, for fucks sake? 
 
   Wrenching his mouth from Sean’s delicious lips, he managed to gasp, “Please. For the love of anything decent, fuck me right now.”
 
   Sean looked confused for a split second, but then it was as if lust took over, and Caden got his wish. His back slammed against a wall, plaster if he wasn’t mistaken, but then he felt Sean’s length scorch his insides and he groaned as he felt his internal muscles conform to Sean’s size. By the Fates that felt amazing, and Caden knew even after two days, that no one would ever, could ever bring his body alive like the man that was currently pounding into him like a pile driver. He held tight to Sean’s shoulders, his cock massaged by the man’s abs. He was so freaking close…
 
   “Your heat…your body…fuck, your beautiful face…” Sean grunted, his hips on high-speed automatic, his lips dropping feather kisses all over Caden’s face. “The things you do to me…the way you make me feel…” Sean moaned the last word into Caden’s neck, and Caden threw his head back, giving his mate more access. 
 
   “Oh my God, yes, yes, yes.” Sean grunted out every word. “Can’t last…don’t want to stop…but can’t help…” Caden could feel the big muscles under his hands tighten, and then Sean let out an enormous roar before dropping his head back into Caden’s neck. The pinch of the bite, a big bite, but oh man, so pleasurable was more than enough to set Caden off, yet he could only let out a whimper as his own cock found release. Sean’s whole body was pressed up against his and Caden could barely breathe, but he didn’t care. The heat, the hormones zinging around his body like neutrons on crack, Caden was in heaven. He closed his eyes, his head resting on the wall, and soaked up the closeness with his mate. 
 
   A large hand cupping his cheek long moments later had Caden opening his eyes again. Sean’s face was still flushed, a trickle of sweat making its way down the side of the man’s gorgeous face. But it was the concern in Sean’s eyes that snapped Caden out of his lust filled haze.
 
   “Are you okay? I didn’t hurt you did I?”
 
   Caden snorted, then laughed.  He may be an Omega but he was still a darn sight stronger than the scores of men his mate had fucked at that club of his. Sean apparently misunderstood because he growled, and pushed away from the wall, Caden still impaled on his cock. A blur of movement and Caden was deposited, gently, onto a soft clean-smelling bed, still encased in Sean’s arms. 
 
   “There’s nothing funny about being concerned about you,” Sean said roughly, and Caden was caught by the intensity in his mate’s eyes. “You deserve so much better…”
 
   “Than what? To be fucked up against a wall?” Caden was feeling so good, so cherished, so fucking proud of himself, knowing he was the cause of Sean’s loss of control. Sean was in danger of killing Caden’s buzz and that gave him the spirit to continue. “I liked it. I loved it. I may be small, but I will never be human. And to think that I managed to get you to show your Alpha side? Fucking magic.”
 
   Sean searched Caden’s eyes, but Caden had nothing to hide and didn’t flinch. He knew his mate would smell any deceit and frankly, there wasn’t any, so Caden took the time to do some looking of his own, with eyes and fingers. Damn, his mate was big all over. But to his surprise, Sean kissed his forehead and then pulled away. Caden frowned as he felt Sean’s cock leave his body and the telltale trickle of their fun running down his leg. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Okay, it wasn’t normally in Caden’s nature to question anyone, but he felt safe in Sean’s arms, and now the sex was apparently over, Caden just wanted to sleep cuddled against his mate’s body. 
 
   “I’ll clean you up,” Sean said, heading to the bathroom. “Then I have to get my phone,” he called over his shoulder as he disappeared through a door.
 
   Just like that, Caden’s buzz was gone, and he definitely didn’t feel sleepy anymore either. His breath quickened, and he curled up on what was a really comfortable mattress, wrapping his arms around his legs. Why couldn’t the real world just go away for a while?
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   After more than six hours in the Viper, Sean was ready to scream. Caden’s anxiety was growing with every mile they got closer to the Kaibab Forest. He could understand, to some degree, what was upsetting his little mate so much – weak wolves didn’t usually go into another pack’s territory and Caden had nothing but bad memories when it came to pack behavior. But he had more things on his mind than the fact that Caden clearly didn’t trust him enough to keep him safe. His pocket-sized hunk probably had good reason for thinking that way, but it didn’t make Sean feel any better. 
 
   No, it was their situation in L.A. that was worrying him. Liam had pulled him aside before they’d left that morning. Ted Elliott was a pushy fucking reporter and no amount of money, or promise of exclusive stories was going to stop the man from publishing what was undoubtedly the only picture in existence of the elusive artist, Caden Wolfe. Sean knew he was going to have to prepare Caden for that eventuality, but he decided that his Omega didn’t have to contend with that, on top of meeting Sean’s dad for the first time. That didn’t stop him worrying about it though. 
 
   Sean flicked another quick glance at his mate. Caden had sat silently as they had driven through the Arizona countryside. Sean wasn’t silly enough to think his mate was riveted by huge cacti, massive stretches of barren land and the majestic mountains that glowed orange in the distance. Caden was shutting himself off emotionally, as though he expected to be hurt, and Sean cursed under his breath – he didn’t have a clue how to make Caden feel any better. 
 
   “My dad’s a bit of a character,” he said at last, in an effort to break the silence. “He’s quite big, and definitely an Alpha, but he seems to walk around with a perpetual smile on his face. He’s going to adore you.”
 
   “Why did you leave your home pack, if things are so good there?” Caden asked quietly.  Sean risked another quick look, they were traveling at a high speed and although he knew the road, Sean wasn’t taking any chances with his mate’s safety. Caden was pulling at a thread in his jeans, a tell-tale flush on his cheeks signifying that he was embarrassed at asking anything at all. Sean reached over and took Caden’s hand in his, taking a moment to think about his answer. 
 
   “I never had any trouble in the pack,” he said honestly. “It’s just…” Sean broke off trying to find the right words. “My dad is awesome and as you might have been able to tell from the way he was on the phone, he is really protective which tends to make him a bit bossy when he wants something done. Liam and I had the perfect childhood, it’s just when we got older…” he trailed off again. He didn’t want to give Caden the wrong impression.  He loved his dad, well he assumed he did. Sean wasn’t sure if he was capable of loving anyone, but he would be gutted if he lost his dad. 
 
   “You can be a bit bossy yourself sometimes,” Caden ventured cautiously. “Did that cause problems?”
 
   Sean thought about it some more – it was a fair question. Was that why he left the pack? “I needed to be my own man,” he said finally, stroking his thumb over Caden’s fingers. “Dad is usually right about all things; it’s what makes him such a good pack leader. He’s been around a long time, and all he ever wanted was for me to settle down and take over the pack.”
 
   “That’s a good thing, right?” Sean could hear the curiosity in his mate’s voice. He tried to look at things from Caden’s perspective – being trained to take over as Alpha, not having to fight for his position or anything else – it probably was a good thing. But Sean hadn’t wanted the responsibility that came with the position. 
 
   “I thought Liam would make a better Alpha than I would, even though he’s the younger son.” Sean decided to go with honesty again. “The pack relies on my dad so much, and the thought of dealing with their concerns every day, having to look after them all…” He shot Caden a quick smile, pleased that he was looking at him now. “I might be a bit too self-centered to be a pack Alpha,” he confided with a wink. 
 
   Caden chuckled softly, like Sean hoped he would. The light sound helped appease his wolf who found Caden’s nervousness difficult to handle. In the wolf’s eyes, their little mate needed to be protected from everyone and everything, which was difficult when Sean knew a lot of Caden’s current angst came from his actions. 
 
   “I don’t think I could live in a pack again.” Caden’s soft voice held a world of hurt, and Sean gripped Caden’s hand a bit tighter. “It’s not been easy, living as a lone wolf,” Caden continued, “but it felt safer for me, you know?”
 
   Actually Sean didn’t know. He’d been loved in his pack, he’d been loved by his father and brother, and he’d never been short of company since living in L.A. He never had a problem being in groups of people. But he managed a smile for his mate, and said, “Then it’s a good thing dad already knows I want Liam to run the pack when he’s ready. I’m more than happy to make a life for us in L.A.”
 
   Sean saw the large gates to his father’s property coming up, and slowed. Even as he maneuvered the car into the tight driveway, he couldn’t miss his mate’s whimper and as soon as he pulled into the gates, he stopped the car and turned, releasing Caden’s seat belt and pulling the man into his lap. The fact that Caden moved willingly had Sean’s wolf puffing up with pride. 
 
   “I know you haven’t had much cause to trust me,” he said softly, running his hand down Caden’s back, feeling the skin tremble under the man’s shirt. “But I promise you with all that I am, that you will be safe on these grounds. My father, when he thought I might not be able to care for you, told Liam that you could have a place here in his pack if you wanted.”
 
   “Where did he get that idea? There’s nothing wrong with the way you are with me.” Oh, bless him. Caden’s bright blue eyes flashed with anger, as Caden looked over Sean’s shoulder to Liam’s car that had stopped behind them. 
 
   “Liam simply mentioned that I had been taking my time claiming you that’s all,” Sean said quickly. “Dad knows what I’m like and offered you a home and his protection if you decided you didn’t want to be mated to me.”
 
   “Are you sorry you claimed me?” Caden’s voice was small and the young man was hanging his head again. Sean felt a twinge in his heart at the sheer insecurity in his Omega’s voice – after a lifetime of dealing with men with big egos looking for nothing more than a good time, Caden’s attitude, while hard to handle, was like a breath of fresh air. 
 
   “I am proud as hell that you allowed me to claim you,” Sean said, choosing his words carefully, and meaning every one of them. “I just hope you don’t think you’ve made a mistake when you see the good looking men this pack has to offer.”
 
   Still hanging his head, Caden shook it, and then he raised his chin, his blue eyes locking with Sean’s. “I didn’t want to tell you that you’re the best looking man I’ve ever seen, your head is big enough as it is. But it’s true,” Caden said with a small smile. 
 
   “Wait. What? Are you teasing me?” Sean narrowed his eyes, and widened his mouth into a grin. Caden’s face was a bright red, but he nodded anyway and Sean closed the distance between them, brushing his lips over Caden’s. 
 
   “You’re the pretty one in this relationship,” he said, delighted when the red on Caden’s cheeks deepened. “I will be fighting men off with a stick.”
 
   “Just stay with me? I don’t want…I…err…I just want…”
 
   “I am not leaving your side for a second,” Sean cut in firmly. He glanced in the rearview mirror and saw that Liam and Felix were taking advantage of their stop in their own way. Sean wanted to get Caden to his room, and remind his precious mate that they were a permanent couple, and that he would only have eyes for his mate from now on. To do that, they had to meet his father first. He dropped another quick kiss on Caden’s mouth, and then gently nudged the man back to his seat. 
 
   “No need to buckle up, precious,” he said as he put the car into gear. “The house is just around the corner.”
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   I won’t faint. I won’t faint. I won’t faint. Caden was terrified and he was sure that Sean could smell his fear. He was wearing his lovely coat, but even that wasn’t giving him the confidence he usually got from wearing it. His wolf had let him know more than half an hour before that they were in another pack’s territory, and his wolf was all for heading in the opposite direction. Caden’s human half was feeling much the same way.
 
   It was bad enough that he was going to have to stay on pack grounds – that was a solid enough basis for his fear all on its own. But Caden was also worried sick that Sean’s dad, the Alpha for fucks sake, would find him lacking in some way – unworthy of his son, and that thought had Caden quaking in his well-worn boots. Sure, Sean was an Alpha in his own right, but everything Caden had ever heard about Sean’s dad suggested that Sean really respected the man’s opinion. 
 
   Please let him like me. Please let him like me. 
 
   Sean swung the car effortlessly up what seemed to be a long driveway that effectively hid the house from the road. Well before he was ready, Caden saw a huge, two-level log cabin, nestled among the pines. Two men were standing guard at the bottom of the wooden porch steps, and as the car pulled to a stop, the door to the cabin opened and a HUGE man stepped out. The guy was ginormous, and Caden’s wolf whimpered in his mind, absolutely terrified. 
 
   Even from a distance, Caden could see the family resemblance. Sean’s father had long, white-blond hair, and was probably two inches taller than his mate. He had a strongly tanned face, indicating a lot of time spent outdoors, and his rolled up shirt sleeves revealed arms bigger than Caden’s legs. Everything about the man screamed Alpha, and if Caden could have got his legs to work, he would have run like the hounds of hell were after him. 
 
   Sean hopped out of the car, giving his father a wave, before coming around and opening the door on Caden’s side.
 
   “Come on, precious; time to meet my father.”
 
   “Do I have to? He’s bigger than you and that’s saying something,” Caden whispered as he took Sean’s hand. He didn’t want to embarrass his mate, but oh fuck; he wished he was back in his loft. His situation wasn’t made any better when the behemoth laughed, his chuckles resounding around the yard. Damn wolf shifter hearing. 
 
   “You don’t have anything to be afraid of, little one,” Sean’s dad said, coming forward. “Welcome, precious Omega, to the Williams’ pack.”
 
   Caden managed to find his feet, and stood up, holding onto Sean’s hand tightly. Close up he could see that Sean’s father was a lot older than his sons. There were fine wrinkles around bright almost silver eyes, and more around the man’s generous mouth. He dropped his eyes quickly and tilted his head, baring his neck.
 
   “Dad.” Sean’s voice was so confident. “I’m proud to introduce my fated mate, Caden Wolfe, renowned artist and lone Omega from Los Angeles.”
 
   “Caden. Welcome to the family, boy,” and before Caden could even blink his feet left the ground and he was engulfed in huge arms. He squeaked. He was sure he squeaked, but the bigger wolf didn’t seem to care. Caden could feel the wolf in the man – strong, powerful and…curious. Caden could smell the curiosity coming from the wolf. It was enough to have him pull his head up and look at Sean’s father who had a grin a mile wide.
 
   “You are so precious,” Sean’s father beamed. “I am so glad my son found you and had enough sense to claim you.”
 
   “Err, dad, you might want to let him go,” Liam’s voice came from the side, and although there was humor in it, there was a warning there as well. Caden became aware of someone growling, and to his shock he realized it was Sean. “They’ve only been mated a few days.”
 
   “Oh, right.” Just as suddenly Caden found his feet on the ground, and then was swept right off them again, as he found himself in Sean’s arms. Sean’s scent was off. The man was angry, his muscles trembling as though he was about to shift. Unsure what to do, Caden stroked Sean’s face, trying to gain his attention. Sean had been glaring at his father. 
 
   “That’s not very nice,” he whispered in Sean’s ear when the man refused to look at him. 
 
   “No one touches you,” Sean grumbled quietly.
 
   “You’re quite right, son,” Sean’s dad said with a laugh. “Now let’s meet your mate, Liam, give your brother here a chance to pull his claws in.”
 
   Sean’s body trembled against Caden’s, his grip tight as Sean rubbed his cheeks against Caden’s skin. Caden could hear that the larger Alpha had moved away and was apparently talking to Liam and Felix. He carefully rested his arms around Sean’s neck and let the man sniff and mark him. His back was starting to hurt, what with his feet a good foot off the ground, but instinctively Caden knew that Sean needed his scent to calm down. Strangely enough, Sean’s possessiveness helped with Caden’s anxiety, and he stayed pliant in Sean’s arms until the man got himself under control. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   What was all that about? I growled at my freaking father. Sean had never been angry at his dad before. Sure, the man had tried his patience on more than one occasion before he’d left home, and a few times afterwards, but Sean had never felt the urge to challenge his father. It was as if, the moment he saw Caden being swept into another man’s arms, every possessive cell in his body went haywire and Sean just wanted to snatch Caden away from his father and beat the Alpha to the ground. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Caden whispered in his ear. “It’s kind of hot, actually. Who knew you’d go all possessive over my scrawny ass.”
 
   “You have a perfect ass,” Sean responded without thinking. He looked at Caden, trying to assess his mate’s mood. The terror had definitely lessened, and Caden even had a small smile on his face. 
 
   “Are you okay?” He added searching Caden’s eyes. 
 
   “I’m fine,” Caden assured him. “But can you either take me somewhere, where it would appropriate for me to wrap my legs around your waist, or put me back on the ground. I’m getting a crick in my back.”
 
   Sean looked around quickly, catching a smirk from Patrick, his father’s beta and a longtime friend. George was the other guard, and he looked just as amused as Patrick did. As much as Sean’s wolf was all for fucking their man and strengthening their scent in and on Caden’s skin, there were other people around, and Sean hadn’t forgotten the purpose of their visit. He bent over until Caden’s feet touched the grass, kissing him lightly before letting him go. 
 
   “Let’s head inside,” he suggested. “Get the talking out of the way, and then I’ll show you where we’ll be staying.”
 
   He caught Caden’s hand and led his mate to the porch stairs. Patrick’s grin had gotten wider, and the wolf’s eyes ran appreciatively over Caden’s form. The urge to slap the man’s face until he couldn’t see straight was strong, but Sean managed to hold his hand out, shaking Patrick’s and George’s hands firmly.
 
   “Are you going to introduce us to your mate, Sean?” Patrick asked, raising his eyebrows.
 
   “Fated mate,” Sean said firmly, resisting the urge to growl again. “Caden, this mongrel is Patrick Connor, my father’s second, and the other reprobate is George Killam, head enforcer. Guys, Caden Wolfe, my mate, and no he won’t be shaking your hand or I’m likely to bite it off.”
 
   Caden threw him a puzzled look, but Patrick laughed. “Ha, ha. Who’d have thought ‘fuck and dump’ Sean would find his true mate? So pleased for you, my friend. Totally pleased.”
 
   “Patrick,” Sean warned. Honestly, had he truly been that bad? His mate was going to think he’d been nothing but a hound dog. Then Patrick made the mistake of going further. “Of course, your mate’s the prettiest man I’ve ever seen you with, but that’s not saying much. Hey little guy, when Sean gets bored with your ass, and you can bet that he will, you come and see me, okay. I’ll make sure you won’t have the time to pine over him.”
 
   Sean had just enough time to register Caden’s gasp, and the scent of hurt hitting his nose, before he moved. How dare his oldest friend suggest that he’d get bored with his mate. Yes, he and Patrick had grown up together – hell, Sean had even fucked him once, and thank goodness that hadn’t damaged their friendship. But upsetting Caden…that was going too far. Sean snarled as his fist hit Patrick’s jaw and he followed the man down to the ground, his fists going hard and fast.
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden was reeling; he didn’t know what to think. Just when he’d thought he’d gotten a handle on his nerves, he had to meet yet more people – wolves - who seemed inclined to want to eat him for lunch, or worse, drool all over him. Patrick’s words had hurt more than he’d thought possible, and yet now, Sean was beating the crap out of the arrogant ass, and there was nothing Caden could do to stop it. Gods, he knew coming to the pack was a bad idea.
 
   “Sean will win, don’t worry about him.” George’s voice came over his shoulder, and Caden realized he’d just been standing there, twisting his hands like some too-stupid-to-live heroine. 
 
   “I don’t understand why Sean’s fighting at all,” Caden admitted quietly, his eyes riveted to the two men rolling around on the ground. Sean was definitely winning, but Caden hated seeing his mate in any form of danger. 
 
   “Patrick insulted your honor and your mating, and it would seem Sean’s wolf took it as a challenge. Could have been worse, he could have shifted, then Patrick would have really gotten his ass handed to him.”
 
   Caden didn’t know what to say, but then he didn’t have to say anything at all, because a beer can was thrust under his nose and his wolf whimpered in the presence of the Alpha. He gingerly took the can from Sean’s father, and peeked at the big man from under his hair.
 
   “Looks like my boy needed a work out,” Sean’s father said with a huge grin as he watched the fight. “Patrick insult you or something?”
 
   “Something like that, sir,” Caden muttered. He didn’t want to dwell on what Patrick had said. Seems no one thought that Sean was capable of being faithful, and that idea had Caden crying inside. But he’d spent a lot of years hiding his feelings, and he could do it again. 
 
   His shoulder was jostled and he almost fell over, although a big hand kept him upright. “None of this sir crap,” Sean’s father said gruffly. “You can call me Ian, or Dad, your choice, but you’re family now and we don’t worry about status among family members.”
 
   Caden gulped and nodded. He didn’t think he could get any words past his throat. Sean had Patrick in a headlock, and it looked like the other wolf was about to pass out. There was blood dripping from a cut above Sean’s eye and Patrick’s face looked twice its original size. The nose was definitely flatter and more spread out than it used to be. 
 
   “Fucking apologize, asshole,” Sean grunted as he yanked hard on Patrick’s neck. It was clear from the redness on Patrick’s face that the man was having trouble breathing. Patrick’s mouth opened, but nothing came out and that seemed to make Sean even angrier. He twisted his stance and Caden was sure that Patrick’s head was going to come right off.
 
   “That’s enough, son,” Ian said forcefully. “He’s tapping out, now let him go.”
 
   For a moment it looked like Sean wasn’t going to listen, but then with a long snarl complete with curled lip, Sean grabbed Patrick by the hair and slammed his face into the ground. Patrick didn’t move. Sean got up, tried to dust off his pants, but his hands were just as grubby.  As he came closer, Caden could see that the cut above Sean’s eye was already healing, and without thinking, he ran into Sean’s arms, burying his face into Sean’s heaving chest.
 
   “Feeling better, son?” Ian asked. Caden felt Sean nod, but all he could concentrate on was the tight arms around his back and the smell of Sean’s sweat on his shirt. Even the sound of an approaching car wasn’t enough to make Caden let go.
 
   “Looks like the guys from the council are here, you’d better go and get washed up,” Ian said. “Lunch is already prepared.”
 
   Sean still didn’t say anything, but Caden felt his feet leave the ground, again, as Sean heaved him over his shoulder and strode into the house. Caden had enough time to register orange patterned rugs, wooden floors, bright yellow cushions, and then stairs framed by ornately carved railings. Sean took the stairs three at a time, and walked into the first door along a long hallway. He slammed the door shut with his foot, and carried Caden through what was clearly a large bedroom, with an equally large bed, and into an attached bathroom.  He set Caden down on the sink vanity top and then stood over him, caging Caden in with his arms, his head bowed. 
 
   “Are you okay?” Caden felt he had to say something. For a moment it looked like Sean was going to ignore him, but when he raised his head, Caden was shocked to see real pain in Sean’s dark eyes. 
 
   “My past is really coming back to bite me on the ass, isn’t it?” Sean said, his voice rough with emotion. 
 
   “Hey, I’m the one with the rogue Alpha. That’s the only reason we’re here,” Caden said trying to keep his voice light. 
 
   “None of that was your fault,” Sean insisted. “This,” he waved his hand indicating somewhere outside, “the problems at the club, Patrick’s mouth. He upset you, and that is all my fault.”
 
   “He’s jealous?” Caden suggested. “I know the men at the club were. They were jealous of me because I was with you. I’m sure it will die down in time.”
 
   “I’m not sure why you’re being so understanding,” Sean said, standing up and reaching for a washcloth. “If I had put a bit more thought into where I stuck my dick, half of what has happened since we mated wouldn’t have been an issue, and yet you’re just sitting there, as calm as can be.”
 
   Caden frowned. How was he supposed to act? He couldn’t do anything about Sean’s past, and in his head he had bigger things to worry about like a psychotic ex-Alpha who probably wanted to kill him, not to mention being on pack grounds again. 
 
   “Am I meant to yell at you or something?” he said, trying to work out what Sean was after. “Because, personally, I can’t see how that’s going to make things any better between us.”
 
   “Oh fuck, I don’t know, but shouldn’t you be upset with me, or something?” Sean had let his head hang down again. Caden looked at the proud man. How anyone could grow up looking like Sean did, and not have a sexual history a mile long was beyond Caden. He gently took the washcloth from where it lay forgotten in Sean’s hand, and twisted around to the sink so he could dampen it. 
 
   When he was satisfied the washcloth was at a comfortable temperature, and damp enough to do some good, he pushed up on Sean’s chin, forcing the man to look at him. Sean stared at him silently as he carefully washed the blood and dirt from his mate’s face. Caden rinsed out the cloth and then took one of Sean’s hands from the counter and washed one set of bruised knuckles and then the other ones. They too were already healing. 
 
   Both hands done, Caden managed a tight smile and slipped out of the cocoon created by Sean’s arms. “I’m going to get our overnight bags,” he said. “Why don’t you get naked and I’ll find you some clean clothes.”
 
   A big hand caressing his cheek stopped him and Caden looked at Sean in askance. “You are far too good for me, precious,” Sean said quietly. “I will thank the Fates every day that they paired me with someone as beautiful, both inside and out, as you are.”
 
   Caden blushed under the intensity of Sean’s gaze, pleased when the bigger man brushed his forehead with a kiss before letting him go. He’d never been treated as though he was someone special before, and it would take some getting used to if Sean was going to make a habit of it. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Sean was starting to think he might need some psychiatric help, or at least someone to slap down his wolf. He’d never been possessive, never cared when his friends teased him about his ability to fuck anyone anytime. He was a horny ass, so what? It was almost a golden rule for Alphas. But he’d never cared about any of the men who had gotten him off.  The only people he’d ever fought for before were his father and brother and those few occasions didn’t leave him feeling anything like he was now. 
 
   As he gently nudged Caden down the stairs and into the family dining room, he swallowed the urge to growl at anyone who looked at his little mate. For a split second he wished Caden wasn’t so damn…alluring. That was the word, alluring. Caden had shucked off his leather coat, and in his tight black jeans and his white button down shirt he looked so…damn it. Sean mentally slapped himself. He’d be spouting poetry next. But that didn’t stop him glaring at the two strange wolves at the table.
 
   “Sean, Caden, take a seat,” Ian said, his booming voice as happy as ever. “This is Matt Gordon and Josiah McKinley from the Shifter Council. Matt, Josiah, this is my son Sean and his mate Caden Wolfe, the Omega I phoned you about.”
 
   Both men dipped their heads slightly at Sean, but he barely noticed. Caden was gripping his hand like a lifeline, his fear evident to everyone at the table. Sean pulled out a chair for him, and encouraged Caden to sit, then reached over and started making up a couple of plates of food. Caden needed to eat and Sean didn’t think his mate was capable of serving himself right now. 
 
   “Caden, I must say for a lone Omega, you are looking very well.” The interest in Matt’s voice immediately got Sean’s hackles up and he looked across the table, lifting the corner of his lip slightly. Matt simply grinned and shifted his eyes back to Caden. 
 
   “Felix has been looking out for me for the past three years, and now Sean takes perfect care of me,” Caden said, his voice trembling. 
 
   “Oh yes, the human in our midst. I certainly didn’t expect that.” Josiah didn’t sound complimentary and Sean wasn’t surprised to hear Liam give a warning growl. Thank goodness for his father, who spoke quickly.
 
   “The council doesn’t have a problem with human mates, Josiah, as I am sure you know. Felix is Liam’s fated mate and as such is welcome in this pack. You will watch your tone when you speak about them.”
 
   “Of course,” Josiah nodded his head at Ian. “I was just surprised to see how liberal you are here, given that both of your sons are Alpha born, yet mated to men.”
 
   “I don’t believe the Fates make mistakes.” 
 
   Sean caught his dad’s eye and the older man winked. He’d never doubted his father’s love and support, and now it was showing in spades. He finished plating the food and put one in front of Caden before taking a seat beside him. 
 
   Ian kept the conversation general as the men around the table finished their food. There were no women present, which surprised Sean. His dad was known for entertaining more than one woman in the pack, and usually had three or four at his dinner table. But maybe his dad was worried about the council members, because three of his enforcers – George, Matthias and Raoul - had been invited to eat with the Alpha, and that was something else out of the norm. Liam was sitting so close to Felix that the man was almost on his lap, and Sean could understand the feeling. He did not like the way Matt’s dark eyes gleamed when he looked at Caden – something he did often throughout the meal. 
 
   Caden didn’t seem to want to join in the conversation at all and he kept his head down, refusing to meet anyone’s eye. Sean ate quickly. His earlier fight had left him ravenous, but he could see from the way Caden moved his fork around the plate, his little mate was barely eating anything.  As soon as Sean had finished his food, he pulled Caden onto his lap, ignoring the surprised looks from the others at the table. Instinctively he knew Caden was a bundle of nerves and Sean hoped that his scent would help.
 
   When Ian had finished eating, he said to Matt and Josiah, “we can talk about your reasons for being here in my study. My men will see to it that we are not disturbed.”
 
   “Actually,” it was that slime-ball Matt that replied. “We would like to speak to the Omega alone first. The young man appears fearful and we need to ascertain that it has nothing to do with his Alpha mate.”
 
   “No!” Sean had spoken without thinking, but to his surprise his voice was joined with Caden’s who continued with more spirit than Sean had ever seen. 
 
   “I’ve got no reason to trust you. Sean is my mate. If he can’t be with me, then I won’t talk to you, at all.”
 
   “Caden,” there was a definite growl in Josiah’s voice, designed to intimidate and Sean could feel his wolf respond to the challenge. “We are council members, above reproach. You will do as we say or I’ll take your mate into custody and hold him until I know he’s done nothing to you.”
 
   “Now just a minute,” Ian protested from the other end of the table. “You know damn well that an Omega is to be treated with respect. You’re on the Omega committee; surely you know threats will just intimidate him. I can vouch for Sean and Caden’s relationship.”
 
   “What made you think we’re on the Omega committee? We’re troubleshooters sent to find out about this mythical pack the Omega claims he comes from. For all we know this Omega is a lying little shit who is on the run from his home pack, and should be in custody himself. This could be nothing more than a ruse set up between Caden and his human friend to infiltrate this pack.”
 
   Josiah sounded so smug, and hadn’t even tried to hide his insults. Sean couldn’t help himself, he shifted, leaving his clothes in shreds and Caden crouching on the floor beneath him. To his left he saw that Liam had done the same thing and was pushing Felix back against the wall, his huge body providing a solid defense between the council members who had both stood up, and his mate. Caden was whimpering, curled in a ball, absolutely terrified and Sean’s wolf was enraged. He curled his lips right back, showing his massive teeth and defied anyone to come anywhere near him. 
 
   “The council sent troubleshooters? I told the council the situation. My son is mated, there’s no deceit here. You would smell it if there was. I told them I needed an Omega representative because Caden’s been without a pack for years. He escaped, and when I saw his pack wasn’t listed, I thought you guys should know about it. How dare you come onto my lands and insult my family.”  
 
   Ian was holding his own, his Alpha power resounding around the room, but Sean was more worried about Caden who was a shivering mess. He couldn’t comfort him as a wolf, and protect at the same time. He tried to nudge Caden across towards Felix and Liam but Caden was frozen in fear and didn’t seem capable of moving at all. 
 
   “The only pack in that area was wiped out more than thirty years ago,” Matt said, edging closer to Sean, who couldn’t stop the rumblings in his chest if his life depended on it. “If this Omega is telling the truth then he could be a vital witness to what might have happened there.”
 
   “And you want to treat that witness as a threat? You’re terrifying the boy.” Sean knew his dad was deeply upset. He hated the thought of smaller, weaker pack members being treated badly and Sean was surprised his father hadn’t shifted himself. 
 
   “We have orders to talk to him in private. He’s an Omega; he should do as he’s told. Look at him; he’s a sniveling mess on the floor for fuck’s sake. He’s not fit to be around decent wolves.” 
 
   Josiah’s demeaning tone hit every possessive nerve in Sean’s body and he had had enough. He leapt over the table, hitting the man directly in the chest and taking him to the ground. His wolf wanted this man dead. Josiah had too much hate in that muscle filled body of his, and Sean was more than happy to prevent the man from ever opening his mouth again. From the ruckus around him Sean was aware that George and Matthias had shifted and had Matt pinned against the wall but his focus was on Josiah who was frantically trying to reach his gun. Well, that just would not do. Sean snarled again, his mouth open wide as he slowly bent his head to take out the man’s throat. He wanted Josiah to see his death coming. 
 
   “Sean, for the love of your mate, don’t do it.” Ian’s voice, the voice of his dad, the only man in the world Sean had ever obeyed, cut through his wolf consciousness and made him stop for just one second. His teeth were lightly grazing Josiah’s throat, and he flicked his ears indicating he was listening, but not prepared to move away. 
 
   “Sean you can’t do it. Your mate needs you. You kill that idiot and they’ll take you away and lock you up for sure. Caden needs you, do you understand me; Caden needs you.”
 
   That was something both man and wolf could understand and with a final growl and a snapping of teeth mere inches above Josiah’s face, Sean stepped back.  He padded over to where Caden was crying on the floor, Raoul standing over him, providing protection. In a quick and fluid motion, Sean had shifted and he bent low, scooping his arms under Caden’s trembling body, bringing him up and cuddling him close to his chest. 
 
   “You’re not fit to kiss the ground this man walks on.” Sean glared at a white-faced Josiah. Matt seemed to get off on being threatened by wolves because he still had lust written all over his movie star face. “Caden’s fear is learned behavior – learned from assholes just like you, who think the measure of a man has got something to do with how tall he is. My mate has built a life for himself, on his own. He makes more money in a year than you ever will. He’s a respected artist, with people clamoring for his work. Felix, the human you despise was his only ally, his only friend. This man in my arms has more talent in his little finger than you will ever have.  What’s more, he is strong. He had the strength to survive without his pack, when others like you would have fallen. You have no right to suggest he’s weak in any way. Now get the fuck out of my way, my brother and I have somewhere else to be and mates to take care of.”
 
   “There’s still the matter of the Cannon Falls pack. We need to talk to Caden about that. Where will you be?” Matt spoke up quickly, the effect of his words undermined by the fact he couldn’t stop looking at Sean’s crotch. For the first time ever, Sean felt dirty under a hot gaze and couldn’t wait to get away. 
 
   “Anywhere you aren’t.” Sean snapped as he strode out of the room, Liam’s hot breath on his heels. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden was sure he’d never been so embarrassed in his life. But from the moment he laid eyes on Matt and Josiah he knew the day was going to turn to shit. Matt wanted to fuck him and Josiah seemed to have so many hate issues, it was hard to know what to start with. Even so, Caden had lived as a wolf for most of his life, and he knew struggling with a panic attack, in a heap on the floor, wasn’t the way to handle any situation as man or wolf. Shifting and biting the pair would have made a better impression, but as an Omega, Caden didn’t have that in him. 
 
   It was the threat of someone taking Sean away that had broken him. As soon as Josiah had said that Sean could be taken away and locked up, Caden couldn’t think of anything else. His anxiety overwhelmed him. He couldn’t breathe; his heart was pounding out of his chest. Black spots appeared in front of his eyes and he couldn’t stop the shivers that were running through his body like wildfire. His nervous system, already on overload through being in a strange place, with a strange pack, had just run amuck and Caden was so stressed he honestly thought he was having a heart attack.
 
   He was aware of Sean picking him up – something that was becoming a bit of a habit. He knew that his man was naked, and there were others around, but he couldn’t even care about that. He could hear Sean’s heartbeat, running a little fast, but solid under Sean’s muscles and that was all he wanted to focus on. That, and Sean’s scent. He knew Sean was talking, he was aware of movement and then being laid on a soft mattress. Someone tugged off his boots. Then he felt Sean move away and a soft “hush, I’ll be right back,” was the last thing he heard as his body gave up the fight completely and he slipped into darkness. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   “Those fucking assholes!” Felix was angry and Liam was doing his best to calm his mate while Sean found sweats for them. Fortunately, his dad was well-prepared for shift emergencies, and there was a chest of clothing in every room in the house. He cast a worried look at Caden who appeared to have passed out, probably from the stress, as he pulled on a pair of pants that were a bit too small for him.
 
   “Babe, please, lower your voice,” Liam urged.
 
   “Are you trying to shush me?” Yep, Felix had balls all right. “I. Am. Pissed. Off! It was bad enough those two fucking idiots insulted me for being a mere human, but look at what they’ve done to Caden. I can see why he stays away from wolves now. They’re nothing but a bunch of arrogant fuckwits.”
 
   “You don’t mean me and Sean too, do you, babe?” Ouch. Sean could feel his brother’s pain. 
 
   Apparently Felix could feel it too, because seconds later he was hugging Liam close. “No of course not, hon, you guys are fine, as far as shifters go. I’m just angry, okay. You both assured me those council fuck-wads were supposed to help Caden and I’m not seeing any evidence of that. What the hell were they thinking, threatening to lock Sean up if Caden wouldn’t talk to them?”
 
   “God only knows,” Sean muttered, falling down on the bed beside his mate. He was tired too, but his nerves were still on edge. It seems the threats to his mate’s safety were growing by the day and he was going to have to pull out everything he had to keep Caden from harm. Sean pulled his mate into his arms, checking his pulse and listening to his breathing. Both his pulse and his breathing seemed slower and more normal, and Sean hoped it meant that Caden was sleeping, rather than unconscious.  He didn’t really know, but his wolf assured him that Caden would be okay.
 
   Liam came and plopped down on the other side of the bed, pulling Felix with him. Sean looked at his brother, the man he trusted over all others. They had been together since Liam’s birth, a birth that took the life of their mother. With their dad always busy running the pack, the two boys were often left to their own devices. The two men had grown up to look a lot alike – Liam’s hair might be longer, his body slightly smaller, and he was about two inches shorter than Sean, but anyone looking at them could see the family resemblance. Liam was also the more laid back of the two of them as was evidenced when he opened his mouth.
 
   “Well, those two dickheads were a riot. What’s the plan now, bro?”
 
   “Well, apparently we’re not allowed to kill council members,” Sean said running his hand over his face. “Dad seemed pretty upset when I tried, probably because we’re on pack grounds.”
 
   “He was right, you know,” Liam replied and Sean knew it was true. If he had given into temptation and killed Josiah, he would have been locked up, at least for the duration of the investigation that would follow. He couldn’t do that to his mate. 
 
   “I thought these guys were supposed to help keep Caden safe from his ex-pack? Sounds to me they’re more of a threat than the psycho. We should just fucking kill the lot of them and bury their bodies where they can’t be found.” Felix was not a man to mince his words, and Sean felt a strengthening bond with his brother’s mate. Felix might be human, but he was fierce when it came to protecting the people he cared about and he clearly cared about Caden. 
 
   “I don’t know what to fucking do,” Sean said, his head running through a dozen scenarios. “I can see where dad’s coming from. Hide Caden in a larger pack, call in the council to take care of this rogue and his pack, let them take out the threat, and we all go back to living our lives.”
 
   “What’s the deal with this rogue guy, anyway?” Felix asked. “I thought rogue was just another word for loner, like you two.”
 
   “No, lover, rogues are far worse,” Liam said, tucking his arm around Felix’s shoulder. “Rogues are loners in the sense they don’t run with a pack, which is a bit like us. But they don’t have a pack because they are on the run from someone. Usually the council is hunting for them because of some crime they’ve committed – that’s what the troubleshooters like Josiah and Matt are for. They apprehend or take out rogue wolves and solve shifter crimes as such. Dad, and apparently the council too if what Josiah said is true, are worried that a rogue has created his own pack, which by extension makes them all rogues. That’s against shifter laws. Staying off the grid, barely interacting with anyone, and ruling with an iron fist – there’s no telling what state the other shifters in that pack might be in.”
 
   “But that puts Caden in more danger, doesn’t it? If he knows where this pack is and they’re trying to stay away from your authorities.” Felix had a worried look on his face, although Sean saw his eyes softening when he looked down at the sleeping man. He looked down as well, and noticed his hand was stroking Caden’s hair, something that he seemed to do a lot, especially when Caden was asleep. He was turning into a softie, but he wasn’t about to stop. He told himself Caden slept better when he had a soothing hand on his head. His actions were definitely for Caden’s benefit, not his – or so he told himself firmly. 
 
   Liam asked the question that Sean had been wrestling with. “Question is, do we stay with the safety of the pack, and see what the council finds out, or do we head back home, get some security of our own, and be prepared to take on any threat as it happens?”
 
   “You’d be safer in the pack,” Ian said, coming into the room without knocking, clearly concerned about Caden. Ian had always had a soft spot for Omegas, probably because Sean’s mother had been one. Ian smiled when he saw Caden nestled in Sean’s arms. “I’ve called the council and raised holy hell over the fact that an investigation into rogues took precedence over keeping an Omega safe. I pre-empted any complaint that Josiah might make about being attacked on pack grounds, by laying a complaint about his conduct towards Caden and Felix. Believe me, the council was not impressed to hear that their representatives insulted an Omega and a human. Dumb and Dumber have been given rooms here, and the council has instructed them to assist in any way possible in keeping Caden safe for the foreseeable future.”
 
   “We don’t need fuckwits like that here. I don’t want either of them anywhere near my mate.” Sean was definite about that point. The lust in Matt’s eyes was far too strong for comfort, and Josiah’s bigotry was just as hard to swallow. 
 
   “Or mine,” Liam said just as fiercely, pulling Felix closer, if that was possible. The man was already sitting on his brother’s lap.
 
   “An Omega representative was sent,” Ian continued, ignoring his sons’ possessive natures. “He was apparently persuaded to stay at his hotel in town by Dumb and Dumber, and the two men got in trouble about that as well. The Omega representative is on his way here as we speak. Is Caden going to be all right?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” Sean didn’t seem to be able to stop stroking Caden’s soft blond hair. “I haven’t had a chance to speak to him. He had passed out by the time we got up here. I think the stress was too much for him.”
 
   “Given his background that’s not surprising,” Ian said fondly. “Keep him warm, stay close to him, and I’ll send food up if he’s not recovered in a few hours. His breathing is fine, so I should imagine he’s just resting.”
 
   “He’ll be shutting the world out,” Felix said softly. “He used to do that sometimes, when I first met him. Before he had his art to turn too, he would often get overwhelmed and just sleep for hours. I just hope his mind is kind enough to send him to a happy place. He’s been known to have wicked nightmares when he gets upset like this.”
 
   Well-meaning it might have been, but Felix’s comments didn’t make Sean feel any better. He cuddled his mate even closer, praying that on some level, spiritual, emotional or whatever, that Caden would understand that he was protected, and that he was safe. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Caden was in the grips of a nightmare, one he’d been in hundreds of times before. His pack had found out he’d escaped and were chasing him through a dark, seemingly never-ending forest. His white fur sparkled like a beacon under the pale moonlight and he was desperately trying to find somewhere to hide.  Everywhere he turned he could hear the pad of paws on the forest leaves, howls and sharp barks - his pack wasn’t even trying to be quiet. It was all part of their torture tactics – letting Caden know they were coming, that there was no place to hide, and that the pain, when he was eventually caught would be brutal, harsh and hard to heal from. 
 
   Caden knew the scenario only too well. He’d experienced that pain, both in the dream world and in his daily life for years before he’d made his escape. Those were the times that made him long for death; when he prayed to anyone who might listen that when he was caught, they would end him quickly. But experience had already shown he could never be that lucky. He would always get caught. He was always punished. His prayers were always unanswered. But Caden had no choice but to do what he always did in his dreams. He ran. 
 
   Nowhere felt safe. The trees were dark, branches low as if ready to grab him. All around him there was nothing but dark shapes and the sound of the pack getting closer and closer. Caden felt his legs trembling; he knew he wasn’t going to be able to go much further. He sniffed the wind, looking for something, anything, he didn’t know what. But just when he was about to give up all hope, something changed. He could scent something new. A scent, a beautiful concoction of forest trees, sunshine and the hint of rain. Caden didn’t remember ever dreaming about scents before, except for the stench of his own blood as his pack took pleasure in spilling it. Without second guessing himself, Caden turned towards the wonderful aroma, chasing it, hunting it down, just as surely as the pack was hunting him. 
 
   As he ran, the scent got stronger, and as Caden got closer, his sixth sense told him this was another wolf – not pack, but definitely a shifter. But even that was not enough to stop him. He should have been afraid, he should have been running in totally the opposite direction, but Caden’s wolf sensed something good in the stranger, and kept Caden on a collision course with…something. 
 
   Rounding a stand of trees, Caden saw him. A huge black wolf, with dark intelligent eyes. The animal was bigger than any he’d seen before. But despite his size, Caden couldn’t scent anything hostile in the other creature. It was as if the bigger wolf was waiting, but waiting for what? With the sounds of the pack closing in on him, Caden decided he didn’t care and didn’t have time to think about it. Another few minutes and the pack would have him. This new wolf smelled like home and safety, and that was a darn sight more than he’d ever had in his life. Without hesitation he ran towards the wolf, praying for a quick end or a safe haven – either one would thwart the chasing pack. As he reached the gorgeous creature, the wolf morphed into man – a man Caden did know even in his dream state – Sean. You’re safe now, precious, he heard in his head, and all at once the forest and the chasing pack disappeared.
 
   “Sean.” Caden woke in a panic. The last thought he had when he’d passed out, became the first thing his brain registered when he woke up. He couldn’t lose his mate. Frantically looking around he could see he was in the bedroom Sean had taken him through earlier that day. At least he presumed it was the same day. The sun appeared to be setting, so it must be early evening. Gods, how long had he been out of it, and where was his mate?
 
   “Right here, precious.” Sean appeared at the bathroom door, naked except for a towel slung low around his hips. “I was taking a quick shower. How are you feeling?”
 
   Letting out a sigh of relief, Caden quickly glanced away, focusing on his hands rather than the vision in front of him. He was embarrassed by the lust he knew would be written all over his face. Sean had the type of body Caden had daydreamed about for years – V shaped, muscles upon muscles on top, and the trimmest waist, followed by another deep V, this time heading under the towel, leading to what Caden already knew was an impressive cock. Caden was instantly horny. However, given his collapse in front of his mate’s father, Caden didn’t think sex would be on the menu anytime soon.
 
   “Fine,” he said, remembering just in time that Sean had asked a question. “I’m fine, honestly. I’m sorry…you know…about before. I err…I didn’t mean to…”
 
   “You did nothing wrong, precious.” Sean had climbed up on the bed, and then his arms were around Caden and fuck it all, Caden could feel his eyes welling up with tears again. Could he be anymore pathetic? But Sean was being so kind, and he looked so good, and no one said you couldn’t have tears in your eyes and a hard on. Caden proved that theory.
 
   “You’ve had a really rough day,” Sean soothed, his deep voice causing rumbles through the chest Caden was plastered against. “What was the last part of it you remember?”
 
   Caden thought back to the scene in the dining room. He remembered there was shouting, and a lot of growling. “You were in your wolf form,” he said. “But they said they were going to take you away and lock you up.” He looked around the room anxiously, worried he’d see those wretched council guards coming for his mate with guns drawn. 
 
   “No one is going to lock me up, babe,” Sean said, holding him closer. “Sounds like Dumb and Dumber caught wind of the Omega representative coming to talk to you. They just heard the name Cannon Falls and overstepped their bounds a bit. Dad assures me they’ve been suitably chastised by their bosses, and won’t be causing you anymore problems.”
 
   “So I don’t have to talk to anyone?” Caden wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or not. The idea of sharing his story with anyone was upsetting enough, but the thought of his ex-Alpha confronting his mate was even worse. 
 
   “There’s an Omega representative here. Dad assures me he’s a good guy, someone he’s met before. This man does want to talk to you, when you are ready, but not before.”
 
   Caden looked down at Sean’s chest – so smooth and tanned. His fingers itched to touch, but he didn’t think Sean would welcome his advances. “Can you, will you be able…” He broke off, his face flushing red. Why did he have to be so damned weak all the time? 
 
   “I’ll be with you, if that’s what you want. I’ll do anything you want; surely you know that by now?” Caden caught a hint of hurt in Sean’s voice and he looked up, surprised. 
 
   “You would? You will? But you’re Alpha and…”
 
   “And apparently smitten with you.” There was a flush of pale pink showing through Sean’s tanned cheeks. “Look, I’ve been thinking. I know I don’t do this mushy relationship stuff very well,” the handsome Alpha continued, “but you have to know you’re my life now. Anything you want, I’ll get it for you. Anywhere you want to go, I’ll be there with you. I’ll wipe out any threat just to keep you safe and in my arms. It might not be romantic, but you have my word I’ll never stray, or let you down.”
 
   “Wow. That is pretty romantic, you know.” Caden looked down at Sean’s chest again and this time he gave into the urge to touch. Sean’s skin was silky smooth, yet the muscles beneath were a solid indication of power and strength. If there was ever a man built with keeping him safe in mind, it was his mate. But Caden had one more concern he had to voice and Sean admitting he had feelings, after a fashion, gave him the strength to say what he needed to say.
 
   “I let you down today,” he whispered, watching his fingers trace random symbols on Sean’s skin. “I was weak, which is not something a wolf shifter should ever be. I let my anxiety get the better of me, and I shamed you in front of your father and his enforcers. Will you ever be able to forgive me?”
 
   Caden felt his chin being lifted and this time Sean’s eyes were blazing. “You. Did. Nothing. Wrong.” Sean’s voice was stern. “You spoke up; told them you wouldn’t go with them alone – that took strength. I don’t know why you collapsed after that, but believe me there is no way I think less of you because of it.”
 
   “They said they were going to take you away,” Caden whispered – he could drown in Sean’s eyes. “I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you. I’ve never had anyone in my life that was there just for me. The thought of you being locked up, of not being able to be with you…”
 
   Anything more that Caden might have confessed after that was cut off by hard lips that were pushed over his, scorching his mouth and taking his very breath away. Any doubts Caden might have had about being touched again disappeared under an ardent attack. Sean didn’t seem to be able to stop touching him. His hands were hot and heavy on Caden’s clothes, ripping them, tearing them away, and Caden couldn’t be happier. He latched his hands around Sean’s neck, pulling his mate down, pushing his body up, desperate to get closer, to feel more, to get more of those delicious kisses. His nerves were on overload yet again, but this time he was in heaven because of it. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Sean was going out of his mind. Caden had been out for hours. Hours that Sean had spent worrying and then wondering, and then worrying again. He never worried over anybody, for fucks sake, except maybe his brother when he was little. And yet here he was now, going grey haired over a slight little man, with a mop of blond hair, and the brightest blue eyes Sean had ever seen. His worry made him think about feelings, and all that mushy stuff that Sean had sworn he’d never have time for in his life. Did Caden have feelings for him? Or could his mate be attracted to someone like Matt? Did Caden even like him, or was it just the mating pull? Could he ever be enough for his little mate, or would Caden be…UGH! His brain just wouldn’t shut up.
 
   So when Caden confessed, in that soft sexy voice of his, what had caused his breakdown in the dining room, Sean was relieved at least half of his worries had been answered. His mate didn’t want to lose him, and that was enough for now. Always being able to express himself better with actions, and wanting to reaffirm his claim on his beautiful Omega, Sean let his cock do the thinking and gave into his instincts. 
 
   The grip he had around Caden’s head was harsh, he knew it, but he also knew his mate could take it. His other hand made short work of that sexy button up shirt and jeans. Were they wearable again? Who cared? Sean would buy him a dozen more if necessary. His need for skin against skin, the desperate urge he had to sink his throbbing cock into Caden’s willing body was the only thing driving his actions. Thank the fates his mate seemed to feel the same way.
 
   Caden’s hands were locked around his neck, and that opened up his lithe body for all sorts of delicious explorations. But his young man’s submission pushed Sean into aphrodisiac overload – he had to fuck, now.  His mouth still playing tongue hockey with Caden’s frantic lips, teeth and gums, his free hand had run straight down Caden’s back, looking for that tight little crease that hid the hole he was looking for. Within seconds he found it and thank everything that was holy, his mate was wet and ready for him. Sean wasn’t sure, despite never wanting to hurt Caden in anyway, that he’d been able to wait for the Omega’s natural response to his arousal. 
 
   “Hop up on your knees, precious,” he rasped, pulling his lips away from Caden’s face. Caden must have heard him, because his body moved, but his lips were back in an instant, and Sean groaned as it was his mouth that was assaulted this time. Caden didn’t have the world’s best technique, but his enthusiasm was intoxicating and Sean took over their kissing, even as he maneuvered Caden over his body. 
 
   “Oh my gods, yes,” Sean groaned, as his cock was suddenly encased in heat, the pressure just enough to keep him on the edge. Caden gasped, and buried his face in Sean’s neck as he adjusted to the swift entry. Sean took the time to kiss along Caden’s shoulder, the smooth skin teasing his lips, feeling so much calmer now he was seated in his mate. Yes, he still wanted to rut and thrust like a demented rabbit, but he could control those urges, for the moment. His wolf was appeased – their mate was happy, safe, and in Sean’s arms. The pounding would come. Sean was too wound up to settle for anything less. But he could take a moment, show a bit of consideration and tenderness…or maybe not. 
 
   “Move!” 
 
   Definitely ‘not.’ Seems Caden had needs of his own, and Sean figured he was the right man to fill them. He lifted Caden slightly and brought him back down around him. That one movement was enough to set him off. Holding tight to his mate, Sean got on his knees and thrust Caden back towards the mattress. Now he had the leverage he needed and he took full advantage of it, thrusting into Caden’s body as though his ass was on fire. 
 
   Caden was right there with him, meeting him thrust for thrust, his moans sending Sean’s senses soaring. The way Caden held himself open, his head flat on the mattress, and his glorious hair in a sweaty mess around his head. Never had Sean wanted to crawl inside another person so badly. As Caden started to babble and plead for his own release, Sean leaned over further, letting his abs provide the friction Caden was looking for. It didn’t take long - two, three thrusts and Caden cried out, his groan morphing into a howl as Sean felt his abs coated with sticky heat. Caden’s inner muscles tightened around him like a vice and Sean roared as he came, helpless to do anything else. As he continued to pump his seed deep inside of his mate he dropped his head, capturing Caden’s mating mark perfectly. The sweet blood that gushed into his mouth was the final piece of the puzzle, and for the first time in their hellishly long day, Sean felt at peace. 
 
   Small hands ran up his arms, stroking his skin, reminding Sean that Caden was probably feeling a bit uncomfortable seeing as his teeth were still lodged in the man’s neck, and his cock still held tight in a snug ass. He carefully released his teeth first, licking over the wound, watching the punctured skin close in front of his eyes. The remaining scabs would be healed within a day. Raising his chest, Sean saw Caden was watching him, his own brilliant blue eyes showing nothing but sexual satisfaction and a calmness that was so rare in the smaller wolf. 
 
   “You okay?” Sean didn’t know why he felt compelled to ask. It wasn’t as though he usually cared how his sexual partners felt after the deed was done. But there was something different about Caden and that went beyond their mating bond. Caden’s spirit called to Sean, made him want to be a better man, and his heart filled with pride when Caden nodded. His pretty man was blushing, and that brought a whole new sensation to Sean’s heart, one he was totally unfamiliar with – Gods, he hoped those fluttery signals weren’t a sign he was getting sick. 
 
   Unnerved, Sean resorted to practicalities, carefully pulling out of Caden’s body and getting off the bed, heading for the bathroom.  Clean his mate up, get the man some food, and then…well, the real world wasn’t going to go away, but at least he would be by his mate’s side, while they faced whatever had to be done. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   The sun had fully gone down by the time Caden followed Sean into his father’s office. The soft lamps in the corner of the room belied the tension Caden felt swamp Sean’s body as his mate got a good look at the occupants. As he stepped into the room, he swallowed his own gasp as he saw Josiah and Matt, leaning up against the side wall. Ian was sitting at his desk and another large man, a wolf shifter, was sitting in one of the chairs in front of the desk. 
 
   At any other time Caden would have appreciated the ambience of the Alpha’s office. Ian was clearly a fan of art and books, with both on display in the cabinets and on the walls. The pictures were photos of wolves and Caden wondered if they were pack – he didn’t see Sean’s black wolf form in any of the pictures, but then there were quite a few group shots, and he didn’t have the chance to take a closer look at them.
 
   “What the hell are they doing in here?” Sean’s body trembled, and Caden put his hand on Sean’s back instinctively.  Sean had spent a lot of time, before the meeting, reminding Caden of what he had achieved, and Caden was determined to conduct himself in a manner befitting a grown man, a successful man. If Sean lost his temper, Caden wasn’t sure he’d be able to hold onto his vow.
 
   “They are here to apologize to Caden and Felix, and to offer their help if they can,” Ian said. Caden noticed that the man didn’t raise his voice, or seem anything other than calm, but the power in his tone was hard to ignore. Sean still seemed tense, but he didn’t say anything else, simply leading Caden to the other seat in front of the desk, choosing to stand behind it.  He heard Felix and Liam take a seat on the small couch that was along one wall. Ian shook his head, a small smile on his face, but he turned to the stranger in the room. 
 
   “Mickey, I’m sure you remember my stubborn son, Sean, and this is his mate, the Omega, Caden.  The good looking human on the couch is Liam’s mate, Felix. Felix and Caden have been friends for about three years. Caden, this is Mickey Galloway. He’s a good friend, and has been the Omega representative in this area for years. You can trust him.”
 
   Caden looked at Mickey. Unlike Josiah who was all muscles and had a sullen look on his rugged face, or Matt who was movie star handsome but perpetually in heat, Mickey had the look of a shifter who loved the outdoors. His face was kindly, his green eyes sparkled and his long dark hair framed solid features.
 
   “Caden, it’s an honor to meet you,” Mickey said, and even his low voice was soothing. Caden felt comfortable with the man; that was unusual in itself and he found himself relaxing. 
 
   “As you can imagine,” Mickey went on, “I have a number of things I need to ask you, but first, I understand two of our finest troubleshooters have shot themselves in the foot and owe you and Felix an apology?” His voice quirked up at the end of his question and Caden got the idea that Mickey was trying hard not to laugh. That endeared him to the man even more, and he turned and fixed his gaze on Josiah and Matt who were both looking decidedly uncomfortable. 
 
   Matt shoved his elbow in Josiah’s ribs and the man glared at his partner, but then looked at Caden. “I’m sorry,” he said in a gruff voice. 
 
   “Sorry for what, Josiah?” Seems Mickey was determined that Josiah was going to grovel to make things right. 
 
   Josiah looked at the wall over Caden’s head and said in a monotone, “I’m sorry I insulted you, suggested that you were a liar, that you were a criminal, and that you were too weak to be bothered with. I didn’t mean to make light of your fated mate status, and I had no right to threaten to lock up your mate.”
 
   “Fuck, you were lucky Sean didn’t take the killing bite, I would have if you’d spoken to my mate like that,” Mickey said. “Now your turn, Matt.”
 
   “What? I didn’t say anything wrong to Caden or Felix,” Matt said, looking at Mickey in shock.
 
   “I know what you’re like, Matt,” Mickey said with a knowing grin. “Cough it out, confess your sins, you know you’ll feel better if you do.” The mocking tone almost made Caden smile. 
 
   “Fine,” Matt huffed. “I’m sorry that I wanted to get Caden alone so I could make a move on him, and that I checked out Sean when he was naked after he shifted. Does that make you happy, Mr. Galloway?”
 
   “Does that make you feel better, Caden?” Mickey asked and this time his tone was sincere.
 
   “They still owe Felix an apology,” Caden said. “There’s nothing wrong with being human, and Felix has been kind to me from our very first meeting. He’s not known about shifters for very long, but he’s been really good about everything, and as soon as he knew that I might be in danger, he wanted to help. He and Liam should be given an apology too.”
 
   Mickey nodded and indicated that Josiah should speak up yet again. This time Caden raised his hand to hide his smile. Josiah looked like he would rather eat shit than apologize to someone he clearly considered inferior, but the big troubleshooter managed to get the words out.
 
   “Right, now that’s done, Caden, do you think you can explain about how you came to be a lone wolf? You have to understand it’s hard for any of us to be lone wolves, especially those who are used to pack life, so I can only imagine how hard things must have been for you, to the point where you felt you had no option but to leave. Can you tell us what your life was like?” Caden felt Sean’s hand on his shoulder, and focusing on that, and Mickey’s kindly eyes, Caden opened his mouth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   “I didn’t leave so much as escaped,” he said. While the rest of the men sat or stood in silence, Caden explained all that he had told Sean, about his pack position, about how he had lived, and what had caused him to leave the pack. He relayed how far he’d run, and the months he spent on his own before getting to Los Angeles, and then the horrors he faced when he hit town. His voice strengthened when he spoke of meeting Felix and how the kindly man had taken him in, fed him, encouraged his art and eventually introduced him to Marla. How he’d managed to earn enough to buy his own place, and how he was so proud of the work he did, his art something he honestly enjoyed with a passion.
 
   When he had finally finished, the mood in the room was somber. It was Ian who recovered first. “I can’t imagine how frightening it must have been to spend all of those months in your wolf form, running thousands of miles to escape your pack. But you will always have a home in this pack, young man. If anything, and I mean anything happens to Sean, then you will always have a place in this pack. We will keep you safe for the rest of your life, you have my word.”
 
   Caden shrugged and smiled his thanks to the kindly Alpha. He didn’t think it was appropriate to mention that if anything did happen to his mate, then he would be dead too. He hadn’t been with Sean that long, but he knew he couldn’t live without his Alpha in his life. He just wouldn’t want to. However, a fleeting hand through his hair, gave Caden the impression that Sean knew what he was thinking. He reached up and entangled his fingers in the hand that was still on his shoulder, needing the extra support. 
 
   “Unfortunately, Caden, your story is not unique,” Mickey said sadly. “It is surprisingly rare for an Omega to be raised in a positive pack environment. This Williams pack is the exception rather than the rule. Many parents, if they suspect they might give birth to an Omega wolf, leave their packs, and live as lone wolves. Some packs are happy with female Omegas, but won’t tolerate male ones because they always prefer same sex partners. As an Omega representative, I can only check on those Omegas that are registered by their pack, and I have no idea how many are killed by their Alpha before they are registered. It is an attitude we at the council are trying to change, but it’s not easy. You were lucky you were strong enough to escape and survive.”
 
   “Can you tell us more about your Alpha?” Josiah asked, and Caden was surprised at a note of softness in the man’s voice. He had never heard Josiah say anything that didn’t have an undertone of hate. Maybe the guy wasn’t as bad as he thought. 
 
   “The Alpha at Cannon Falls goes by the name of Robert Collins.” Caden refused to consider the man was his Alpha anymore. He had Sean in his life, and Ian had offered him a place in his pack. In the safety of Ian’s office, he was confident enough to think he had options. He would question whether or not he was right, later.
 
   “I haven’t got a clue how old the man is, but I’ve never heard anyone speak of any previous Alpha. He doesn’t have parents, or any family. He has a bonded mate, a female wolf and from what I can gather they have been together forever although he’s never been faithful. They don’t have any children, in fact the pack gossip used to say that’s why he insists on taking every pack members virginity. He claims his lady is barren and he’s been trying for kids for as long as I’ve been alive.”
 
   “Are you sure the name is Robert Collins?” Matt asked, sharing a look with Josiah. Caden didn’t know what that was about, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to find out, but he answered anyway. 
 
   “Yes. Big guy, well, not as big as you guys, but a lot bigger than me. Dark hair, dark eyes, big mouth, and he doesn’t believe in bathing. He has a scar that runs from his ear, down his neck, and his left leg looks like he was in a fight at some time, because half of the muscle is missing.” Caden shivered just thinking about Alpha Collins and he felt Sean’s hand run gently down his neck.
 
   “And what’s the name of his bond mate?”
 
   “Rebecca Collins.”
 
   Matt and Josiah shared another look, but then Matt changed the subject. “Do you get many new pack members, lone wolves, that kind of thing?”
 
   “Anyone who’s big enough is welcome in the pack,” Caden said, shaking his head. “It’s like Alpha Collins is trying to build an army. He won’t take in any Alphas of course, but any betas or gammas are welcome, especially if they have mates and children.”
 
   “But once they are accepted into the pack, they can’t leave, right?” Josiah must have some agenda, but Caden couldn’t work out what it was.
 
   “No one is allowed to leave the pack, unless they are Alphas, in which case, they leave when they turn eighteen. At least, I assume they leave, but I don’t know,” Caden said, thinking hard. “Collins has a thing about having to keep our existence a secret from humans, that it’s a shifter imperative. That’s why no one but members of the inner circle can go to town.”
 
   “Then how does anyone meet their mates?” Sean’s voice was soft above him, but clearly everyone wanted to know the answer if the looks he got were any indication. 
 
   “The children,” Caden said. Everyone in the room gasped. “No, sorry, not like that.” Caden took a deep breath and tried again. “When any child, male or female, reaches the age of eighteen it’s the Alpha’s right to take that person’s virginity, which he does. Then a mate is assigned to that person and that’s that.” Caden shivered as he thought about what the beta had told him, when he’d turned eighteen. “Apparently, as an Omega I wasn’t fit to be a mate to anyone, so the Alpha was going to…” His voice broke and he trailed off, trying to get his thoughts together. 
 
   “Oh fuck, precious, you’re safe now.” It seemed that Sean had gotten tired of standing behind him, because Caden felt himself lifted out of his chair, and then Sean sat down, keeping Caden on his lap. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Sean thought he’d behaved admirably so far. He hadn’t killed Josiah or Matt. He’d stood solid and silent as he listened to his mate share his heartbreaking tale once again, even when every fiber of his being told him to hold the man close and never let him go. But when his little mate’s voice broke, after being so strong, Sean couldn’t stop his instincts a minute longer. Now he glared at Josiah and Matt – they knew something, and they were trying to hide it from the rest of the men in the room. 
 
   “You’re hiding something. Those names, Robert and Rebecca, they mean something to you. Now spit it out.”
 
   Matt and Josiah stayed silent, and after a long minute, Ian spoke up. “I’ve met a Collins before, decades ago, when I first took over the pack. It was a courtesy call; the guy was in town for a conference or something. Seemed like a nice guy, now what was his freaking name?” Ian sat, clearly trying to remember, while Matt and Josiah fidgeted and wouldn’t look at anyone in the room.  
 
   “Bevan,” Ian said triumphantly. “Bevan Collins. He said he came from a place not far from Hampton…”
 
   “Hampton, Minnesota,” Josiah said. He gave Matt another undecipherable look and then said, “Bevan Collins, Alpha of the Randolph pack, married to Becky Collins, a human woman. Four children – Robert, 18; Rebecca, 17; Rachel, 12; and Ryan, 8. Killed in an apparent rogue attack which took out all known members of the Randolph pack approximately thirty years ago.”
 
   “Robert is mated to his sister!” Liam and Felix, who had been silent until now, spoke together, clearly shocked by the whole idea.
 
   “Well, that would explain why Robert never had any kids by his mate,” Mickey said in a droll voice. Sean could understand where the man was coming from. It was physically impossible for one wolf to impregnate the other if they were from the same family. 
 
   “It can’t be the same people. What you guys don’t understand,” Matt said fiercely, “is that all of the members of that family are listed as dead. The council sent investigators there by the dozen and no one could find out what had happened to the pack. It’s not possible for this Alpha of Cannon Falls to be the same person.”
 
   “Were all the bodies found?”
 
   “Well, err…” Matt fell silent and Josiah answered.
 
   “The bodies of Bevan and his mate were found outside of the pack house. The pack house had been set on fire and there were a number of charred bones in the wreckage, including those of children. When a tally was done, it was assumed that the bones were of the four children, plus the other eight pack members. They had shared the same house.”
 
   “Bevan and Becky – were they found with whip marks on their backs, and then their heads removed?” Caden’s voice was so quiet, but Sean wasn’t the only one who stiffened at his question.
 
   “Why do you ask, Caden, do you know something?” Mickey said, his voice just as soft. 
 
   “It’s how Alpha Collins takes care of any rogues that come into the area who don’t want to join up with him. He ties them to a post, whips the skin off their backs and then takes their heads off with an old machete he carries around with him. Then he burns the bodies.”
 
   Sean looked at Josiah – the man’s face was white. “So all this time,” he said, keeping his focus on Josiah, “the council has been looking for some random rogue killer, when the people who actually took out the Randolph pack were the son and daughter of the Alpha. And those sick fucks have created their own pack?”
 
   “We honestly thought they were all dead,” Josiah said. “My father worked on this case – he drove himself to death trying to find out what had happened to the whole pack. Every time any mention is made of shifters in the area, the council investigates.”
 
   “But you haven’t found anything, have you?” Sean said, looking down at Caden. “Because no one is allowed out of the pack, once they get within the area, and if they try to leave then they’re killed, and you’ve got your reasons why the Cannon Falls pack hasn’t been registered right there. The man who founded it and calls himself the Alpha is a stone-cold killer.” His arms tightened around his mate. Fuck. How close had he come to never meeting his sweet Omega? Caden had recounted the abuse he’d clearly seen perpetuated on others in his pack, without flinching. Because it was normal for him, his brain supplied helpfully. Was it any wonder that Caden had worked so hard to make sure his picture would never hit the internet, or any publication?
 
   “Caden can you show us where the pack grounds are?” Mickey said, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees.
 
   “It’s by the lake, Lake Byllesby,” Caden said. 
 
   “It’s a big lake, Caden,” Matt said. “Can you be any more specific?”
 
   “I was in wolf form when I left, and I never even got to go into Cannon Falls – I headed in the other direction.” 
 
   “Perhaps, if we take you out to the area, you can give us directions – maybe you’ll remember some…”
 
   “Like hell.” Sean wasn’t surprised at Ian’s outburst. He knew there was no way in hell Caden was ever setting foot in Minnesota again – in fact he’d make sure Caden never went within three states of the place. But it was nice his dad had his back. 
 
   “You might have better luck finding Robert Collins in L.A.,” Felix said. Sean looked over and saw that Felix had pulled out his phone. Not exactly proper etiquette in a meeting, but he forgot all about that when Felix held up his screen. There in black and white screamed the words, “Local businessman to marry reclusive artist, Caden Wolfe,” and underneath the title was a very clear picture of Caden outside of the Rising Moon Club.
 
   “I was going to show you after the meeting,” Felix said. “But I am guessing it might be relevant now. Caden, you always said that the man would come for you if he found out where you were. This story has gone viral – newspapers, magazines and it’s all over the internet, along with other pictures of you all taken the same night. Unless the man lives under a rock, he will know where you are. You have a really pretty, and easily remembered face.”
 
   Caden stared at the picture, horror etched on his undeniably pretty face. His hands were twisted together, and Sean could feel trembling running through Caden’s whole body. But Felix hadn’t finished.
 
   “I suggest, if you would all rather he came here to the Kaibab forest, instead of trying to fight the man in L.A., then it might be time for you Caden, to give your first-ever interview. According to Marla who sent me this link, every major news organization in the states is clamoring to speak to you.”
 
   Fucking Ted Elliott. It was no wonder Caden never felt safe going anywhere. His one night out on the town, and it was splashed all over the media – and it was all Sean’s fault. He was going to have to do some serious damage control – killing Robert Collins was at the top of his list of things to do. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Caden stared at his white face in the mirror.  He’d managed not to faint in the office, but it had taken every last bit of his strength and as soon as he could, he had made his escape to the nearest bathroom. In the office everyone was talking about him doing an interview, what he could say to draw his ex-Alpha into a trap they wanted to set. Sean had hated the idea that he be used as bait, but everyone else seemed to think that he’d be perfectly safe in a human television studio. Him. On television. Caden could see his whole life becoming like some daytime soap opera. Then he snorted to himself – no one would believe the script. 
 
   He hurriedly splashed cold water on his face, hoping that would help take out the heat. His heart was pounding like manic native drums in his chest, and his skin felt tight.  Another dose of cold water seemed to help. Caden gripped the edge of the sink tightly, dropping his head and taking deep, slow breaths.
 
   “Caden, are you okay? You look a little pale.” It was Mickey, the Omega representative. 
 
   Well, wasn’t that the million-dollar question. Caden definitely wasn’t okay, but he’d spent a lifetime keeping his feelings hidden. His automatic response was, “I’m fine,” but for some reason the words wouldn’t come out of his mouth. There was something in Mickey’s gentle eyes that suggested that the man really did care, and he found himself shaking his head instead. 
 
   “Come on,” Mickey said. “How about we find a quiet corner somewhere and have a little chat.”
 
   Given that his only other option was to go back into the office and listen to a bunch of Alphas planning his future, Caden dried his face, and followed Mickey out of the bathroom. Mickey seemed to know his way around and within a few minutes, Caden was ensconced in a comfortable chair, in a small living room. Mickey sat across from him, leaning back in a matching chair, as though giving Caden some space.
 
   “I have seen some of your art,” Mickey said. “In fact I have one of your paintings on my wall at home. It cost me a month’s salary but it’s worth every cent. You’re very talented.”
 
   Okay, art. Not something anyone else seemed interested in, but apparently Mickey was.  
 
   “Which one was it?” Caden asked. “I’ve sold well over a hundred paintings in the past three years.”
 
   “That many?” Mickey seemed shocked, but Caden couldn’t think why he was so astounded. He’d done nothing but paint since he’d met Marla. Once his agent had drummed up interest in his work, his pictures simply flew out of any gallery they were showcased in and he had a waiting list of buyers. Marla said his work defied current trends, and that was why it was so popular. Caden painted the pictures that came into his head – he didn’t even know what any current trend in art might be. 
 
   “I don’t do anything at all except paint,” Caden offered. 
 
   “I’m sure that will change now you’re mated,” Mickey said. “Which is good news for me, because it means your output will go down, and the value of your work will go up. Looks like I made a good investment.”
 
   Caden shrugged and managed a tight smile even though Mickey’s words added another layer of worry to his stress. If he wasn’t painting, then he wasn’t earning money. It wasn’t as though he was trained to do anything else. 
 
   “Caden, you have to know, that as an Omega without any pack support, you’ve done amazingly well.”
 
   “Apparently not well enough to get any Alphas to respect my opinion.”
 
   “Are you having trouble with Sean?” Mickey asked quickly, and then he looked carefully at Caden’s face. “Oh, no, of course you’re not. He’s your true mate. You mean what’s going on in the office. Those men are working hard to find a way to take out the threat against you.”
 
   “But they want to use me to do it,” Caden yelled, his nerves getting the better of him. “I don’t do publicity. I get panic attacks at the drop of a hat for fucks sake. I don’t want Alpha Collins to know where I am. Believe me, after the life I’ve led, hiding is the only thing that’s worked for me and now I can’t even do that. My face is all over the internet.”
 
   “You have as much right as anyone to be recognized for what you do. You have incredible talent, and it’s perfectly natural for people to be interested in the man behind the paintings. Aren’t you proud of what you’ve accomplished?”
 
   “Of course I am,” Caden snapped. “I fucking love my work, every painting contains a piece of my soul. But being acknowledged for what I do was never going to be an option for me. Not with me being designated Alpha Collins’ slave. I lost my right to a life the day I turned eighteen.”
 
   “No you didn’t.” Mickey leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his eyes flashing. “Slavery. Is. Illegal. Here, among shifters, and humans, it is against every law in the states. You were never his slave, because he never had the right, under any law, to make you one. His saying it is so, in a pack meeting, doesn’t mean that it’s right, or that he has the right to do it.”
 
   “But my parents agreed to it. The Beta told me.” Caden curled his knees up towards his chest, and hugged them tight. Thinking about his parents’ callous treatment of him was not helping. He had purposefully not thought about them since he’d left Cannon Falls.
 
   “And your parents will rot in jail for what they’ve done,” Mickey said. His voice had developed a hard edge; one Caden didn’t think the man was capable of. “You are an Omega, yes. And decades ago, when slavery was an acceptable part of life in this country, Omegas were used as concubines and pack slaves. It was a horrible part of our history, and one the council has worked for a long time to change. But that’s the point, Caden. Things have changed, and you have rights. Rights that men like Josiah and Matt, and all of the other council enforcers fight for every day. You have to understand. Robert Collins is a criminal – a rogue, the lowest of the low in shifter circles. He doesn’t have the right to breathe, especially if it’s proven he killed his parents. His list of offenses against you is enough to have him put down, even if we can’t prove he was responsible for his parents’ death.” 
 
   “I can’t testify against him if I’m dead,” Caden said into his knees. “I left the pack, that’s against pack laws. That makes me a criminal too.”
 
   Mickey took a deep breath and leaned back into his chair again, rubbing his hands on his jeans. He huffed out another breath and then said slowly, “Caden. Robert Collins is a rogue. He may not even be Alpha born. But regardless of whether he was born with that power or not, the day he set up a pack and refused to register it with the council, he was breaking our laws. The laws all shifters live by. Council laws always trump pack laws, regardless of the Alpha that sets them. You did nothing wrong, broke no laws, because the man who set the rules you tried so hard to live by, didn’t have the right to do that to you, or any other members of your ex-pack. Now you’re in a position where you could make a difference, bring a criminal to justice and help those in your pack who might not like living under that man’s tyranny.”
 
   The two men sat in silence as Caden absorbed what Mickey had said. He had spent his whole life afraid of Robert Collins. He had been raised to believe that his Alpha’s word was law, and certainly every member of the Cannon Falls pack lived under stringent rules, willingly or not. As Caden thought about it more, he could see that Collins had basically enslaved his whole pack. 
 
   No one left the grounds without Alpha permission. Anyone who did come across the pack, or entered the territory, had to either stay and do as they were told, or were killed for trying to leave. Caden could never understand why that happened, although he had a better idea now. No pack member outside of the inner circle had access to the internet, telephone or any other means of communication with the outside world. Collins had claimed it would bring shifters to the notice of human authorities, which would be a death sentence for all shifters. Of course, his pack listened, and obeyed. The consequences for not doing so were horrific, as Caden had seen, and felt for himself. 
 
   On the one hand, it was fucking terrifying to think that he had the power to see Collins brought to justice. To Caden’s knowledge, he was the only one who’d escaped successfully, and that was through sheer luck rather than good management. No one expected him to ever leave his cell, and he’d probably been gone for hours before anyone noticed. It wasn’t as though he had been anybody important. If there had been a party at the main house, and there usually was after a pack meeting, he might not have been missed until morning. 
 
   On the other hand… 
 
   “Isn’t there anyone in your old pack, who might be worth saving? The children at least? Could you do it for them?” 
 
   Yeah, see? Damn Mickey for knowing where his thoughts were going. That was the other side of the coin. Caden had been treated like scum by everyone in the pack, including the teenagers. But he’d never had any problems with the children. They weren’t old enough to know about concepts of hate, or discrimination. They didn’t care if he was gay, bi, or purple with yellow spots. Caden hadn’t been anywhere near his pack for the best part of six years, but he knew there were children in the pack – the Alpha demanded all females have as many offspring as possible. The Alpha Mate, and how creepy was it that she could be the Alpha’s sister, was the only one exempt from this edict. 
 
   “Maybe it’s time to step up and be the man you were born to be. Do the interview, be acknowledged for the talents you have. Be proud of your relationship with Sean, even if your human viewers won’t know or understand the full extent of it. Show your pride for the man you are and the life you’ve got.”
 
   “Even though it will bring a killer to my doorstep?” Caden was coming around to Mickey’s way of thinking, but he wasn’t going to look at the situation with rose-colored glasses either. 
 
   “Even though it will bring a killer into the trap we set, so that the threat to you and to the children in your old pack is stopped permanently. Don’t you want to stop hiding?”
 
   Taking a deep breath, Caden let go of his knees, placed his feet firmly on the floor and stood up. “Okay, I’ll do it. But if Collins kills me, you’d better watch out, because I’ll haunt you and the whole fucking council for the rest of your natural lives.”
 
   Mickey smiled and got up as well, placing a firm hand on Caden’s shoulder. “I won’t be alive to haunt. If something happens to you, then Sean and Ian will take out the whole council. Sean’s a lot like his father, and you mean everything to him. Speaking of which, we’d better find him before he thinks I’ve run off with you.”
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Sean did not like the way his fists clenched and his heart lurched as he saw Caden follow Mickey out of his father’s private sitting room. Caden was smiling at something that Mickey had said, and while Sean knew the older man had a mate, he couldn’t stop his green-eyed monster if he tried. Mickey was as good as dead if he didn’t get that offending hand off of his mate’s shoulder. Caden noticed him, and his smile got wider. Shrugging off Mickey’s hand like it was nothing, Caden sprinted towards him, jumping into his arms. Sean wrapped his arms around Caden’s body, holding him close. Somehow, in his head, that was the safest place for his little mate to be. His hands naturally found Caden’s pert ass, and he felt Caden’s legs wrap around his waist as though they belonged there. 
 
   “Did you miss me?” Caden said into Sean’s neck. “I wasn’t gone that long was I?”
 
   “Long enough.” Sean glared at Mickey, who grinned and strolled past them, towards his father’s study.
 
   “I didn’t mean to worry you. I just had to get some things straight in my head.” Caden’s voice was muffled, given that the man’s face was buried in his neck, but Sean caught the nervous thread that clearly indicated his little mate had thought he’d done something wrong. 
 
   Sean’s first response was to say he wasn’t worried, that he never worried about anyone else. But that part of his persona had been dead since he’d first laid eyes on the Omega. “I was concerned that maybe things were getting a little overwhelming,” he said instead. “So long as you’re okay, then that’s fine.”
 
   Caden lifted his head and searched Sean’s eyes as though seeking the truth. He must have been satisfied with what he could see. “So do they still want me to do the interview?” He asked, tilting his head towards the office door.
 
   “They do,” Sean said, letting Caden know through his emphasis, that he didn’t think it was a good idea. He looked around, and headed down the hallway, and back into the living room Caden had just come out of. He kicked the door shut, strode to one of the easy chairs and sat with Caden still clinging to him like a spider monkey. 
 
   “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do,” Sean said.
 
   “But if I don’t do the interview, then Collins will come to L.A. I don’t want you hurt.”
 
   Sean reminded his wolf that Caden was simply being a concerned mate. He wasn’t implying that Sean was weak. “We could live somewhere else,” he said instead, stroking one hand down Caden’s soft cheek. “We can go to Alaska, or if that’s too cold for you, we can go to Europe, Australia, or even New Zealand if you want. Collins wouldn’t have the resources to track us there.”
 
   “But your business, your brother, this pack and your dad; they all mean a lot to you. You can’t leave all that behind.” Sean saw the pain in Caden’s eyes and knew it was for him. That made his next words a lot easier. 
 
   “I would go anywhere in the world, if it keeps you safe. You deserve to live your life without fear. I’ll make sure that happens no matter what you decide.”
 
   “I’m going to do the interview,” Caden said firmly, although Sean felt a slight tremble in the body he was holding. “You guys are going to coach me on what to say, so that rat Collins can work out where I am. The council can have their enforcers ready, and this mess can be dealt with once and for all.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this. We can run and hide. The world is a big place.” Sean’s wolf was going ballistic at the thought of their little Omega in danger. Fighting on Caden’s behalf, so that he didn’t have to be used as bait, was why Sean had taken so long to go looking for his mate after Caden didn’t come back from the bathroom.
 
   “There are children in that pack that could be saved.” Oh my goodness. Caden’s beautiful face. So fucking cute when he got determined, with his chin jutting out and his lips pressed firmly together. 
 
   “Fucking Mickey,” Sean growled. Of course it would have been the Omega representative that had to bring up the dangers to the young members of the Cannon Falls pack. As an Omega, Caden was hard-wired to care about them, no matter what his pack mates had done to him in the past. 
 
   “He’s right,” Caden said stubbornly. “And it’s not only that. I’m a respected artist. I should get recognition for my work and the fact that I’ve managed to snag an important business man like you as my life partner, husband or whatever we’re going to call this. I should get my five minutes of fame.”
 
   “I thought it was fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Not since the internet, everything is shorter these days.”
 
   Oh, for fucks sake. With his looks and his talent, when Caden went public with who he was, and what he did, Sean would be fighting men off him with a stick. Women too, probably. Forget the stick, it’d be too small. He’d need a fucking tank. And twenty foot fences – electrified, a mine field in the front yard, maybe he should invest in a bazooka or a flame thrower…Dogs wouldn’t work, but maybe…Sean noticed Caden’s hand waving in front of his face. 
 
   “Are you still with me?”
 
   “Sure, precious. Sorry, just thinking about some security issues.” Sean was not going to blush. He was an Alpha…with slightly red cheeks. He took a deep breath to calm himself, and then said, “I just don’t want you doing anything that will make you feel uncomfortable. I’m quite happy to move if that’s what it takes to keep you safe.”
 
   “And that’s why I love you,” Caden said, with a smile. And then his face went bright red, and he slapped his hand over his mouth as those blue eyes that Sean adored turned into circles. There was a long moment of uncomfortable silence, as Sean absorbed what Caden had just said, and Caden clearly wished he could turn back time. 
 
   The door to the sitting room opened and Liam poked his head around it. “They need you guys in the office so this plan can be finalized. Is everything all good?”
 
   “Yep, everything’s fine,” Sean said, lifting Caden and setting his feet on the ground. He grabbed hold of Caden’s hand and walked him out the room, his head buzzing. His mate loved him. That was awesome, right? Expected between mates, and it meant that Caden would always stay with him. So why the fuck didn’t he say it back? 
 
   Sean had a horrible feeling he’d just committed a relationship no-no. It would have taken guts for his mate to open up like he did, and as the two men made their way to the office where the others were waiting, he had a horrible feeling his mistake was going to bite him on the ass, big time. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Caden tugged at his tie, annoyed that he had to wear one at all. But when Marla had heard that he was about to give his first ever interview, in Phoenix, no less, the distance hadn’t been enough to stop her jumping on the first flight and taking over all of the details. Caden had won the skirmish about wearing his comforting leather coat and his well-worn boots, but he’d lost the battle about everything else. He resisted the urge to scratch at his face – the makeup was nothing short of annoying. 
 
   “Have you gone over the list of questions you’ll be asked?” Marla appeared by Caden’s side as though by magic and he jumped. As per usual Marla was dressed to kill in a power suit that probably cost a fortune, her dark hair immaculately swept up in a bun at the back of her head. Small diamonds graced elegant ears, and Marla’s makeup was perfectly applied. Caden had never seen the woman in casual clothes, and he had no idea what his agent might look like without makeup – given her personality, she probably wore it to bed. 
 
   “Yes,” he replied for the tenth time since arriving at the studio. He looked around for Sean, but couldn’t see him anywhere. Not that he’d been left on his own - he caught sight of Matt and Josiah by the door of the room he’d been asked to wait in. 
 
   “You’ll remember to mention the agency and my name?” Caden nodded, but he didn’t think his agent noticed. Marla was fussing over non-existent lint on Caden’s coat – leather didn’t attract lint, so he wasn’t sure why the woman felt the need to touch him. He shuffled slightly to one side, and tugged at his tie again.
 
   “Leave that alone,” Marla snapped, more in keeping with the normal way she behaved. With clients, Marla was polite and charming – with artists she could be like a pit bull with a bone – relentless, pushy and bordering on rude. Like now, ripping Caden’s tie from around his throat and then retying it.  
 
   The door to the waiting room opened, and Sean strode in, instantly finding Caden in the chaos. He gave a slight smile, but didn’t come any closer, choosing to talk to Matt and Josiah instead. Caden’s heart lurched. Sean had been damn near avoiding him since he’d opened his big mouth and proclaimed his love like a stupid teenager. The irony of it was Caden had known that something would drive his mate away – he had never dreamed it would take just three little words. He dropped his eyes and headed to where a small buffet table had been covered with refreshments. Caden couldn’t stomach eating anything, but he could definitely do with some coffee.
 
   “Are you sure it’s a good idea mentioning you’re engaged to be married to a man?” Damn, he hadn’t realized Marla had followed him. “It could alienate some of your more conservative patrons.”
 
   “I don’t have patrons, Marla,” Caden said with more force than necessary. He tried to swallow the hurt he felt over his mate’s behavior and managed a small smile. “I have people who choose to buy my paintings. They don’t influence what I paint, they have no say in the way I live my life. My paintings are all orientation and gender neutral.  Maybe I should change my style, paint more graphic scenes, now that I’m getting married. What do you think that will do to my sales?”
 
   Marla opened her mouth as if to say something scathing, but Felix came up beside her, giving her a brief hug. “You’re not trying to upset the man of the hour, are you sweetheart. Our famous artist needs to be cool, calm and collected for his first-ever interview.”
 
   “You’re right, of course, Felix,” Marla cooed. Caden shook his head as he fixed a cup of strong coffee. Marla was a completely different woman around Felix. Even the introduction of Liam into his friend’s life, wasn’t enough to dampen her flirtatious manner. “I was just a little concerned that Caden’s relationship with Sean might be misconstrued by some of his buyers.”
 
   Felix frowned and Marla backed away. “You should be thanking Sean for pulling Caden into the spotlight. You’ve been trying to get him to give interviews, and publicity shots for the past two years. And what’s to misconstrue? They’re engaged to be married. Two men in love with each other…”
 
   Caden couldn’t stay to hear the rest of what Felix had to say. His stomach clenched, his heart lurched and he knew he was about to lose his breakfast. He stumbled past where Josiah, Matt and Sean were still talking and disappeared down the short hallway to the bathroom. Thank the Fates there was nobody else in there. To be sure of his privacy, Caden jumped into the furthest stall from the door, turning the lock quickly.  He pulled down the seat on the toilet and curled up on it, gripping his knees, trying to calm his breathing. 
 
   I will not cry. I will not cry. But deep inside Caden already knew his heart was broken. It had been three long days since he’d opened his mouth and made a fatal mistake – three days where Sean would hold his hand, but hadn’t kissed him. For three nights Caden had been encouraged to go to bed alone, because Sean had just one more thing he had to do. Three mornings Caden had woken up in bed alone, with only a lingering scent on the sheets letting him know Sean had been there at all. 
 
   Admittedly, Caden knew his mate was doing his best to ensure the trap the men were setting for Collins and anyone who happened to come with him was air tight. Sean was working around the clock, analyzing plan after plan, trying to keep him safe, which is what an Alpha wolf would do. But Caden was more worried about what would happen after Collins had been captured. Would Sean leave him and go on living the life of a carefree bachelor? With the threat to his life gone, would Sean ever want to be around him again?
 
   The moisture in his eyes had him reaching for the toilet tissue. He couldn’t bear the thought of having to go through makeup again. Although the way he was feeling, Caden was half inclined to stay in the bathroom until the stupid interview was over, until everyone had gone home. Hell, he could stay in his little hideaway until Hell itself froze over. The more Caden thought about it, the more he knew he couldn’t do the interview – couldn’t play his part. Now that Sean had made it plain he didn’t want anything to do with him, Caden didn’t care if Collins found him. Death would be a preferable alternative to living with nothing but emptiness in his life. 
 
   But what about the children? Mickey’s words resounded in his head and Caden sighed and stood up, straightening his clothes. He knew what he had to do, but as he stalked out of the bathroom he was determined he would wrestle as much control as he could out of the wretched situation. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Sean felt his arm tugged roughly as Felix pulled him out of the waiting room, and slammed him against the wall. He surprised me, Sean thought. He couldn’t have done that otherwise. He snarled at Felix, who didn’t seem at all worried about it and in fact, snarled back. For a human, Felix would have made an impressive wolf shifter. 
 
   “Problem Felix?” A show of teeth might not have been necessary, but Sean’s nerves had been on a knife edge for the past three days. 
 
   “I was going to ask you the same thing.” Felix wasn’t fazed by teeth either – interesting. “Why the hell are you being an ass to Caden? He doesn’t need your shit when he’s worried sick about the interview.”
 
   Sean stood as straight as he could, and smoothed down his suit jacket. “I haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about. Caden and I are fine.”
 
   “Oh yeah?” Felix stepped right into Sean’s personal space and Sean had nowhere to go. His back was hard against the wall, but if he lashed out at Felix, Liam would have his throat. “If everything’s all rosy and sunshine, then why did my friend go racing out of here with tears in his eyes?”
 
   “I wasn’t anywhere near him, you were. So I should be asking you the same question,” Sean blustered, although inside his heart was aching. He knew there was something wrong with Caden. What’s more he knew exactly what that something was. But he was hardly going to talk to Felix about it. 
 
   “And why weren’t you with him?” Felix moved even closer and gripped Sean’s suit jacket like he was going to throw him to the floor or punch him. Either scenario was likely. Sean’s wolf rose at the challenge, but Felix was either too angry, or too stupid to recognize the threat. 
 
   “You’re his mate, asshole. Mates can’t keep their hands off each other. You’ve been keeping your distance from Caden for three fucking days. Did you think we were all too stupid to notice?”
 
   “It’s none of your business, Felix. Now let me go or you’ll be sorry,” Sean growled. He would put Felix down if he had to, his wolf wouldn’t allow anything else. 
 
   “Let him go, Felix,” Caden’s voice called down the hallway. 
 
   “Caden.” Felix let go of Sean’s suit and stepped back. “I was just…”
 
   “I know what you were trying to do Felix and I thank you for it. But everything’s fine. If you must know, I made the mistake of telling Sean I loved him. He doesn’t feel the same way. Now, I want to get this interview over and done with, then I am heading back to L.A. alone. I will be the verbal bait for your trap, because those kids in my ex-pack deserve a better life than the one they have. But as soon as this interview is over, so is my part in all of this. Sean can go back to his life, and I’ll go back to mine.”
 
   “Caden, that’s not…”
 
   “Mr. Wolfe?” Sean saw another man with a clipboard appear around the corner. “We’re ready for you now.” Caden gave a brief nod to Felix, and ignoring Sean completely, he turned and followed the man with the clipboard.
 
   “You’re an even bigger ass than I thought,” Felix snarled quietly. “I hope you realize what you’ve just lost there, Alpha. There isn’t any level of groveling in the world to make up for what you’ve done to my friend. I know that only an idiot would throw away the love of a mate, and I’m human.”
 
   Felix stalked into the waiting room, probably into Liam’s open arms. Within seconds his brother would also know that Sean had apparently taken Caden’s heart and smashed it to smithereens, turned their mating into a mockery, and committed the unforgivable sin of hurting an Omega wolf. Sean was having trouble getting his feet to move. It was as though he was frozen solid. He knew if he moved one tiny inch his whole body would shatter into a million pieces. With his wolf howling and snarling in his head, desperate to get to Caden, Sean stood and looked down the empty hallway. For the first time in his life, Sean didn’t have a clue what to do. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   “So do you want to tell me why my son, a man I have always been so fucking proud of, was incapable of telling his mate that he loved him?”
 
   “Christ, Dad, does everyone know the reasons why Caden left?” Sean snapped. He was hardly a model of patience at the best of times. Sitting in a motel on the edge of Williams, waiting for an attack by a rogue Alpha was enough to set his teeth on edge on any normal day. Knowing his mate had flown back to L.A. with Marla just compounded the situation. 
 
   Caden hadn’t said a word to him since they had seen each other in the hallway. The interview had gone perfectly. Caden was charming, funny and flirtatious. He’d dropped all of the hints that Matt and Josiah had asked him too, and even managed to talk about his “engagement” without missing a beat. Sean hoped he was the only one who noticed the slightly red-rimmed eyes, and how Caden’s gorgeous smile didn’t reach his eyes. 
 
   “Liam told me all about it when I asked him why the hell my son would allow his claimed Omega to leave town without him. I thought you were being a gentleman and ensuring Caden’s safety, but when I was informed that Caden left with a human woman, no guards, enforcers or anything, I figured you had been knocked on the head. Now, I’m sure of it. I’m fucking glad that Liam and Felix decided to head back too, or I would be really worried.”
 
   “My head is fine, Dad. I’m an Alpha. We don’t go spouting off about loving someone. Hell, I don’t even know what the word means, and I bet most other people don’t either. It’s just a fucking word.” Sean thumped his feet on the faux wood coffee table, feeling it shake under his boots. Stupid thing would probably break under his weight and a perverse part of him wished it would. Breaking something might make him feel better. 
 
   The motel they were holed up in was luxurious and all, but Sean hated the bland wall paper, the hard cushions on the easy chairs, and the faint smell of cleaning products. It was clean, it had the basics, but just being confined in such a sterile place made Sean’s skin crawl. Normally he would be quite at home in such immaculate surroundings, but since meeting his mate - his mind flicked back to the messiness of Caden’s bed. Now that was comfortable…
 
   “Love’s just a word, eh?” Ian’s feet joined Sean’s on the table, and the table threatened to tip, before it stopped shaking. “So, you don’t miss him at all, then?”
 
   “Of course I do. We’re mated and I have gotten used to him being around.” Sean took a swig of his beer, and stared at the ceiling. Could do with a wash, he thought idly.
 
   “And you’re not worried about him at all?” 
 
   Ian seemed to have an agenda, but Sean couldn’t work out what it was. He gave a mental shrug. He had enough respect for his dad to hear him out. Not as though they could do much else until Collins showed up. And he would show up. Caden had done all that was asked of him, laying a trail from the studio, to the motel, albeit by car, but if anyone was watching they would know where Caden was supposed to be staying. Caden’s scent was all over the door, and some of his dirty laundry was in the bathroom, and on the bed. Any wolf with half a nose would smell his presence. 
 
   “I’m an Alpha, he’s my mate. I’m hard-wired to worry about him. But he’ll be fine. He’ll go back to his loft and start painting again, I imagine. He never does anything else.”
 
   “Hmm, is that right?” Ian’s voice sounded amused, and Sean straightened, looking at his dad suspiciously.
 
   “It’s all Caden ever does, Dad. He doesn’t go out. He hates publicity and he’s scared of his own shadow.”
 
   “Oh.” Ian shrugged his massive shoulders. “Liam must have got his facts wrong then. I’m sure I heard that he and Felix were meeting Caden at your club tonight. They’re all having dinner together. Liam said it was something Caden and Felix used to do all of the time before you two boys claimed them. Maybe I got the night wrong.”
 
   Sean seethed as a picture of Caden walking into his club, wearing those tight pants, and that ‘fuck me’ coat of his burned in his brain. He wasn’t blind; he’d seen how much interest his mate had attracted on their one and only date.
 
   “How could Liam be so fucking stupid? Caden’s in danger if he goes out.”
 
   Ian snorted, and took a drink of his beer, looking far too relaxed considering the situation they were in. “I know you’re the older brother and all, but Liam is perfectly capable of keeping an eye on Caden in his own freaking club. He’s an Alpha wolf too.”
 
   “Yes, he’s an Alpha, but he’s so fucking obsessed with Felix, he won’t be thinking about anything else. Caden could get hit on, or mugged, or anything.”
 
   “He’ll get hit on all right. He’s a pretty man, that mate of yours; sexy, rich and talented. They’ll be lining up in droves for a chance at him, I imagine. But why should it bother you? You said yourself you don’t love him. Why should you care what he does?” 
 
   Shit. Sean was going to hit his father in a minute. He hadn’t said that at all. There were sexy men at the Rising Moon club – Sean should know; he’d fucked more than his fair share of them. But they acted like a pack of fucking piranhas and Caden was fresh meat. 
 
   But Ian had made a good point with his ‘mate of yours’ statement. Caden was his mate, so he couldn’t get aroused by anyone else. Sean had nothing to worry about. He leaned back and took another swig of his beer. 
 
   “I bet he’s an amazing dancer, your mate,” Ian said, his head back and eyes closed as though he was imagining Caden moving to some mythical beat. 
 
   Sean didn’t know if Caden could dance, but given his grace, that lithe slim body, and his shifter genetics…Sean stifled a groan. Damn it, now he was imagining it. Caden dancing in the club, men all around him, but in Sean’s head the spotlight was only on his mate. He’d move with such grace, flinging his head about, that flop of hair hanging over his eye just so, those pouty lips probably slightly open because he’d be getting hot. He’d probably take his shirt off; most men in the club did, tucking his shirt into the back pocket of his pants, showcasing that slim torso and gorgeous ass of his. 
 
   “I used to go dancing with your mother all the time,” Ian mused quietly. “It was the most delicious foreplay. I remember those touches, glances, bumping body parts together, holding her close and burying my nose in her hair.”
 
   Sean had a vivid imagination. He could see the scene as if he were in it. He imagined how it would feel to have Caden in his arms, rubbing his cock against that tight behind, Caden’s arms lifted and wrapped around his neck leaving Sean’s hands to roam up and down that sexy body…
 
   “I do hope Caden finds someone to love him, someone who’ll treat him right. I imagine you are thinking the same thing.” Ian’s words doused him like a cold hose, and Sean glared at his dad. 
 
   “I’ve claimed him, he’s claimed me. He won’t be having sex with anyone else again.”
 
   “He’s a bottom I presume, so there is nothing stopping anyone having sex with him, provided they use lube of course,” Ian said, apparently unconcerned with Sean’s bad temper. “And I wasn’t talking about sex. Caden has that look that makes big men want to protect him, cuddle him close and keep him safe. If he can find one patient enough, another shifter, for example, he and his new partner could work through things easily enough. Both Patrick and George have asked for time off so they can go visit the sweet man in L.A. as soon as this business is over.”
 
   “He’s mine!” Sean shouted, jumping to his feet, looming over his father. His dad leapt to his feet as well, staring Sean down. It took time, a long time, but Sean finally looked away. No matter how upset he got, he would not challenge the man who raised him.
 
   Ian patted his arm. “Sit down, son.” Sean remained standing for a long moment, his wolf not happy with having to stand down, but eventually he did take his seat and as soon as he did, his father continued. “Look, I don’t understand why you think you need to give up on the idea of love. Alphas are just as capable of loving another, and saying so, as anyone else.  But that’s your choice and you have every right to make it. Caden though, he deserves to be loved. With what he’s been through in his young life, he needs someone who can show him the love he never had. He’s going to be miserable without you; I know he will, especially after he gave his heart to you. Surely, you’re not that much of a cold-hearted bastard that you want him to spend the rest of his life alone?”
 
   “He won’t be alone. I plan on getting him back as soon as this threat has been taken care of.” Sean had no intention of spending a minute longer than necessary without his mate. Not after bonding with him, claiming him and living with him the way he had. Caden was his – end of story.
 
   To his surprise, rather than be pleased, Ian shook his head. “I thought you were better than that, my son. I really did. If you’ve got any common decency at all, then you’ll fucking leave him alone, and let him attract the attention of others who would care for him. George has spent a lot of time with Caden over the past few days. He’d be a good mate and he would keep Caden safe, and love him, probably even bring him into the pack if Caden agreed.”
 
   “You don’t understand…” Sean said angrily, but then both men fell silent as the unmistakable sound of a window opening came from the bedroom. Without making a sound, the two men got up and moved towards the bedroom door, one on either side of the frame. One thump, two, and then a third could be heard. Three men, and they weren’t being quiet. Sean sniffed and the foul scent of unwashed shifter filled his nose. Three of them. No problem. Nodding once at his father, both men burst into the bedroom. Behind them the front door burst open and the scent of the great unwashed got worse. Okay, more than three. Sean half shifted, letting out his claws and teeth, and got to work. He needed to release some tension and fighting was second on his list of preferred methods. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   “He’s not here,” Josiah cursed as Sean looked around the wrecked motel room. Fuck, he hoped the council were fronting for damages. Then Josiah’s words rang a bell in Sean’s head and spun around, looking at the disgruntled troubleshooter. 
 
   “None of these are Collins?” Sean moved quickly, lifting the heads of four dead shifters, before scanning the faces of two others that were tied up and being watched by Matt and another council enforcer that Sean had met, but couldn’t remember his name. Every one of the shifter’s stunk, the dead more than the living, but not by much. But not one of the shifters had the scar that Caden had described. 
 
   “Fuck!” Sean kicked the nearest chair. It was already broken, but considering the mess, Sean wasn’t worried about one chair. 
 
   “I’m Collins,” one of the two survivors said with a snarl. “I see we were expected. But no worries, you can’t hold us. Let me go, and we’ll come to some arrangement. I only want the Omega.”
 
   Sean crossed the space between them in three long steps, gripping the dirty man’s hair and tilting his head side to side. Then he bent and ripped the seams of the man’s jeans revealing dirty, but perfectly-formed calf muscles. Disgusted, Sean punched the man in the face and watched him slump to his side.
 
   “Hey, you can’t do that,” the other captive spluttered. “We’re on Alpha orders. You’ve got no say over what we do. You’re not pack.”
 
   “Listen, fuckwit,” Josiah growled. “We’re from the shifter council, and you and your whole pack are in a shit load of trouble.”
 
   “No pack rules this territory,” the captive said. “My Alpha wants it, and the Omega you stole from him. Stealing the Alpha’s personal slave is against pack law, now let us go, and maybe we won’t kill you all.” The guy had a lot of audacity considering he was tied up and clearly beaten, or maybe he was simply stupid.
 
   Sean raised his fist again, but Ian shook his head. “Not yet, son, we need him to talk.”
 
   “There’s nothing to talk about.” The captive shrugged his shoulders. “You guys are the criminals here. You stole the Alpha’s possession. We were just sent to get him back.”
 
   “Collins too chicken to come himself?” Josiah said with a not so subtle nudge to the man’s knee with his booted foot.
 
   The captive looked away for a moment, and then he shrugged again. “The Alpha said he had another lead to follow up on, in L.A. He and our Beta have headed down there to sort it out. We were told to come here, capture any shifters we could find and hold the Omega until he returned.”
 
   “Caden.” Sean’s heart leapt in terror and his wolf clamored to get out. 
 
   “Yeah, I think that’s the slave’s name, although the Alpha just calls him ‘bitch.’ Why, have you seen him?” Was the captive really that stupid? Sean didn’t know, didn’t care. 
 
   “He’s my mate,” he snarled as he let rip with his claws and within seconds the man’s head fell from his shoulders and rolled onto the floor below, his eyes wide open.
 
   “You’d better have the boy close by then, because the Alpha has a hard on for him that won’t quit, and if he’s anywhere near L.A. Collins will find him. Mating marks mean nothing to him, and he’ll take the boy by force if necessary. It won’t be the first time.” The other captive was awake, although he didn’t move from his position on the floor. Possibly, because he was staring at the disembodied head of his friend.
 
   “The council plane can be ready in an hour,” Matt said, pulling his phone from his pocket. He turned away, speaking rapidly into it.
 
   “Tell them to bring a clean-up crew,” Josiah called out, looking around at the motel room. “I’ll get a report on the other team.” He pulled out his own phone and hit a number. 
 
   “Mordecai, did you find them?”
 
   “Yeah, it was easy enough, we were approached within five miles of Cannon Falls and taken to the pack grounds. But fuck, I wished we hadn’t bothered. This is a fucking nightmare man.” A strong voice came out of the phone. “A dozen women, more kids than I can count. Eight gammas left on guard, and you don’t want to know what we found under the pack house. This fucking mess will clear twenty missing person’s files at least.”
 
   “Is Rebecca Collins, the Alpha Mate, among the women?”
 
   “Yep, but she ain’t talking. She’s crying all over the place, claiming she’s a victim and she wants her mate.”
 
   “Take her to the council and let her know we’re holding her on murder charges, slavery, kidnapping, rape, and incest. Oh and by the way, watch your back.”
 
   “Fucking hell,” Sean heard Mordecai say. “And I thought she was kinda cute.”
 
   “As cute as a rattlesnake with a boot up his ass.” Josiah hit a button on his screen and put his phone in his pocket. “Well, at least the children Caden wanted to save are okay. He’ll be pleased about that.”
 
   “Not if Collins gets to him first,” Sean snarled. “Where’s that fucking plane?”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Caden scratched the back of his neck, as he climbed the stairs to his apartment. He’d been feeling uneasy since he’d flown out of Phoenix, and it had nothing to do with his newly found fear of flying. I’m worried about Sean, I’m sure that’s all this is.  Now that he was on his own, Caden could admit to that worry, to himself anyway. He had managed to get through dinner with Felix and Liam through sheer force of will. He had warded off at least a dozen men who had approached him throughout the evening, and had even signed a few autographs for fans who had seen his interview, while he was waiting for a taxi. 
 
   He’d been polite to Rocky and Bruno, and had even shown Wendy his ring, a beautiful piece of carved platinum, that Sean had given him before they’d headed to Phoenix. Caden knew he should take the ring off; it hadn’t meant anything to Sean. He’d literally tossed it to him while they were in the car, and told him it would create more credibility for his interview. Given that Patrick and Ian were in the car too, he could hardly throw the ring back in Sean’s face, although he wanted to. Still, it was pretty and Caden was reluctant to take it off even though the reasons for wearing it were long past. 
 
   So what now? Caden unlocked his door with a sigh. It had felt like forever since he’d been in his own space, although it had only been a matter of days. Ignoring his canvases, Caden made sure the door was locked firmly behind him, flicked on the lights, and headed straight for the kitchen. He found a bottle of water in the refrigerator, and he opened it, leaning on the counter, staring at nothing, as he guzzled down half the bottle. 
 
   I wonder what Sean is doing? 
 
   Caden was fairly sure it was going to take a hell of a long time to forget his larger-than-life mate. “I was such an idiot. I should never have let the word love come out of my mouth,” he said, his words sounding loud and abrasive in the quietness of his space. He banged his head on the kitchen counter, but it didn’t help. He was worried sick about his mate, and Sean was miles away fighting a rogue Alpha. It was past midnight; maybe the fight was over already. Was Sean going to be okay? He has to be, Caden thought. Their mating bond meant he would know if his mate had been severely hurt, or had died, but that didn’t stop his concern. To try and stop himself worrying, Caden thought about the evening he’d had. 
 
   Would life really be that bad, if Sean never tells you he loves you? You’re mates. Isn’t life supposed to be better when you’re together? Felix had asked the questions during dinner, while Liam was off being a business owner. At the time Caden didn’t have an answer, and brushed Felix off. But the more he thought about it, the more he realized that he deserved someone in his life who was going to love him; otherwise he would rather be alone. Caden knew he was no expert on that emotion. He had spent his childhood shunned or ridiculed, ignored or abused. No one had ever told him he was loved or showed him any caring at all. Mickey had told him more than once that Omegas thrived in a caring and loving environment, and Caden wanted that for himself. 
 
   Sean was kind to him, in his way. He was attentive and skilled in bed and before Caden had opened his stupid mouth, he was more than happy to ply Caden with affection. Affections that convinced Caden it was okay to lower his guard, and allow his true feelings to spill out.  
 
   “Should have kept my damn mouth shut.” Caden rested his head on his arms, where they lay on the granite, the coolness of the stone doing nothing to help. He missed Sean more than he thought possible, and yet the previous three days had been torture and that was with Sean by his side. Caden had always known what loneliness felt like; he’d just never imagined he could feel that way in a room full of people, with his mate by his side. 
 
   “Sleep,” Caden said. “I need to sleep, then I need to paint. Then maybe…” He trailed off, unable to complete the sentence, even to himself. Missing Sean was certainly going to feature strongly in his future, and he let out a large sigh as he threw his water bottle into the recycle bin, flicked off the main lights, and headed for his room. Forgetting Sean wasn’t going to be easy.
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Crash! The unmistakable sound of glass breaking. 
 
   Caden was instantly awake; he rolled off the bed, and hauled out his gun case, frantically flicking the locks. Someone, two individuals, were in his apartment. He caught a whiff of unwashed shifter, and then a voice he remembered from his nightmares rang around the apartment. 
 
   “Caden. Oh Caden. Time to come home with your Master.” Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Alpha Collins. The asshole had broken through his windows. Caden would worry about how come he didn’t hear the fire escape ladder being pulled down later. For now, he had something more important to worry about – staying alive. 
 
   Grabbing hold of the AK47, Caden slipped in a cartridge. Thirty rounds. Hopefully it would be enough. But that thought didn’t stop Caden from sticking a spare cartridge in his pocket. 
 
   “You have been busy, boy. And this apartment? Yep, will do nicely while we have a short visit in this fine city.” Collins was wandering around, his boots heavy on the floor. Whoever else had come with him hadn’t moved. The sound of canvases being smashed on the floor rang through the apartment, and then the lights flickered on overhead. Fuck it all. Caden had to man up. He was on his own. No one else was going to save him from this mess. Silently he stood up, and moved around his screen, flicking the gun to automatic as he moved. 
 
   “I don’t belong to you, Collins. Slavery is illegal. This is my space,” he said, putting as much strength into his voice as he could. “You’re trespassing, I’ve already called the police, and they are on their way.”
 
   Collins turned. It seemed he’d been looking at Caden’s art, although Caden figured he wasn’t much of a critic, as there were at least a half a dozen canvases on the floor. The man hadn’t changed much at all.  His wild dark hair was longer, his beard rougher. Collins still favored the jeans and buttoned down shirt look and Caden would bet every last cent he had, that the boots the man was wearing were the same ones that used to leave marks on his skin. Douglas, the pack beta, was standing over by the front door, clearly blocking his escape. Caden hid a shiver as Douglas favored him with the same leer that had caused Caden to run, all those years ago. 
 
   “You wouldn’t shoot me, boy. You’re an Omega, too weak to pull the trigger. And as for contacting the police? You’d hardly be standing there with that poor excuse for a weapon if you’d called the authorities. You know the punishment for involving humans in pack business. Now put the gun down and get us some food. I’ve been traveling all day and I’m fucking hungry.”
 
   He wanted food? Caden couldn’t believe his ears. Collins was still full of the same arrogance that used to terrify Caden as a child. But he wasn’t a child any longer. He raised his gun, pointing it straight at Collins’ chest.
 
   “Get out.”
 
   “I said put that gun down, boy.” Collins moved closer and Caden’s finger tightened on the trigger. “We both know you’re not capable of killing anybody and this little show of bravado is starting to piss me off. Now put it down!” Collins roared the last words, and Caden jumped. But he didn’t lose hold of the gun, and he refused to move from his stance. He could feel Collins shooting out his Alpha power all over the room, and for the first time in three long days, Caden was pleased he was mated. Collins couldn’t compel him anymore, and it seemed that the man was starting to realize it.
 
   “Have you gone and got yourself mated to a shifter, boy?” Collins took another step closer, peering at Caden’s shoulder. Caden knew his mark would be clearly visible, given that he’d only been wearing sleep pants when he went to bed. Caden braced himself, keeping a close eye on Douglas, who hadn’t moved from his post by the door. “Would have to be an Alpha shifter, otherwise you’d be groveling on the floor right now.” Collins looked around, affecting a casual air. “He’s not here though, is he? In fact,” Collins sniffed the air, “he hasn’t been here for days. Aww, what happened boy? Your scrawny ass not good enough for your mate? He left you already?”
 
   “Sean’s out of town, on business,” Caden said with gritted teeth. He would not give Collins the pleasure of knowing he’d made a direct hit in the emotions department. 
 
   “Business in Phoenix maybe? Never mind. I told the boys to make sure any killings done there were to be quick and clean. I hardly want anyone stupid enough to mate you in my pack, now do I?”
 
   For a split second, Caden panicked. There were two attacks planned? He calmed himself immediately, his wolf quick to reassure him. Their mate was okay. Not here maybe, where he could be useful, but he wasn’t hurt. Caden’s wolf would know about it. Fuck, Caden would settle for seeing Josiah and Matt right now, but he was glad the men were protecting his mate. 
 
   “My mate can take care of himself. He’s a strong Alpha, with a solid pack behind him. Now get out, or I will shoot.” Caden kept his eyes firmly fixed on Collins and when Douglas moved, Caden did too, making sure both men were within his sight. 
 
   Collins snorted. “I doubt you even know how to handle a gun, boy. You’re nothing. You were born nothing, you’ve done nothing and your only worth is in how well you serve your Alpha. Now get me some fucking food, or I’ll kill you right here, right now.”
 
   “I’d rather be dead than do anything for you.” Caden was sure about that. He might not have believed much of what Mickey, or Sean or even Ian had to say about how important Omegas were to a pack, but he fucking knew that he was worth more than being a slave to an Alpha like Collins. “I won’t warn you again, get the fuck out of my apartment.”
 
   Turning to Douglas, Collins said, “Can you believe the gall of this boy? Take that piece of machinery off him, would you? You can knock him around a bit if you want, but not too much. Otherwise we’re never going to get anything to eat.”
 
   “Err…Alpha…” The leer on Douglas’ face had been replaced with a worried frown. “That’s a fucking big gun.”
 
   “So!” Collins raised his hands in the air, in frustration. “He’s an Omega wolf, you’re my beta. Are you telling me you’re afraid of a tiny, scrawny, no good wolf?”
 
   “No,” Douglas said angrily. “I’m telling you I have a healthy respect for an Ak47.”
 
   “Fuck, if I want something done, I have to do everything my fucking self.” Collins turned and leapt and for a split second Caden couldn’t move. Collins’ arm reaching for him, snapped him out of his stupor, and closing his eyes, Caden pulled the trigger, swinging his body around from side to side, just like he’d seen in a movie Felix had taken him to once. His gun instructor had told him it was the most stupid way to fire any weapon, but Caden was panicked enough not to care. He had to stop either man from touching him or he knew he’d be a dead man, or at least wish that he was. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   “I hear shots being fired,” Josiah said as the SUV carrying him, Matt, Sean and Ian rounded the corner by Caden’s apartment. 
 
   “Fuck, Caden has a gun. If he’s resorted to firing it we’re too late,” Sean swore, slamming on the brakes. “You two,” he pointed at Josiah and Matt, “head for the door at the top of those stairs. It could be locked, but if it is, break the fucker down.”
 
   “Where are we going?” His dad asked, hopping out of the vehicle.
 
   “Heading for the fire escape, it’s quicker,” Sean said, sprinting around the side of the building. He saw the ladder to Caden’s apartment had already been pulled down, and his wolf rose up as he ran for it, climbing as fast as he could, his father hot on his heels. 
 
   As he reached the ledge, Sean heard the click, click noise of a gun with no bullets. He peered around the edge of the window to see Caden reloading, two decidedly bloody men on the floor. 
 
   “Caden,” he called out, as Caden turned, his gun pointed to the door, where Josiah and Matt were taking Sean at his word and trying to break it down. “Don’t shoot, it’s Matt and Josiah. Don’t shoot.”
 
   Caden looked towards the window, and shifted his gun to the broken glass. Then he swung it again as the thumps on the door got louder. Sean knew he was taking a hell of a risk, but he stepped out to where Caden could see him, his hands raised high. 
 
   “Don’t shoot, precious. It’s the cavalry. A little late by the looks of things, but we made it.”
 
   “Sean?”
 
   “Yes, it’s me, precious,” Sean kept his voice low as he carefully stepped around the broken glass that littered Caden’s wooden floor. “Dad’s here too, and Josiah and Matt. Felix and Liam are on their way. Can you put the gun down?”
 
   “I…err…I…” Caden waved his gun at the two men on the floor. The scar on Collins’ face gleamed under the harsh light, and Sean couldn’t help the pride he felt at his mate taking out such a despicable rogue single-handedly. 
 
   “They’re dead, precious. I’m sure they’re dead.” If they aren’t they soon would be, Sean thought as he stepped closer to his mate. The strong smell of blood, mixed with paint thinners, oil-based paints and the tension screaming off of his mate made his nose twitch. A quick glance at the bodies showed that both men had been hit more than once, and the pool of blood surrounding the bodies was at least a foot wide. 
 
   “I won’t let him take me,” Caden said, frantically. “I won’t be a slave anymore. I won’t go back, I won’t.”
 
   “We’ll take care of it. You never have to see them again, precious,” Sean soothed as he moved closer. His little mate was clearly in shock, but with that wicked gun in his hands, Sean didn’t dare touch him. He heard the door open and looked up to see that Ian had unlocked it, Josiah and Matt bursting through the opening. Ian’s arm stopped them from coming into the room too far.
 
   “How about you give me the gun, please precious.”
 
   “I can’t. I’ve got to stop them. They were in my space.” Caden’s voice rose on a wail, and Sean moved without thinking, pulling the gun out of Caden’s hands, dropping it carefully onto the floor, and pulling his mate into his arms – where he belonged. 
 
   “Caden, Caden, it’s all right. No one is going to hurt you.” Sean tried to get the little Omega to calm down, but not a lot seemed to be working. Caden’s panic was rising and Sean did the only thing he could think of, and pushed his lips against Caden’s mouth as hard as he could. 
 
   Caden immediately relaxed in his arms, and opened his mouth to Sean’s tongue, and Sean gave a mental sigh of relief. Gods, he had missed his mate. But his relief was short-lived, because in under a minute, Caden had pulled back, and shoved Sean’s chest, hard.  Sean, still in a kissing frame of mind, stepped back, frowning at Caden’s stern expression.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Okay, dumb question. 
 
   “You have no right to kiss me,” Caden snarled. “You don’t love me and if I’ve got anything out of this mess it’s the knowledge that I deserve to be loved.”
 
   “You do, you definitely do,” Sean said nodding his head and thinking fast. Conscious of the fact that his father and two council enforcers were standing in the room, he stepped close again, piercing Caden with his eyes, praying that there was a look of utter devotion on his face. Who knew? It’s not as though he’d ever practiced it in the mirror. “Tell me those words again, precious.”
 
   Caden knew exactly what he was talking about and his eyes got brighter as he glared. “Why would I do that? So you can hurt me all over again? Why would I do that to myself?”
 
   “Tell me those words again, please, precious. I want a do-over.” Sean looped his arms around Caden’s back, loose enough so the man could get away if he wanted. 
 
   “A do-over! You can’t get a do-over for that sort of thing.”
 
   “Please, my mate, let me have this one do-over. Say the words for me again.”
 
   “I don’t want to.” Caden pouted, and it was so cute. “I’ve changed my mind. I wasn’t thinking clearly the other day.” 
 
   Sean knew his little mate was lying, and he really couldn’t blame the man. His one moment of weakness and stupidity had caused Caden’s confidence in their mating to drop substantially, and Sean was going to have to work hard to fix it. But the smell of panic coming from Caden had been replaced with arousal, and Sean could work with that. 
 
   “Please, precious. For me.” Sean tried hard for the puppy dog look so many of his conquests had tried to use on him. He heard footsteps outside Caden’s door and knew his brother and Felix had arrived. Please don’t let Felix come in and break the moment.  
 
   “You don’t get a do-over when it comes to declarations of feelings.” Caden’s voice wasn’t as harsh as before, and Sean inched forward until there was barely an inch between them. He could feel the lump in Caden’s sleep pants, and that knowledge was playing havoc with his own cock.
 
   “A do-over, what the…” Liam’s outburst was quickly cut off, and despite having a strong urge to look over and glare at his brother, Sean kept his eyes firmly on Caden’s.
 
   “Please,” he whispered.
 
   Caden huffed, and then huffed again. Come on, come on, please, please, please. “Fine. I love you. Happy now?”
 
   “You have no idea,” Sean beamed. “And just for the record, I love you too, and I always will. I promise.”
 
   Whatever Caden was going to say was cut off by Sean’s aggressive kiss. He had to taste those pouty lips again. He plunged his tongue into that moist mouth, feeling Caden’s arms wrap around his neck as Caden climbed his body. This was absolute heaven. Yes, there was blood on the floor and two bodies. Caden’s studio was an absolute mess. The smell from the evenings events still tickled Sean’s nose and he should probably be embarrassed by the clapping and cheers from the other men in the room. But in that moment, all Sean wanted to focus on was the man who had stolen his heart. Thank the Fates Caden was safe, and back where he belonged, in his arms. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   “You know, you could probably appeal to a whole new genre of collectors, with these bullet-splattered canvases,” Felix said thoughtfully as he checked over the painting he was holding. Caden flicked a look at the one Felix was looking at, naked Sean with his wolf. A bullet had gone through the canvas, a neat hole the only blemish on an otherwise lovely piece of work. 
 
   “The whole lot is going to have to be dumped, burned, whatever,” Caden said with a sigh. The adrenaline that had fueled his rage, and allowed him to defend his territory was wearing off fast, and Caden found he could barely stand. He felt his knees go, and he started to fall. He dimly heard Felix call out to him but Sean was there, his big arms holding Caden close. 
 
   “I’ve got you.” Sean’s deep voice was soothing, and it helped, but Caden knew that his nervous system had hit a major overload. 
 
   “I need to go…” Caden looked around helplessly. Where would he go? He was in his home, but it had been trashed. Some super silent “clean-up crew” had removed the bodies and were working on the stains that had soaked into the floorboards. Caden had tried to insist that he would take care of his canvases himself, but… he was so tired, and he had a horrible suspicion he was going to cry, and he honestly didn’t want to appear weak again.
 
   “You’re coming home with me,” Sean said firmly. “You need rest, lots of rest. This will all still be here tomorrow, or at least later on today.” Caden flicked a quick look at his clock. It was after three in the morning. No wonder he felt exhausted. Between the interview, the stress of thinking that Sean didn’t love him, and then…
 
   “Come on,” Sean said, holding his shoulders and leading him away. “Josiah, you’ll lock up?” The mean-looking wolf shifter came over, Caden’s keys in his hand. Caden wondered why the man, who apparently had such an ingrained hatred for anything smaller or non-shifter, was looking at him with what Caden would swear was respect. 
 
   “Caden, what you did tonight took real guts,” Josiah said gruffly. “I’ve never known an Omega who could fend for themselves in such a capable manner. I’m proud to have met you.”
 
   “Wow, umm…yes, well, thank you.” Caden felt his face heat up but he managed a smile. 
 
   “That is one impressive weapon you have there.” Josiah indicated the gun which was now resting on the kitchen counter. “However, you might want to reconsider your bullet choices, especially if you are trying to protect yourselves against shifters.”
 
   “What do you…?”
 
   “Josiah, can’t this wait. Caden needs to get to bed,” Sean interrupted. He didn’t sound very happy, and Caden managed a small smile in his direction. 
 
   “Please, Sean, just a minute. I need to know about things like this.” Now Sean didn’t look happy either and Caden realized with a rush that he was probably feeling like Caden didn’t trust his protective abilities. “You can’t be with me all the time,” he added. “This will just take a minute.” He looked back at Josiah.
 
   “The AK47 looks mean, but it doesn’t have a very good kill percentage. There are guns out there with a lot more efficiency for your buck. The bullets in your weapon tend to go straight through, especially on a straight shot. You got lucky tonight because you were swinging the gun around so wildly, and had it on automatic, so the bullets were hitting the target at an angle, causing more damage. But you have to know that swinging a gun around like that means you are more likely to miss your target, than hit him.”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Caden said, and he knew his cheeks were bright red again. “The gun instructor I went to explained all that, well about the not swinging the gun part of things. I guess I panicked.”
 
   “And you did really well. Those two won’t be bothering anyone else again.” Josiah reached into his back pocket and pulled out a card. “This has my personal cell number on it. When you have had time to relax and get things straightened out, give me a call, and we can talk about more suitable firearms and the types of bullet you can get through the council.”
 
   “You can’t buy weaponry from the council.” Sean sounded very definite on that, but Josiah grinned. 
 
   “Who said anything about buying? I’ll make sure your mate gets everything he needs.” Sean snorted loudly, and Caden quickly slipped the card into the back of the jeans Sean had made him put on before the cleaning crew arrived. 
 
   “Thanks Josiah, I’ll leave you to it then.” He turned to Sean. “Can we get out of here now?”
 
   Sean’s responding grin probably shouldn’t have been so lust filled or possessive, but Caden was beyond caring. Besides, it was a good look on his mate’s face. He just needed…fuck. He didn’t know what he needed, but hopefully Sean would be able to work it out. His brain was on the fritz and he needed to shut it down for a while.  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Sean lay on his side, softly twirling the long length of hair that Caden had on the top of his head. His mate was still sleeping, although from the amount of light that streamed into the bedroom, Sean guessed it was at least midday. By the time Sean had driven them to his place, the horror of what Caden had gone through and the impact of making his first kill had hit the little man hard. Sean had lain with Caden in his arms for hours, letting the smaller man cry, rant, and cry some more, until his mate had eventually fallen asleep. Sean had dozed off for a bit, but after keeping his distance from Caden for three days, and then the man almost getting killed – he and his wolf needed to keep an eye on the man. Gods, he had been so stupid.
 
   “I can feel you staring at me,” Caden said softly, and Sean looked down to see sleepy blue eyes staring right back. “What’s got you thinking so hard?”
 
   “Thinking about how stupid I was, and how I could have so easily lost you.” Sean shook his head. Where had that honesty come from? But his words had put a smile on his mate’s face. He stroked a finger down Caden’s cheek, thrilled at how soft the skin was. Caden never had to worry about shaving; he had no facial hair at all except for his fine eyebrows, and thick eyelashes. 
 
   “I don’t understand what happened,” Caden said, and a small frown appeared on his normally smooth brow. Sean wiped it away with his finger. “Okay, I probably shouldn’t have let my feelings spill out like they did, and I never expected you to say something similar back, but why did you treat me like I had the plague or something afterwards?”
 
   This time it was Sean’s turn to frown as he thought about how to answer the question. “I think I was embarrassed. When you said what you did…”
 
   “That I loved you or words to that effect.”
 
   “Yeah. It caught me by surprise. I always thought if anyone was going to say something like that, it would have been me. After all you’ve been through in your life, I…” Oops. Caden’s glare let him know he was heading in the wrong conversational direction. 
 
   “You think because I’ve spent my life being abused, and treated as though I was the scum of the earth, that I don’t know the extent of my feelings? Didn’t you believe me?”
 
   “Oh hell yes, I did believe you, I do believe you. I know you love me, and I love you too, I really do.” Sean leaned over and pressed a series of quick kisses across Caden’s mating mark. Caden’s skin was so warm, and he smelled so good, Sean’s cock responded with vigor. However, dense as he was about emotional matters, Sean knew he had to dig himself out the hole he had dug for himself, before he could try striking up a conversation with his body. 
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “I guess I’m an Alpha in a lot of ways.” Caden snorted, and Sean ignored it, trying another tack. “I was only little when my mom died. But I do still remember how devastated Dad was. For about six months, I barely saw him. He didn’t want to run the pack. He let himself go – not washing, shaving or taking care of himself. He told me last night that he had wanted to die himself, and that the only thing that stopped him was because he had two boys to take care of. Liam was two years old before he started taking an interest in our daily lives, spending time with us and being more like his old self.”
 
   “That must have been hard for you.” Sean felt Caden’s hand stroke his chest and leaned into the touch. 
 
   “I didn’t know any better, I was a child. But then, when I was about ten, my uncle’s mate died and they didn’t have any children. He was dead within a month of my aunt’s passing.”
 
   “So you thought what? That if you love me and something happens to me, you’ll fall apart or something?”
 
   “No, not exactly.” Sean was getting uncomfortable with this type of conversation, but Caden deserved to know why his own mate had treated him so coldly for three long days. “I thought that love made someone weak, especially if it was love between mates. I’m not proud of that idea, but after seeing what happened with my dad, and my uncle; watching my dad go through so much pain, and my uncle stopped wanting to live. How could I be a strong, decent Alpha if I let myself go the same way?”
 
   Caden was quiet for a moment, but his hand was still stroking Sean’s skin, and Sean stayed focused on that. It was so lovely, simply being touched. It flashed through Sean’s mind that Caden had never experienced affection until they met, and that sent a bolt of pain through his heart. No matter how his dad had struggled after his mother’s death, the man pulled himself together and Sean had always known he was loved by his father and his brother. Caden never had that. 
 
   “So what changed your mind? Why insist on your do-over, and then share your feelings, if you think it makes you weak?”
 
   “Because my dad reminded me that I was dwelling on what might happen after a loved one was gone. I hadn’t even considered the sheer pleasure and joy that comes from being in love, and happy with a mate. On the trip back from Phoenix last night, he told me stories about how being with my mom had made him so much stronger while she was alive. They were together for more than twenty years before I was born. Dad told me, that even after her death, he never regretted a day that he’d spent with his mate. He told her he loved her within two days of meeting her, and made sure he repeated himself every single day, right up until she died. He said…” Sean broke off, blinking rapidly as his eyes were suddenly filled with tears. “He said that the words ‘I love you’ were the last words that passed my mother’s lips, and the last words she ever heard.”
 
   “Oh my God, that is so beautiful, and so sad. Poor Ian.” Caden’s tears flowed freely, and Sean leant forward intent on kissing them away. That was one of the things he loved about his Omega – how easily Caden could feel compassion for others, even when his own life had been so hard. It was a good five minutes before both men broke apart long enough to continue the conversation. 
 
   “So you didn’t say anything, because you thought expressing any feelings you might have would make you weak?” Caden asked. 
 
   “Appear weak,” Sean corrected. “I already knew I had the feelings, I just didn’t think an Alpha would express them.”
 
   Caden’s blue eyes widened, and while they made a beautiful contrast to the man’s slightly puffy pink lips, Sean had a horrible feeling he had given his mate the wrong impression again. When Caden opened his mouth, that feeling was confirmed. 
 
   “So you acted cold towards me, after I slipped up and told you how I felt, because you thought I was weak? Was that it? And what? You came into my apartment and saw that I’d killed two guys, with a gun I might add, because my wolf wasn’t stupid enough to make an appearance, and changed your mind?”
 
   Sean rolled Caden onto his back and lay over him; his hands cradling a face he planned to wake up to every morning for rest of his life. “I never thought you were weak. Not from the moment I saw you in your ‘fuck me’ coat and boots. I thought you were adorable, shy, and when I realized you were a lone Omega, I knew you had to be strong in spirit. My wanting to wrap you up, keep you close and keep everyone away from you had nothing to do with thinking you were weak. I was surprised by what you said, given what was going on at the time. I reacted badly and then spent three days embarrassed as hell about it. I was the weak one, not you. From this day forward, I will always see you as my equal in every way, you have my word.”
 
   Caden searched his face and Sean held his breath. Then a small smile twitched at his pouty lips. Sean could feel Caden’s cock hard on his thigh, and he decided a subtle hip roll might help them both get past the tongue lashing and onto something more interesting.
 
   “So if we’re equals and everything, and you don’t think I’m weak, are you going to let me fuck you this time round?” Caden swiveled his hips, grinding his dick into Sean’s legs. Sean gulped. Could he let Caden do that to him? Before he over thought anything and everything, he nodded, surprised when Caden laughed. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   Oh My God – the look on his face. I wished I could capture that on canvas. Caden couldn’t help but laugh. He’d only been teasing, but clearly Sean didn’t know that.  His brawny Alpha mate was so shocked he’d been rendered speechless. Tapping Sean on the shoulder, Caden indicated he wanted to get up. Laughing hard was not a good thing to do when he’d been wanting to pee for hours. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Sean asked. “I thought we were going to be doing something here.”
 
   “I’ve been awake a while. My bladder is screaming at me. Just keep it hot and hard for me, and I’ll be back in a minute.” Caden shoved on Sean’s hips and the man rolled off of him. He wiggled to the edge of the bed, and climbed off making sure he kept a definite swing in his hips as he made the way to the bathroom. 
 
   After taking care of the necessary business as quickly as he could, which involved punching his hard on from hell, Caden eyed Sean’s huge shower. He looked back towards the bedroom door, and then back at the shower. Fuck it. He was already naked, it would only take five minutes, and if Sean couldn’t wait, well, he could take care of his mammoth erection all by himself. 
 
   He set the water running, and within seconds was soaping himself happily. As he ran his hand across his cock that had not completely gone down, he gave an experimental slip and slide. Hmm. Pleasant enough. But Caden would far rather have Sean’s hands or maybe his mouth on him, especially seeing as it had been four days since he’d felt Sean’s cock in his ass. With those thoughts in mind, he made quick work of his shower, and dried himself off roughly.
 
   Hurrying through to the bedroom, Caden stopped and his mouth fell open. Sean had pushed the covers back and was laying naked on the bed, with his fingers in his own ass!
 
   “This is not as easy as I thought it would be,” Sean said and there was a definite grimace on the man’s handsome face. Caden made himself move forward and stood uncertainly by the side of the bed. 
 
   “What are you doing? I mean, I can see what you’re doing, but why are you doing it?” Caden had never thought he’d seen his mate look so damn good. All those muscles on display, a slight sheen of sweat glistening in the sunlight that flooded the bedroom. Those strong fingers that Caden loved to feel on his body were wedged firmly in Sean’s hole. Three of them. 
 
   “Prepping myself so you can fuck me, of course,” Sean said and oh, Caden’s heart melted as Sean tried to grin. The man was as nervous as a buck rabbit, and yet with the way his cock was bouncing on his abdomen, also hellishly aroused. Caden decided he wasn’t going to argue with his mate, or let him know he had only been teasing. This would be his first, and possibly only time as a top, and he wasn’t stupid enough to pass that up. He climbed on the bed, and Sean handed him the lube. 
 
   “I’m ready, you only need to slap some on yourself, and we’re good to go.”
 
   Caden coated his cock liberally with the gooey stuff. He wasn’t sure how much, or how little he would need, porn could only teach you so much. But he figured in this case the more he used the better for Sean. He had no doubt whatsoever, that no one had been near his Alpha’s ass before. He just hoped he didn’t end up with a snarling wolf on the bed before he got going. 
 
   “My wolf is perfectly under control,” Sean said as though reading Caden’s thoughts. “I’d just, I’d rather…” he gestured to his cock. Now is not the time to laugh, not with Sean being so nervous. Caden knee walked forward until he was nestled between Sean’s thighs. Sean had already propped his butt up on a pillow, and the closer Caden got, the wider Sean spread his legs.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be easier for your first time, if you turned over?” Caden had heard that was true, and while he thought it could be a rather impersonal way of doing things, he didn’t want Sean to be uncomfortable. 
 
   Sean gulped again, and then said, “I think my wolf would feel better if we could see your face.”
 
   Caden grinned and grabbed his cock. Sean’s arm stopped him and he quirked his eyebrow at his mate. 
 
   “Having second thoughts?” Caden didn’t care; his own ass was dripping, already prepared for his Alpha’s penetration. Caden could just as easily climb a bit further and ride Sean’s cock till they both came. He’d be a bit disappointed if Sean backed out now, but he would understand. 
 
   “Just take it easy on me, okay.”
 
   “Slow. Right.” Caden let the words drop out of his mouth, and with one last look at Sean’s worried face, he pushed the head of his cock against Sean’s puffy opening. His slim cock slipped inside a lot more easily than Caden had expected. But of course, Sean’s three fingers were a bit wider than his dick. He held onto Sean’s thighs to stop himself going any further, as soon as he felt the head of his cock slip past the tight guardian muscles. 
 
   Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck. I’m doing it. Caden tried not to let his mental happy dance show on his face. The muscles in the thighs under his hands had tightened a bit, but then Sean let out a long breath. 
 
   “A bit more,” the big man said shakily. Caden pushed in carefully, trying to watch his mate’s face for the slightest hint of tension. It wasn’t easy. Sean was staring at the ceiling, his fists gripping the bed sheet, blowing out long breaths. Caden stifled a giggle as he was reminded of a documentary he’d watched ages ago about a woman in labor. The breathing patterns were remarkably similar. 
 
   “Okay, you’re good. Push right in.” You’re the boss. Caden was inclined to slam his cock in, just like Sean usually did to him. He imagined it would feel immensely satisfying. But he didn’t have it in him to be mean, and despite the fact that Sean could be insensitive at times, Caden did love him with all that he was. So instead of taking Sean at his word, Caden rocked himself in further, reciting the multiplication tables in his head so he didn’t blow his wad like a teenager with his first hard on. 
 
   By the time his balls kissed Sean’s butt, Caden was sweating. The multiplication tables were no match for the searing heat, and strong pressure that was fully encasing his shaft. Sean huffed and puffed, while Caden ran his hands over every inch of skin he could reach, aiming for soothing, but from the state of Sean’s cock, which was still rock solid and leaking heavily, perhaps being more sensual than anticipated. 
 
   After a long, long moment, Sean raised his head, his eyes bright with his wolf. “You can move,” he said with a guttural groan.
 
   “Are you sure?” 
 
   “Move.” Caden heard the distinct sound of the sheet ripping and saw that Sean had claws. This had better be quick, because if hair started sprouting all over Sean’s smooth skin, Caden was pulling out, getting out and running. 
 
   He flexed his hips, just testing things out and the wicked sensations caused him to forget all about Sean’s wolf in an instant. Fuck that felt amazing. Caden did it again and again. He loved the way Sean’s body held him so fucking tightly, resisting the pull out and welcoming him in. He gripped Sean’s thighs and pumped with all of his strength, his mate grunting beneath him. 
 
   No wonder guys liked this stuff. Caden could feel his whole body on fire. His wolf was over the moon that they were dominating their bigger and stronger mate in this way. Caden’s human side was busy trying to work out how the hell he could make this wonderful, enlightening, soul touching experience last. Because it wasn’t going to. With every thrust, Caden felt his body prepare for the inevitable. His balls were tight enough to split, his spine tingled, and Caden felt a flush go over his whole body. He knew etiquette demanded that he get Sean off first, but Caden was so lost in the pleasure, the feelings, the smells…it was all too much.
 
   “Come Caden.” Okay, he could do that. He could so do that. Caden let himself go, thrusting as hard as his hips would allow, pushing deep as he felt his spunk pulse from his cock head, deep into his mate. You are so mine, Caden thought as he felt the rush of endorphins, all mine. 
 
   After a few moments, simply savoring the bliss, Caden opened his eyes and looked at Sean, who was grinning widely.
 
   “You done?” 
 
   Caden nodded, and then flushed as he looked down at Sean’s cock that was still as hard as ever. Oh, he was a bad top. But Sean noticed him looking and a feral look came into his eyes. 
 
   “My turn.” 
 
   Caden squeaked as Sean’s hands gripped him firmly, and seconds later, Caden found himself flat on his back, with his mate looming over him, seconds before a large stiff cock pushed inside of him. 
 
   Thank the Fates, I’m an Omega, Caden thought as he grabbed hold of Sean’s biceps and hung on for the ride. And what a deliciously, wonderful ride it was. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
   Two weeks later
 
   Caden flicked a quick wave at Rocky and Bruno as he headed inside the Rising Moon club. He was running late, but he knew that Sean would have kept some food handy for him. Caden had had trouble adjusting to living at Sean’s house, while keeping his painting work at his apartment, and he hoped that the huge conservatory extension Sean was having built on the back of his house would be finished soon. None of the rooms in Sean’s house had enough natural light to satisfy Caden’s artistic needs, and as Sean liked having him close by, it was he who organized getting the conservatory built. But in the meantime, shuttling back and forth between the apartment and the place Caden now considered home, was wearing on him. He might not have admitted that he missed his mate being around during the day, but it was how he felt. 
 
   Sean had offered to pick him up for their evening dinner date, but Caden had thought that was silly seeing as Sean was already at the club, doing whatever club owners did. With it only being two weeks since Caden had been attacked, Sean was still highly protective. While it annoyed Caden at times, he knew that Sean loved him enough to care where he was at all times. It was the Alpha in the man, and Caden wouldn’t have it any other way. He waved at Wendy and Cliff at the bar, as he stood near the entrance watching his mate across the room. Sean clearly hadn’t realized he’d arrived yet. 
 
   Caden was a lot more comfortable at the club than he had been after that first visit. He and Sean had been there at least a half a dozen times in the past two weeks, although this is the first time he’d arrived on his own. From the scene over at Sean and Liam’s table, it would appear his mate had been missed by the club goers. He had a quiet smirk to himself, as he saw Sean trying to disentangle himself from a very persistent large blond man, who apparently didn’t want to take no for an answer. He caught Felix’s eye and winked, but instead of heading across to the table, he turned towards the dance floor instead. His mate would find him soon enough, he was sure of it, and it was that confidence that made him smile. 
 
   /~/~/~/~/
 
   “Where the fuck is Caden? I knew damn well I should have gone and picked him up. For fucks sake, can’t you take a hint, I’m not interested!” The blond steroid-filled hunk gave Sean a surly look and slunk off. Sean straightened his suit jacket and glared at his brother and his mate, both of whom were smirking at him. 
 
   “What are you two idiots grinning at? It’s not fucking funny. At least when Caden’s here, most people leave me alone.” Sean picked up his beer and looked over at the door to the club again. Where was his mate? Caden was over half an hour late, and Sean was getting worried. 
 
   “That’s because your loyal staff have been gossiping about the time Caden knocked out that big brute, Wesley, with one punch. Word is getting around about how possessive he is about you, and the fact that he takes no shit from anyone.”
 
   Sean felt his mouth tug into a reluctant smile. That had been funny. Well, not funny exactly, but when Wesley, another ex-fuck, had cornered Sean in the bathroom and dropped his pants, Caden had charged in like a tiny demon. He had taken one look at Wesley with his pants down and his ass up, and had punched the man right on the jaw. Wesley had gone down like a sack of potatoes, looking just as attractive. 
 
   “Yeah, he’s getting to be a right little spitfire. I just wish he was here already.” Sean looked over at the entrance again, but there was no sign of that mop of white blond hair. 
 
   “You could be a bit more forceful, in telling your ex’s you’re off the market,” Liam suggested. Sean grunted, but didn’t say anything. Yes, Liam was the golden-haired boy who hadn’t been tempted by the flesh at their own club. That meant he could sit, night after night, with his mate, and not have to contend with the number of people who figured Sean was nothing more than a cock machine with no conscience. Damn it. He’d told everyone he was engaged to be married. They had even had an engagement party in the club and left it open to all patrons, just so that the point could be made. But it seemed that a lot of the humans Sean had fucked before were determined to prove they could be the one who could break Sean’s vow of monogamy. Sean knew it wouldn’t happen. Caden knew it wouldn’t happen. But having Caden around certainly helped keep some determined souls away. 
 
   “I’m getting worried about Caden. What if his cab broke down, or he got mugged leaving the studio, or…?”
 
   “Caden arrived ten minutes ago,” Felix said with a smirk. “I think he noticed you were busy, and decided to do some dancing instead. He’s probably trying to relieve some tension after watching his mate getting mauled yet again, by another avid fan. He came in while you were dealing with the blond. Caden knows it’s not good for business if he keeps punching your patrons.”
 
   “Caden’s the one with fans, not me,” Sean said, twisting in his seat, searching the dance floor. Within seconds he caught a glimpse of that mop of hair, that tempting body swaying to the beat, looking just as graceful as Sean had imagined weeks before. His mate was just beautiful; there was no other word to describe him. 
 
   Unfortunately, there seemed to be a number of other men who were just as taken with Caden’s ass in those sinfully tight jeans, and the way a small strip of tanned skin appeared above his belt buckle every time Caden raised his arms. Caden’s new found confidence showed in the way he dressed, moved, and in the fact that he was comfortable enough to go onto the dance floor alone. Well, that was going to change pretty damn quickly. 
 
   Sean growled as he saw a man more blatant than the others grind hard against Caden’s ass. He stood and moved without thinking. No one had the right to touch his mate. He felt his claws lengthen as he headed towards Caden. The interloper had Caden caught in a tight grasp and wasn’t letting him go in a hurry. 
 
   The dancing crowd moved out of his way, probably because of the look of fury Sean knew he was wearing. He was glad of the shades he was wearing because his wolf was front and center in his eyes – a common occurrence when he was out with his mate. Caden’s fame as an artist had grown overnight, and pictures of him appeared regularly in the local media. Journalists loved him because of his looks, and Caden couldn’t go anywhere without requests for interviews and pictures. Liam and Sean had banned all journalists from their club, after Caden was mobbed during a visit the previous week. But the man who currently had Caden in his grips clearly didn’t know who the artist was, or that he was engaged to be married. He was just after that perky ass.
 
   “Let him go,” Sean growled. He didn’t recognize the man, but Caden’s glare was a common sight. Sean focused on the man his wolf perceived as his enemy instead.
 
   “I said, let him go. Now!”
 
   “Hey man, it’s a free country. I got here first. Wait your turn.”
 
   Stupid. The man was just plain stupid. Sean took one step closer and being careful not to hit his mate, took a swing with his meaty fist, and knocked the guy flat on the floor. Unfortunately, the man hadn’t let go of Caden, who ended up sprawled across the man’s body. Everyone on the floor had stopped dancing; watching the scene play out, while the music kept pounding hard enough to break eardrums. Sean leaned down and gave Caden his hand, pulling the man to his feet, and hugging him tight.
 
   “You okay?” He asked, refusing to let Caden go, even though his mate had tensed up in his arms. 
 
   “Of course I am,” Caden growled softly. “I can take care of myself, you know. I was attempting to handle the situation without laying the man out cold. It seems like every night we come here, someone ends up unconscious.”
 
   “Gives Rocky and Bruno something to do,” Sean said into Caden’s hair, as the two bouncers in question walked over and grabbed the prone man by his arms. 
 
   “Really, Caden. Can’t you keep your fists to yourself for one night?” Rocky teased, as he and Bruno prepared to drag the man away.
 
   “You can’t blame me this time,” Caden called out. “Blame this one on your boss.”
 
   Rocky shook his head, and smiled, not something he did that often. It made the guy more approachable, which was probably why it didn’t last very long. Sean gave him a wave, but concentrated on Caden, who had relaxed a bit, swaying gently in his arms. 
 
   “I saved you some dinner,” he whispered in Caden’s ear. 
 
   “Dance with me first,” Caden suggested with a wiggle of his hips. Gently turning his mate around, Sean plastered Caden’s back to his chest and wrapped his arms around Caden’s tiny waist. Just as he imagined, Caden reached up and wrapped an arm around Sean’s neck, the other one resting over Sean’s, and the two men moved slowly with the music. His dad was right, Sean thought, it was a delicious form of foreplay, but for Sean their relationship was so much more than sex. Holding Caden close, Sean was so proud of his artist’s confidence, his ability to care about others, and most importantly the deep resounding love he knew they shared. Caden was finally becoming the Omega he was destined to be, and as for the Alpha? Sean had never been happier. 
 
   The End
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