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  Bear shifter Rob Colton is excited about the future, and after graduating, he is ready to start the next phase of his life. He never expects that life to include a frightened young man that darts out in front of his truck. But one whiff of Casey's sweet smell and Rob knows his future is going to be brighter than ever. He has found his true mate.


  Orphaned at an early age, Casey Newton has bounced from foster home to foster home, never quite finding a place to call his own. When a big, burly man decides Casey is his true mate, the cold and lonely world Casey grew up in begins to change. For once in his life, someone wants him.


  But wanting someone and keeping them safe are two very different things. When the man that has terrorized Casey for most of his life comes after him again, can Casey trust Rob to protect him or will he be tossed away like he has every other time in his life? And will the bond between mates be strong enough to withstand the threat of losing everything they hold dear?
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  Chapter One


  


  He had done it. He had graduated from college without failing a single class. Rob Colton was so excited he almost bounced to his truck, except he didn’t bounce. Ever. It would mess with his hard-earned alphaness. Still, once he was inside his truck and long gone from the campus parking lot, he couldn’t help shouting out his excitement.


  He had graduated!


  Long days attending class combined with even longer nights sitting at the dining room table studying had given him a 3.0 GPA. It wasn’t spectacular and it wouldn’t get him a top-of-the-line job, but he wouldn’t be flipping burgers either.


  God, he hoped he wouldn’t be flipping burgers. He’d rather eat mud. Burnt meat made his inner bear want to puke. Whoever invented flame broiled should be shot. Give him a nice juicy steak passed briefly over the top of an open flame and he was pretty damn happy. Better yet, give him some fresh salmon. Salmon burgers were good, too.


  Rob grinned when he heard his best friend’s unique ringtone blare on his phone. He tapped his Bluetooth earpiece, connecting him to the call. “Yo, dude, we did it.”


  “Right?” Billy Ray Jenson replied.


  “I can’t believe it’s finally over.”


  “Yeah, man, school sucked.”


  Rob couldn’t agree more.


  “We still meeting out by the river tonight?” He couldn’t wait to celebrate.


  He had wanted to drop out of school when he turned eighteen and go to work full-time in his father’s construction company. His parents made him stay in school, and now he was glad they did, but the last few months had been the hardest.


  Unlike the rest of the known universe, shifters had to attend an additional year of school. Most humans assumed it was some sort of advanced high school courses offered by invitation only, and maybe that was true to some extent. The courses they took taught them about their bear history. It taught them how to control their beasts when they were faced with violence or situations that forced their bear to the surface.


  It taught them how to be better bears.


  “You know it.”


  “You and Jed grab the beer,” Rob said. “I’ll bring some steaks.”


  “Cool.”


  Billy Ray was a man of few words, at least few comprehensible words.


  “I need to swing by the house and grab a few things. Then I’ll head out to the river.” And he wanted to talk to his parents now that he had finished school. He wanted to go to work for his father full-time. He had been dreaming of working side by side with his dad since he was seven years old and picked up his first hammer.


  “See you out there.” Rob chuckled as he disconnected the call. He was still reeling from the fact that he had finally graduated. It felt like he had been attending school forever and he had finally been set free. His bear wanted to roar.


  “Holy fucking shit!” Rob slammed on the brakes, his eyes rounding as his truck slid to a stop mere inches from the small figure racing across the road in front of him.


  Wide eyes the color of the warm caramel and edged with kohl peered up at him over the hood of the truck, big fat tears dripping from them down pale white cheeks. Time seemed to stand still as Rob sank into those big liquid eyes, drowning in them.


  Then the man blinked, his dark thick eyelashes sweeping over his tearstained cheeks as he huddled further into his dark-gray hoodie. He turned and started across the road again, the moment broken.


  Rob stared after the lone figure, stunned by the overpowering emotions suddenly running rampant through him. He didn’t understand why his stomach clenched at the sight of those tears or why his dick became so hard he could have punched a hole through a steel plate at those big caramel eyes.


  But he was going to find out.


  Rob growled as he drove his truck to the side of the road and turned the engine off. He jumped out of the truck and raced after the little man, catching sight of him hurrying down a dirt path on the side of the road that led into the woods.


  He quickly caught up with his prey, barely panting from exertion. He grabbed the guy’s arm, his eyebrows shooting up when the he instantly dropped to the ground and curled into himself.


  “Please, don’t hurt me,” the man whimpered as he covered his head with his arms.


  Rob growled, his gaze snapping back and forth as he scanned his immediate surroundings for signs of danger. Spotting nothing out of place, Rob lifted his nose and drew in a lungful of air. He smelled the forest—trees and dirt and the slightly musty smell of dead leaves.


  And apples…cinnamon and apples.


  Rob frowned in confusion. If he didn’t know better, he’d think someone was out in the middle of the woods baking an apple pie. God, he loved apple pie. It was without a doubt his favorite desert next to honey.


  Nothing tasted better than honey.


  Dismissing his wild thoughts, Rob turned his attention back to the man cowering on the ground at his feet. A deep mind-numbing rage began to take hold of him when he noticed the bruises showing up through the rips in the man’s hoodie. There was even a trickle of blood at the corner of the man’s mouth, no doubt due from the cut on his fat lip.


  Someone had worked this poor guy over, and hard.


  Rob squatted down next to the smaller man. Jeez, he had to outweigh him by at least a hundred pounds, if not more. The little thing was all skin and bones.


  And bruises, there were a shitload of bruises.


  “What happened, cub?” Rob spoke in his gentlest voice, which wasn’t easy when his usual tone was deep and rough. It matched his looks. He was big and fierce and made like a brick shit house. And for once in his life, he wished he wasn’t so intimidating.


  The poor thing was going to shake apart.


  “Sshhh, it’s okay.” Rob tried to sooth the man by rubbing his back. “You’re safe now. No one is going to hurt you.”


  When a little of the tension eased in the man’s body, Rob lifted him up into a sitting position, surprised by how easily he could move the guy. He had lifted heavier bags of cement.


  Big light brown eyes peeked up at Rob through a fall of honey-blond hair. Rob reached down and gingerly touched the man’s swollen bottom lip, grimacing at the wince of pain that crossed the guy’s face.


  “What happened to you, cub?”


  “They took my bike.” The words were whispered in the sweetest voice Rob had ever heard. It wrapped around him like a blanket of tranquility he hadn't felt in all his years. If he had been a cat, he would have purred.


  He wasn’t a cat.


  “Who took your bike, cub?”


  “Casey,” the man said as his eyes flickered up for a moment before darting away. “My name is Casey Newton, not cub.”


  Rob chuckled at the small flicker of defiance he could see in those warm caramel-brown eyes. He knew who Casey was. While they didn’t run in the same circles, Rob had seen the man around town. He might not have known his name until now, but he knew who Casey was.


  “I like cub.”


  And he liked this particular cub. The draw to cradle Casey in his arms and hold him close, protecting him from all the evils in the world, was riding him hard. Rob had felt the same way each time one of his siblings came into the world, just never to this magnitude.


  He’d kill a rock for his mate…


  Fuck.


  Rob dropped back onto his butt on the ground as he stared at Casey’s shaking form… His mate. How in the hell had that happened? Mating with a human was against clan law. It wasn’t allowed—ever—and Rob had never heard of a bear mating with anyone except another bear.


  And yet, he still knew deep down in his soul that Casey was his mate. The knowledge that he was sitting there staring down at his true mate rocked Rob to his soul. While everyone knew they had a true mate out there somewhere, most found someone they were compatible with and imprinted on them because true mates were so very rare.


  Rob wanted to gather Casey in his arms and keep him away from the rest of the world. Casey was sweet and gentle. Rob could see it in his eyes. He needed to be protected. He needed a buffer between him and danger.


  Luckily for Casey, Rob was big enough to be that buffer, and he’d start with getting the man’s bike back for him. “Who took your bike, Casey?” Because Rob was going to kill them for hurting his cub.


  “Ray—” Casey’s audible swallow was so filled with fear that it shook his small thin frame. “Raymond.”


  Rob barely held back his growl of disgust. “Raymond Barker?”


  Casey’s honey-blond hair flopped on his forehead as he nodded enthusiastically.


  “Oh, cub.” Casey had tangled with one of the premier assholes in the entire town. Raymond Barker was the son of the current alpha and fully expected to be the next alpha when his father stepped down. He often acted as if he already had the position.


  He thought he was big and bad.


  He was just bad.


  Casey’s lips trembled as he rubbed the tip of his finger over the swollen bloody cut on the corner of his bottom lip. “He hit me.” Casey’s lips thinned as he glanced away, sniffling. “He’s always hitting me.”


  Rob’s growl rumbled low in his chest. There was no way he could have kept it suppressed after hearing that Casey was getting knocked around on a normal basis. That would no longer be allowed.


  “He ripped my hoodie,” Casey whispered as he plucked at one of the tears on the gray material.


  Over Casey’s whimpered protests, Rob grabbed the edges of the man's ripped hoodie and pulled it up over his head. He grabbed his own hoodie and whipped off before pulling it down over Casey’s head.


  “This should keep you warm.” The dark-blue fabric swam on Casey’s slim form. Casey could probably tuck his knees up to his chest and the sweatshirt would cover all of him. But it also smelled like Rob, and knowing his mate was covered by his scent made his bear very happy.


  “Did Raymond give you those bruises?” He hadn’t missed the bruises coloring Casey’s skin from his side to his belly button. They looked a couple of days old so he didn’t think they came from today’s altercation with Raymond, which meant the idiot had gone after Casey in the past.


  “He likes to pick on me.”


  Rob could barely keep his growl to himself as he lifted Casey into his arms and then stood, starting toward his truck. He was going to feed Raymond his teeth.


  “What are you doing?” Casey’s voice was pure panic.


  Rob sent Casey a smile of reassurance. “We’re going to go get your bike back.”


  “No!” Casey started to struggle, wiggling in Rob’s arms. It was all Rob could do to hold on to the thrashing man, especially once he reached his truck and needed one hand to open the door before setting Casey down on the seat.


  “Enough, cub.” His voice, while gentle, brooked no defiance.


  Casey froze. Rob wasn’t even sure he was even breathing. He reached out to stroke the side of his face, gritting his teeth when Casey reared back from him as if he thought he was going to be hit.


  Rob slowly cupped both sides of Casey’s face and tilted it up toward his. “I will never hurt you, Casey, nor will I allow anyone else hurt you ever again.” He knew his voice was sincere so he was confused when Casey frowned. “What is it, cub?”


  “Why?”


  That one was easy.


  “Because you’re mine.”


  Chapter Two


  


  He had fallen down the freaking rabbit hole. That was the only explanation as to why he was sitting in some giant monster truck with a man built like a tank, and on his way to retrieve his stolen bike from a man that made it part of his weekly schedule to beat the crap out of him.


  Casey shot Rob a glance out of the corner of his eye, swallowing hard when he saw the muscles in the man’s arm bulge. Jeez, what did the man eat? Boulders? He was huge. His arms were as big around as Casey’s thighs. He probably drove the large macho truck because it was the only thing that would fit him.


  “I really don’t need my bike.”


  Much.


  “We’re getting your bike back, cub.” The sheer force behind Rob’s words sent a shiver down Casey’s spine. This was not a man to be messed with. “It’s time that Raymond learned he can’t pick on you anymore.”


  “But—” Casey pressed his lips together and glanced away when Rob shot him a look.


  “It’s not up for debate.”


  Casey couldn’t help but wonder if Rob had a screw loose. No one went up against Raymond Barker willingly. The man had ruled the campus since day one. Raymond made sure everyone knew who he was and those who didn’t acknowledge him as big man on campus were made to regret that decision.


  That was kind of where Casey was at the moment. By state rules, he had till the end of summer after he graduated from high school to move out of his foster home. He had been working every available shift he could get at the bakery in order to save up. And he wouldn’t be able to afford his own apartment for a couple of more months. Casey knew he had to suffer through, even if life sucked, and it did.


  He didn’t understand what had drawn Raymond to him but he had found himself the recipient of Raymond’s fury every time he saw the man. Casey tried to avoid Raymond as much as possible, but it often felt as though the man hunted him down just to beat the crap out of him.


  “I really don’t need my bike,” Casey tried again. He’d do just about anything to avoid another confrontation with Raymond. He was still healing from last week’s beatdown and now he had today’s injuries to add to that. He didn’t need to have any more.


  “We’re getting your bike back, Casey.” There was something disapproving in Rob’s gaze that unsettled Casey. It made his stomach knot.


  “I know who you are,” Casey said to get the conversation headed somewhere else. “I’ve seen you around campus.”


  He just couldn’t believe that Rob Colton was talking to him. Raymond Barker might be the big man on campus, but Rob Colton was bigger. He also didn’t need to beat the crap out of people to gain their respect. He earned it naturally.


  And yet there was something edgy about that man that was intimidating as hell, and it wasn’t just his massive size. Any man that was six and half feet tall would be intimidating to Casey. Rob seemed to have something more, almost like there was a wildness just below the surface, waiting to be released.


  Casey wrapped his fingers around his seatbelt when they pulled into the campus parking lot and he spotted Raymond and his cohorts hanging out near the guy’s sports car. A few of the cheerleaders from school were standing there, vying for the man’s attention. Word had it Raymond was working his way through the entire cheerleading squad.


  “We really don’t have to do this,” Casey insisted when he spotted his bike leaning against a trash can near the small crowd of people. He didn’t need his bicycle. He could walk.


  Hell, he could run.


  “We’re doing this,” Rob said as he parked his truck several spots away from Raymond and the others, and then shut it off. He turned and patted Casey’s thigh. “It’s going to be okay, Casey.”


  “But…” Casey swallowed when nervousness thickened in his throat. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”


  The corner of Rob’s mouth quirked up. “Have a little more confidence in me, cub.”


  “I don’t know you.” How could he have confidence in someone he didn’t know?


  Rob grinned. “You will.”


  Casey didn’t know what to say, or even if he should say anything at all. Instead, he just sat there and watched Rob get out of the truck and walk across the parking lot toward Casey’s worst nightmare. Fear grabbed a hold of him when Rob confronted Raymond. He couldn’t hear what was being said but he sure could see the angry gestures.


  Raymond’s face was turning red.


  Casey cried out and slid across the bench seat to the driver’s side window when Raymond swung at Rob, the man’s fist plowing into Rob’s face. Casey knew just how much that hurt. His jaw dropped when Rob merely wiped the blood off his lip and then laughed.


  The man laughed.


  He was insane.


  Casey flinched and jerked back when Rob drew back his arm and then punched Raymond so hard the man flew up over the hood of his car. The two men were pretty much evenly matched when it came to size, but it was clear to anyone watching that Rob was stronger. He picked Raymond up off the car and tossed him through the air as if he was as light as a feather.


  When the guys that hung with Raymond started toward Rob, the man turned and said something. Casey couldn’t tell exactly what he said, but whatever it was scared the guys enough that they backed off.


  Casey wished he had that ability.


  By the time Rob started across the parking lot, Raymond was just rolling to his hands and knees. Rob grabbed him by his hair and forced the man to his feet before yanking him back across the parking lot to where Casey’s bike was.


  When Rob started gesturing and Raymond nodded quickly, Casey slapped a hand over his mouth as a giggle escaped. He had never seen anyone manhandle Raymond Barker. He wasn’t even sure it had ever happened. No one was brave enough to go up against the man.


  Until now.


  When Rob pointed back toward the truck and Raymond turned, Casey quickly scooted back and then slid down onto the floorboard. Rob might be brave enough to stand up to Raymond, but Casey was a chicken through and through. He had learned the hard way the futility of opposing Raymond.


  The scrape of metal on metal was accompanied by the truck swaying as Rob put the bike in the back of the truck. Casey closed his eyes and prayed Raymond hadn’t hurt Rob in some manner and was even now coming after him. The thought of Rob being injured made his stomach queasy. The man was trying to help him and Casey was cowering in the truck like a weenie. He deserved to have his head handed to him.


  Rob was probably regretting ever picking him up.


  Casey squeaked and cowered down when the door opened. When nothing happened, he peeked up through his arms. “Rob?”


  “Hey, cub.”


  Casey winced when he spotted the bloody cut on the corner of Rob’s mouth. It was already healing, but it still looked painful. “Does it hurt?”


  “This?” Rob wiped away a drop of blood, staring down at it for a moment before shrugging his shoulders. “I’ve had worse.”


  Casey had, too, and that was one of the reasons he was so in awe of the powerful man. “You fought Raymond for me.”


  An easy grin spread across Rob’s lips, his gray eyes beginning to sparkle. “I’d do anything for you, cub.”


  Casey’s heart thundered in his chest at the adoring glint he could see shining in Rob’s eyes. No one had ever looked at him like that. No one had ever looked at him as if he mattered.


  Gathering up little courage he had, Casey climbed up onto the seat and then scooted toward Rob. He opened his mouth to offer…something…when a flash of movement behind the man caught his attention.


  “Rob!” he screamed out in warning.


  The man swung around so fast, it belied his large stature. Rob raised his arm to stop the downward momentum of the steel pipe in Raymond’s hands. Casey cringed when he heard a distinctive snap. Having broken a few bones in his life, he knew what that sound meant, and he knew how much pain Rob must be in.


  Casey began to shake as fear knotted in his stomach. His eyes darted back and forth as he watched the two men grapple with each other. Raymond had the upper hand since he had broken Rob’s arm, but that didn’t seem to be swaying Rob one bit. The man was going after Raymond as if he intended to kill him.


  Casey had to do something. He spotted the steel pipe on the ground. He cast a quick glance at the two men fighting before sliding out of the truck and reaching for the weapon.


  “No, Casey!”


  Casey jumped back so fast he stumbled and fell on the ground, landing hard on his butt. He stared up at Rob with wide frightened eyes.


  Rob pointed to the truck.


  Casey scrambled to his feet and raced back to the truck, jumping inside and slamming the door behind him. His heart pounded painfully in his chest as he hit the lock and then turned to stare out the window.


  Rob was once again fighting with Raymond. The two of them fought as if they had all day to exchange punches. The scene was getting bloodier and bloodier by the second. Casey was just amazed that Rob continued to fight Raymond with one hand. He held the other one close to his side as if trying to protect it. The other one was pounding into Raymond’s face every time the man got close.


  Raymond was losing the fight.


  Casey slid down in the seat when the local sheriff came tearing into the parking lot, lights flashing. He peered over the edge of the window to watch what was going on just in time to see the sheriff jump out of his patrol car and run over to break up the fight. Rob was still cradling his injured hand to his stomach but he wasn’t pummeling Raymond anymore.


  Too bad.


  Raymond, on the other hand, seemed to be doing an awful lot of talking, or rather screaming and yelling. Casey swallowed hard when the sheriff’s eyes cut in his direction. It took every ounce of what little courage he had not to slide back down to the floorboards.


  The law in town wasn’t exactly bad, but they tended to look the other way a lot of the time, especially when it came to people born on the wrong side of the tracks. Not only had Casey been born on the wrong side of the tracks, but his drug-addicted mother had overdosed when he was a baby, leaving him an orphan.


  He had no idea who is father was. No one did. That was another strike against him. Bouncing from foster home to foster home after he ran away time and again hadn’t gained him any friends. Instead, it gave him a reputation as a punk kid that didn’t appreciate what was given to him by the good folks of King City.


  If they only knew what some of his foster parents tried to give him behind closed doors. Casey ran because he had reason to, not because he wanted to. He had spent more than one night hiding in his closet, staying awake so he could hear if someone came into his room.


  Not all of his foster homes had been bad. Most people had been civil, but there had been no doubt that Casey was there to bring in a check. He wasn’t going to find a forever home and be loved and accepted. He was actually starting to wonder if such a thing existed.


  Casey was in no way surprised when the sheriff waved Raymond away and the asshole headed across the parking lot to get in his sports car and speed off. He had seen it before. It was as though no matter what Raymond did, those in charge looked the other way.


  The man was an ass.


  After watching Raymond’s car disappear around a corner, Casey turned his attention back to Rob and the sheriff. The two men were talking, Rob’s stance one of rigid anger and indignation. The sheriff just stood there with a cold fury on his face as if what he was hearing pissed him off. Casey just couldn’t figure out exactly who the sheriff was angry at.


  He prayed it wasn’t him. He had to stay in King City a couple more months if he wanted to have enough money to move somewhere far away from here, and it would help if he wasn’t being harassed by the local law enforcement.


  He swallowed hard when Rob walked over and grabbed the metal pipe off the ground and turned to hand it to the sheriff. The older man’s jaw clenched. Casey couldn’t hear what the man said, but he could tell from the way his face darkened that his words were clipped and angry.


  Rob reached out and shook the sheriff’s hand and then turned toward him. When he reached the truck, Casey unlocked the door before scooting back across the seat. He held his breath as he watched Rob open the door and climb inside.


  The silence was thickening.


  “Are you mad at me?” Casey whispered in a weak and tremulous voice.


  “No, cub. I’m not mad at you.”


  Casey tried to relax, to not be frightened, but Rob was still clenching his jaw. “You yelled at me before.”


  “You were trying to pick up that pipe.”


  Casey’s eyes dropped to his lap. “You were hurt,” he replied in a small voice. “I wanted to help.” He inhaled a shaky breath when he felt Rob’s fingers on his chin, lifting his head. “I’m sorry.”


  Rob’s expression softened, his gray eyes turning tender. “Come here, cub.”


  Casey eyed Rob for a moment before reaching over and taking the hand Rob held out to him. He gasped in surprise when he was dragged across the seat and onto Rob’s lap. He was turned and twisted, pushed and pulled. By the time he was situated just the way Rob wanted, he was straddling the man’s lap. The big man was rubbing his stubble over the side of Casey’s face and neck.


  “Are you scenting me?”


  Casey tucked his lips in when Rob stilled.


  “What do you know of scenting, Casey?” Rob’s tone was stilted, measured. His eyes were sharp and assessing when they met Casey’s.


  Casey gulped, puzzled by the abrupt change in Rob’s mood. He had seemed so easy going a mere moment ago. He wasn’t angry right now, but he didn’t seem happy either. “U–um…wh–when a be–bear shi–shifter wants to sce–scent some–someone, they…they—”


  Rob’s large fingers gripped Casey’s jaw, tilting his head up. “You know about bear shifters, cub?”


  Casey’s eyes rounded. “We live in a town full of shifters.”


  Hell, even his foster parents were shifters.


  Rob suddenly checked, his features easing. “Well, that makes this a whole lot easier then.”


  Casey blinked in confusion. “Makes what easier?”


  “Claiming you as my true mate.”


  Chapter Three


  


  Rob was floating on cloud nine as they drove down the street a little while later. Casey seemed a little flustered at his announcement, but the man hadn’t moved from his side since Rob had placed him there. In fact, he had scooted as close as his seat belt would allow, which was just fine with Rob.


  Casey was tight lipped, which worried Rob a little, but he let it go for now, hoping the man was merely processing the sudden changes in his life. Rob had no intention of give Casey up so the guy better get used to being the mate of a bear shifter.


  Despite his resolve to claim Casey, he knew he still needed to talk to his parents. He had thought to talk to them about joining his father’s construction company. Now, he needed their help to find a place for him and his cub to live.


  “Where do you live, cub?” Maybe finding that out would be a good start.


  “Now that I’ve graduated, state law says my foster parents have to give me until the end of the summer to find my own place, so I still live with them.” He didn’t sound happy about that.


  “You live with foster parents?”


  “Yeah.” Casey shrugged like that meant nothing. “My mom died when I was little.”


  “And your father?”


  “I don’t know. He was gone before I was born. I don’t even know who he was.” The words were stilted with shame.


  Rob couldn’t reach over and hug Casey due to his broken hand. He had to keep his good one on the steering wheel. Instead, he leaned down and pressed a quick kiss to the top of Casey’s head when they stopped at a red light.


  “Not knowing where you come from is nothing to be ashamed of, cub. It is your father’s responsibility to insure you know the path to our ancestors, not yours.”


  “That’s for bear shifters.”


  “That is for anyone, Casey. Cubs are precious and every bear knows that. We have a responsibility to teach them and guide them so that they become better bears.”


  Casey stared, wide eyed. “You call me cub. Does that include me?”


  “It does.” Rob sent Casey a wink. He could hear the desire to belong in Casey’s voice and wanted to assure the man that he did. “I will teach you everything you need to know about being the mate of a bear.”


  Pulling up in front of the house he shared with his parents, Rob shut off the engine and pocketed the keys before turning to look at his mate. “Does my being a bear scare you, Casey?”


  “No.” But there was a bit of hesitation in Casey’s eyes, belying his response.


  “You know I will never hurt you.”


  “You won’t but…”


  Rob wrapped his good arm around Casey, pulling the man tighter to his side even as he leaned down and rested his chin on the top of Casey’s head. “That’s lesson one, cub. A bear devotes his entire life to making sure his mate is healthy and happy, and that includes protecting you from dirt bags like Raymond Barker.”


  Casey tilted his head back, his caramel-colored eyes wide and uncertain. “Me?” he whispered in a voice clouded with doubt.


  “Yes, cub, you.” Rob smiled at the stunned disbelief shining so brightly in Casey’s face. The poor man had no idea how much his life had just changed. With one look, he had become the most important person in Rob’s life.


  “Come on, let’s go on inside so I can shift and heal this.” Rob held up his swollen and bruised hand. He wanted to get it over and done with so that he could hold Casey with both arms.


  Casey’s eyes darted toward the two story New England Colonial style house. “In there?”


  “This is where my family lives, Casey.” It was also where he hoped Casey would agree to live until they could afford a place of their own.


  “But…your parents…”


  “My parents will welcome you with open arms.” At least, Rob prayed that was true. Casey being a man wasn’t that big of a thing, even if his mother was going to bemoan the loss of grandchildren. Male or female, a true mate was a true mate, and accepted by everyone.


  It was the whole human thing that was going to be the problem.


  Rob reached across his body and opened the door with his good hand. He slid out of the truck and then turned back and held his hand out to Casey, waiting patiently as the man decided whether to take it or not. He didn’t want to force Casey to do anything. He wanted his true mate to walk by his side because that was where the man wanted to be.


  That didn’t mean he was going to let Casey go—ever.


  Rob’s eyes swept over Casey’s face approvingly when the man took his hand. “Good, cub.”


  He didn’t blame Casey when he walked slowly toward the house. He was a little hesitant himself. He had always known he was loved. His parents had always made sure of that, even if they had been strict. Bringing home a human mate was something altogether different.


  Rob pushed open the front door and pulled Casey in after him before shutting the door. “Mom, Dad, I’m home.”


  “We’re in the kitchen, dear.”


  Rob smiled at the sound of his mother’s voice. No voice on earth was as sweet. Rob frowned as he thought about that and then thought about the man standing next to him trying to burrow into his side. There might be one voice that sounded sweeter.


  “Well, who do we have here?” Maggie Colton wiped her hands on a hand towel and then draped it over her shoulder. Rob couldn’t remember ever seeing his mother cooking without a hand towel on her shoulder. It was like a cooking essential in his mother’s kitchen.


  “Mom, Dad, this is Casey Newton.” Rob swallowed his fear and plastered a smile on his face. “My true mate.”


  The silence that hung in the room as his parents stared at him was deafening. No one said a thing. No one moved, not until Casey started to shake.


  Rob growled as he turned, dismissing his parents from his mind as he wrapped Casey up in his arm. Reassuring his cub and making sure he wasn’t scared was more important than anything or anyone.


  “Sshhh, cub. It’s okay.” Rob rubbed his good hand up and down Casey’s slender back. “You’re safe here. No one will hurt you.”


  “No, of course not. You’re safe in this house,” Maggie said as she stepped over to the stove. She waved hand to the small dinette where her husband sat. “Have a seat, Casey. I’ll make us some tea. I’m sure I have some honey cookies around here somewhere.”


  Big surprise there. Maggie Colton always had honey cookies. They were kind of a staple in a house full of bears.


  Rob led Casey over to the opposite side of the table from his father. He pulled a chair out for Casey and then sat down next to him. Casey’s hand was cold and clammy when he took it, but the death grip Casey had on him once their fingers were entwined let him know his mate needed the contact.


  “What happened to your hand, son?” Robert Colton asked.


  Rob grimaced as he glanced down at his injured hand. The healing had already begun and it no longer pained him as it had when it happened. There was still a slight twinge as bones and muscles knitted back together but nothing he couldn’t live with.


  “I broke it.”


  “I can see that,” Robert replied in a voice only a parent would use.


  Rob knew he wasn’t going to get away with not telling his father what had happened. He just didn’t want to admit he had lost his temper, even if it had been for a good reason.


  “He was protecting me,” Casey said in a quiet voice that cut across the room like a bullet.


  Robert stared at Casey for the longest moment before lifting his eyes and looking at Rob. “Is that true, son?”


  “Raymond stole Casey’s bicycle and beat him up. I went and got it back for him.”


  Robert sighed. “Am I going to be getting a call from Alpha Barker?”


  “I don’t think so.” He hoped not anyway. Those types of phone calls never ended well. “Sheriff Garret showed up and broke the fight up. I’m sure he’ll take the evidence to the alpha but it was a clear case of self-defense.”


  Robert’s eyebrow arched in a way that said the man disagreed with him. “You fought with the alpha’s son over a bike and you think that equates self-defense?”


  “After I showed Raymond the errors of his ways, I started to leave. Raymond came after me with a steel pipe and broke my hand. He attacked me while my back was turned.”


  Rob felt Casey jump when a glass shattered on the floor. He saw his mom grimace as she bent down to pick up the pieces. He scooted his chair back from the table and then scooped the man up with one arm, planting Casey on his lap. He wrapped his good arm around him and rubbed his cheek against the top of Casey’s head.


  “It’s okay, cub. Just breathe me in.” Rob smiled when he heard Casey’s deep inhale. “Lesson number two, Casey. The scent of your mate is calming and comforting. Whenever you’re feeling uncertain, just sniff me.”


  The most wonderful sound Rob had ever heard filled his ears.


  Casey giggled.


  Rob wanted to hear more of that sweet sound. Unable to help himself, he lifted Casey’s chin and then leaned down and pressed a light kiss to his lips. He kept his voice low when he spoke. “That’s a beautiful sound, cub. I’d like to hear more of it.”


  Casey’s caramel-colored eyes turned liquid as they filled with tears. Rob tucked the man’s head against his neck to save him the embarrassment of crying in front of people he didn’t know, and to regain some control of his own riotous emotions. He was angered that something as simple as a few words had brought his mate to tears.


  “I made these fresh today,” Rob’s mom said as she set a plate of honey cookies on the table. They were a lot like sugar cookies, only made with honey, which was so much better.


  “You’ll like these, cub.” He reached over and snagged one, holding it up for Casey. He grinned when Casey took a bite and then moaned as he chewed, his eyes sliding closed in what could only be described as taste bud ecstasy. “Good, huh?”


  “These are heavenly.” Casey’s caramel eyes danced as he opened them and glanced at Maggie. “Can I get the recipe? I’d like to learn how to make them for Rob.”


  When he heard his mother’s tinkling laughter, Rob knew Casey had just won the woman over. Nothing pleased Maggie Colton more than someone that wanted to care for her family.


  “How about I teach you how to make them?” Maggie asked instead.


  Rob felt Casey still in his arms.


  “You’d do that?” Casey whispered with an expectant breath.


  “You are my son’s true mate,” Maggie said with a wink. “That makes you family.”


  Casey turned and buried his face in Rob’s neck. Rob felt him inhale several times as tears dripped down onto his skin. He sent his mother a grateful smile as he rubbed his hand up and down Casey’s back again.


  The relief he felt that his parents accepted his mate was just barely overshadowed by Casey’s acceptance of him. Casey had said he wanted to learn to make honey cookies for him. That had to mean he had plans for them to be together.


  Rob’s bear was one very happy furry.


  “I’m going to go shift,” Rob said as he lifted Casey and set him on his feet with his good arm. “The guys are waiting for us down at the river. I want to take Casey down there and introduce him.”


  “Don’t you think we should discuss this first?” his father asked as he gave a little nod in Casey’s direction.


  Rob clenched his jaw as he shot his father a look. “There is nothing to discuss. Casey is mine.”


  “Son—”


  “Let them go, Robert,” Maggie said from the kitchen. “Real life and responsibility will catch up to them soon enough. Let them be boys for one more day.”


  Robert set his coffee cup down and glanced at his wife over his shoulder. “Maggie—”


  “Let it go, Robert.” Maggie’s voice was stern.


  “Please don’t,” Casey whispered as his entire body started to shake. “Don’t argue.”


  Robert’s eyes were wide with surprise when he turned back around. “Son, we’re not arguing.”


  “But—” Casey’s panicked eyes darted between Robert and Maggie. “You were starting to yell.”


  Maggie wiped her hands on her towel and then tossed it over her shoulder once again before walking into the dining area and stopping behind her mate. Her hand came to rest on Robert’s shoulder.


  “Casey, we’ve been mates for a lot of years and I can honestly say that in all that time, we have never raised our voices to each other. It’s not allowed in this household. That doesn’t mean we don’t have disagreements because we do, but we talk them out. We don’t yell them out. That never solves anything.”


  “She’s right, cub,” Rob said. “I’ve never heard my parents raise their voices to each other.” Casey’s words made him wonder about the man’s home life. He knew living in foster care couldn’t be easy, but was it that horrible? “Casey, is there a lot of yelling at home?”


  Casey’s face flushed as if he was suddenly embarrassed. “Sometimes.” He stared at his lithe fingers as he twisted them together. “My foster dad works a lot and he likes things a certain way when he comes home. He gets growly when they’re not.”


  Rob’s eyebrows shot up. “Growly?”


  Casey nodded as he looked up. “He’s a bear.”


  “Your foster parents are bear shifters?”


  Casey nodded again.


  “Well, I guess that explains how you know about shifters.”


  “I’ve always been placed in shifter foster homes.”


  “Are you a shifter, son?” Robert asked.


  “No.” Casey frowned as he looked off into space for a moment, almost as if he needed to think about it. “At least, I don’t think I am. I’ve never been able to shift and everyone says I smell like a human.”


  “Lies, all lies.” Rob chuckled. “You smell like apples and cinnamon.”


  Color flooded Casey’s face again as he peeked up at Rob. “Really?”


  “Yep.” Rob’s grin grew when Casey ducked his head, but not before he saw the small smile spreading across the man’s face. He leaned down close to Casey’s ear. “And later I’m going to lick you all over and see if you taste as good as you smell.”


  Casey’s wide eyes dominated his flushed face. He swallowed hard enough for Rob to hear it. “Really?”


  “Promise.”


  Rob’s eyes went as wide as Casey’s when the man shuddered.


  Casey’s eyes darted across the room for a moment before rising up to look at Rob. “I’d really like that,” he whispered almost silently.


  This time, Rob was the one to shudder as want and need swamped him, and made his skin tight. He had been so concerned with keeping Casey safe, he had barely taken time to acknowledge the powerful arousal he had felt since the second he laid eyes on the gorgeous little man. His aching cock had seemed unimportant when faced with protecting his true mate.


  Now, though…


  Rob drew in a shallow breath as he tried to regain some of his control. It would not be a good thing to drag his mate up to his room and ravish him before they had a chance to get to know each other just a bit more. He needed to make sure Casey knew exactly what he was getting into before he claimed him.


  He also didn’t want his parents listening in as he did his level best to rock Casey’s world. He hadn’t been a virgin for quite a while now but he was pretty damn sure Casey was. The man just seemed too innocent to be anything else.


  And that made his bear very happy.


  “Can I watch you shift?” Casey asked. He looked up at Rob with dreamy eyes that almost stole his breath. “My foster parents refused to let me watch. I’ve never seen it before. They wouldn’t even discuss it with me.”


  Rob chuckled as he pulled Casey into his embrace again. “Casey, I’ll do anything for you.”


  Chapter Four


  


  Casey stared up at Rob in wonder. He didn’t know what he had done in a previous life to deserve a man like Rob, but he’d do it again if it meant being looked at with such tenderness. Rob was smiling down at him, his gray eyes twinkling as if he truly meant the things he was saying.


  “Come on, cub.”


  Casey almost tripped over his own two feet as he hurried to follow Rob. Not only did he want to see the man shift but he didn’t like being away from him. Besides the fact that the man was unusually warm, Casey just felt safer with him.


  It had been that way almost from the beginning.


  Almost.


  Casey still felt some trepidation whenever he stood next to Rob. The large man could take him out with one good smack. Rob was built like a linebacker, solid. The wide outline of his shoulders strained against the fabric of his shirt. He towered over Casey by almost an entire foot.


  Still, his powerful, muscular body moved with an easy grace, and he carried himself with an air of self-confidence, as if he knew exactly who he was and where he was going.


  In a word, he exuded rough masculinity.


  Nervousness started climbing slowly up Casey’s spine when they reached the living room and Rob turned to face him. Was the man really going to shift into a bear?


  “I want you to remember something, Casey.”


  Casey nodded.


  “I don’t want you to be afraid when I shift. No matter what form I’m in, I will never hurt you. I will always know who you are. Can you remember that?”


  Casey nodded but as he watched Rob stand back and start to strip off his clothes, he wondered if he could keep his word. He wasn’t sure he was going to be able to remember anything.


  “What…what are you doing?” Casey asked when Rob’s hand went to the buttons on his jeans.


  Rob chuckled. “These are my favorite jeans, cub. I have to take them off so they don’t shred when I shift.”


  “You’re getting naked?”


  Had someone moved Christmas to June and not told him?


  Casey breathed in shallow, quick gasps as he watched Rob peel his clothes off. He wanted to ask if the man needed help but he was afraid he’d groan out loud if he opened his mouth. Rob was very hairy, and Casey wanted nothing more than to run his fingers through all that fur.


  He kept his eyes on Rob’s face and chest because he knew if he looked lower, he’d start to drool. There was also a very real possibility that he’d drop to his knees and beg to be able to suck the guy off. Just the thought had his mouth watering.


  “Are you watching, cub?”


  Casey nodded rapidly. Like he could look away.


  In seconds, Rob’s large human form changed. The dark hair on Rob’s body started to thicken until not an inch of skin remained visible. His face began to change, his mouth and nose pushing out into a muzzle. His ears grew longer, pointier. As Rob dropped down onto all fours, fingers and toes morphed into razor sharp claws as his hands and feet changed into paws.


  When the change was done, a massive brown bear stood in front of Casey. His nostrils flared as he started to instinctively sniff the air, his gray eyes instantly landing on Casey. A low rumble filled the air.


  Casey swallowed so hard his throat hurt. “Nice bear.”


  The bear’s claws clicked on the floor as he walked forward. God, he was massive. Standing directly in front of Casey, Rob was face-to-face with him. The bear wasn’t the size of a large dog. He was the size of a Buick. Even standing on all fours, he might have even been a bit taller than Casey.


  Casey tried not to whimper when a snout was pushed into his neck and the bear took a deep breath. Another rumble filled the air right before the bear started rubbing against him. Casey reached out hesitantly, petting the bear’s fur.


  Oh, it was soft.


  Casey forgot to be afraid as he sank his fingers into the soft brown fur. It was like downy fur of a baby kitten. Casey leaned closer and buried his face in the fur at the bear’s neck. There was an…earthy scent to the fur, almost like dirt and leaves and the crisp, clean morning air at dawn. It was as enticing as it was calming.


  Casey had the strangest urge to roll around on Rob’s fur…naked.


  His face flaming, Casey jerked back. “Sorry.” He licked his lips as his eyes darted away. “That was very rude of me.”


  Casey giggled when Rob butted his head into him. Apparently, rubbing against Rob’s fur was acceptable. Keeping a close watch on the bear, Casey sank his hands into Rob’s fur again. He shivered as he felt Rob’s nose press into the crease of his neck, licking at his flushed skin.


  Casey pressed his lips together when another giggle threatened to break free. Whether Rob found it adorable or not, Casey found it embarrassing as hell. He didn’t laugh or chuckle like other men. He freaking giggled.


  Rob made a huffing sound that Casey interpreted as a bear laugh. He leaned back to look up into the bear’s eyes. He expected to see the predator in Rob. What he saw was the same thing he saw when Rob was in human form.


  Adoration.


  “Why is this happening?” Casey whispered.


  He wanted what the heat in Rob’s eyes promised but he was afraid to reach out and grab it. So many things in his life had gone bad that he had begun to think if he didn’t have bad luck, he wouldn’t have any luck at all.


  Every time he thought he had found something—or someone—good in his life, it got yanked away, and usually painfully. He was afraid to hope because it felt like this time mattered so much more. It also felt as if he lost Rob, he wouldn’t survive it.


  “Rob.”


  The large bear towering over him shuddered. Casey’s jaw dropped as he felt bones reshape themselves. Muscles stretched and popped. The soft fur pressed against him receded, leaving behind tanned skin smattered with dark hair.


  In mere moments, a man stood where a bear had been…a very naked man. Casey swallowed hard as he tried desperately not to let his gaze drop. “Rob,” he said again, a little more breathlessly. “You’re naked.”


  Rob chuckled as he reached for his jeans and pulled them up his legs. “You’d better get used to seeing me naked, cub. Once we’re mated, you’ll be seeing it a lot.”


  “A–and wh–when will that be?” Casey was equal parts needy and scared. He wanted to feel Rob’s body against his but he was afraid to voice what he wanted, afraid to ask for it and be rejected, or even worse, laughed at.


  Rob grinned as he buttoned up his jeans and then stepped into Casey’s personal bubble space. A needy little whimper left Casey’s throat as his gaze slid over the ruggedly handsome man. He couldn’t remember any other bear looking this good.


  Rob’s fingers tangled in Casey’s hair, giving a gentle tug until Casey tilted his head back. He lips pressed against Casey’s, and then gently covered his mouth. His tongue traced the soft fullness of Casey’s lips as he explored. The caress of Rob’s lips on Casey’s mouth and the longing in his body set Casey aflame.


  Rob’s tongue pushed between Casey’s lips, demanding entrance into his mouth. His kiss was slow, thoughtful. His moist, firm mouth demanded a response, leaving Casey’s mouth burning with fire.


  It was a kiss for his tired soul to melt into.


  Rob’s lips left Casey’s mouth and seared a path down his face to his neck. He kissed the pulsing hollow at the base of Casey’s throat. He sucked hard at the light skin there, pulling fresh blood to the surface, marking Casey as his for the entire world to see.


  Their lips met again, but this time it wasn’t the slow, tender, and gentle thing it had been before. This time it was out of control, maddeningly frantic, needy. By the time Rob lifted away, Casey’s knees felt too weak to hold him.


  Rob’s lips brushed against Casey as he spoke, “I want nothing more than to claim you right now, cub.” Rob grabbed Casey’s hand and pressed against the hard bulge in his pants. “See how much I want you?”


  Casey whimpered, swamped in need.


  “We’ll only get one first time, Casey,” Rob murmured in his ear. “And I want it to be special. Not some hurried fumbling in my parent’s living room.”


  Casey gasped. “You’re a romantic.”


  “Don’t tell anyone.” Rob winked. “It will ruin my bad boy reputation.”


  Casey quickly slapped a hand over his mouth when another giggle escaped. He really needed to stop doing that. He’d have to hand in his man card for sure.


  His eyes rounded when Rob grinned. “I love that sound.”


  Casey managed a tremulous smile. “It’s not too girly?”


  Rob’s hand moved over the side of his face, caressing his skin. “It’s the sweetest sound I’ve ever heard, cub. Don’t ever let anyone tell you otherwise.”


  In spite of himself, Casey giggled again. This time he didn’t try to stifle it. He allowed the sound freedom. When Rob’s grin grew and the big man wrapped him up in his arms, Casey knew he had made the right decision.


  Rob pressed another quick kiss to Casey’s lips before stepping back to sit on the couch to pull his boots on. “Hand me my shirt, cub. We need to get down to the river if we want to enjoy some of this sunshine.”


  Casey reached down and picked up Rob’s shirt off the floor, holding it in his hands as he watched the man finish putting his boots on. He sucked in his bottom lip and chewed on the corner. “Are you sure you want me to go down to the river with you? I could just meet you somewhere tomorrow or something.”


  Casey wasn’t sure how he felt about meeting all of Rob’s friends. He’d had one or two friends over the years but they had usually moved on, sometimes moving out of town or just getting new friends.


  The only one constant in his life had been his Aunt Viv, and she wasn’t even really his aunt. She had been a foster mother that hadn’t been able to keep him after she fell and broke her hip. Someone, somewhere, had decided that she was too old to care for him.


  “If I have anything to say about it, cub, and I do, you won’t be leaving my side again for a very long time.”


  Casey blinked up at Rob. “But my job,” he said. “If I miss a single day, they’ll fire me, and I need my job.”


  Rob’s eyebrows raised a fraction. “Aren’t you in school?”


  “I was, but today was my last day.”


  “How can you go to school and work at the same time?”


  Casey shrugged. “I need the money. The state won’t give me a check when I have to leave my foster home in three months. They just sign some paper stating I’m done with foster care and let me go. If I want a roof over my head when my foster parents kick me out, I have to work.”


  Rob’s low growl rumbled through the room. “Not anymore. I’ll provide whatever you need, Casey.”


  Casey’s jaw dropped. “You can’t be serious?”


  “I am very serious. We’re mates and mates take care of each other.”


  “If what you’re saying is true then we take care of each other and that means I still have to work. Money doesn’t fall from trees, Rob.” Casey swallowed hard when Rob’s jaw firmed. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly. “I’ll do—”


  “Baby, don’t.”


  Casey pressed his lips together as he dropped his eyes submissively. He really needed his job but he needed his head attached to his shoulders even more.


  Rob sighed. “Casey, look at me.”


  Casey slowly raised his eyes.


  “Casey, I’m not going to hurt you. I realize that it’s going to take time for you to believe me, and I’ll spend as much time as you need. I have a lot of patience.” Rob’s callused hand curved around the side of Casey’s face. “I don’t want you to ever be afraid to stand up to me either. If you have an opinion about something, tell me.”


  Casey gulped and then said, “I don’t want to quit my job.”


  “Can you tell me why?” Rob asked.


  “It’s a good job,” Casey replied, a little astonished that Rob was willing to listen to him. The man wasn’t trying to strong arm him at all. “I’ve had it since I was sixteen and I’m really good at it.”


  Rob’s head tilted just a fraction, a frown pulling his eyebrows together. “Where do you work?”


  “Partly Sunny Bakery.”


  “The one down on Fifth Street?”


  Casey nodded.


  Rob groaned. “Oh man, they have the most delicious honey buns.”


  Casey felt pride puff out his chest. “Those were my creation.”


  “You created honey buns?”


  Casey nodded. He started to smile when Rob licked his lips and his breath caught, mesmerized by the simple gesture. “I can make you some if you want.”


  “I want. I want.”


  Casey laughed as happiness welled up inside of him. “I guess what they say is true. The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.”


  “There are a lot of ways to this bear’s heart.” Rob leaned in to whisper in Casey’s ear. “And I’ll show you every damn one of them just as soon as we’re alone.”


  Casey shuddered as a wave of need swept through him that almost took him to his knees. He dropped Rob’s shirt to the floor and then flattened his hands on Rob’s chest, sliding his fingers through the fine layer of hair that covered his tanned skin.


  And then he leaned in and breathed.


  “You smell so good,” he murmured as he dragged his nose through the thick chest hair. The strong masculine scent made him want to rub himself all over Rob, from head to toe…and then maybe back up again.


  “All yours, cub.”


  “How?” Casey knew he should accept the good luck that had seemed to drop in his lap, but he just couldn’t, not without some answers. Stuff like this didn’t happen, not to him.


  “We believe that our Earth Mother is the giver of all life. When we were created, our soul was divided into two parts. One, we kept. The other was given to our true mate. Only when we find our true mate and claim them as ours will our souls become one again.”


  “Oh,” Casey whispered. He didn’t know what made him glance down at his chest, but he did. It wasn’t like he could see his soul or anything. He wasn’t even sure they were anything more than a mythological ideal. “So, we only have half a soul then?”


  “No, cub. We have a whole soul. I have half of yours and half of mine, just as you have half of yours and half of mine. When we mate, our souls settle back into the right body and we become whole.”


  Casey raised his eyebrow, curious. “Does that mean we would no longer have a connection then?”


  “Not at all. We believe that once a soul has been returned, it retains the essence of the one who carried it up until that point. It actually makes the connection between true mates unbreakable.”


  “Un—” Casey swallowed hard. “Unbreakable?”


  Rob’s smile was soft, but the suspicious sheen in his gray eyes spoke louder than words. “It’s forever, cub.”


  When Rob leaned down to brush their lips together, Casey eagerly leaned into the kiss. As much as he wanted to take the kiss deeper, he knew from the gentleness he could feel in the way Rob held him that this wasn’t about passion. It was about connecting.


  Casey tried to remember that Rob believed their meeting was a cause for great celebration. As much as he wanted to believe that as well, he wasn’t a bear. There was no mythological connection for him…even if he did feel something for Rob he had never felt for another living person—longing.


  “Rob, I don’t know if any of this is real,” Casey whispered when the man finally lifted his lips. “I’m not a bear.”


  There was a flash of sadness in Rob’s eyes, but then he blinked and it was gone. “It’s real, Casey.” Rob’s smile was bittersweet as he brushed the hair back from Casey’s face, tucking it behind his ear. “How about I believe for both of us until you can, hmm?”


  “You’d do that?”


  Rob’s smile this time was real and happy. “I told you, cub. I’ll do anything for you.”


  Chapter Five


  


  “Will you kiss me again?” The words were whispered with a quiet desperation almost as if Casey thought Rob would reject him.


  Nothing could be farther from the truth.


  Rob smiled as he nuzzled at the younger man before tenderly stroking sweat-damp hair from the angelic face. “There is nothing in this world that I wouldn’t do for you, cub. Nothing.”


  Rob fisted a handful of Casey’s hair and pulled gently until the man’s head was tilted back and then he lowered his head, pressing their mouths together in a gentle kiss.


  There was a quality to kissing Casey that was unparalleled to anyone Rob had kissed in the past. Casey didn’t just press his lips to someone’s and move them around a little bit. He leaned into the kiss and put his entire body into it.


  As his tongue explored at its leisure, Rob gently stroked the lissome body pressed against him. Needing just a little bit more, Rob slid his tongue inside the warm heat of Casey’s mouth, tasting him, devouring what the man had to offer.


  As he pulled back, he nipped Casey’s bottom lip with his teeth.


  “I ache, Rob.” As if to emphasize his words, Casey rocked back and forth and rubbed himself against Rob, leaving no doubt as to what he meant. Casey’s cock was like a steel rod in his pants.


  Rob swallowed hard as the lust igniting in his gut burned away his ability to breathe. He glanced toward the kitchen where he could hear his parents talking in low voices. He knew he would get his head handed to him if he took Casey upstairs and claimed him as he really wanted to do. But that didn’t mean he couldn’t take the edge off until he could find a more suitable place.


  He lifted Casey up in his arms and carried him out of the living room and down the hallway to the guest bathroom. He stepped inside and set Casey down on the bathroom counter before turning back and locking the door.


  Once he turned back to Casey, he leaned in for another kiss. Their lips met again, but this time it wasn’t the slow tender and gentle thing it had been before. This time it was out of control, maddeningly frantic, needy. Blood pounded in his brain, leapt from his heart, and made his knees tremble.


  Casey’s skin was flushed, his beautiful face transformed by the heat of the desire burning between them. Rob hadn’t thought Casey could get any better-looking, but staring down at the man, he knew he had been wrong. His mate was breathtaking.


  He was one lucky bear.


  Rob leaned forward, inhaling Casey’s scent from collarbone to ear, taking in the scent of cinnamon and apples. The sweet fragrance rushed back into Rob in a wave of intoxication. Smelling Casey was hardening his cock. Rob loved the smell of the man, was addicted to his delicious flavor.


  There was a pull that was almost maddening in his mind. Rob wanted to sink deep into the man’s soul and never come out. It was a need so strong that Rob let it wash over him and carry him under.


  He glanced down at his mate, staring as he snaked his hand into Casey’s jeans and massaged the heated flesh tenting up his pants. It was hard, but felt like liquid silk under his fingers with the pre-cum leaking over Rob’s fingers.


  Lifting his hand to his mouth, Rob sucked his fingers in, the tangy flavor rolling over his taste buds like nectar to a bee. He groaned, licking each finger clean before he pulled at the waistband of Casey’s pants, chasing the material down Casey’s body until he could toss the fabric aside.


  Casey lay there on the counter, stunningly naked, exposed to Rob’s appreciative eyes. He drank the man in as he pushed Casey’s thighs apart.


  He found himself wanting to rub his scent all over Casey again. The urge was strong, compelling him to lean forward until his stomach was touching Casey’s erection. He rubbed his body over Casey’s length, feeling the pre-cum trailing over his skin.


  “Rob?” Casey asked.


  Rob grinned as he dropped down until his head was even with Casey’s weeping cock. He licked a path down Casey’s abdomen to his cock. He nuzzled in the wiry curls before licking his way up the fully hard shaft and sucking at the engorged head to savor Casey’s pre-cum.


  Casey groaned out his pleasure as Rob swallowed the erection to the root. Using his tongue, Rob laved the tender depression beneath the swollen crown and then tongue-fucked the tiny slit, licking away the salty taste of Casey’s desires.


  “Please,” Casey hissed as he gripped the edge of the countertop until his knuckles turned white.


  Rob placed Casey’s feet on his shoulders and then pushed his knees apart. He wished he had a camera to take a picture of what was most definitely the most erotic sight he had ever seen. His jeans became tight, quickly growing uncomfortable.


  Rob splayed his fingers over Casey’s nicely rounded ass cheeks and pulled them apart before abandoning the man’s cock and lowering his head to lick at his tight puckered hole. The high keening cry that came from his mate made Rob’s bear rumble. The desire to take Casey and claim him was riding him hard and it was all Rob could do to keep his bear at bay.


  He concentrated on pleasing his mate, which seemed to satisfy his bear. Making sure he left plenty of spittle behind, Rob swallowed the man’s cock again. At the same time, he pushed his finger into Casey’s ass, curving his finger up to reach that special spot.


  Casey bucked, driving his cock deep. Rob sucked harder. He wanted, needed, his lover’s seed in his mouth. When Casey cried out and filled Rob’s mouth with his release, Rob swallowed greedily, savoring the salty taste of his lover’s cream.


  Rob fumbled with the buttons on his jeans, frantic. His balls burned, and at this intensity, Rob knew he wasn’t going to last long. He jumped to his feet and shoved his jeans down his thighs. Grabbing his aching shaft, Rob began pumping his hand at a frantic rate.


  “Rob.”


  Rob’s eyes snapped up to Casey. He felt his balls draw up tight to his body when the man ran his hands up his stomach and chest as if to bring Rob’s attention to his beautiful skin. “Come on me. I want to smell like you.”


  His mate’s simple request was all it took for Rob to find his release. Rob came with an incoherent, hoarse shout. He spurted hot jets of cum all over Casey’s naked skin, marking him in a way that every bear would understand.


  His body languid, Rob collapsed down on top of Casey, holding himself off the man by his arms. He planted little kisses against Casey’s neck as he waited for his heartbeat to return to normal. He didn’t want to move but he knew he needed to.


  “Come on, cub,” Rob said as he shook Casey’s shoulder. “We need to get dressed and get on the road.”


  Casey groaned. “Can’t we just stay here?”


  “Sorry, cub,” Rob said. “The guys are waiting for us.”


  Casey groaned again as he reached for his clothes. “I don’t wanna.”


  “Please?”


  Casey’s shoulders slumped, a slight flush filling his cheeks. “I don’t know any of these people, Rob. What if…what if they don’t like me?”


  “Cub, I would never take you to meet anyone that I didn’t feel was safe. These are my best friends. Not only do I think they will like you, but they will be ecstatic that I found my true mate.”


  True mates were so very rare in the shifter world. The stronger the bond between true mates, the stronger the bear. For Rob to have found his so early in his life foretold a great future for the both of them.


  “They’re bears, too?”


  “They are. Billy Ray and Jed have been my best friends most of my life.” Rob had an odd smile on his face as he stared down at Casey. “They will adore you.” Rob winked at Casey, delighting when the man laughed. “Just not as much as I do.”


  “Okay, Rob. I trust you.”


  Sweeter words had never been spoken.


  “Thank you, cub.” Rob pressed a small kiss to Casey’s lips before letting the man go and standing back. He hated the fact that Casey had to get dressed. If he had his way, the man would stay naked for the rest of their days.


  Rob grabbed a wet rag and cleaned himself up and then tucked his dick back into his jeans. He moaned when he caught just a glimpse of rounded butt cheek as Casey pulled his pants up. That ass was perfect. Rob couldn’t wait to sink his cock into it, and maybe his teeth.


  “How do you feel about biting, cub?” Rob was pretty sure he had just become a biter.


  “Um…” Casey glanced over his shoulder. “I guess I’ve never really thought about it.”


  Rob groaned.


  “How hard are we talking here?”


  Rob swept Casey’s delicious body with his eyes. “Oh, I can guarantee you that your mind will be on other things.”


  Casey stumbled as he took a step forward. Rob reached out and caught him before he could hit the floor, or anything else. He lifted Casey up until they were eye to eye. “I take it you like that idea, cub?”


  Casey’s face flushed but to his credit, he didn’t drop his eyes. “Maybe.”


  Rob brushed a finger over Casey’s heated cheek. “I think it’s more than like.”


  The red in Casey’s face deepened. “Maybe.”


  Rob chuckled, totally enchanted by the small creature the Earth Mother had granted him. He leaned closer and rubbed his nose just under the edge of Casey’s jawline. “Mmm, apples and cinnamon. Perfect.”


  Rob was totally impressed by the eye roll Casey gave him.


  “You are so weird,” Casey said.


  Rob cocked an eyebrow. “So says the man that doesn’t have his feet on the floor.”


  His jaw dropped when Casey simply wiggled until he could wrap his legs around Rob’s waist, bringing their cocks together.


  Casey beamed up at him. “Problem solved.”


  Rob chuckled as he turned and carried Casey out of the bathroom. He started to head toward the stairs until he realized that the little interlude in the bathroom had shown him taking Casey up to his room where there was a bed, and they would be alone, was a very bad idea.


  He set Casey down on the couch before squatting down in front of him. “I’m going to run upstairs and grab a shirt. I’ll be down in just a moment.”


  Casey’s eyes were sober and serious in one blink. “Oh, but—”


  “I promise, cub.” Rob pressed his hand to the side of Casey’s face, which had suddenly gone pale. “Remember what my mom said, Casey. You are safe in this house.”


  Casey nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.


  “Five minutes, cub. Just three hundred measly seconds.”


  Casey’s lips twitched at the corners. “Three hundred, huh?”


  Rob grinned. “Not a second longer.”


  “I’ll be counting.”


  “You’re the best, cub.” Rob leaned in for another kiss before jumping to his feet and racing up the stairs. He didn’t have a single second to waste.


  


  * * * *


  


  Casey felt a little strange sitting in the living room all by himself after Rob went up the stairs, but he really didn’t want to go back into the kitchen. Rob’s dad scared him with his intense stares. It made Casey feel like he had done something wrong.


  He hadn’t.


  After sitting there for what felt like eons, Casey got up and walked over to the wall of pictures. He clasped his hands behind his back, determined not to touch a single thing…until he started noticing the cute little brown-haired boy in several of the photographs. He picked up one that caught his attention. The small boy was standing next to a younger-looking Robert, baseball mitt held tightly in his hands.


  “You were so cute.” He laughed softly as he traced Rob’s younger face through the glass with his finger. He wished he had pictures like that to share with Rob. He just didn’t. Foster parents didn’t tend to take pictures of kids they weren’t keeping.


  Maybe they could get a camera and take some pictures together. Casey laughed again, sucking in his bottom lip as happiness welled up inside of him. Maybe they start making some memories of their own.


  “What are you doing?”


  Casey squeaked as he jumped and jerked around. Fear as black as midnight swamped him when he found himself facing off what could possibly be the biggest man he had ever seen. He was even bigger than Rob, and Rob was huge.


  The dark menacing glare on the man’s chiseled features made Casey take a hesitant step back. This man could end him so easily. The power emanating from him filled the room until it threatened to cut off the air to Casey’s lungs.


  “I asked you a question,” the man snapped out. “What are you doing?”


  “No–nothing.”


  The man’s eyes narrowed. “Who the hell are you?”


  “N–no one.”


  Casey took a hasty step back when the massive man advanced on him. He could see the beatdown coming and he wondered if he would survive it. The guy’s hands were the size of salad plates. He could easily kill Casey with one punch.


  Oh man, this was so going to hurt.


  Chapter Six


  


  Rob tied the strings on his shorts as he hurried down the stairs. His bear was screaming at him to get back to Casey, that they had been away far too long, even if it had only been a few minutes. Still, there was a lightness to his steps as he skipped down the stairs.


  He had a mate.


  Rob couldn’t wait to introduce Casey to Billy Ray, Jed, and Dwayne. The three men had been his best buds for more years than he could remember. They were as thick as thieves, his mother liked to say. They had started playing together on the playground and gone through the discovery of girls, and then boys. They had watched each other’s backs, borrowed homework, and backed each other when they got in trouble. They were best friends.


  And Rob knew they were going to adore Casey.


  Rob hopped down the last couple of steps, his eagerness to get to Casey making him a little less careful than he knew he should be. His mother would have his head if she saw him coming down the steps that fast.


  “Oh, hey, Harvey.” Rob grinned when he spotted his older brother heading down the hallway toward the back of the house. The man was home on leave from the service. There were only a couple of years between them so they were pretty close. Harvey was another person Rob couldn’t wait to introduce Casey to. “There’s someone I want you to meet. He’s—”


  “Honey-blond hair? Stands about this tall?” Harvey held his hand up chest high. “Sad soulful eyes that make you want to go out and kill something for him?”


  “Yeah.” Rob paused at the bottom of the steps. He glanced toward the living room, a kernel of fear ignited in his gut when he failed to spot his mate. “Casey was—”


  Harvey winced, looking guilty as hell. “I think I scared him.” His face took on an ashen tint as he pointed down the hallway. “He went that way.”


  “Shit!” Rob hopped down the last step and started down the hallway, searching every inch for his mate. “What’d you do to him?”


  “I just asked him who he was and what he was doing.”


  Rob threw a glare over his shoulder. “And?”


  Harvey’s shoulders slumped as he shoved a hand over his close shaven head. “And I may have been a little more aggressive in my asking than I should have been.”


  Rob growled as he clenched his fists so he wouldn’t punch his brother. “So help me, if you weren’t my brother…”


  “He’s human, Rob.” Harvey waved his hand back toward the living room. “He was standing there all alone. I had no idea where you were, where Mom and Dad were. There was just this human I didn’t know standing in my living room.”


  Rob narrowed his eyes. “Do you have a problem with humans?”


  Harvey blinked at him as if he hadn’t even considered that Rob would think that. “No. I have a problem with strangers in my house.”


  “Mom and Dad’s house,” Rob reminded Harvey as he picked up his steps. When he reached the far end of the hallway, he turned the corner into the kitchen. “Mom, did Casey come in here?”


  “No, son.”


  “Damn it.”


  “Language, Rob.”


  “Yes, Mother.”


  “Now.” Maggie dried her hands on her hand towel. “What seems to be the problem?”


  “Harvey scared Casey and he took off and now I can’t find him.” Rob got a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach. “You don’t think he left, do you?”


  Could Casey have been that scared?


  Panic clawed its way up Rob’s throat. If something happened to his mate, he wasn’t sure how he’d survive it. Within seconds of meeting Casey, Rob knew he needed the man in his life. It wasn’t instant love but it was damn close. Casey was everything he had ever wanted in a mate.


  “We have to find him.” Rob swung back around and raced out of the kitchen. He started searching, going from room to room, looking for Casey. He could hear the others calling out for Casey as they searched as well.


  By the time the upstairs and downstairs had been searched and they all met up again at the base of the stairs, the panic Rob felt had turned into an all-out anxiety attack. His heart beat so hard and fast, he wondered why it wasn’t beating right out of his chest. He fought to keep his tears at bay.


  “He can’t have just disappeared,” Rob whispered as despair started to drag him down.


  “Could someone have gotten into the house and taken him?” Harvey asked.


  “We would have smelled an intruder, son,” their father replied.


  “We should have been able to smell—” Rob choked up as an idea struck him. It seemed almost impossible and yet at the same time, it seemed like the perfect answer. “I think I know where Casey is.”


  Rob took off running toward the back of the house. His feet skidded across the tiled floor as he raced into the laundry room. Ignoring the large washer and dryer, Rob raced to the dirty clothes hamper. The thing reeked of stinky socks and dirty linen. It was the perfect place to hide if one wanted to mask their scent.


  God, his mate was smart…and scared.


  “Casey, cub?” Rob called out as he started flinging dirty clothes out of the way, searching the large square hamper for his mate. Rob froze when he felt something hard with his fingers, his heart pounding so hard his chest hurt. “Cub?”


  Lifting a couple of towels out of the way, Rob found himself staring down into the tearstained face of his mate. “Oh, cub.”


  He reached down and lifted Casey out of the hamper before cradling the smaller man in his arms. “What happened, cub? Why did you run?”


  “Some…some man…” Casey sniffled. “He started yelling and I couldn’t find you and…”


  “That man was my brother Harvey.” Rob sent his brother a glare. Harvey flushed and looked away. They would discuss Harvey’s aggression issues later after Rob had calmed his mate down.


  “Your…your brother?” Casey started shaking so hard, Rob needed to hold on to him tighter just to keep the man from falling out of his arms.


  “Remember rule number two, cub. The scent of your mate is calming and comforting.” Rob smiled when Casey instantly turned and buried his face in Rob’s neck. “Good, cub.”


  Rob kept one arm wrapped around Casey, pressing the man’s face into his neck with the other as he walked past his brother and parents. He walked to the living room and sat down in one of the overly plush chairs his mother loved so much. They could easily fit more than one human. They were just big enough to be comfortable for a bear shifter. They were perfect for one human and one bear shifter.


  Once settled back in the chair, Rob held Casey on his lap. He rubbed his hand up and down Casey’s back in a soothing gesture all the while gritting his teeth to keep from yelling out his anger at how the man’s backbone protruded. His mate was far too skinny.


  “Mom, could you make Casey a cup of honey tea?” It always calmed him when he was stressed.


  “Of course, son.” Maggie smiled. “And maybe some honey cookies? I just made a fresh batch.”


  Rob whimpered as his mouth watered. He loved honey cookies. Warm honey cookies were even better. He stilled when he heard a small sound from Casey. He waited a moment before rubbing his cheek against the top of Casey’s head. “You gonna share those honey cookies with your mate, cub?”


  Rob smiled when he heard the sound again as Casey nodded into his neck. The man was giggling. He was still mesmerized by the sweet sound. Glancing up to find his brother and father staring at Casey with their mouths hanging open, Rob realized he wasn’t the only one stunned by Casey joyful giggle.


  “Are you ready to come out and meet my brother, cub?” Rob asked. “I promise you that he will not hurt you.”


  A small shudder racked Casey’s body as he drew in a breath and then raised his head. Rob grew concerned when Casey leaned into him, his fingers curling into Rob’s shirt. He was holding on for dear life, almost as if he thought if he let go Rob would drop him.


  Rob pressed his lips to Casey’s head and hugged the man even tighter. “I’m not going anywhere, Casey,” he whispered against Casey’s temple so the man would hear him. “You’re stuck with me for life, remember? Bears mate for life.”


  “But I’m not a bear,” Casey insisted.


  “That’s okay, cub,” Rob replied as he started to smile. God, he adored his mate. “I’m a big enough bear for both of us.”


  “Here you go, dear.”


  Rob looked up when his mother spoke. He nudged Casey, encouraging him to take the cup of tea and small saucer of honey cookies she held out to him. When Casey went to stand, Rob pulled him back onto his lap. He had no intention of letting Casey go anytime soon. The fear of not knowing where Casey was still buzzed inside of him.


  He might even consider gluing the man to his side.


  “I didn’t mean to scare you,” Harvey said out of the blue. “I didn’t know who you were and I didn’t see any of my family and…well…” Harvey’s face was a little paler than usual as he started down at his hands, twisting them together in a nervous gesture Rob couldn’t ever remember seeing. “I’m just sorry I scared you.”


  No one said anything. It was almost as if everyone was holding their breath to see what Casey’s reaction would be. Rob knew he was the luckiest bear on the planet when Casey leaned forward and held the plate of honey cookies out to Harvey.


  Surprise raised Harvey’s eyebrows and colored his face. “Thank you,” he said softly as he reached for a cookie.


  Rob smiled at his brother when Casey leaned back into his arms and began nibbling on one of the cookies. “We’re going to head down to the river and hang out with the guys. Would you like to join us?”


  “Me?” Harvey asked. “You don’t think I’ll cramp your style?”


  “You’re not that much older than me, Harvey.” Like three years.


  Harvey sighed. “Sometimes I feel ancient.”


  “Then you really should come.” Rob chuckled. “It might remind you of what it was like to be young again.”


  Harvey rolled his eyes. “I’ll think about it.”


  “You could use the fresh air, son,” Maggie said. “You’ve been stuck inside the house since you got home. Go have fun.”


  “Mom,” Harvey groaned.


  “I’ll make you all a basket to take to the river,” Maggie said as she stood and started for the kitchen. “You really do need some home cooking. You’re nothing but skin and bones, Harvey. Don’t they feed you in the service? I swear I’m going to have to call that general of yours and give him a piece of my mind. Imagine, starving a growing boy like this.”


  Rob chuckled at the pinched panic on his brother’s face. He leaned over and whispered, “If you go to the river with us, you can escape her nagging.”


  Harvey shot him a wide-eyed look. “Done.”


  


  * * * *


  


  Rob glanced at Casey as he pulled his truck into a spot in the dirt lot near the edge of the river. He hadn’t said much since they left the house, not even how he felt about Harvey coming along for the gathering. Rob was starting to grow worried.


  “How are you hanging in there, cub?”


  Casey just smiled up at him. It didn’t quite reach his beautiful caramel eyes.


  Rob turned the truck off and pulled the keys out before putting them into his pocket of his jeans and turning to Casey. “What’s wrong, cub?”


  “Nothing.”


  Rob wanted to call bullshit, but he didn’t want to upset Casey.


  Still…


  One yank on his seat lever and a push with his foot and there was plenty of room between him and the steering wheel for his little cub. Rob reached over and picked Casey up, setting the man down on his lap with one of Casey’s legs on each side of him.


  “Now, want to try again?”


  Casey ducked his head. The strong sour scent of fear and uncertainty filled the cab of the truck. Rob couldn’t have that. He used his index finger under Casey’s chin to lift his face up until he could see his eyes.


  “What’s wrong, cub?” he asked in what he hoped was a soothing tone. “I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me.”


  “What…what if they don’t like me?”


  “Oh, cub, is that what has you so worried?” Rob pulled Casey forward, pressing the man’s face into his neck. He smiled when he heard Casey’s soft inhale. The human had the beginnings of strong bear instincts. That boded well for their future together. “My friends will adore you simply because of how happy you make me.”


  Chapter Seven


  


  Casey stayed close to Rob as the man carried the cooler and a black duffel bag down to a spot close to the river’s edge. Logs had been set up in a semicircle around a fire pit made of rocks. Rob walked over and set his cooler down next to another one that was already there. He dropped the duffel bag down close to one of the logs.


  “Why don’t you spread that blanket out right here?” Rob indicated the area next to the duffel bag.


  Casey stepped forward and shook out the blanket Rob had handed him back at the truck, spreading it on the grass as Rob had indicated. As soon as he was done, Rob plopped down and started sliding his shoes off. When he reached for the hem of his shirt and started to pull it over his head, Casey felt drool pool in his mouth. Had a more perfect specimen of manhood ever been created?


  “Are you going to join me, cub?”


  Casey tore his eyes away from the delectable body in front of him and glanced toward the gently flowing river. The spot Rob had brought him to along the river was in a place where the water seemed to be flowing almost tranquilly. Farther down, Casey could see the churning white water of rapids.


  Rob’s friends were already in the water, splashing and swimming and diving off the short wooden dock that went out into the river from the edge of the grassy area. One man was swinging on a rope out over the water, hollering loudly as he let go and dropped into the river.


  There seemed to be more people here than Rob had mentioned. “Are those all your friends?” Casey really didn’t like strangers.


  “Most of them are people I know from school, cub. Some I play with on the football team. And others are in fact people I hang with.” Rob’s eyebrows leveled over his eyes. “None of them are a danger to you.”


  That made Casey feel better, and it didn’t. There were a lot of people here. Casey only counted ten heads bobbing in the water, but it felt like thousands. Casey rubbed his hands up and down his arm, feeling a cold chill despite the heat of the day.


  “I think I’ll stay here,” Casey said, looking back at Rob. “The water looks pretty cold.”


  Casey winced when he heard Rob’s sigh. He watched the man rest his arms on the tops of his bent knees. There was a definite frustrated tension in his shoulders. Casey chewed on the edge of his fingernail as he waited for Rob to say something…anything.


  Instead, the man stood and stalked toward him. Casey took a hasty step back. It wasn’t fear he felt when he saw the determination on Rob’s face but more like apprehension. He knew deep down inside the bear wouldn’t hurt him, but Rob also wasn’t going to let him hide away either.


  Casey knew he was right when Rob grabbed the edge of the hoodie he was wearing and pulled it up over his head. The next thing Casey knew, a shoulder was placed in his stomach and he was lifted up into the air. His shoes were pulled from his feet and landed on the grass before Casey could get his bearings.


  And then the ground started passing below Casey at an alarming rate.


  Casey grew concerned when the grass turned into the wooden planks of the dock. He screamed when the planks disappeared and all he saw was water. Cold enveloped him as they hit the surface and sank down beneath it.


  Casey thought for sure he was going to die.


  When he was lifted up far enough for his head to break through the water’s surface, Casey inhaled a deep lungful of air. He wiped at his eyes and pushed back the wet hair clinging to his face.


  He shot Rob an angry glare before he realized what he was doing.


  Rob just chuckled.


  Casey smacked his fist into Rob’s shoulder, wincing when pain flashed through his hand. Geez, the man’s shoulders felt as if they were made of solid rock.


  “I’m sorry, cub,” Rob said, but he didn’t sound sorry. He sounded amused. Still, some of Casey’s anger drained from him when Rob grabbed his hand and brought it to his mouth, pressing a kiss to the top and then the side, and lastly, he pressed a kiss to the palm. He rubbed his thumb over the skin on the top of Casey’s hand as he looked at him. “There is nothing to be afraid of, Casey.”


  “What if I couldn’t swim?”


  Rob’s eyebrows perked up. “Can you?”


  Casey blinked. “Yes.”


  “Then we need not worry about that.”


  “But you didn’t know that before you tossed me in the water.”


  “Technically, I didn’t toss you in,” Rob pointed out. “I had a hold of you the entire time.”


  True, but… “You didn’t know if I could swim or not. Even if I could swim, I still could have drowned.”


  Water dripped down the side of Rob’s face as he tilted his head. “Do you really think I would be so careless with the most important thing in my life, cub?” Rob squeezed Casey’s hand as he brought it to his lips again. “I would never do anything to endanger you. I know you don’t understand yet, Casey, but you are my everything.”


  “Oh.” Casey was thankful he had just been dunked in the water when his eyes misted as Rob’s words. He had never been anyone’s everything.


  “Lesson number three, cub. Bear shifters are fiercely protective of their mates. Now that I’ve found you, I will do everything within my power to make sure that you are safe. That includes never doing anything that puts you in danger if I can help it.”


  Casey frowned. “If you can help it?”


  A rueful smile curved Rob’s lips. “I’m not perfect, cub. Despite my best efforts, I’ll make mistakes.”


  “Like tossing me in the river without asking me if I can swim?”


  “No, because I had a hold of you the entire time and never would have let you drown. My mistake was in scaring you and making you think you might drown.”


  That actually…well, it actually kind of made sense.


  “Okay, I suppose I can see that.”


  “I also wanted you with me.” The smile on Rob’s face grew into a wide grin. “I suppose that is lesson number four, cub. Bears don’t like to be separated from their mates for long periods of time. We prefer them to be where we can watch over them and insure that they are healthy and happy.” Rob’s deep chuckle broke the air. “Hell, if I had my way, you’d never leave my side.”


  “I’m okay with that.” Casey slapped a hand over his mouth the second those words were out of his mouth. He really needed to learn to keep his words locked behind his lips. Rob was going to think he was desperate…even if he was.


  Rob stared for a moment before his hand fisted in Casey’s hair. “You are so adorable,” the man whispered as he pulled Casey closer and then mashed their lips together.


  Casey groaned as Rob’s tongue moved along the seam of his lips. He eagerly opened his mouth, anticipating the zing of arousal he knew was a mere moment away. It was always within grasp when Rob kissed him…or touched him, or even looked in his direction.


  He had never experienced anything like it.


  “Whatcha got there, Rob?”


  Casey stiffened. He felt Rob’s hand release his hair and move down to stroke his naked back. Rob gave one last lick to Casey’s lips before lifting his head. He kept his eyes locked with Casey’s as he replied, “This is Casey Newton, my mate.”


  Amid the shouts of congratulations and well-wishing, there was one thing Casey didn’t hear, and that was anyone stating what he felt deep down inside. He wasn’t good enough for Rob and he knew it. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to hold onto the bear for all he was worth. If fate was stupid enough to pair them up, he was never letting go.


  “He’s pretty damn cute, Rob,” a chestnut-haired man mused. “You sure fate gave him to you? Seems to me you would have been mated to a troll.”


  Rob grinned. “I’m sure.”


  “You got any brothers, kid?” a man with black hair asked.


  “Um, I don’t know,” Casey replied. “My mother died when I was a baby and I never knew my father so…”


  Rob growled.


  The man that had spoken shot him a quick glance. “Oh man, I’m sorry.”


  Casey shrugged. It was what it was. He had gotten used to not having parents years ago. The empty hurt feeling he had in his gut never quite went away, but Casey had grown used to it. And maybe that was the saddest part of all.


  “Casey, this is Billy Ray.” Rob pointed to the man with chestnut-colored hair.


  Casey nodded to him.


  “This other buffoon is Jed.” Rob indicated the man with the blackest hair Casey had ever seen. It was almost ink black. Casey nodded once again.


  “And this is Dwayne.”


  Casey nodded to the blond.


  “He doesn’t say much, does he?” Jed asked.


  “Casey has had a bad day,” Rob replied, saving Casey from having to say anything. “We met right after Raymond stole his bike and beat the crap out of him. And then, when I took him home, Harvey scared the crap out of him.”


  The blond swallowed hard. A hint of unease covered his face before he schooled his features. “Harvey’s home?”


  Rob frowned. “I told you he was coming home on leave.”


  “Yeah.” Dwayne glanced away. “You just didn’t say when.”


  “Well, he’s going to be here soon so you can talk to him about it then.”


  “Here?” Pure panic filled that voice, even Casey could hear it. “You invited Harvey down to the river?”


  Rob’s frown grew deeper, more pronounced, his eyebrows pulling low. “Is there some reason Harvey shouldn’t be joining us?”


  “No.” Dwayne swallowed again. “No, of course not. It’s just been awhile since I’ve seen him.”


  “It’s only been six months, Dwayne,” Rob replied. “He was home at Christmas.”


  “Yeah, I remember.” Dwayne looked anywhere but at Rob as he rubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I was pretty busy then so we really didn’t get a chance to hang out.”


  Casey could tell from the man’s tone of voice that there was a story behind his words. He just didn’t know Dwayne well enough to ask what it was. He wasn’t even sure if he would ask even if he knew Dwayne. Casey had very few friends—excluding his gold fish—and he wasn’t sure what was acceptable to ask and what wasn’t. It wasn’t like the popular social elite hung out with him. They tended to beat the crap out of him and steal his bike instead.


  “Aren’t you kind of young to be finding your mate?” Jed asked. “We usually don’t find them until we’re at least in our midtwenties or thirties.”


  Casey smiled when Rob grinned as though he was the happiest man on the planet. He loved seeing that happy look on Rob’s face and promised himself he would strive to put it there as often as possible.


  “I’m just lucky, I guess,” Rob replied. “I’ve been gifted with the perfect mate, and he was under my nose all this time, too.”


  “Yeah.” Billy Ray cocked his head to one side. “I thought Casey looked familiar. You’re just a couple of years behind us, aren’t you?”


  Casey nodded. “I finished school today.”


  Billy Ray chuckled as if Casey had just said the funniest thing. “Us, too.”


  “I’ve also been lucky in that I didn’t have to tell Casey about bear shifters,” Rob said. “His foster parents are bears.”


  “You are teaching me the bear essentials, though,” Casey reminded Rob. He was starting to feel a little more comfortable around the three men Rob considered his friends. He wasn’t positive that they accepted him, but it was certainly looking that way.


  “You live with bears?” Jed asked.


  Casey nodded.


  “But you’re human.”


  Every bit of calm Casey had been feeling drained away with those three little words. He pressed closer to Rob, feeling the coldness of the water starting to seep into his bones. “I am.” There was nothing he could do to fix that.


  Jed scratched the side of his head as if trying to put the pieces of as puzzle together with his mind. “Then how did you get placed with bears? Do you have shifters in your family somewhere?”


  “My foster parents have always been bears.”


  “But you’re human,” the man repeated.


  Rob growled when Casey shuddered. Jed instantly held up his hands, his head tilting to one side as if he was submitting to a stronger bear. “I didn’t mean anything by that, Rob. Honest. I just don’t understand it.”


  “And I don’t have an answer for you,” Rob replied. His words were calm, but there was still a tenseness in his muscles. “Casey doesn’t either, and I’m not sure why it matters. He knows about us and that means we don’t have to hide who we are from him.”


  Jed’s lips spread into a big grin. “That’s right.”


  “Damn,” Billy Ray said. “I hope my mate knows about us, too.”


  Jed bumped shoulders with him. “Who says you get a mate?”


  “Um, hello, fate.”


  “Nuh-uh.” Jed shook his head. “Not even fate is that cruel.”


  Billy Ray growled and went after Jed. Rob swung Casey out of the way just as both men splashed into the water, sinking below the surface. He carried Casey closer to the shoreline as the two men wrestled in the water, creating enough splashing for ten people.


  “I didn’t mean to start a fight, Rob.”


  “Oh, cub, you didn’t,” Rob quickly replied. “Jed and Billy Ray are just burning off a little steam. They’re not even hurting each other. Just goofing off like bears do in the water.”


  It sure looked like the two men were beating the crap out of each other, but as Casey began to watch closer, he realized neither of them threw any punches. There was a lot of splashing and dunking, and one huge toss through the air. But in general, they looked like they were just having fun.


  “Cold, cub?” Rob asked when Casey shivered.


  Casey nodded. Despite the warmth offered by the hairy bear holding him, the cold was really starting to get to him. When Rob swung him up and started out of the water, Casey wrapped his arms around the bear’s neck and laid his head on Rob’s chest.


  “I like this position,” Casey whispered, knowing Rob could hear him.


  “As you will no doubt be in this position a lot during our life together, that is a good thing.”


  Casey laughed and tilted his head back to look up at Rob. “You think so, huh?”


  “Cub, the only other position you are likely to find yourself in as much as being held in my arms is bent over with my cock up your ass.”


  Casey’s sphincter clenched as heat filled his entire body. While he had been mildly attracted to a few men here and there over the years, no one had ever aroused him as much as the man holding him. Just the thought of having Rob’s cock in his ass was enough to make him want to drop to his knees and beg.


  “I’d really like to see what that other position might feel like.”


  Rob stumbled a step before letting loose with a deep growl and righting himself. Casey ducked his head so the self-assured man wouldn’t see the heat blooming on his cheeks.


  “Oh no,” Rob said in a voice laced with arousal. “You do not get to hide after saying something like that to me, Casey.”


  Swallowing hard, Casey raised his head and looked at Rob. The lust he could see burning in the man’s eyes stole a gasp from him. Casey clenched his butt cheeks when his body pulsed, almost as if giving a physical voice to the need swamping him.


  When one of Rob’s hands fisted in his shoulder-length hair, and the other one lifted him up by his ass, Casey eagerly pressed his lips to his mate’s. Rob didn’t disappoint, sliding his tongue along the seam of Casey’s lips before delving inside to explore and conquer. He left Casey’s mouth burning with fire with every stroke of his tongue.


  Casey whimpered as he pushed closer. “Please.”


  Begging was so acceptable.


  Chapter Eight


  


  Casey’s whimper ripped away all of Rob’s hard-fought control. With that one lusty little sound, every thought he had conceived of to wait until he could wine and dine Casey disappeared, and all he could think about was sinking his cock deep into his mate’s ass.


  He could smell Casey’s need, and almost taste it on the air.


  Rob slung Casey up over his shoulder and then reached down and grabbed the blanket off the ground along with his duffel bag. As aroused as he was in that moment, even he had some clarity, and taking Casey without some sort of lubrication would hurt his mate. That just wasn’t allowed.


  Ignoring the voices asking where he was going—because even an idiot would be able to figure it out with one look at his face—Rob stalked toward the edge of the trees on the on the far side of the parking lot. He walked with a single-minded purpose…to get Casey out of sight of the others and get him naked.


  It took him a long, agonizing ten minutes to find the perfect spot…a little meadow just big enough for Rob to spread the blanket out and lay Casey down on it. He stood back and stared down at his mate, awed beyond words by the miracle in front of him.


  “You are so damn beautiful, cub.” Stunning didn’t even begin to describe the picture he saw staring up at him with liquid caramel-colored eyes fueled by heat and need. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you, but I swear I will never abuse the gift the fates have given me.”


  Rob kicked his shorts off and stood naked before his mate. His chest puffed out with pride when Casey’s breath caught and his eyes dilated. He knew he was considered a good-looking man. His stood at an impressive six foot five in his bare feet with two hundred and eighty five pounds of muscles covered in golden tanned skin and a fine covering of brown hair.


  Rob dropped down to his knees. He grabbed the edges of Casey’s pants and pulled. As every inch of creamy white skin was revealed to his hungry gaze, Rob knew what Casey had felt like when he had gotten naked.


  There were just no words.


  Rob leaned down and licked a line up Casey’s calf to the underside of his knee. The groan that filled the air accompanied the shudder Rob felt against his tongue. Grinning, Rob leaned in and licked a path from the underside of Casey’s knee to the soft tender area where his thigh met his body.


  Casey’s hard cock shook as if waving to him, begging for attention. Rob ignored the beautiful thick shaft and moved on, stroking his tongue over the quivering flesh of Casey’s abdomen. He paid special attention to the heated skin just above Casey’s belly button and down around his sides. It seemed more sensitive than the rest.


  Or so he thought until he reached the beautiful brown disks at the top of Casey’s chest. One flick of his tongue and Casey’s entire body went bowstring tight. His needy cries were music to Rob’s ears, making his cock as hard as steel, and spurring him on. He wanted to hear more.


  Rob teased a taut nipple with his tongue until it pebbled into rock. A gentle nip with his teeth and Rob was given a gift he’d never forget. Casey’s eyes rolled back in his head. Ropes of pearly white cream shot up into the air as Casey’s long wail ripped through the peaceful forest.


  “That’s it, cub.” Rob wrapped his hand around Casey’s cock and gave it a few more strokes, milking every last spurt of cum out of his mate. “I want it all, Casey, every drop.”


  He got another spurt before Casey shuddered.


  Rob grabbed the bottle of lube he had tossed in his duffel bag before leaving the house. He poured a liberal amount out on his fingers. After sitting back on his knees, he lifted Casey’s ass up onto his thighs. The man’s legs spread wide, giving Rob a perfect view of the twinkling little rosette he was after.


  His heart pounded a little faster in his chest as he slid his slick fingers down the crack of Casey’s ass until he reached the man’s tight entrance. The taut skin fluttered at Rob’s tentative touch. He circled the pinkish flesh, watching as the tight ring of muscles contracted.


  His throat thick with desire, Rob gently pushed one finger in. The lump in his throat grew bigger when his finger was swallowed up to the knuckle as if by some unseen force.


  He knew his voice was hoarse when he spoke but he couldn’t seem to help it. “You are so perfect, cub.” His dream was displayed right before him, ready and waiting to be claimed. “I’m going to claim you and never let you go.”


  “Yesss,” Casey hissed, but Rob didn’t know if the man was agreeing with what he had said or excited about the second finger Rob sank into his ass.


  He wasn’t sure it mattered.


  Rob scissored his fingers back and forth, stretching Casey out to receive him. He would die before he harmed a hair on Casey’s beautiful head, even when it came to sex. By the time Rob was comfortable sliding a third finger into Casey’s ass, the man’s cock had come back to life. It swayed gently with Casey’s movements as he humped the air.


  Watching his fingers move in and out of Casey’s tight opening, and knowing in just a scant few moments, that tight ring of muscles was going to be squeezing his cock, brought Rob to the edge of orgasm…and before he had even done anything.


  This was going to be the shortest claiming in the history of claiming. Rob’s control was shredded by each moan of pleasure, each wiggle of Casey’s slim hips. He knew if he didn’t get his cock inside of Casey in the next few breaths, he was going to come all over the man. Not a bad thing, but not what he wanted at this time.


  He needed to claim his mate.


  Rob pulled his fingers free and then grabbed the bottle of lube again. He dribbled a little more down the crack of Casey’s ass and then spread a liberal amount on his cock. After wiping his fingers on his discarded shorts, Rob leaned up over his mate. He settled down on Casey, resting on his elbows.


  Lifting one hand, he brushed the sweaty hair back from Casey’s flushed face. “Are you ready for me to claim you, cub? Are you ready to be mine?”


  As aroused as Casey was, his caramel-colored eyes were still clear as day as he replied, “Yes, Rob. I’m ready to be yours.”


  Sweeter words had never been spoken.


  Rob slid one arm under Casey’s thigh, catching in the crook of his knee. He slid his other hand down and wrapped his fingers around his aching erection, fitting the head of his cock up against Casey’s tight entrance.


  Keeping his eyes locked with Casey’s, he flexed his hips and began pushing in. Even stretched, the fit was still tight. By the time Rob felt the head of his cock pop past Casey’s tight ring of muscles, he felt like his cock was being strangled. “So tight, cub.”


  “Ne–never…”


  Rob’s cock slid in a little further as his body clenched. “You’ve never had sex?” His mate was untouched? He had suspected it but to actually hear the words...


  Casey bit his lip as he wildly shook his head. A worried frown flickered his brow. “I just never…no one ever…I didn’t…”


  Rob leaned down and pressed his mouth to Casey’s as he drove his cock in to the hilt. Casey’s cry was muffled beneath his lips. A sense of urgency drove Rob as he began moving, drawing his cock out and then thrusting back inside Casey’s tight grip.


  Rob drove his cock harder and harder into Casey, brushing across Casey’s prostate with every thrust of his hips.


  Casey’s head arched back as Rob turned his head and nuzzled at his neck. The man groaned when Rob’s teeth scraped over his throat. Rob licked the soft flesh just beneath Casey’s ear before sinking his teeth in.


  “Rob!” Casey cried out.


  Rob held Casey in place with the force of his hips and the fangs imbedded in his skin. He growled around the flesh in his mouth, low, primal, demanding Casey’s surrender as he drove his cock into Casey over and over again.


  Pulling his fangs free, Rob drew a sharp claw over the soft skin of his neck. “Drink from me, cub. Make our bond complete.” This wasn’t part of any claiming Rob had ever heard of, but he knew it was right. Something compelled him to tie Casey to him in every way possible.


  Casey didn’t hesitate at Rob’s hastily spoken command. He placed his mouth over the bleeding cut and swallowed. Rob felt a primal growl building in his throat as a sudden warmth filled his entire body, and then he could feel Casey in his soul.


  Casey’s eyes widened in stunned silence for a second before his orgasm hit, and he screamed, his seed splashing between them.


  As Casey went boneless and sank back against the blanket, Rob’s thrusts increased. A deep rumble came from Rob’s chest as he rammed his cock harder and harder into Casey.


  Rob shuddered as he felt his cock thicken, lodging him in Casey’s ass. Rob continued to grip Casey’s hips as he thrust once, twice, then shuddered. Rob tossed his head back and roared as he exploded inside of Casey’s ass. He was frozen in time and space as he found his pleasure, and felt his balls emptying as endless spurts of cum filled Casey’s ass.


  Rob was panting heavily as he rolled them both to their sides and lay down beside his mate. “Thank you, cub,” Rob whispered against Casey’s neck before placing a gentle kiss on the bite mark he had left in Casey’s skin.


  Rob smiled at Casey’s tired sigh as he was tucked close to Rob’s body. He inhaled deeply, breathing in his Casey’s sweet apples and cinnamon scent. He was exhausted as he curled next to Casey. He wasn’t sure what had happened, but at the moment, he didn’t care.


  All that mattered to him was feeling Casey cuddle into his side. The contentment he felt was enough for Rob to relax and let the tiny aftershocks settle him for the moment.


  “What happens now?” Casey asked, his voice breaking the silence.


  Rob didn’t have all the answers but he had a few. “Now, we start looking for a place for us. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy, not at first. Hell, even a studio apartment would work. We just need a place for the two of us to call home.”


  Rob wanted to give Casey the world, and swore to himself that he would work his ass off until he could. Casey deserved the best, not some stupid studio that was no bigger than a closet. Hopefully, his job with his father’s construction business would be enough to take care of the two of them.


  “And until we find something?” Casey whispered as his arms tightened around Rob’s chest. “I don’t want to be away from you.”


  “You won’t, cub.” Rob rolled Casey toward him and pressed a kiss to the top of his head. “I don’t care if we have to sleep in the woods every night. We’re never going to spend another night apart, not as long as we live.”


  Casey’s face lifted and he pressed his nose into the crook of Rob’s neck. His inhale was deep. “I’d really like that.”


  “I’m going to start working at my father’s construction company. The hours will suck”—Rob chuckled—“and so will the pay, but it’s a start.”


  “I have some money saved up,” Casey said. “And I can ask for more hours down at the bakery now that I’m done with school.”


  Rob didn’t like it, but he was pretty sure Casey would argue with him if he said he wanted his mate to stay home and not work. Call him a chauvinist pig but he preferred Casey being home where he was safe rather than out in the town where anything could happen to him.


  He also kind of liked the idea of having Casey waiting for him when he came home after a long day at work. So, yeah, he was a chauvinist when it came to his mate.


  Sue him.


  “What did you want to be when you grew up?”


  Casey lifted his head and stared at Rob. “Why do you want to know that?”


  “I want to know what your hopes and dreams are, cub. That what being mates is all about.”


  “Oh.” Casey’s cheeks heated as he dropped his gaze. “I like cooking. I didn’t want to be a chef or anything. I just wanted to cook. I like discovering new recipes and putting my own spin on them.”


  “Like your honey buns?”


  Casey smiled as his eyes flickered up. “Yeah.”


  “I’d say you have a talent for it.” Rob just had to figure out how to make Casey’s dream come true. Maybe he’d talk to his mother and see if she had any ideas. She was pretty smart.


  Rob strummed his fingers lazily through Casey’s honey-blond hair. He loved how silky soft it felt sliding between his fingers. “Do you think there’s going to be a problem with your foster parents when you move out?”


  “No,” Casey answered instantly. “The quicker I’m gone, the quicker they can move in another foster kid. Now that I’m eighteen, they won’t receive any more money for me. I’m just taking up space.”


  Rob felt his eyes water at Casey’s solemn words, and blinked rapidly to make them go away. He didn’t want to appear weak in front of his mate, but Casey’s life made him want to rant against the world and then curl up in a ball and cry.


  Had the man ever had a lucky break?


  “As long as we stick together, we’ll be just fine, cub.”


  Chapter Nine


  


  Casey sat on the edge of the bed and stared down at the man sleeping under the blankets. Rob was laying on his stomach, one leg bent at the knee, the other one stretched down the length of the bed. He had one hand tucked under his cheek. The other one was thrown out across the bed as if looking for Casey.


  Even sleeping, he was still the handsomest man Casey had ever seen. He didn’t fully understand how he had lucked out to be mated to Rob, but he wasn’t going to fight it. For the first time in his life, it felt like someone really wanted him.


  It made Casey’s stomach clench just thinking about having to leave him, even if it was just to go to work. He would have preferred staying tucked into bed with his mate.


  After leaving the river, Rob had brought him home and taken him straight up to his bedroom where he had made Casey’s toes curl in the most delicious of ways. Casey still shivered every time he remembered the blow job he had received in the shower. He couldn’t wait for the chance to return the favor.


  It would just have to wait until he got off work.


  “Hey, cub, what are you doing up?”


  “I need to head to work.”


  Rob squinted at the watch on his wrist. “Casey, it’s four o’clock in the morning.”


  “Baker’s hours.”


  “Huh?”


  Casey chuckled at the cute little frown that marred Rob’s face. “The bakery opens at five. I have to get everything ready before then.”


  Rob flung the blankets back and started to sit up. “Just give me a moment to take a piss and get dressed and I’ll drive you.”


  “No, no.” Casey pressed a hand to Rob’s chest. “I can ride my bike. It’s just a few blocks from here.”


  Rob’s eyebrow curved up. “I’m not going to let you ride your bike this early in the morning, Casey, not when I can easily drive you to work.”


  “Rob—”


  Rob pressed a finger to Casey’s lips. “You don’t have to do this on your own, Casey.”


  Casey’s shoulders slumped as the tension he didn’t know he was holding onto suddenly faded away. He was so used to never having anyone, not even to take some of the load off, that he almost didn’t know what to do now that he did.


  Rob’s fingers caressed the side of his face, the touch light and tentative. “You’re not alone anymore, cub.”


  Casey prayed that Rob was telling the truth because he couldn’t imagine going back to his old life after experiencing one with Rob at his side, even if it had only been a day. He’d wither up and die.


  Casey sat on the side of the bed as Rob got up and dressed. He felt his face flush as he watched the man tuck his cock into his jeans and button them up. Commando was a good look on the man. The image of Rob walking around with no underwear on was probably going to stay with Casey for the rest of the day.


  By the time Rob held a hand out to him, Casey was ready to say to hell with it and crawl back into bed with the man. The only thing that kept him from stripping off his clothes was the knowledge that they needed every penny they could earn if they planned to get out on their own as soon as possible.


  Casey’s jaw dropped when they reached the bottom of the stairs and Rob’s mother held out a breakfast burrito to both of them. “Thank you.”


  Maggie smiled. “You’ll need something filling for work, and as good as your honey buns are, they won’t give you the energy you need to work a full shift at the bakery.”


  “How’d you know?”


  “I worked at a bakery when I was in high school. I remember how it was.”


  Casey grinned because he just couldn’t not smile. Maggie Colton was turning out to be a wonderful woman. She seemed to accept everything about Casey and—besides Rob—he hadn’t really experienced that before.


  On a whim, Casey leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to Maggie’s cheek. “Thank you.”


  The twinkle in the woman’s light-brown eyes said she understood that Casey was thanking her for more than the breakfast burrito. “You’re more than welcome, honey. Now, you’d better get going or you’ll be late for work.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Casey couldn’t keep from beaming as he swung his bag over his shoulder and followed Rob out to the man’s truck. His day was starting off with a bang. It was certainly starting off better than any day he could remember in the past.


  When Rob pulled the truck up in front of the bakery a few minutes later, Casey was just finishing up the burrito Maggie had given him. “This is really good,” he said between bites. “Does your mom make these a lot?”


  Rob grinned as he rested his hands on the steering wheel. “Oh, she’s made them before. She’s just never met us at the bottom of the stairs at oh my god it’s early. She made us fend for ourselves that early in the morning.”


  Casey chuckled. “Maybe she likes me more.”


  Rob winked. “I know I do.”


  Casey felt the heat in his face as he ducked his head. He was pretty sure he could light up a city block. He wasn’t used to getting compliments. Getting smacked around was more his usual. This would take some time to get used to.


  Casey bit his bottom lip as he looked toward the front of the bakery. He tightened his fingers around the strap of his bag. “I have to go in.”


  He really didn’t want to.


  “What time do you get off work, cub?”


  “Two,” Casey replied as he glanced back to Rob.


  “Hmm.” Rob frowned. “I’ll be at work until five.”


  Casey reached over and laid his hand on Rob’s wrist. “I can get home on my own, Rob. I’ve been doing it for ages.”


  When Rob’s lips pressed into a thin line, Casey got the distinct feeling he shouldn’t have said that. Considering the first time they ever met Casey was running scared, Rob might have a point. But still…


  “Do you have a better solution?” Casey was willing to hear it. Compromise was something he was well acquainted with. He had been compromising his entire life.


  Rob’s hands tightened on the steering wheel, making it crackle. “Would you be offended if I asked my mother to pick you up?”


  “No.” He liked Maggie. “But I don’t want to be a bother either.”


  “You could never be a bother, cub.” Rob grabbed Casey’s hand gave it a gentle squeeze. “Besides, my mother likes you, remember?”


  Casey wrapped his hand around the muscled arm closest to him and leaned his head against Rob’s shoulder. “Just not as much as you like me, right?”


  “No one likes you as much as I do, cub.”


  One simple statement and Rob made everything inside of Casey warm and wanted. Casey rubbed his cheek against Rob’s sleeve as he whispered, “That’s an amazing talent you have there, Mr. Bear.”


  “What talent?”


  Casey grinned as he scooted back across the seat and opened the door. He slid out and onto his feet before turning back to wink at Rob as he lifted the strap of his bag to his shoulder. “I’ll tell you tonight when I see you.”


  He could see Rob shaking his head, chuckling, as he closed the door and stepped back onto the sidewalk. Casey stood there as Rob drove away, watching until the taillights of the truck faded from view before turning and walking to the door of the bakery.


  He loved working at the bakery, cooking in a place that always smelled of fresh bread and pastries. When things weren’t busy, his boss gave him leave to try new recipes and let his baking imagination go wild. If what he created was edible, they served it in the bakery. If not, Casey kept trying.


  For the first time since he took the job of sweeping up after close of business when he was fifteen years old, Casey didn’t want to go to work. His imagination ran wild with the things he and Rob could do together…if Rob didn’t have to go to work, too.


  Things were going to get a lot better when they were living together and could sleep in each other’s arms all night long. One night just wasn’t enough. Casey couldn’t really remember a night beyond last night when he didn’t sleep with one eye open.


  Maybe that was why he had such a hard time going to work? The previous night had been spectacular, and that didn’t even include the sex. That had been earth shattering. But the sense of safety and peace that Casey derived from being wrapped in Rob’s arms all night long wasn’t something he had ever experienced, and he didn’t want to give it up.


  He was terrified something was going to take this away from him.


  Casey closed his eyes for a moment, his hands clenched so hard that his nails dug into the palms of his hands. He needed to get a hold of himself. Rob was strong enough for the both of them. The man wouldn’t let Casey go easily. He’d fight for him, for what they could have together.


  Casey was not in this alone.


  After taking a deep breath, Casey opened his eyes and unlocked the bakery door. He relocked the door once he stepped inside and shut the door behind him. He turned on the lights and then headed over to push the on button on the two-pot coffeemaker. It would have been filled the previous night so he just needed to get it started.


  After the machine started percolating, Casey walked toward the back of the bakery, dropping his bag down on the floor behind the counter as he went. His first order of business was to check the backboard near the employee restroom. Marge left all her instructions there. If she had anything special she wanted Casey to do, that was where she’d place the note.


  As he stepped into the backroom where the actual baking was done, a noise by the hallway leading to the backdoor caught his attention. Casey swallowed hard a sliver of fear raced up his spine. Even though he had the morning shift, it wasn’t totally unheard of for Marge to come in and make a surprise visit. She liked to keep on top of things at the bakery.


  Casey prayed it was Marge.


  He grabbed a rolling pin off the counter and held it tightly with both hands as he crept toward the small hallway that led to the back of the bakery. The only things back there was the cold storage, dry storage, employee bathroom, and the door that led to the small alley behind the building. Casey so didn’t want to go back there, but he knew if he didn’t find out what had made that noise, he’d stew about it until he chewed off every last fingernail.


  Knowing he didn’t have a lot of other choices, Casey tightened his grip on the rolling pin and crept around the corner to the entrance of the hallway. Step by cautious step, Casey made his way to the back door.


  Nothing.


  He couldn’t see anything out of place and he hadn’t heard another sound, so maybe it was just his overactive imagination. It wouldn’t be the first time he thought he heard something when nothing was there.


  Casey’s attention was caught by a can of evaporated milk sitting in the middle of the floor by the back door. There were several stacked on the counter closest to the door. Casey rolled his eyes as he placed the can back on the stack. He was making monsters out of rolling cans.


  Casey dropped the rolling pin onto the counter and then pushed a hand through his hair as he made his way back into the baking area. He grabbed the ingredients he would need to start making the fresh honey buns the bakery had become famous for—it helped that they were smack dab in the middle of bear central—and poured them into the large industrial mixer.


  Casey went to turn the mixer on when he heard another noise from the back of the bakery. He swallowed hard, knowing that this time it couldn’t be his overactive imagination. Wishing he hadn’t left the rolling pin on the counter by the back door, Casey stepped to the entrance to the hallway.


  He took one look at the evaporated milk cans stacked neatly on the floor in the middle of the walkway, the rolling pin balanced precariously on the top two cans, and screamed as he spun around and raced for the front of the shop.


  Honey buns be damned, he was done!


  Chapter Ten


  


  Rob knew he had still had a smile as wide as the Mississippi River on his face when he pulled up back in front of the house, but he couldn’t seem to make it go away. And he kind of wondered why he was even worried about it.


  He was happy.


  It was as simple as that. He had thought he’d have a few more years before he met his mate but now that he had, he couldn’t imagine a life without Casey. Twenty-four hours was all it took for Rob to know he didn’t even want to try.


  The hours between now and when he got home to see Casey’s sweet face seemed impossible to handle, but Rob knew he needed to, just as Casey did. While he knew his parents would let them stay at the house until they got on their feet, Rob wanted to have a place with Casey that was just theirs. Their house. Their rules. Their nude cuddling on the couch.


  Rob couldn’t wait.


  Rob turned off the motor and opened his door. As he started to climb out of the truck, something on the passenger side floorboard caught his eyes. Rob leaned back into the vehicle and stretched out until he could grab it.


  It was the book Casey put all of his handwritten recipes in. Rob wasn’t real sure if Casey needed it for work or not, but the man had obviously been taking it with him.


  Rob grinned as he jumped back in the truck and shut the door. He started the engine and then pulled out of the driveway. This was the perfect excuse to go back and get the kiss he should have gotten when he dropped Casey off. Casey had slid out of the truck too fast.


  Who needed a couple of extra hours of sleep anyway?


  The lights were on when he pulled back up in front of the bakery. Rob wasn’t sure exactly what Casey did at the bakery so early in the morning, but he hoped it involved honey buns. He turned off the engine, grabbed the recipe book, and climbed out of the truck.


  He noticed that other lights up and down the street were starting to come on, the small strip of stores coming to life. He knew from experience that over the next couple of hours, the entire area would be waking, some heading off to work, others getting ready for the day.


  There was something to be said for being up this early in the morning. It was quiet, almost as if the air held its breath to see how people were going to start their day.


  Rob peered through the glass window as he knocked on the door. The lights were on and he could see the entire front room of the bakery. While there were a few items in the glass cabinets, it didn’t look like Casey had filled them with the rest of the donuts and cookies and pastries.


  Maybe that was why Rob couldn’t spot Casey?


  Maybe he was in the backroom baking?


  Rob knocked a little harder.


  After about five minutes and several loud knocks, Rob started to grow worried. He moved along the edge of the front windows, bending down to look under the colorful letters and graphics painted on the glass so he could see farther into the room.


  Except for the empty cabinets, the place looked ready to open. Rob could even see steam rising up from the filled coffee pots across the room.


  There was just no Casey.


  Knowing he was going to get in a shitload of trouble, Rob grabbed the door handle and turned it until the lock popped and the door swung open. “Casey? Cub?” he called out as he listened for any indication of where his mate might be.


  Apprehension was a funny thing. It had the ability to freeze someone in their steps and steal their breath away. It also had the ability to spur them on and make their heart race a million times per second.


  Rob felt like his heart was going to pound right out of his chest as he headed toward the back of the store. He spotted Casey’s bag on the floor as he hurried by and tossed the recipe book in that direction. He was glad it didn’t break apart when it hit the floor just in front of the bag. Casey would have his head.


  Rob started calling out Casey’s name as he searched the rest of the bakery. It took less than a minute to search the place, front to back. There was no sign of Casey. The cans of evaporated milk all over the floor by the back door didn’t reassure Rob that everything was okay.


  Finding the back door locked worried Rob even more. Casey should have been here somewhere. It had been less than ten minutes from the time he dropped the man off until he returned. Rob knew Casey had at least made it inside the bakery. Not only was his bag inside but the lights were on. His scent was strongest in the back of the bakery, which was just as empty as the rest of the place.


  So, where was Casey?


  Rob dug his phone out of his pocket as he paced. When his father answered, he almost couldn’t speak past the lump of fear forming in his throat. “Something has happened to Casey, Dad. I dropped him off down at the bakery just a few minutes ago and now he’s gone.”


  “Whoa, whoa, slow down, son,” Robert replied. “What do you mean he’s gone?”


  “He’s not here!” What part of gone wasn’t his father getting. “I dropped him off and headed home. I was climbing out of my truck to go inside the house when I spotted Casey’s recipe book on the floor. I knew he would want it so I drove back to the bakery. The lights are on. The doors were locked. But Casey is nowhere to be found. He’s gone.”


  “All right, stay where you are,” Robert directed. “Your brother and I are on our way.”


  “I’m going to shift and see if I can follow Casey’s scent. It’s pretty strong near the back door. Have Harvey follow my scent when you get here.”


  “No, stay where you are, Rob. Your brother and I will be there soon.”


  “I gotta go, Dad.” Rob snapped his phone shut before his father could argue with him. There was no way in hell that he was sticking around when he could be out searching for his mate.


  Rob quickly dialed Billy Ray, Jed, and Dwayne, letting all three men know what was going on and gaining their promise to get to his location as quickly as possible. If anyone had his back, it was going to be his friends and family.


  Knowing there was a strong possibility that he would need his phone when he found Casey, Rob hurried back to the front of the bakery. He grabbed Casey’s bag and shoved the recipe book inside before heading to the back of the store again. He unlocked the back door and pulled it open just enough that he could nose it open the rest of the way after he shifted.


  Rob quickly stripped his clothes off and put them into the bag. There wasn’t a ton inside the bag as it was so everything fit well enough. Rob dropped to all fours and let his shift take over, his bones crackling as they reshaped themselves. Muscles pulled and stretched as his body became thicker, hairier. Claws grew out of his fingertips as they morphed into padded paws. His mouth extended into a muzzle, sharp teeth punching through his gums.


  In all, it took less than a minute. Rob’s shift had always been quick. That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt just a little, because it always did. It wasn’t easy going from one species to another. But it was a natural part of his life and Rob had gotten used to the little pinch of pain that came with shifting.


  The second he lifted his muzzle into the air and sniffed, an overwhelming acidic smell filled his senses. Fear, sheer black fear. And it was tinged with the deliciously sweet scent of apples and cinnamon.


  Rob began to shake as disturbing images of what could be wrong built in his mind. Trying to push those disturbing thoughts to the back of his mind, Rob grabbed the bag in his mouth and then pushed the backdoor open and stepped out into the alley.


  He drew in a deep breath, searching the early morning scents for his mate. The strongest scent came from the left. There were others—bears—but Rob couldn’t quite place their scents. Whoever they were, if they harmed a one honey-blond hair on Casey’s head, Rob was going to show them what it meant to be a pissed off bear.


  When he reached the end of the alleyway, so many streets scents saturated the air that for a moment, Rob thought he had lost Casey’s scent. He circled, moving in one direction and taking a deep breath before doing the same in the other direction.


  Just as he was about to give up and roar out his frustration, Rob caught a whiff of Casey’s sweet scent from the alley across the street. Rob had a new appreciation for the early morning hours as he lumbered across the street and started down the alleyway. There were no cars on the road and the foot traffic was basically him. Not everyone that lived in King City knew of shifters, and it was kind of against the rules to tell anyone except family and mates.


  Rob saw a vehicle pull up at the corner just as he reached the alley. He recognized the sedan as belonging to his father. He stopped and dropped the bag in his mouth just long enough to let out roar so they would know where he was before picking it up again and continuing his search.


  By the time he reached the next block over, Harvey had caught up to him. The man was in his human form, a cell phone held to his ear. The sedan carrying Rob’s father followed behind them at a much slower pace. Rob could hear Harvey talking and knew he was relaying information to their father.


  By the time they reached the outer edges of town, three more bears hunted with Rob, and that was what they were doing—hunting. Only, their prey was Casey…and whoever took him.


  Rob stopped at the tree line. He knew there was nothing beyond this spot except forest for miles. He was beginning to suspect that whoever had taken Casey knew that as well. It was the only reason they would take him into this direction. They were thick and dark, and a human would get lost fifty feet in.


  Rob started to shift to discuss a plan of action with everyone when he heard a horrifying scream that he hoped never to hear again in his lifetime. Growling loudly, he spun and dug his claws into the dirt for better traction as he took off into the woods.


  He could hear his father and brother calling out to him to stop.


  He wouldn’t.


  Billy Ray, Jed, and Dwayne seemed to understand that. The three bears raced through the trees right along with him. Rob didn’t stop running until the smell of bear and human became so strong that he knew Casey had to be mere feet away.


  He had made quite the ruckus as he smashed through the woods, as had his friends. Whoever had Casey should have heard them coming. It wasn’t until he stopped and peered through the trees that Rob understood why they hadn’t.


  But they sure as hell heard his roar of outrage as he tore through the trees and attacked the men beating Casey. Every ounce of mercy he might have felt dead a quick death as he watched Raymond backhand Casey so hard that blood flew from the little human’s mouth and splattered on the ground.


  Ignoring the others—and knowing his friends would take care of them—Rob concentrated on killing the man attacking his mate. He sank his teeth into Raymond’s arm as the man raised it into the air to hit Casey again. Raymond’s scream of pain was satisfying but not as much as his death gurgle would be.


  Rob bit down until he tasted blood. When Raymond ripped away from him, Rob had a good mouthful of flesh in his mouth. He spit it out and moved back to place himself between Casey and Raymond. He peeled back his upper lip, barring his teeth as he growled, daring Raymond to come closer. He’d rip him apart.


  “Stand down!” The voice echoed through the small clearing so loudly, Rob’s ears ached. He turned to see Alpha Barker entering the clearing with Sheriff Garret and Rob’s father. None of the men looked happy.


  The alpha’s hands landed on his hips as he took in the bloody scene. “What in the hell is going on here?” he shouted as he stared at everyone. “I received reports of bears running through town. You know it’s forbidden to run where humans can see you.”


  Raymond, holding his bloody arm to his chest, hurried to his father’s side. Unfortunately, he was still in human form and could speak before Rob could shift. “He did it again, father,” Raymond said as he held up his bloody arm. “Rob Colton attacked me and my friends just like he did last time.”


  The alpha’s eyes moved to Rob. “Shift.”


  Rob made sure he kept himself between Casey and everyone else as he shifted. He heard a soft gasp from behind him and desperately wanted to turn and look at Casey, but taking his eyes off of the alpha wasn’t the smartest move he could make.


  He swayed just a bit after standing up straight, adrenaline rushing through his system. If it wasn’t for the soft hand he felt in the middle of his back, he might have dropped back down to the ground. For Casey, he could be strong.


  “Attacking the future alpha is a crime punishable by death,” the alpha explained. “You know this.”


  Rob kept his eyes straight ahead and just off to one side of the alpha as he nodded. Looking the man straight in the eyes wasn’t allowed when being reprimanded. He was supposed to be showing his submission to the stronger bear, but in that moment, showing submission could mean his life.


  “I let the last time go because Garret explained to me the fight was a fair one.” The alpha’s eyes narrowed as he turned to look at Raymond. “Despite my son’s actions, you were both at fault.”


  Rob barely kept his lip from curling back in disgust. It hadn’t been a fair fight, at least not the second half where Raymond had attacked him with a pipe. He doubted the alpha wanted to hear that. He never wanted to hear what a dirt bag he had raised.


  Raymond Barker was the golden child. He could do no wrong in the eyes of his parents. He was being groomed to take over for his father when the alpha stepped down. A smart man would have taken the lessons his father tried to teach him and worked hard to become the man the clan needed to take over when the alpha retired.


  Raymond was not a smart man. He used his position as son of the alpha to terrorize those that didn’t do what he wanted, and to get out of trouble with his father. Rob could see the calculating glint in Raymond’s eyes from where he stood and knew the other man was working out a plan to get out of trouble this time as well.


  When the alpha’s eyes landed on him again, Rob swallowed hard. There was no emotion on the man’s face to give him a hint as to what he was thinking. “Rob,” the alpha asked, “can you give me one reason why I shouldn’t order your execution?”


  Chapter Eleven


  


  Casey gasped at the alpha’s words. Rob could be put to death for protecting him? That wasn’t fair. Grabbing onto a bit of courage he didn’t know he had, Casey stepped around Rob and stood at his side.


  “Rob was protecting me.”


  He instantly felt the eyes of just about everyone on him. It was hard not to run back behind Rob and hide, but he would do anything for his mate, even face the alpha of his clan.


  “Casey Newton, isn’t it?” the alpha asked.


  Eyes wide in surprise, Casey nodded. He didn’t know the alpha even knew who he was. Of course, considering the man was the leader of his people, it kind of made sense that he would know who lived in his city and who didn’t.


  “What do you have to add to this situation, Casey?”


  Casey gulped when Raymond growled and took a step toward him. His level of fear was growing by the second. He was terrified of Raymond but he was more terrified that if he said the wrong thing, Rob would be taken from him.


  “I was at work,” Casey began. “I work down at the Partly Sunny Bakery on Fifth Street.”


  The alpha nodded. “I know the place.”


  “Well.” Casey clenched his hands to keep from chewing on his fingernails. It was a nervous habit he had yet to break. “I heard a noise at the back of the bakery and went to investigate. Someone had stacked a bunch of evaporated milk cans in the middle of the hallway by the back door. I got scared but when I tried to leave, Raymond and his buddies grabbed me. They dragged me out here and—”


  “He’s lying!” Raymond shouted. “He called me and said he needed to talk to me, to apologize for what had happened with Rob. He asked me to meet him in the woods. When I got here, he tried to seduce me. Rob jumped me while my back was turned.” Raymond’s eyes gleamed. “Ask the others. They’ll tell you the same thing. They tried to attack me.”


  Everyone spoke at once, each with something different to say.


  “No,” Casey cried out as he took a step. “He—”


  “You lying sack of—” Rob started a he glared at Raymond.


  “Raymond is telling the truth, alpha,” one of Raymond’s friends said.


  “Enough!”


  Casey snapped his eyes closed when the alpha’s loud voice rang through the trees. He started repeating his internal mantra. It didn’t usually work for him but it gave him something else to think of instead of his fear. I’m not here. I’m not here. I’m not here.


  “Garret, take Casey home,” the alpha ordered. “And remind him of what will happen if he speaks of what he has seen here tonight.”


  “Yes, alpha.”


  Casey felt Rob’s arms wrap around him as he opened his eyes. Before he knew it, he was enclosed in Rob’s arms, the man’s naked chest to his back.


  “You will not touch him.”


  Garret stopped several feet away. “You are defying your alpha’s orders?”


  Rob growled as he tightened his arms. “I’d defy the devil himself if meant keeping my mate safe.”


  “Your mate?” Raymond shouted. “You can’t mate a human.”


  “Is that why you attacked Casey?” Rob snapped. “Because it’s easier to pick on a human than it is a bear?”


  “I didn’t attack him,” Raymond shouted right back. “I don’t even know him.”


  “You’re lying,” Casey cried out. “You attack me every chance you get.” Casey lifted his shirt, showing the bruises on his side that wrapped around to his belly button. “I haven’t even healed from the last time you beat me up and took my bike.”


  Casey didn’t know why, but it felt like the tide of anger had suddenly turned when the alpha saw the bruises on his stomach. He walked forward at a steady pace, stopping directly in front of Casey and Rob.


  When Rob growled, the alpha just started at him. After a moment, Rob quieted down as if they had come to some sort of silent agreement. The alpha looked down at Casey as his fingers gently trailed over his skin at the edge of the bruises.


  “Do they hurt?” the large intimidating man asked.


  “A little,” Casey whispered. He was kind of used to having bruises so he didn’t pay them that much attention unless he rubbed up against something.


  “And you got them how?”


  “Um…” Casey swallowed hard as his eyes flickered to Raymond. “Well, your son, sir, he took my bicycle and—”


  The alpha’s eyebrow rose. “This is all over a bicycle?”


  “This time,” Rob growled. “But this isn’t the first time Raymond has gone after Casey.” Rob nodded at Casey. “Look at those bruises, Alpha Barker. Those are more than a few days old. Raymond has been beating Casey up for a very long time and no one has done a damn thing to stop it.”


  “Don’t take that tone with me, son,” the alpha snapped. “I was unaware that this was occurring.”


  “You are unaware,” Rob said in a steel hard voice, “because everyone is too frightened to come to you when your son does something wrong.”


  “Whatever my son has done, he is still next in line for alpha.” The alpha’s eyes narrowed to tiny little slits blazing with anger. “Attacking him is still punishable by death.”


  “He attacked my mate.”


  Casey felt like the very air still as everyone held their breath. When the alpha reached for him, Casey squeaked and turned into Rob’s chest.


  “Calm yourself, Casey.” The alpha’s voice was surprisingly gentle as was his touch as he pulled the edge of Casey’s shirt back. Casey shuddered when he felt the man’s fingers trace over the bite mark Rob had given him. It felt wrong for anyone else to be touching him there.


  Hell, it felt wrong for anyone else to be touching him period.


  “Damn it.” The alpha’s eyes snapped to Rob. He nodded his head to the far side of the clearing away from everyone else. “Why wasn’t this reported to me?" he asked once they got there. "I should have been informed the moment you mated Casey.”


  “Why?” Rob asked. “Because he’s human?”


  “Casey’s not human!” the alpha spit out on a growl so low Casey almost missed it.


  Another one of those heavy silences filled the small meadow. Casey stared at the alpha, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that the man never meant so say that. He wondered if he didn’t want others to know or if he didn’t want Casey to know.


  “I’m not human?” Casey asked.


  The alpha’s voice was just above a whisper when he spoke, as if he didn’t want anyone else to hear what he had to say. “You’re a bear shifter, Casey.”


  “But I don’t shift.” He was pretty sure he would have remembered that.


  “And you won’t.”


  Casey’s forehead wrinkled as he frowned. “But, you just said—”


  “You’re an omega,” the alpha said. “While you are a bear, you will never shift.”


  Casey felt like he had been sucker punched. There was a growing ache in the pit of his stomach. “How come no one ever told me?”


  “When your mother died, it was decided that it was best if you never knew of your bear heritage. It wasn’t like you were going to shift anyway so it was better if you grew up believing you were human. No one would be able to smell that you were a bear and you wouldn’t feel the needs that a real bear shifter goes through.”


  “Who decided this?”


  “I did,” the alpha replied. “I had you placed with bear foster families in case there was an issue. When one never developed, I decided to let you believe you were human.”


  “Why?”


  “Because you’re an omega, damn it.” The alpha’s voice was growing sharper but not louder. He was still speaking in a quiet tone. “If others learn what you are, it puts everyone in danger.”


  “Why?” Casey felt like a parrot repeating his question over and over again. He just had so many questions and so few answers.


  “Omegas are always gay and they always mate alpha bears.”


  Casey blinked in bewilderment. “I’m sorry, did you just say omegas always mate alpha bears?” Casey felt like sticking his fingers in his ears to get out whatever had messed up his hearing because there was no way in hell he had heard the alpha right.


  “I did.”


  This man was just as insane as his son. “But Rob’s not an alpha.”


  “He is now.” The alpha sighed, a resigned expression darkening his face. “You’re an omega, Casey. Now that you’ve mated, your scent is changing. Other bears are going to be able to tell what you are by your scent. They are going to want to mate with you. That’s why omegas are only mated to alpha bears. They need someone strong enough to fight off any challengers.”


  “This is insane.” Casey shook his head. The man had to be feeding him a line of crap. He didn’t feel any different.


  “Under the circumstances, Rob, I will rescind your punishment for attacking my son,” the man said. “But you will leave my territory by dawn.”


  “But…that’s like in two hours,” Casey insisted.


  “Then you had better hurry.” The alpha turned and walked back over to stand by his son, who was looking just about as confused as everyone else. “Go now before I change my mind.”


  “You’re kicking Rob out of your clan because he defended me when Raymond attacked me?”


  “I didn’t attack you!” Raymond shouted. “You threw yourself at me and then went crying to your boyfriend to get him to attack me when I wouldn’t go along with your little plan to mate with the next alpha.”


  “Do you ever listen to yourself speak?” Rob asked. “Casey is my mate. He would never throw himself at you.”


  “He can’t be your mate,” Raymond insisted. “He’s human. Bears don’t mate humans. It isn’t allowed.” He turned to his father, waving his good hand back toward Rob and Casey. “Tell them.”


  “Shut up, Raymond.”


  Raymond opened his mouth as if to argue until the alpha cocked an eyebrow and stared at him. A moment later Raymond snapped his mouth closed, but he continued to glare at Casey and Rob.


  “Garret, escort Rob and Casey to the border of my territory. From this moment on, they are banished from this clan. They are not to return without my express permission. If they do, their lives will be forfeit.”


  Rob’s father gasped.


  Garret shook his head as if he didn’t fully agree with his alpha’s decision, but he answered affirmatively anyway. “Yes, alpha.”


  “No.” Casey clutched at Rob’s arms when the man started moving them toward the trees. “He can’t really make us leave, can he?”


  “I’m afraid he can, Casey.”


  “This is wrong, Rob.” What part of that wasn’t he getting? What part of that wasn’t everyone getting? They were just letting this happen. Just like they had let things happen when Alpha Barker decided not to tell Casey he was a bear. “How can one man decide our fate like this?”


  “I’m sorry, cub. It’s just the way things are done.”


  “It’s wrong,” Casey said again. “This is our home.”


  “Not anymore,” Alpha Barker said.


  “So we’re just supposed to leave?” Casey’s voice rose as panic set in. “Now?”


  “It’ll be okay, cub.” Casey resisted for about one second when Rob wrapped arms around him. “Remember rule number two, Casey.”


  Casey nodded even as he buried his face in Rob’s throat. Maybe being a bear explained why he found such comfort in Rob’s heady scent? It certainly explained why he had accepted Rob so easily. They were supposed to be together.


  Rob’s head bent down close to Casey’s, his hot breath blowing across his ear. “Rule number five, cub. Mates always stick together, no matter what the situation. Wherever we’re headed, we’ll be heading there together.”


  “It’s still wrong.”


  Resigned, Casey lifted his head and turned to look at the man forcing him from his home. He just had one more question for the man. “You said you were the one to make the decision for me after my mother died. Is that correct?”


  “It is.”


  “Then you obviously knew her.”


  The man nodded. “I did.”


  “How well did you know her?”


  “We were friends.” The alpha’s head cocked as if trying to see where Casey was going with his line of questioning. “Why do you want to know?”


  Casey stared the alpha straight in the eyes, daring him to lie as he asked the one question that had been nagging him since he was a child. “Who’s my father?”


  The alpha’s dark eyebrows shot up. “I’m afraid that is not for me to say.”


  “But you know who he was.”


  The alpha sighed again, a sound Casey was coming to hate. “Dawn is fast approaching. You need to go now if you hope to reach the border of my territory before then.”


  “Why are you in such a hurry to get rid of us?” Casey asked. “We haven’t done anything wrong.”


  “You are a problem I cannot afford to have.”


  “But I haven’t done anything,” Casey insisted. Why wasn’t the insufferable man getting that? “Your son attacked me.”


  “And that is exactly why you must leave. As I explained, now that you have mated, your scent is changing. It will draw others to you. The strong ones will want to mate with you so that they can become alpha bears. The weak ones will want to be with you because you bring them peace and calm.”


  Casey blinked. “Okay, the whole alpha thing aside”—because yuck—“how can making people feel okay be a bad thing?”


  Casey almost rolled his eyes when the alpha sighed again.


  The man clasped his arms behind his back. “Are you my mate, Casey?”


  “What?” Casey squeaked. “No!”


  Another yuck.


  Alpha Barker smirked as if he knew exactly what Casey was thinking. “As your mate, you will look to Rob for guidance and he may not always have this clan’s best interests at heart. As alpha here, I have to take in account every member of my clan when making decisions. If people started to look to you for comfort and guidance, and you looked toward your mate, my authority would be put into question and I would be forced to challenge Rob. I am hoping to avoid that.”


  Casey wasn’t sure that was an answer, but the stubborn look that crossed the alpha’s face said he probably wasn’t going to get more of an answer than that.


  “You’ll be a great mated pair,” the alpha finally said, “and I have no doubt that you’ll do great things. You just won’t be doing them here.”


  



  Chapter Twelve


  


  Casey was pouting, and it was probably the most adorable thing Rob had ever seen. His arms were tightly crossed over his chest and his lower lip was so far out of his mouth it could have doubled as a landing strip. His eyebrows were pulled down low over narrowed eyes.


  Clearly a snit.


  “Do I smell different to you?”


  Rob was driving so he had just a second to look away from the front window but he wanted to meet Casey’s eyes so that the man knew he was telling the truth. “No, cub. You still smell like apples and cinnamon to me.”


  He understood what Alpha Barker had told them before they left, and he even believed him to some extent. The man had never lied to Rob as far as he knew. But Rob really couldn’t smell anything different about Casey.


  True, he smelled a little more like Rob, but that was normal when one mated. Rob knew he smelled a bit more like Casey as well. Their scents would continue to mingle as long as they were mated, which would be forever if Rob had anything to say about it.


  “Why would he say that?”


  “I don’t know, Casey,” Rob said as he looked back out the front window. He kind of always thought omegas were myths. He had never met one in his lifetime nor did he know anyone that had. It was a little odd to think an omega had lived in his hometown his entire life and he never knew about it. He got the impression that no one else knew either.


  But maybe that was the point.


  Alpha Barker had been very secretive, which told Rob he didn’t want the others to know Casey was an omega, even after he had been claimed by Rob. It seemed like he especially didn’t want his son to know, and that confused Rob. What did Raymond have to do with Casey being an omega and what did the alpha know about it?


  Rob had so many questions and no time to get the answers. They had been hustled away by Garret so quickly, they couldn’t even stop to grab their personal property. Rob’s father had shoved a wad of cash into his hand as they were escorted out of the clearing and into the woods. That was all they had until they could find some place to be for awhile and wait for their stuff to be shipped to them.


  It was going to make things interesting. They would have to be careful with their money, stopping here and there to get odd jobs. Rob hated the idea that until they could find something permanent, they would be living in motel rooms. That was no way for his sweet little mate to live.


  God, he had fucked up as a mate and provider.


  “Do you hate me?”


  “What?” Rob shouted as he turned to look at Casey so quickly, the truck swerved.


  Casey’s caramel eyes were big and luminous. “Do you hate me?”


  “Of course not.” Rob frowned. “Why would you think that?”


  “Because I got us kicked out of your clan.”


  “Casey, you…” This was never going to work. Rob pulled over to the side of the road and turned the truck off, ignoring the vehicle that pulled up behind him. He unbuckled his seatbelt and the held out his arms. “Come here, cub.”


  Casey didn’t even hesitate. He unbuckled and slid across the seat, right into Rob’s arms. Rob tucked Casey to his chest, holding him tight. “Now, you listen to me, Casey Newton. I don’t care what the reasons are that we have to leave. We were planning on finding a new place to live anyway. This just means we move a little farther away than we anticipated.”


  “But where will we go?” Casey whispered. “Who will have us once they learn what I am?”


  “Casey, if we can’t find a clan to take us in, we’ll make one of our own.”


  Casey’s eyebrows were raised when he tiled his head back. “A clan with just the two of us?”


  “No.” Rob grinned as he nodded to the back window to two trucks he could see coming up behind them on the road they had just come down. “We’ll be making a clan with them.”


  Casey sat up and turned. “Who is that?”


  The two trucks slowed, pulling off to the side of the road behind Garret. Rob was in no way surprised when Billy Ray, Jed, and Dwayne climbed out of the vehicles and started walking up to his truck. The surprise for him came when he saw his brother climb out of the passenger side of Dwayne’s truck.


  “I suspect that is our new clan, cub.”


  Rob watched as Garret climbed out of his car and met up with the others as they walked toward the front of the convoy of vehicles. They all stopped to talk to Garret except Harvey, who simply nodded at the man and kept on walking until he reached the driver side window.


  Rob kept one arm wrapped around Casey’s shoulders as he rolled the window down. “Harvey. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”


  Harvey leaned in and rested his arms on the window seal. “You really expect me to stay in a clan that kicks my baby brother out because of some demented idea about an omega creating chaos?”


  “He could be right,” Rob insisted even though he didn’t believe it. Casey was too sweetly natured to cause the kind of trouble Alpha Barker had talked about.


  “Bullshit.” There was something haunting in Harvey’s eyes, something dark. “I’ve seen chaos, brother, and Casey ain’t it. If anything, we should be rallying around him and keeping him safe from people that want to exploit him. He needs a safe haven, not a clan that won’t stand up for him.”


  Wow.


  Rob’s heart beat a little faster. He licked his lips, nervous and excited at the same time. “What did Mom and Dad say?”


  Harvey chuckled as he reached into his pocket and held out a wad of cash. “When Mom heard what Alpha Barker did, she pulled a bunch of money out of her savings and told me to give it to you. She also told me that if you need more, contact her and she’ll get it to you somehow.”


  Rob blinked back his tears. In everything important he had done in his life, his parents had always supported him. Even in this, they had shown once again how much they loved him and accepted the choices he made in his life.


  “I’m going to miss them.”


  “Not for long.”


  Rob’s gaze snapped to his brother. “What do you mean?”


  “Do you really think Mom and Dad would stay somewhere that their sons weren’t welcome?” Harvey snorted as he rolled his eyes. “Even now they are putting the house up for sale and Dad is making arrangements to have Alpha Barker buy him out of the construction business. Hell, Mom has already started packing.”


  Casey cried out as he pushed himself out of Rob’s arms. Stunned by the misery he could hear in his mate’s voice, Rob didn’t realize what Casey was doing until the man had the door open and was sliding out of the truck.


  “Fuck!” Rob growled as he watched Casey take off into the woods.


  “You’d better catch him,” Harvey said as he stepped back to allow Rob out of the truck.


  Rob was out of the truck and racing around the front of it in the next moment. He could hear Garret yelling out his name as he ran into the forest. He didn’t have time to stop and explain the situation to the man. Hopefully, Harvey would and Rob could find Casey and get back before trouble started.


  Casey wasn’t too hard to find. Rob heard his sobs before he spotted him curled up beside a fallen tree. Rob raced over and dropped to his knees next to his mate. Without hesitation, he scooped Casey up in his arms as he turned and plopped down on his butt, settling Casey on his lap.


  “Oh, cub.” Casey’s sobs tore at his soul. His sweet little mate should know nothing but happiness and joy. His life before now hadn’t been stellar, but at least he’d had a home. Now he had nothing, and Rob didn’t know when that was going to get better.


  Rob buried his face in Casey’s honey-blond hair when his own tears welled up in his eyes. “Do you want me to let you go, cub?” It would destroy him, but he would do whatever Casey needed.


  “What?”


  That one word was spoken with such shock that Rob hurried to explain his reasoning, even if he wasn’t real sure what it was.


  “Maybe if we weren’t mates anymore, your scent would go back to normal and you could return to the clan and live your life.” Those words sank in his stomach like a lead weight, but Rob would do whatever it took to put a smile back on Casey’s face, even give him up.


  “You’re leaving me?”


  Rob tried to hold onto Casey when the man struggled to get away from him. He was actually kind of surprised at how hard it was to subdue one skinny little human. He ended up pressing Casey down into the dirt, using the weight of his body to hold Casey in place. Casey was crying and whimpering, yanking at the hands Rob had grasped around his wrists.


  Rob did the only thing he could think of. He fisted his hand in Casey’s hair to hold him still and then covered the man’s mouth with his own, claiming him in a way that left no doubt that he was demanding Casey’s submission.


  The kiss was hard and demanding. There was an urgency to it that made Rob growl against Casey’s lips as fire heated his blood and thickened his cock until it ached. His body sang with delight when Casey lifted into the kiss, his lips opening and allowing Rob in.


  Rob moved his mouth over Casey’s, devouring its sweet softness. He delved inside, exploring with his tongue, conquering. As much as he wanted Casey to be happy—even if it wasn’t with him—his bear knew exactly what it wanted, and it wanted Casey.


  As Rob lifted his head and stared down into Casey dazed caramel colored eyes, he knew he couldn’t give the man up, not even if it was for Casey’s own good. “I’ll do anything you want, Casey, go anywhere you want, but I can’t give you up.” Tears of failure filled his eyes. “I’m sorry. I just can’t.”


  Casey reached up and smoothed a hand over Rob’s cheek. The mere touch of his hand sent a warming shiver through Rob, making him wonder if it would always be like this. Would he always crave this slim man’s touch?


  “I love you, Rob.”


  Elation thundered through Rob like a summer storm, followed quickly by a need to reassert his claim on his mate that he couldn’t deny. Rob tightened his hand in Casey’s hair, pulling until the man was forced to tilt his head back, baring his neck.


  Rob leaned down and licked a path over the rapidly beating pulse at the base of Casey’s throat. He gently mouthed the soft swanlike curve of Casey’s throat, lavishing the skin with his tongue. The heady moan that filled the air wrapped around Rob like a lover’s caress.


  Casey’s body squirmed beneath him as if he was trying to get closer, to climb under Rob’s skin. His hands grasped at Rob’s shoulders. His legs bent and parted, allowing Rob to settle between them. Even through the thickness of their jeans, Rob could feel Casey’s hard cock pressing against his.


  When Casey’s fingers dug into his skin, the last thread of Rob’s control snapped. His claws extended as he grabbed the edges of Casey’s shirt and ripped until the thin material tore. Casey’s jeans were next. In a matter of moments, Rob had Casey naked and pinned beneath him once more.


  Rob unbuttoned his jeans and pushed them down his thighs. He grabbed his cock and brushed it against Casey’s tight hole, only remembering at the last second that he had no lube. Rob racked his brain for an alternative. All the lube he had was either in the glove box of his truck or back at home in his nightstand.


  Casey whimpered and flexed his hips, driving Rob’s lust to sweltering heights. But it also gave him an idea. Rob spread his hands wide enough to hold Casey’s hips and part of his ass cheeks before lifting his bottom into the air.


  Using his thumbs to separate the luscious butt cheeks, Rob stroked his tongue up between them and over Casey’s ass. Casey’s cry was so loud, Rob was pretty sure people back in King City heard the man.


  He didn’t care.


  Casey could shout his pleasure to the world.


  Using his tongue to press his advantage, Rob circled around Casey’s puckered hole, giving a prolonged lick. He probed his tongue inside again, in several firm thrusts, adding a finger, leaving Casey shaking.


  Rob tongue-fucked Casey over and over, then alternated with a finger and finally two, and then three, until the man seemed to be barely hanging on the edge. He pulled all the way back out and pushed back in, fucking Casey with his fingers for a few strokes.


  Once he was assured that he wouldn’t hurt his mate, Rob lowered Casey’s body until he could fit the head of his cock to the man’s stretched hole. Rob’s clawed hands dug into Casey’s hips as he slammed forward, burying himself balls-deep in his mate’s sweet ass.


  Rob felt Casey’s body welcome him with searing heat and slick tightness. His body began to vibrate with liquid fire. Casey’s body held him snug, the man’s ass massaging his cock like the tight grip of a lover’s hand. He shuddered with increasing arousal when Casey cried aloud.


  He eased Casey up to sit on his widespread thighs. Keeping one hand curved around Casey, Rob brushed the other one over his cheek and then back to grab a handful of Casey’s hair. He locked eyes with Casey. His heart jolted at the love he could see shinning in their caramel depths.


  His pulse quickened as he moved, driving his cock deep into Casey’s sweet grip at an ever increasing pace. He made no attempt to hide the fact that he was obsessed with Casey or what a simple look from the man did to him.


  Casey was his world.


  Pleasure pooled at the base of Rob’s spine and tingled along his nerves. He could feel his cock beginning to thicken at the base and knew he was mere moments away from coming. He wanted Casey to come with him.


  He rammed his cock harder and harder into Casey, rocking the man with the force of his thrusts. He was overwhelmed by the heated tightness surrounding his hard shaft and the look of pure ecstasy on Casey’s face.


  Rob moved his left hand down between their bodies, tracing his fingers over Casey’s hard shaft before wrapping his fingers around him. Pumping with his hand, Rob used every trick up his sleeve to build his mate’s pleasure.


  He felt Casey’s tight channel contract around his cock with almost brutal intensity. Casey’s shattered wail of completion echoed through the trees as he sprayed white ropes of cum that spattered Rob’s fist.


  Rob grabbed Casey’s hips and started to piston back and forth, his cock completely buried in Casey’s ass by now. He swelled inside Casey, stuffing his ass full, his rhythm faltering as he neared orgasm. Rob leaned forward and sank his teeth into the soft curve of Casey’s throat. Sweet ambrosia flooded his mouth, the taste of apples and cinnamon almost overwhelming in its intensity.


  With a flurry of hard and fast thrusts, Rob froze, his cock buried as deep as he could be in Casey’s ass, his fangs buried in the man’s throat. He roared his completion as his seed erupted into Casey’s still-spasming channel. Rob gripped Casey’s hips, shuddering as the man’s ass clenched around his cock and milked him in the most provocative manner.


  Rob carefully extracted his teeth and licked the bite wound closed. He winced when he saw the red abused flesh. He might have bitten Casey just a little harder than he should have. The poor man looked like…well, he looked like he had been mauled by a bear.


  Go figure.


  Guilt ridden, Rob raised his eyes to Casey’s, opening his mouth to apologize. The serene smile he found made his snap his mouth closed. Had he ever seen someone look so peaceful before?


  “Are you okay, cub?”


  “Yeah.” Casey’s eyelashes flickered as he raised them. “I’m perfect.”


  “Yes, you are.” Rob doubted they were talking about the same thing but Rob knew what he felt. Casey was perfect in every way. He had truly been blessed by the Earth Mother when she had chosen Casey as his mate. “And you’re mine.”


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  


  Casey winced as he stood up and started pulling pine needles out of his hair. As much as he had enjoyed getting fucked by his sexy mate, he wasn’t particularly thrilled to have done it on the ground—again.


  “We really need to try to do that in a bed one of these days.”


  Rob chuckled. “Cub, you’re mated to a bear. The number of times I ride your ass in the great outdoors is more than likely going to equal the amount of times I take you in a real bed…or on the floor…against the wall…in the shower…”


  “I get the idea.” So did his cock as it twitched with interest.


  “My bear likes the great outdoors.”


  “As long as your bear continues to like me, I don’t really care.”


  “Yeah.” Rob flushed, which was just about as adorable a thing as Casey had ever seen. “I don’t think that’s a problem.”


  “It might be, if you considered leaving me.” Casey wished he could ignore what Rob had said, but he couldn’t. Even now, after he had been claimed again, the thought of Rob leaving him made his stomach clench with fear.


  “I didn’t want to leave you, Casey,” Rob said as their eyes met, Rob’s filled with so much pain that Casey’s breath caught. “I want you to be happy, even if that’s not with me. That’s all that matters to me.”


  “Being with you makes me happy.” Happier than he could ever remember being.


  Rob’s brows drew together in a confused frown. “Then why did you run from me?”


  “I panicked.” Casey swallowed hard as fear welled up in his throat. “We’ve known each other like two days and already I’ve done so much to destroy your life. And then I find out I’ve done the same thing to your parents? How can you all not hate me?”


  “Oh, cub, I could never hate you.” When Rob reached for him, Casey eagerly went into his arms. He pressed his face into Rob’s chest, drawing in a deep breath of the man’s scent. “Casey, you didn’t destroy our lives at all.”


  “But—”


  “You have given me so much, Casey. So much.”


  Casey lifted his head so he could look up at Rob. “You’ve lost your home because of me.”


  “I found a home because of you.”


  Casey blinked. “Huh?”


  “Casey, you’re my home, not some wood and brick building somewhere. As long as I have you, I have everything I need.”


  Casey was going to melt right there on the spot. “I love you.”


  Rob’s happy smile was well worth anything Casey had ever endured. “I love you, too, cub. I always will.”


  Casey dropped his head against Rob’s chest when tears sprang to his eyes. He threaded his fingers through the fine hairs on Rob’s chest, twirling them around the tip of his finger. “If that ever changes, you’ll tell me?”


  “It won’t. True mates mate for life.”


  Casey felt Rob’s lips press to the top of his head and wondered at how easily the powerful male showed affection. Rob seemed to have no problem showing Casey how he felt as well as telling him. Casey would always be grateful for that.


  “There will never be another for me, Casey. You’re it, until the day I die.”


  Casey frowned. “Don’t want you to die.”


  He smiled when Rob chuckled.


  “I don’t really have plans to die any time soon, cub. I’m just saying, you are my mate. No one will ever smell as sweet, feel as wonderful, or look as good as you do. Everything about you fascinates me, even this omega thing.”


  Casey didn’t really have a response to that. Rob was handing him his biggest wish ever and asking for so little in return. Even feeling the way he did, Rob had offered to give Casey up if it would make him happy.


  “No one has ever wanted me the way you do.”


  Rob’s grin grew as he winked. “No one is as smart as me.”


  Casey laughed as joy filled him to the point of bursting. He didn’t really care where they went as long as they were together. The rest of the world could go hang itself. Casey had Rob and that was all that mattered to him.


  That, and a shirt.


  “Something seems to have happened to my clothes.” Casey glanced down at his naked body and then grinned up at his mate. The flush that filled Rob’s face was too adorable to let pass. “Since you’re kind of responsible, can I borrow yours?”


  Five minutes later, Casey found himself being carried through the woods with nothing but a shirt to cover all his naked bits. Good thing he was mated to a bear of a man. Rob’s shirt hung down to the tops of his knees.


  “Any idea where we’re headed?”


  “Not really.” Rob shrugged as if they were discussing the changing weather and not moving somewhere unknown. “I guess we’ll drive until we either find a good place to call home or run out of gas money.”


  “I don’t think gas money will be a real problem.”


  Casey jumped and clung tighter to Rob when he heard Sheriff Garret’s voice. He was sure the man was a very nice guy, but just the sound of his voice sent a shiver of foreboding through Casey.


  “Easy, cub,” Rob whispered.


  Casey turned his head and pressed his face against Rob’s chest. He breathed in deeply, letting Rob’s natural scent calm his fears. He hated being afraid all of the time, but life had taught him that he had a lot to fear. When the people that should have cared for him turned their backs, those that had it out for him stepped forward to cause him pain.


  No one had ever cared enough to make sure he was protected until Rob. Casey tightened his arms around Rob’s neck, thanking the cosmic powers that be that he had been led to his mate. He was never going to let go.


  “What are you talking about, Garret?” Rob asked.


  “Alpha Barker has provided for Casey. It’s not much but it should hold you over for a while.”


  Casey glanced up when Rob started walking again. Harvey opened the door to the truck and Rob set Casey down on the seat before turning to Garret again. Casey had to admit he was intrigued when Garret handed Rob something. He just couldn’t tell what it was.


  “Why would Alpha Barker give Casey a credit card?” Rob asked.


  Okay, so that was what it was. And why would the alpha give him a credit card? He barely knew the man. Casey stared down at the piece of black plastic when Rob handed it to him. Huh. It even had his name on it. How weird was that?


  Garret sighed, which was enough of an oddity in the self-assured man that it caught Casey’s attention. He glanced up, meeting the sheriff’s eyes.


  “Alpha Barker married Raymond’s mother because it brought together two different clans. It was a marriage arranged by his parents. It was not a love match but it did produce Raymond.”


  “And that has to do with me why?” Casey asked. He instantly wished he had kept his mouth shut when Garret’s lips thinned into a straight line.


  “It has to do with you because Alpha Barker is your father.”


  Casey stared for a moment, and then he started laughing because he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt, Garret was pulling his leg. When no one else laughed with him, Casey’s amusement slowly died away.


  “You’re not serious?”


  “Alpha Barker met your mother when Raymond was a year old. He knew instantly that they were mates even though your mother was human. Barker and your mother met in private. When you were born, your mother had to go into hiding.”


  Casey swallowed hard. “My mother didn’t die of a drug overdose, did she?”


  “No, not exactly.”


  “Not exactly?” Casey snapped. “What in the hell does that mean?”


  Garret grimaced, almost as if his own words were distasteful. “As long as she retained her position, the alpha mate looked the other way. She didn’t care who her husband was fucking as long as he was discrete. When you were born, it threatened her position and Raymond’s position as the next alpha.”


  “How can that be?” Rob asked. “Raymond is older.”


  “True, but he wasn’t created with the alpha’s true mate. Casey was.”


  “Wait.” Casey’s fingers curled around the credit card in his hand until they hurt. “Are you saying that my mother was murdered?”


  “She was poisoned but we’ve never been able to prove that the alpha mate did it.”


  “What?” Casey’s heart ached for a woman he barely remembered.


  “When your mother died, the alpha mate made it clear that if the alpha acknowledged you, your life would be in danger as well.”


  Casey sucked in a breath. “She blackmailed him.”


  “As long as Raymond was the only acknowledged child of the alpha, she said you would be safe. Alpha Barker had to watch you grow up from afar, never acknowledging that you were his son, born from the only woman he had ever loved.”


  Casey leaned into Rob as he sniffled. “Then why did he send me away?”


  He just didn’t understand it. They could have been a family. Granted, Raymond was a jerk and Casey really wanted nothing to do with the man, but he might have been able to look past that considering Raymond was his brother. Or not, but he still would have liked knowing he had family out there somewhere.


  “Now that you’ve mated and come into your omega abilities, it is no longer safe for you in King City. Not only would you have come to the attention of others when you joined the clan, Raymond would have tried to mate with you because of that pesky little alpha clause.”


  Casey shuddered, and not just because Raymond was his half brother. “Yuck.”


  “I take it Raymond doesn’t know Casey is his brother?” Rob asked.


  “No.” Garret shook his head. “That was one of the stipulations of Casey staying in King City. No one except Alpha Barker, the alpha mate, and I were to know.”


  Casey swallowed hard when he felt bile rise up in his throat. “I think she broke that rule.”


  Garret gave him a considering look. “Why do you say that?”


  It wasn’t anything Casey knew for sure, just something he felt. “I was always placed in bear shifter foster homes, and except for a woman I was with for only a short time, pretty much every foster home was hell. There just can’t be that many bad foster families in one small town. Someone had to have said something.”


  Garret’s eyes narrowed as they sparkled with anger. “Are you saying you were abused in those foster homes?”


  Really?


  Casey just stared at the man until he growled.


  “Alpha Barker chose those foster homes himself,” Garret snapped. “He was trying to find you the best foster parents he could.”


  “Well, he sucked at it.”


  Garret’s eyes grew grim but determined. “You may not like the choices Alpha Barker made about your life but at least you had one. He did what he thought best to keep you alive.” Garret’s eyes hardened as they strayed to Rob. “Even now, he is trying to protect you.”


  “By banishing my mate from all he’s ever known?”


  “By getting you out of town before Raymond or his bitch of a mother can hurt you.”


  Casey just stared at the man as he tried to come up with a response to that. Nothing was coming immediately to mind. He didn’t understand why Alpha Barker hadn’t simply divorced his wife and mated with Casey’s mother. They all would have been a lot happier if the man had grown a set of balls and stood up to the woman.


  “So, what now?” Casey finally asked.


  Garret nodded to the credit card Casey held in his hand. “Alpha Barker arranged for money to be placed on that card, money no one but you can access. Use it as you see fit but mostly, use it to make a life for yourself somewhere away from here. It’s still not safe for you in King City, and it may never be.”


  “We weren’t exactly planning on coming back anytime soon,” Rob stated. “I won’t stay anywhere my mate isn’t welcome.”


  “Good.” Garret nodded. “Take him away from here. There are clans out there that will willingly accept you, and if they have any questions, have them call me. I’ll give you a good recommendation.”


  Casey wasn’t sure what that meant, but Rob’s eyebrows shot up, so it must be good.


  “All of us?” Rob asked.


  Garret turned to look at Harvey, Billy Ray, Jed, and Dwayne. He huffed a small sigh. “Yes, all of you.”


  “Thank you.”


  Garret nodded again. “Just go. You’re supposed to be out of this territory by dawn and that was about ten minutes ago.”


  Casey almost laughed at how quickly things moved after that. He was bundled up in the truck, buckled into his seat, and a pair of jogging pants tossed in his lap. As he wiggled into them, Rob started the truck and got them underway. The two other vehicles drove in line behind them, Garret just sitting in his truck until he disappeared from sight.


  Rob didn’t take his foot off the gas as they raced toward the border. The silence that hung in the air was cloying. It felt almost as if the man was afraid if they slowed down or stopped, they were never going to escape. And it did suddenly feel like they were escaping. If what Garret told them was true, they were.


  “Do you think Garret was telling the truth?” Casey asked as he stared at the credit card in his hand, turning it over and over again before running his finger along the thin edge. “Do you think Alpha Barker is really my father?”


  “Possibly, but even if he is, I’m not sure it matters. You’re mine and I’m not giving you back.”


  Casey chuckled at the forcefulness in Rob’s voice. “Another rule?”


  Rob grinned at him. “Rule six, cub. Once mated, a bear never gives his mate back.”


  “I like these rules.” All of them. “So, what now?”


  “Now, we drive until we find a new home. We make sure wherever we stay, we’re not put in a position where we are forced to choose between home and safety. And then we build the life we were meant to live together.”


  “Another rule?”


  “No, cub.” Rob reached down and entwined his fingers with Casey’s. “It’s a bear essential.”
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