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Chapter One


 


9-27-42-43-58-6


George Carver swallowed tightly then glanced between the
lottery ticket in his hand and the numbers displayed on the TV screen.


It wasn't possible.


It just wasn't possible.


He got up and walked over to his desk. He leaned the ticket
against the screen then booted up his ancient laptop. His hands shook as he
typed in the website for the Mega Money Lottery contest. The website seemed to
take forever to load.


It was probably just a few seconds.


He had good internet.


Once again, he glanced at the numbers on the ticket he'd
purchased on a whim down at the local corner grocery store and double-checked
them with the ones on his screen.


They were the same.


All of them.


He'd gotten all six numbers.


Holy fuck!


George just sat there and stared. It really had been a whim.
He'd been standing in line at the grocery store when he saw the flashing
numbers on the lottery machine. One point six billion dollars.


He couldn't even conceive of that amount of money.


After paying for his purchases, he'd had two dollars left. He
briefly thought about grabbing a coke, but then decided, why the hell not? He knew
he'd never win, but it was nice to dream, so he'd bought a lottery ticket. He'd
hit the random number generator, not wanting to try and choose numbers himself.


9-27-42-43-58-6


The winning lottery numbers.


Holy fuck!


George clicked the button directing lottery winners on what
to do next. It took him a moment to figure out exactly what he was reading. The
directions weren't that user-friendly. He grabbed the ticket and signed his
name across the back of it then picked up his cell phone and took a picture of
the signed ticket.


Now, he just needed a place to hide it until he could figure
out what to do.


George started looking around his room. He spotted several
different places he could put the ticket, but none of them seemed that secure.
It wasn't likely that his house was suddenly going to be robbed, but he wasn't
taking any chances.


He also didn't want to hold on to the ticket until he was
ready to go to the lottery headquarters and claim his prize. He was too afraid
he'd be mugged on his way down to the office. Or kidnapped. Hit by a bus.
Crushed by a falling meteor. Abducted by aliens.


The list was endless.


According to the lottery website, he needed to make several
copies of the signed ticket then place it in a safety deposit box for safe
keeping. He then needed to get a lawyer, a financial planner, and an
accountant.


That list was endless, as well.


What was a trust or limited liability company?


Family limited partnership?


George squinted as he stared at the screen. He was supposed
to check the records for attorneys, accountants, and financial planners to see
whether there had been any complaints filed with state disciplinary
authorities.


That couldn't be that hard, could it?


George reached over and grabbed his phone, dialing a number
he knew by heart. "Hey, Ford, can you come over? I need a little help with
something."


"Yeah, I'll be right there."


Sure enough, five minutes later the front door banged open
and Ford walked in. It kind of helped that he lived in an apartment two floors
down.


"What's up?"


"Lock the door."


Ford raised an eyebrow, but did as George asked.


George got up and walked over to the radio, turning it on
loud enough to muffle their words, but not so loud that they couldn't hear each
other talk.


Ford's forehead furrowed as he walked closer. "What's
going on? Are you okay? You're acting all weird."


Ford would know. Not only was he George's best friend, but he
was also his cousin. They'd been born a week apart. Being so close in age,
they'd always been lumped together. The good part was that they'd become best
friends.


"Come here." George waved Ford over to his laptop,
then pointed to the screen. "Look at those numbers."


Ford squinted down at the screen. "9-27-42-43-58-6.
Okay. Why am I looking at them?"


George held out the lottery ticket. "Now look at these
numbers."


"9-27-42-43—" Ford gasped. His hand started to
shake. "George."


"I know, right?"


"9-27-42-43-58-6. Jesus, George. You have all the
numbers right, every damn one of them."


"Yeah." George swallowed tightly as he pushed his
glasses up his face. "That's a lot of money, Ford."


One point six billion dollars.


He couldn't even say it.


"Shit." Ford's eyes grew huge. "You need to
talk to Dad before you do anything."


"You think he could help me with this stuff?"


"Uh, yeah. Dad's a CPA. This kind of stuff is right up
his alley."


George chuckled nervously. "Fancy a trip to Paris? Or a
new car?"


He could afford it now.


"I wouldn't turn down a cup of coffee," Ford said.


And that was why Ford was his best friend. Even with a
billion dollars on the line, Ford wouldn't take advantage of him.


"Come on." George tucked the lottery ticket into
his pocket then grabbed his jacket. "I'll buy you a cup of coffee after I
stop at the bank."


Ford lifted an eyebrow. "Dude, I can pay for my own
coffee."


"No, it's not that. I have money. I need a safety
deposit box. I don't want anything to happen to this ticket before I have a
chance to turn it in."


"You should take a picture of it."


"I already did."


"Make a copy of it so you have it on you."


George hadn't thought of that. He pulled the ticket back out
of his pocket and walked over to his printer. He made two copies, one for him
and one for Ford, making sure he got both sides of the lottery ticket on the
printout.


He folded his up and stuck it into his wallet then handed the
other one to Ford. "Here, hold on to this for me. Put it in your wallet or
something."


Ford shrugged as he took the printout, folded it up, then
slid it into his pocket. "Why do you want me to have a copy?"


"In case I lose mine."


"Better hope you don't."


George chuckled nervously. "Right?"


He slid the original ticket back into his pocket. "Okay,
let's do this."


He needed to make sure his future was somewhere safe before
he started planning it.


"Have you thought of taking a picture of yourself with
the ticket, just so you can prove you are you?"


George glanced at his cousin. "Do you think I
should?"


Ford shrugged. "Couldn't hurt."


George dug the ticket back out of his pocket then held his
phone out to Ford. He lifted the ticket until it was right in front of him then
stared at the cell phone Ford was holding up. "How's this?"


"Raise it up a little. I want to do a close-up so we can
read the numbers."


George raised the ticket up a little more then looked at the
camera lens on the cell phone again. He wasn't ready to smile simply because he
was too freaked out at the moment, but he tried not to look too upset.


"Okay." Ford handed the phone back. "Let's get
that little gold-plated beauty somewhere safe then go talk to Dad."


"I want to put your name on the safety deposit box so
that if anything happens to me, you have access to the ticket."


Ford raised an eyebrow. "I could bump you off for all
those millions."


"And leave you to deal with Uncle Allan and Aunt Helen
all by yourself?" George snickered as he shook his head. "I don't
think so."


He placed the lottery ticket back into his pocket, his cell
phone in his other pocket, then picked up his jacket again. There was a part of
him that was terrified to step out the front door. His luck had never really
been this good, and he was scared that it was all some cosmic joke.


Another part wished he could teleport directly into the bank
vault. He wanted to get the lottery ticket somewhere safe as quickly as he
could. That part of him was scared that something would happen and he'd lose
the lottery ticket. The building could catch on fire. The elevator cable could
snap and he'd fall to a crushing death. He could get mugged on the way to the
bank. He could be hit by falling space debris.


The possibilities were endless.


George was kind of surprised at how easily they reached the
bank. He expected someone to jump out at them at any moment, demanding the
lottery ticket. It didn't happen. He was even able to get a safety deposit box
and place his little sheet of future gold inside without any hassle, although
he did put Ford's name on it as the only other person able to access the box.


It wasn't until they got outside that his knees began to
shake.


Ford grabbed his arm and pulled him toward a bench in front
of the bank. "Come sit down before you fall down."


George took his cousin's advice and walked over to sit down
on the bench. He dropped his head forward into his hands and just breathed,
hoping he didn't start to hyperventilate.


It was a very real possibility.


"How's your bear?"


George checked deep within himself where his bear lived when
not out and about. "He feels my agitation, but he's under control at the
moment."


It would be really bad if his bear decided to make an
appearance. Humans tended to get upset when a huge bear suddenly appeared in
front of them. Considering he was bigger than a Kodiak bear, he'd freak
everyone out.


"Well, let's get you to Dad's so you can fur out if you
need to."


That wasn't the worst idea he'd ever heard.


George drew in a couple of cleansing breaths then climbed to
his feet. He could do this. The hard part was over, for now at least. George
had no idea if that would change or not after he talked to his uncle. He just
hoped he was prepared for whatever was coming.


"You know, this almost doesn't seem worth it."


Ford gave him a wide-eyed look. "One point six billion
dollars doesn't seem worth it?"


George shrugged. He doubted his cousin would understand. Ford
had grown up in a loving household, in a clan that readily accepted him,
surrounded by people that only wanted the best for him.


George hadn't been so lucky.


His life had been relatively easy until puberty hit and he
shifted for the very first time. After that, it had pretty much gone straight
to hell. Between his parents' schemes to try and get him to be alpha of their
clan and their alpha's fear that George would do just that, life had been
dismal at best.


So what if he was alpha born? He certainly didn't feel like
an alpha. He had no desire to lead his own clan. He had no desire to take a clan
away from anyone else. He had no desire to do anything but read his books and
paint his pictures.


Maybe the fates had screwed up somewhere along the line.
Everyone told him he was alpha born and he was supposed to lead a clan. He just
didn't have that desire. He'd rather amble through the woods looking for honey.


He might have been alpha born, but he was decidedly not an
alpha. If anything he seemed to have omega tendencies. He hated confrontation.
He hated fighting. He hated dominating others. Hell, he hated asking for
ketchup when he got a burger.


Alpha born or not, he was an omega.











Chapter Two


 


"De Oro, I have an assignment for you."


Leon de Oro groaned as he turned to face his boss. "I
just got off a two-week surveillance detail. All I want to do is go home,
shower, eat something, and then sleep for the three days you promised me when I
took that assignment."


Spending a week in some dingy apartment watching the building
across the street was not a walk in the park. He was cold, hungry, and tired.
He'd done what he needed to do to complete his assignment, but now he wanted
time off.


Gareth grimaced. "I know, but I need you on this
one."


Leon tugged at the piercing in his lower lip for a moment
before rolling his eyes. "Fine, but I want a week off after this one.
Paid."


"Done."


Leon's eyebrows rose. "Really?"


What kind of craptastic assignment had he just agreed to? It had
to be something pretty bad if his boss was agreeing to pay him for a week off.


"Who do I have to kill?"


"No one. This one is strictly protection."


Leon groaned. Again. "Do I have to shave?"


He hated the protection details where he had to be clean cut
and in a suit. Suits made him itch. Standing guard next to some bleach-blonde
bimbo as she got sloshed and hit on anything with a pulse, including him, was
not his idea of a good time.


He'd much rather be at a bar, preferably one where men were
men and they liked playing together. Funny, he'd never been given an assignment
in a leather bar, where he'd fit in a whole lot better. He was the twink
mothers forgot to warn their kids about.


"No, it's not that kind of protection detail."


"Okay, I'm listening."


And intrigued.


"Come into my office. This is need to know only."


Okay, now he was really intrigued.


Leon followed his boss into the man's office, shaking his
head as he went for the metal folding chair across the desk from Gareth's.
"It amazes me that a man who runs a multi-million-dollar security company
has an office that looks like you didn't spend more than thirty dollars on
it."


Metal chairs, a cheap pressboard desk, and an assembly of
papers and books littered the room. The artwork on the walls were maps and
wanted posters. There was a potted plant in the corner. It was dead.


Gareth snorted. "People don't pay me for my decorating
sense."


That was a good thing. He'd be broke in two seconds flat. But
considering the high level of clientele they tended to get, he might want to
consider investing a little money in a better decorated office.


Leon wasn't stupid enough to mention that, however. Gareth
was built like a Mack truck. He'd take Leon apart without breaking a sweat.


"So, tell me about this assignment."


"This is strictly off the books." Gareth gave him a
sharp look. "You understand that?"


"Yeah, sure."


Gareth's attention dropped back to the file in front of him.
"An old friend of mine called. His nephew recently came into some money,
and he's worried about the boy's safety. Apparently, there has been trouble
with his parents in the past, and he's afraid if they learn that their son is
suddenly rich, they will cause problems."


Leon couldn't prevent his eyes from rounding. "How much
money are we talking here?"


Gareth glanced up. "A lot."


"And a lot means?" He wanted to know what he was
working with here. Just how much protection did this guy need?


"One point six billion dollars."


Leon's jaw dropped. "Did you say billion, with a
B?"


He had to be sure.


Gareth nodded. "Now you see why he needs
protection."


This guy didn't need protection. He needed a whole fucking
army, and he could afford one with that amount of money.


"Why give me the assignment?"


"I was asked for my best, and that's you."


"No, I mean, why isn't this guy getting an entire team
of guys? Why not send everyone? Why just me?"


"Because we need this to be low key. The less people who
know who you are and why you are there, the better."


Leon got a funny feeling in his gut. "And that means
what?"


Gareth looked him straight in the eyes and said, "You're
going in as this guy's boyfriend."


Fucker.


Gareth knew he was gay, but he'd never used it before. Why
now? "Is he even gay?"


"He is now." Gareth handed over a large manila
folder. "This is everything you need to know about the client. Memorize it
then bring the file back to me so I can put it in the safe."


Leon glanced toward the large double doors on the far wall.
They were made of ten inches of hardened steel and a biometrics security lock.
Gareth kept all his important information in there, locked behind those large
double doors.


Leon had never understood why Gareth didn't use a computer for
that. Gareth usually went off about security and hacking and other crap. Leon
tended to zone out after a while. He'd rather play with Gareth's gadgets.


Leon took the file then stood. "How soon do I need to
report?"


He needed to know if he had time to run home and take a
shower, and maybe get in a nap.


"Yesterday would be good."


Well, damn.


"I want a sit-rep every twelve hours. Understood?"


Leon frowned at the unexpected order. They didn't usually
have to check in more than every few days depending on the assignment.
"Yes, sir."


"This mission is very important, de Oro. I expect your
best on it."


"Of course, sir."


Leon was a little put out that Gareth thought he might not
give his best on any assignment he was sent on. He always did. Besides the fact
that it paid well and he enjoyed the hell out of what he did, he owed Gareth.
He would never let the man down by not giving every assignment his very best.


"I'll call just as soon as I arrive and assess the
situation."


Gareth nodded. "I'll be waiting for your phone
call."


Leon took the file and walked out of Gareth's office. He'd
been headed home when Gareth called out to him. As much as he wanted to
continue heading home, he knew he needed to read over the file the boss man had
given him then give it back.


That meant coffee, and lots of it.


Leon made a beeline for the break room. He wasn't sure what
they served there could be considered coffee, but it'd keep a man up even if
he'd been dead for three days. He grabbed a cup of the dark liquid and doctored
it with enough sugar to give himself diabetes then made his way to one of the
empty tables.


He shuddered when he took his first sip. He liked coffee as
much as the next guy, but this stuff could curl the hair on his lip. He knew
he'd need it if he was going to be at the top of his game going into this
assignment without taking rest time first.


He couldn't wait until it was over and he got an entire week
off. Maybe he'd go to Aspen and do a little skiing and find himself some sexy
ski bunny to spend a few days and nights with. It had been a bit since he'd
been laid.


He happened to know from personal experience that the guy who
rented out skiing equipment at one of the resorts up there could do things with
his tongue that would make Leon's eyes roll back in his head.


He really needed some time off.


After taking another sip of coffee, Leon flipped open the
file and started reading. The more he read, the more he understood why Gareth
had been asked for help. George Carver might actually be the last nice guy on
the surface of the planet. The second people realized he had money, he was
going to be eaten alive.


The name of the town where George lived sounded familiar, but
Leon couldn't place why. He did find it interesting that the man was a bear
shifter, but that was going to make things a bit dicey. Leon was human down to
this DNA. He didn't have a single gene strand of shifter blood in him. Not a
trace.


In his experience, most shifters tended to look down on
humans. He'd had to prove himself more than once over the years because of
that. He'd also had to put more than one shifter in their place when they
thought they could intimidate him.


He didn't get intimidated.


Ever.


Leon read through the rest of the file, made a few notes,
then started working out a plan to keep George safe. Going in as the man's
boyfriend would work. It would allow him to stay close to the man day and
night.


George was also gorgeous, so it wouldn't be a hardship. Leon
was no slouch, standing at six foot one inches tall, but George topped him by
more than a few inches. He also out-weighted Leon by at least a hundred pounds.


The short brown hair and neatly trimmed beard were a nice
touch, but what really made George attractive to Leon was the wire-rimmed
glasses and the glint of shyness in the deep brown eyes behind them.


George Carver was a big ol' gentle bear.


Leon smiled as he finished reading the rest of the file.
Shifters were notorious for being hard to work with. They had an aggressive
nature, mostly due to being a shifter. George didn't look as if he had an
aggressive bone in his body.


He had no history of aggression that Leon could see, either
in the human world or the shifter world. There had been no complaints lodged
against him except for a few filed by George Carver Sr. and his wife, Rose.


Leon knew there was a story there simply because Gareth had
told him the parents were trouble. Failure to do his duty to his parents just
didn't seem like a good enough reason to file a complaint with the shifter
council.


But what did he know? He wasn't a shifter, and he never would
be. Unlike the Hollywood movies, you could not become a shifter through a bite
or serum or ritual or whatever. You were either born one or you weren't, and he
wasn't.


Leon groaned as another thought hit him. He grabbed the file
and headed back to Gareth's office, knocking on the door once he reached it.


"Come."


Leon opened the door, stepped inside the office, then closed
the door behind him. "I have a question," Leon said as he laid the
file down on Gareth's desk. "What kind of crap am I going to get from the
alpha of Carver's clan?"


He really didn't want to have to deal with all the posturing
and politics that went into dealing with a clan alpha. They usually liked to
beat their chests and hear themselves talk more than be diplomatic.


"He doesn't belong to a clan."


That hadn't been in the file.


"How can he not belong to a clan? I thought all shifters
had to belong to a clan."


Gareth shook his head. "No, most of them tend to join
clans because there is safety in numbers, but they are not required to. In
George Carver's case, he lives in Alpha Henry Barker's territory, but he
doesn't belong to the clan."


"How is that possible?" Alphas were notoriously
territorial. They tended to attack first and ask questions later if someone not
affiliated with their clan entered their territory.


"When George got kicked out of his clan, he went to his
uncle, who belongs to Barker's clan. His uncle got special permission from
their council for George to be there, but Barker refused to allow George join
his clan."


Leon felt a prickling of unease climb up his spine.
"Why?"


"He doesn't want to be challenged by George."


Leon's eyebrows lifted. "He's afraid George will
challenge him?"


Had he met the guy?


"George tends to intimidate those around him,"
Gareth explained. "He left his birth clan because the alpha there was
afraid he'd be challenged by George, the same reason he's not allowed to join
Henry's clan."


"Huh." Leon pictured the photograph of George in
his mind. "I don't see it."


"You don't see it?"


"No."


"He's a six-foot-ten-inch-tall bear shifter. How do you
not see it?"


Leon shrugged. He couldn't explain it, but he just didn't see
George challenging anyone to anything. That shy glint in his eyes didn't lend
itself to someone who was aggressive.


"Well, whether you see it or not, be careful. Shifters
can be a testy lot."


Gareth should know. He was a shifter.


"You got it, Boss."


Leon saluted then turned and walked out of the office. He did
have to stop by his apartment and grab a duffel bag of clean clothes, and it
really wouldn't hurt to take a shower. He had been out on an assignment. While
the dingy apartment he'd been staying in did have a shower, he wouldn't have
bathed in it on a bet. He needed to get some of the dinge off his body.


He'd still have plenty of time to get to George Carver's
place, even if he was supposed to be there yesterday.











Chapter Three


 


George tried not to pay attention to the fact that his hands
were shaking as he rinsed his coffee cup. That would mean acknowledging just
how nervous he was at the moment. Nervous. Anxious. Coming apart at the seams.


He was a mess, and he knew exactly why. Today, he had talked
with a lawyer about his lottery winnings and set up some sort of trust for the
money to go into. Tomorrow, he was supposed to go claim said lottery winnings.
All one point six billion dollars’ worth.


As much as he liked the idea of having a crap-ton of money to
realize every dream he'd ever had—not to mention some he hadn't had yet—he was
really starting to wonder if it was worth the anxiousness. His stomach had been
in knots since he realized he had the winning numbers.


Granted, he had spent a fair amount of time thinking about
what he'd like to do with the money and he'd come up with several ideas. Number
one on that list was to do something special for his uncle, aunt, and cousin.
They had been kind and accepting of him when no one else had.


From the moment they learned George's parents had kicked him
out of the house because he refused to challenge their alpha for the clan and
his alpha had banned him from the clan because he was afraid George would,
Allan and Helen had taken him in and made him a part of their family, no
questions asked.


That deserved something really special in George's book. He
just had to figure out what that something special was. He had to wonder why it
wasn't easy for him considering he could practically buy anything they could
ever want or dream of.


That almost made it harder. Aunt Helen would be happier with
a homemade card and a flower in a pot than the most expensive long-stemmed red
roses. Uncle Allan was pretty much the same way. He was happy sitting back
after dinner with his feet propped up, watching his favorite sitcom while
drinking a beer.


They didn't need fancy or expensive things. They were pretty
simple people. According to them, their wealth was in their family and friends.


George liked that, except that he didn't have any family
beyond them and barely any friends. That made him pretty poor according to that
theory. And George was pretty sure any friends he made after people learned he
had oodles of money weren't the kind he'd want.


George jumped when his front door crashed open. For a moment,
he forgot to breathe, and then he heard Ford.


"Hey, cuz, where are you?"


George gripped the edge of the counter and drew in a shaky
breath. He adored his cousin. Ford wasn't just his cousin. He was George's best
friend, but if he didn't learn to knock, George was going to sit on him after
shifting. He'd squish him like a bug.


"George?"


George huffed before answering. "I'm in the kitchen,
Ford."


Ford appeared around the corner a moment later.
"Hey."


"You need to learn to knock."


Ford snickered.


"Seriously, Ford. You're going to give me a heart attack
one of these days." Ford was always crashing into the apartment without
knocking first. "Your mother would beat you with a wooden spoon if she
caught you doing shit like that."


"Which is why I knock before entering when I'm at
home."


Yeah, he wasn't stupid…most of the time.


George crossed his arms and leaned back against the counter
as he watched Ford open the fridge and root around inside. "Why are you
here?"


"What?" Ford grabbed a soda then closed the door.
"I have to have a reason to come visit my favorite cousin?"


"I'm your only cousin."


Ford shrugged. "I just wanted to check in on you, see
how you were doing."


George signed. "I'm okay."


"Come on, George, this is me. Tell me the truth."


That was one of the bad things about having your cousin be
your best friend. He knew George just a little too well, and had since birth.
George had never been able to get anything past his cousin.


"My gut is one big knot."


"Yeah." Ford nodded as he popped the tab on his
soda. "I figured it would be."


George groaned as he tilted his head back and stared up at
the ceiling. "What am I going to do with a billion dollars, Ford?"


"One point six billion dollars."


"You heard your dad. I only get the full amount if I
take it in installment payments over twenty years. I get nine hundred and
thirty million if I take it in one lump sum."


"Nine hundred and thirty million is still a lot of
money, George."


George's eyes rounded. "Yeah."


"Well, what do you want to do with it?"


"I don't know. That's the problem." George pushed a
hand through his hair, brushing the edges back from his face. "I know I want
to do something for your folks. I just haven't figured out what yet."


"Send them on a cruise with Uncle Robert and Aunt
Maggie."


Robert and Maggie Colton weren't really related, but Helen
and Maggie had been best friends since grade school, so they might as well be.
Since George was related through Uncle Allan, who was his father's brother,
he'd always felt a little weird around Robert and Maggie and their kids, no
matter how nice they had all been.


"A cruise?" That didn't seem like a good enough
thank-you for all they had done for him.


Ford nodded. "There's this cruise that goes up to Alaska
that Mom's always dreamed of. It stops off in different places where they can
get the fur on and run free without worrying they might freak someone
out."


"Okay, I can do that, but I was thinking of something
more substantial, like paying off their mortgage and putting some money aside
so they'd never have to work again."


Ford shook his head. "They'd never go for it."


George's shoulder slumped. "I was afraid you'd say
that."


"You know Mom and Dad. They have a lot of pride, and
they won't accept anything like that that they didn't earn themselves."


George blew out a breath. "Yeah, I know."


"I wouldn't turn down a nineteen sixty-seven teardrop
Corvette."


George chuckled. "What color?"


Ford snorted. "Black, of course. Is there any other
color for a classic Corvette?"


George wouldn't have a clue. He didn't own a car.


"I was thinking of setting up some shelters for shifters
who'd been kicked out of their homes."


"Like you were?"


"Yeah, although, I don't imagine there are a lot of
shifters out there who were kicked out of their homes because they wouldn't
challenge their alphas. I've done some research, and most of them get kicked
out because they won't conform to their alpha's wishes."


"You mean gay shifters."


George nodded. He'd actually been shocked at how many stories
he'd read about young shifters being banned from their clans because they were
gay. That had never seemed to be a problem in the clan he'd been born into. No,
his problem had been that he grew too big, and maybe a bit too scary.


Even now, just walking down the street, more than one child
looked at him with shock and a little bit of fear. Mothers crossed the road
with their kids as if afraid he'd eat them or something.


And then there were the ass wipes who tried to pick fights
with him to prove they were men, which was pretty much macho bullshit as far as
George was concerned. How picking a fight with someone proved one's manhood,
he'd never know.


His biggest problem was Raymond Barker, the alpha's son. The
man was a prick plain and simple. He used his status as next in line to be
alpha to terrorize pretty much everyone, including George, and his father was
oblivious.


George couldn't do anything about the genetics he was born
with. He was who he was. But maybe he could help out others who were in the
same boat, unable to change who they were. He'd certainly have the money for it…just
as soon as he claimed it.


"The lawyer your dad sent me to said there was some sort
of trust thing I could set up so I wouldn't have to go public with my
name."


"You know that won't last, right? Considering the size
of the pot and the feeding frenzy the media is in right now to discover who
won, someone will leak your name at some point."


George shuddered at the very idea. He'd seen the rabid sharks
on the nightly news, questioning who had won the entire one point six billion
dollars. It was scary. "I know, but maybe it will give me the time I need
to get all my ducks in a row."


"You need security." Ford's eyes widened comically.
"Lots of security."


"Uncle Allan said he had a friend from his days in the
service that he could call, someone who knows about that type of thing."


"Well, Dad does know quite a few people from his time in
the service." Ford frowned as he crossed his arms. "He doesn't talk
about his service much, so I guess it was pretty nasty. I just hope this guy he
calls isn't a complete loon."


"Do you think it was hard because of the circumstances
or because he was a shifter?"


George had often wondered how shifters could serve in the
military. It wasn't the whole serving his country thing he didn't understand.
He got that part. It was a shifter taking orders from someone else.


Granted, he could probably take orders. He was pretty laid
back about most things. But a lot of shifters had more aggressive natures.
Taking orders had to be hard.


Ford shrugged. "Like I said, he doesn't talk about that
time of his life very much."


"Yeah." George could understand that.


"So, have you thought about what else you'd like to do
with the money? You can pretty much do anything."


"I don't know yet. I've been thinking about getting a
place out in the country, maybe far enough up in the mountains where no one
would be bothered if I shifted. I also don't want to be right on top of
neighbors."


"Well, if you can't find anything, you can always buy a
plot of land and build what you want."


That idea had merit. If he bought a big enough place, he
wouldn't even have to see his neighbors. As for building a place, that actually
intrigued him more than buying a pre-built house. He could design it just the
way he wanted, with tall ceilings and wider doorways. He hated squeezing into
some places. They made him feel like a freak.


"I want one of those custom-made beds with a mattress
big enough for me to have room to roll around on and not have my feet hang off
the end." That had been a dream of his since he grew past six foot.


Ford snickered. "Yeah, I could see where that would be
nice."


"And I want a fireplace." George fantasized about
shifting then stretching out on the floor in front of a warm fireplace. His
apartment wasn't bad, but it got a bit chilly in the winter.


"I'd like a pantry big enough to hold everything I'd
need for hibernation would be nice, too." George swallowed hard when
saliva pooled in his mouth. He loved honey. "Salmon. I could have wild
caught salmon delivered every single day."


"Yeah, but you'd get tired of salmon after a while."


George shook his head rapidly. "No, I wouldn't."


He was positive of it.


"Ohhh." Ford's eyes grew big. "Can you imagine
the amount of honey you could get? And you could get the really good stuff, not
that crap they sell down at the corner market."


"Oh yeah, that'd be nice." Good-quality honey was
hard to come by. Most of the time, George had to make do with whatever he could
find around the neighborhood.


"Honey buns," Ford said. "Like the ones they
sell down at Partly Sunny Bakery."


"Fresh wild elderberries," George countered. He
loved elderberries almost as much as he loved honey. "Fresh wild
elderberries dipped in honey."


Ford grinned. "Honeycomb."


Yeah, that was a lot of honey, but they were bears. They
loved honey as a general rule.


George groaned and rubbed his stomach. "Now, I'm
hungry."


"Yeah, me too." Ford chuckled. "Want to go get
a burger?"


George grinned. "Only if it has honey on it."


Bears really did like their honey.


 


* * * *


 


Leon kept a careful watch on his surroundings as he pulled up
in front of the address he'd been given for George Carver. It wasn't the worst neighborhood
he'd ever been, but it wasn't the best either.


Still, he made sure he took everything with him when he
climbed out of his rental car. Most everything he'd need was on his body in
some manner. He just had a few changes of clothes in his duffel bag. If this
assignment took more than a few days, he might have to send for more stuff.


Leon locked the door then headed inside the three-story grey
brick building. He could feel eyes on him with each step he took. He just
wasn't sure if it was someone watching George, or simply a curious neighbor.


It didn't matter one way or the other. It wouldn't change how
Leon did things. Until he knew better, he was in hyper-awareness mode. Anything
and everything could be a threat, including people.


Leon took the stairs up instead of the elevator. He didn't
like enclosed places like that. It hampered his ability to fight when he needed
to. He preferred not to fight if he didn't have to, but he would when called
upon to defend either himself or his client.


When he reached the third floor, Leon walked down the narrow
corridor to apartment 3B. He cocked his head and listened for a moment. The low
murmur of voices coming from inside told him George was not alone.


Leon smirked. Well, this should be interesting. He raised his
hand and knocked. The voices stopped instantly. Despite reading the file on
George, when the door opened, he was momentarily stunned by the sheer size of
the man in front of him.


The massive man frowned as he looked down at Leon. "Can
I—"


Crap!


"Hi, babe," Leon said quickly, and loudly. If
anyone was listening, he wanted them to hear him. "Sorry I'm late. I got
caught up at work."


George's dark brown eyes rounded. "Uh…"


"George." Leon dramatically rolled his eyes.
"Are you going to let me in or not?"


"Do I know you?"


"Of course you know me."


George's eyes narrowed. "We've met?"


"George."


"I'm sorry. I just don't remember." A soft flush
filled George's cheeks. "I tend to forget things sometimes."


Leon gave George his best seductive look. "Well, I obviously
haven't been doing things right if you can forget me."


"Uh…"


"Are you going to let me in, or do I have to stand out
here in the hallway all night long?"


"Oh, um…" George glanced over his shoulder.


A moment later, another man pushed George out of the way and
stepped right up to Leon, which, considering how big George was, had to be no
easy feat. "Who are you?"


Leon sighed heavily. "Seriously, Ford?"


He saw surprise flash in the man's eyes for a moment before
they narrowed. "Look, dude, I don't know you. George doesn't know you. You
need to leave."


"Of course you know me, Ford. We were introduced by your
father, who is an old army buddy of my boss."


Ford's eyes widened, and then he stepped back. "Oh yeah,
I remember you now."


"I should hope so." Leon pushed past Ford and
stepped into the apartment. He took a moment to quickly scan the interior,
looking for every possible hiding spot and escape route. There weren't a lot.
It just wasn't that big of an apartment.


When the door closed behind him, Leon turned. He quickly held
up his hand when Ford started to open his mouth. He knew the man had questions,
but it was more important that Leon made sure George was safe. He could answer
any questions after that.


"Is there a back door on this place or a fire
escape?"


Still frowning, Ford pointed toward the kitchen.
"There's a fire escape off the kitchen window."


Leon dropped his duffle bag on the floor then made his way
into the kitchen. He was impressed with how clean the space was. Hell, the
entire apartment. It wasn't OCD clean, but it was close.


He checked the window that led out to the fire escape. He
wasn't thrilled with the placement, but a better lock might help. The one there
looked rusted as all hell. Leon would be thrilled if George would allow him to
put bars on the window, but he doubted that would happen. Not many people were
comfortable living in a place that resembled a prison.


George and Ford were standing right behind him when Leon
turned around. He smiled and held out his hand to George. "Hi, I'm Leon de
Oro, your new boyfriend."











Chapter Four


 


If someone had asked George if he had a type thirty seconds
ago, he would have said no. Now, he knew he did, and that type was a six-foot-one
inch sexy tattooed biker bad-ass who smelled of elderberries. 


The lip piercing was a nice touch.


George drew in a shaky breath then clasped Leon's hand.
"Hi, boyfriend."


Leon's deep chuckle sent shivers of arousal spiraling down
George's body, cascading down his body to the hardest dick he'd ever had in his
life. He smiled nervously when Ford shot him an alarmed look. He had no doubt
his cousin could smell his arousal. He was just glad Leon was human and
couldn't.


"You're the man my dad's friend sent?" Ford asked.


"I am," Leon replied. "I work for Gareth
Bradshaw. He said George here might need a little protection for the next few
days. Sorry for my mysterious arrival. It's best if people don't know who I really
am or why I'm here."


"And announcing you were his boyfriend was the direction
you went with?"


George sucked in a breath when dimples appeared on each side
of his mouth as Leon chuckled again. He now officially loved dimples.


"We decided, in my role as his boyfriend, I could go
anywhere George goes and stick to him like glue." Leon glanced at George,
one dark eyebrow raising. "Is that going to be a problem for you? Having a
boyfriend, I mean."


George swallowed the saliva pooling in his mouth as he shook
his head. "No. That works."


"It doesn't work," Ford insisted. "George
doesn't have a boyfriend. Everybody knows that."


George's eyebrows snapped together as he glared at his
cousin. "I could have a boyfriend."


Ford's eyes rolled. "I'm not saying you can't have a
boyfriend, George. I'm saying you don't currently have one, and everyone knows
it."


"Well, yeah, but I could."


"It's going to look a little weird if you suddenly show
up with a boyfriend, George."


George's shoulders slumped as the little fantasy that had
been forming in his mind went up in a puff of smoke. For just a moment, he had
dreamed of what it would be like to have someone as sexy as Leon to call his
own, even if it was just for pretend.


"No, I know."


"You could tell people we met on the internet,"
Leon suggested. "Not many people would want to admit they started a
romantic relationship with someone over the internet, which would explain why
you never told anyone about me until now."


"The internet?" George winced. As sad as it was to
say, he had actually joined a couple of dating websites in the hopes of meeting
someone. He had never gotten up the courage to actually go out on a date, but
it was nice to dream.


Leon crossed his arms and leveled a hard look at George.
"If you can think of a better reason for my presence, I'm all ears."


"Can't you just be his bodyguard?" Ford asked.


Leon continued to look at George as he replied. "I can,
but it would be easier for everyone if I was simply his boyfriend. People don't
tend to pay attention to boyfriends, but a bodyguard would raise red flags all
over the place."


"He's right, Ford," George said quickly, more
because he wanted to be able to say Leon was his boyfriend than because he
believed it would be easier. "We're trying to keep my life low-key,
remember."


"Yeah, I guess."


George tried to keep the smile off his face as he glanced at
Leon, but it wasn't easy. "Hi, I'm George Carver, but I guess you already
know that"—George shrugged—"since we met on the internet and
all."


He lost all ability to keep himself from smiling when Leon
chuckled and those dimples appeared again.


"We'll need to sit down and go over a few things so when
people ask us about each other, we have something to tell them."


George frowned. "What would you need to know? I'm not
very interesting."


Ford snorted.


Leon, however, grinned as his eyes roamed over George.
"Oh, I don't know about that. I'll bet you're plenty interesting."


George felt the man's gaze like a caress across his skin.


He almost groaned.


He reached up and tugged at the color of his cotton shirt.
"Is it hot in here?"


It felt hot.


"So, you're about to come into a large amount of
money," Leon said. "Your job is to learn how to deal with all that
money. My job is to keep you safe while you do that. With that in mind, we need
to set down a few ground rules."


"Rules?"


"I need you to not go anywhere without me."


"Like…to the bathroom?"


"No." Leon chuckled. He leaned back against the
counter, looking very at ease in George's kitchen. "You can go to the
bathroom by yourself. I just need you not to leave this apartment without
letting me know."


"Okay, I can do that."


"I also need to know everyone who comes here, if they
are someone you know, someone you approve of." Leon pointed toward the
front door. "No one comes through that door that you don't approve.
Understand?"


George nodded. "Ford and my aunt and uncle are always
welcome here."


"Of course. Is there anyone else I should be aware
of?"


"My parents." George's stomach clenched just
thinking about them. "They are not allowed here at all. In fact, I'd
prefer never to see them again if I can help it."


He was surprised Leon didn't react to those words.


"I haven't spoken to them in a few years and could
pretty much go the rest of my life without speaking to them again." Harsh
words, but George got sick to his stomach just imagining seeing them.


"Once they discover George has money," Ford said,
"they will be on him like vultures."


"What about his former alpha?" Leon asked.


George shook his head. "He pretty much washed his hand
of me when he banned me from the clan. I doubt he'd care."


"We're talking over a billion dollars here,
George," Ford said. "Believe me, he'll care."


Leon leveled his gaze at Ford. "And your alpha? How will
he react to George having a lot of money?"


Ford snorted. "He's too afraid of George to do
anything."


George winced at the sharp look on Leon's face when the man
glanced at him. He shrugged. "He's afraid I'll challenge him for the
clan."


It was the story of George's life.


"Do you have plans to challenge him?" Leon asked.


"No." George couldn't keep the angry snarl off his
face. He was so damn tired of people assuming he was a violent person simply
because he was big. "I don't want the clan. I don't want any clan, but no
one ever believes me."


Leon held up his hands. "I had to ask."


No, he really didn't.


"I was kicked out of my birth clan because my alpha was
afraid I'd challenge him. He had help, though, so I don't totally blame
him."


"Help?" Leon questioned.


"His parents," Ford said. "They kept trying to
make George challenge the alpha, even to the point of smacking him around when
he refused."


George glanced away when the memories of his parents' abuse
flashed into his head. He never understood why he simply hadn't been enough as
he was. He didn't think he needed to be an alpha in order to be accepted,
contrary to what people thought.


"They roused several other members of their clan in
support of George's leadership," Ford continued. "When George refused
to challenge their alpha, his parents and those members were kicked out of the
clan, but so was George. His alpha said George was a danger to the wellbeing of
the clan."


"Have you had any contact with your parents since
then?" Leon asked.


"No, like I said, I haven't spoken to them in a few
years." George swallowed the lump building in his throat. "My parents
expected me to go with them when they left. We were supposed to form a new clan,
with me as the alpha."


"I'm assuming something happened to change that?"


Ford snorted again. "My cousin is nothing if not
determined. His parents, the loving people that they were, locked him in a bathroom
and set guards on the door so he couldn't get away. I have no idea what their
plan was, but they certainly didn't think a man of George's size could slip out
the bathroom window and get away."


Leon's eyebrows lifted. "You escaped out a bathroom
window?"


George nodded. "It was a really small window, too."
He'd had bruises on his hips for days after squeezing out the narrow window.


"So, you haven't heard from your parents since
then?"


George shook his head. "No."


"We were kind of hoping they had forgotten about George
or washed their hands of him, but with George winning the lottery, they'll pop
up."


George knew just how Ford felt when his cousin shuddered. His
parents were bad news. They were all about being the best, living the best, and
lording it over everyone else. They'd think nothing of walking right over the
top of someone to get what they wanted, even him.


"Do you have any pictures of them?" Leon asked.
"It would be helpful to know what they looked like so I can keep an eye
out for them."


"When I left, I literally left with the clothes on my
back." He hadn't been able to take anything with him. Escaping had been
much more important.


"My dad might have a picture of them I can get
you," Ford said. "I'll see if he can bring one up."


"How does your father feel about all of this, Ford?"


George smiled. "I borrowed someone's cell phone once I
found a place to hide and called Uncle Allan. He drove all night long to come
get me. He and Aunt Helen got the shifter council and their alpha to agree to
allow me to stay in his territory as long as I keep a low profile and don't
make waves."


"Uh, George," Leon said. "You just won one
point six billion dollars. You're about to make a lot of waves."


Oh right.


Damn.


"Oh, man, George." Ford paled right before George's
eyes. "We need to go talk to the alpha. He needs to know about this before
it hits the news. He'll blow a gasket if this hits the wires and he doesn't
know about it first."


"Is this man going to be a problem?" Leon asked.


"That's hard to say," George replied. "He
seems to be pretty even-tempered, but he's an alpha who's afraid I'll take
over. There's no telling what he'll do once he finds out I have money."


"He's a good alpha," Ford insisted. "He's just…"
Ford shrugged. "He's threatened by George's size."


Leon frowned as he looked George up and down.
"Why?"


George's eyebrows lifted. "Most people are intimidated
by me."


"So you’re tall, so what?"


George gaped at Leon.


Ford wasn't so restrained. He broke out into hysterical
laughter. "I've been saying that for years, but I grew up with George.
People see how big he is and they flip. Anyone who really knows George knows
he's too gentle for his own good. He couldn't hurt a kitten."


George had no idea why anyone would want to hurt a kitten.


"Is there anything I need to know about your bear form?
Anything that might impact my ability to protect you?"


"Uh…" George glanced at Ford for help.


"Yeah." Ford laughed. "Don't get between a
bear and his honey."


George smiled, relaxing. He couldn't really think of anything
that would be an issue, but what did he know? Most shifters considered him odd
because he was born so big, but had no desire to lead a clan.


Leon's dimples appeared again when he grinned. "Honey,
huh?"


George couldn't interpret the look Leon gave him. He'd like
to think the man was flirting with him, but he wasn't delusional. Leon was here
to do a job and for no other reason. Whatever fantasies were floating around in
his head were just that. Fantasies.


"We really should go talk to Ford's alpha," George
said, to get his mind off what he couldn't have and onto something else.
"It would be a good idea to inform him of what was going on before the
media does."


"I'll go with you," Leon said. "I want to get
a feel for this alpha, see if he's going to be a threat or not."


George didn't really know what to make of that statement.
Leon was a human. What hope did he have against an alpha bear shifter? George
also didn't like the tight knot that formed in his gut at the thought of
someone harming Leon, which was very strange.


"Relax, George." Leon grinned. "I spent a lot
of years in the service, did several tours in Afghanistan and other remote
locations around the world before going to work for Gareth. You are also not
the first shifter I've protected. I know what I am doing."


"Uh, okay."


"When are you supposed to meet with the officials to
claim your money?"


"In a couple of days," George replied. "My
lawyer is setting up a trust to try and keep my name out of it as long as
possible."


"You know someone will leak your name at some point,
right?"


George nodded before shooting Ford a quick glance. "My
cousin said the same thing."


"So, we need to go on the premise of when, not if. At
some point, the world will know who George Carver is, and we need to be
prepared for the fallout when that happens."


George grimaced. "Peachy."


Just what he wanted in life.


World fame.











Chapter Five


 


Leon was not impressed when they pulled up in front of a
large stone mansion. It was supposed to be the home of the current clan alpha
and the seat of his leadership. It was way too ostentatious for a small town
like King City.


He was even less impressed when three heavily armed guards
and a man in a black suit stepped out the front door and glared at them.


"Think they were expecting us?" Leon asked.


"I did call," Ford said as he opened the door and
climbed out. He turned and leaned down to look back inside. "You don't
just show up at the alpha's house without permission."


Leon knew that, but this still seemed like overkill. They
were just here to talk to the man, not take him out. "I guess we should do
this, huh?"


George had a sour look on his face as if his stomach was
queasy. "I guess."


"Hey." Leon patted the big bear's arm. "I'm
here to protect you, remember?"


"Yeah, but…" George's gaze went to the four guards
standing in front of the main door. "Not only are these guys bear
shifters, but they're armed."


Leon grinned. "So am I."


George's eyes shot to him. "You're armed?"


"Of course." He chuckled when George glanced down
his body. "I have a gun in a holster under my jacket. That's the weapon
they will find when they pat me down. They'll have to do a whole lot more than
pat me down to find the rest of them."


George's gaze went to the guards. His lips tightened for a
moment before he asked, "They're going to pat you down?"


"I suspect so." It's what he'd do.


Leon's eyebrows rose when George growled. It was a low,
almost sub-vocal sound that made the hairs on Leon's arm stand on end. Yet, he
wasn't afraid. "George?"


Something flashed in George's deep brown eyes when he looked
back. "What?"


"Are you okay?"


"Yeah." George drew in several deep breaths before
nodding. "I'm fine."


"Okay." Leon tried to ignore how good all the
muscles on George's arm felt as he gave it a squeeze. "If you feel out of
sorts at any time, you just let me know."


"I'll be okay."


Leon hoped so. He couldn't help but feel as if they were
walking into the lion's den, so to speak. Lion's den, bear den. Same thing
really. Both were dangerous predators, both could be a possible threat against
George.


"Let's get this over with then I'll take you to this
little burger joint I know across town. They have some really great salmon
burgers."


George's face brightened as he began to smile. "Salmon
burgers?"


"Yep, and I'm sure we can find some honey to go on it,
as well."


"Oh, man." George groaned. "I love honey."


Leon chuckled as he turned and climb out of the vehicle. He
suspected he was going to exploit George's honey addiction a lot. He kind of
liked seeing the look of pure bliss on the man's face when he thought about
honey.


He met George at the front of the car and reached out to grab
the man's hand. When George jumped at the contact, Leon leaned in close to him.
"Remember that I'm supposed to be your boyfriend," he whispered.
"We have to put on the show they expect to see."


George swallowed so hard, Leon heard it.


"No, I remember," George replied. "I just
wasn't expecting you to hold my hand."


Leon leaned back and looked up at George. "Would you
rather I not?" If the man was truly upset about it, Leon didn't have to
hold his hand.


George's hand tightened, and a slight smile spread across his
lips. "No, I like it."


Okay then.


Leon flashed George a smile before starting up the steps with
him. Ford was already there, waiting for them. When they reached the guards,
Leon couldn't miss the way they all gave George a wary look. What was it with
these people? Yes, George was a big man. He was not an alien. Leon wished
everyone would stop looking at him like he was.


"I'm George Carver. I have an appointment to see Alpha
Barker."


"We have to search you before we can allow you
inside," the man in the suit stated.


Leon chuckled when George shot him a look. He raised his
hands in the air when one of the other guards came toward him. "I have a
gun in a holster in my jacket."


"We'll need to take that while you're inside the
mansion."


Leon frowned on purpose, but reached in and grabbed his gun.
He pulled it out, ejected the magazine, and popped the hammer back to get the
bullet out of the chamber. He pushed that bullet into the end of the magazine
then handed both to the guard.


"I'd better get that back."


"You have a gun?" Ford asked.


"I work as a bouncer in a dive bar," Leon replied,
giving the man—and the guards—his cover story. "Of course I have a
gun."


One of the guards snickered.


The other guards patted Ford and George down. The moment they
were done, George stepped over and grabbed Leon's hand again. When the guy in
the suit stared at their clasped hands a moment too long, Leon asked,
"Problem?"


The man glanced up, stared at Leon for a second, then stepped
back toward the door. "Follow me. My father is waiting for you."


That explained the disdain on the man's face. He was the heir
apparent. He probably thought his shit didn't stink. Leon had news for him. It
did.


When they entered the house, Leon did a quick scan of the interior.
He knew he pretty much did that every time he went somewhere new, but looking
for danger and exits were habits born from being on a battlefield and out on
missions.


They walked down a long hallway before stopping in front of a
large wooden door. The guy paused then turned to pin his gaze on Leon.
"The human will have to wait out here."


Leon smirked. There was no way in hell he was staying out
here.


"If my boyfriend isn't welcome, then we don't go
in," George surprised him by saying. "Please thank your father for
his time."


When George started to turn back down the hallway, the man
said, "Wait, let me talk to my father. I'm sure…arrangements can be
made."


Leon tried to keep his face expression free as he watched the
man knock on the door then enter the office, closing the door behind him. It
wasn't easy. He wanted to stick his tongue out at the guy.


Considering the alpha was so intimidated by George, Leon
couldn't help but wonder why he was so intent on meeting with him. The meeting
hadn't even been set up by the alpha. It was a request from George.


Leon could hear a low rumbling of voices, but he couldn't
make out what they were saying. When the door opened again, Leon was surprised
to find another man standing there. He was an older version of the guy in the
suit, so Leon was pretty sure he was the alpha.


"Alpha Barker," George said. "Thank you for
agreeing to see me, but—"


The older man held up his hand. "Your boyfriend can
come, too."


"Thank you, sir," George replied.


The man turned and walked back into the room. George flashed
Leon what could only be described as a nervous smile before following.


"Please, have a seat." Alpha Barker waved his hand
to the small sitting area off to one side of the large office then took a seat
in one of the single chairs. Ford took the other one. The alpha's son walked
over to stand behind his father's chair.


When George sat on the couch, Leon made sure he sat close
enough to George that their thighs rubbed together.


"So, what can I do for you, George?"


"Um, well, sir, the agreement we made when you allowed
me to stay in your territory was that I had to keep a low profile."


The alpha nodded. "Yes."


"That might not be possible here real soon."


The alpha raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"


Leon squeezed George's hand when he felt him shake.


George shot him a quick smile then said, "I'm about to
come into some money."


Alpha Barker glanced from George to Ford then back. "I
don't understand how coming into some money would keep you from having a low
profile."


"It's a lot of money, sir."


The alpha pressed his fingertips together, steepling his
hands. "How much money?"


George gulped. "One point six billion dollars."


Alpha Barker just stared.


"Sir?"


"You're about to get one point six billion
dollars?"


"Yes, sir," George replied. "I won the lottery."


The alpha's eyebrows shot up. "You're the single winner
for one of the biggest lottery wins in the country?"


George winced. "Yes, sir."


"Damn, boy." The man chuckled. "You do like to
live dangerously, don't you?"


"Not exactly, sir."


The man chuckled again before rubbing his chin. "So,
what do you plan to do with all that money, George?"


"I haven't figured that all out yet, sir. I know I want
to set up a foundation to build some shelters for young shifters who have been
kicked out of their homes."


"Like you were?"


George nodded. "Yes, sir."


Leon was impressed. He never would have thought of doing
something like that. It was a good cause whether you were a shifter or not.


"Other than a few small things, the only other thing
I've thought of is buying a plot of land somewhere and custom building a house
big enough to fit someone of my size."


Leon glanced away as he smiled. He could imagine how that
would be something desirable for someone of George's size. He'd seen the man
have to duck his head to get through a doorway more than once. It had to drive
him crazy.


"So, you don't plan to stay in my territory then?"


Leon glanced up when he heard the hesitation in that
question.


"I'd like to stay close simply because Uncle Allan, Aunt
Helen, and Ford are here, but I'll go where I can find the land to meet my
needs."


"If you don't plan to stay in the area, why even come
talk to me about this?" Alpha Barker asked. "You could have just
moved, leaving me none the wiser."


"I don't know how long it will take to get this all
sorted out, sir," George replied. "You let me stay in your territory
when you didn't have to. I won't disrespect you by staying here and going
against our agreement without talking to you about it first."


"Well, I thank you for that."


Leon didn't say anything, mostly because he didn't understand
the nuisances of shifter diplomacy, but he thought the alpha should have
sounded just a little bit more grateful. Just as the man said, George didn't
have to come tell the alpha about the money. He was doing it out of respect.


"I assume you're going to need some security until you
move?"


"Uh…"


Leon gave a small shake of his head when George glanced at
him.


"No, sir," George replied. "I have that
covered."


Damn right he did.


"I see." Alpha Barker steepled his fingers again.
"Then I guess our business here is done."


Leon knew a dismissal when he heard one. He stood when George
did and started for the door.


"Thank you for seeing me, sir," George said.


"Thank you for coming to see me," Alpha Barker
countered.


They were almost to the door when the alpha called out
George's name. Leon stopped and glanced back.


"Sir?" George asked.


"You never intended to challenge me for my clan, did
you?"


"No, sir. I told you that when I moved here."


"I'm sorry I ever doubted you, George. I suspect you
would have been a great asset to my clan."


"I would like to think so."


"You need to know I received word about you before you
arrived, word that you would be challenging me for my clan. That, combined with
the intensity in your demeanor when you arrived, was the only reason I denied
you entry into my clan."


Leon winced when George's hand tightened around his. He
wasn't sure exactly what was going on, but he doubted it was good.


"Let me guess," George said. "My parents sent
you word, didn't they?"


"I'm actually received word from your former alpha. He
called a couple of days before Allan came to me to request you be admitted into
the clan. He said after he banned you from his clan, he'd received word you
were looking for another clan to take over and you had your eyes set on
mine."


George's shoulders slumped. When he replied to the alpha, it
was the saddest, most resigned tone Leon had ever heard. "I never wanted
to lead a clan, but no one ever seems to believe me. I guess belonging to a clan
just isn't in the cards for me."


"I would be happy to have you in my clan now."


George shook his head. "Thank you for the offer, but no.
Despite our current conversation, there would always be a small sliver of doubt
in the back of your mind. I can't live with being watched constantly for the
slightest sign of aggression. I'm a bear, sir. We're aggressive. It's our
nature. It doesn't mean I want to challenge someone."


Alpha Barker nodded slowly. "I can understand that. If
you change your mind, let me know."


"I won't, sir, but thank you for the offer."


"In the meantime, a friend of mine is a land developer.
He recently learned of a large plot of land about an hour west of the city.
It's unusable for his purposes, but it's located close enough to our running
grounds that he brought it to my attention."


"And you're bringing it to my attention why?"


"You did say you were looking for some land to build a
house. This is a large parcel, a little under a thousand acres. Most of it is
forest land. It might fit your needs."


"Why didn't you take it?" George asked.


Leon was curious about that, as well. The alpha was making
out the land to be pretty spectacular. Why wouldn't he want it?


"It's too far away from our running lands to connect the
two, and it doesn't make sense to have two separate areas to run in. That would
split up the clan when they need to roam together."


Leon was pretty sure that made sense, but he wasn't a
shifter. He wasn't quite sure what their needs were. He frowned as he glanced
at George. Maybe he needed to find out.


"If you're interested," the alpha continued,
"I can give you the GPS coordinates."


"I need to deal with getting the money before I start
spending it."


Alpha Barker chuckled. "Fair enough."


"Thank you for your time, Alpha Barker." George
didn't bow to the guy, but he did tilt his head to one side out of respect.


"Keep me informed of how you're doing, George. If you
need more security, let me know. I'm sure I can spare a few bears for a couple
of days."


"Yes, sir."


Leon tugged on George's hand to get him out of the office
before he said something else. As much as he appreciated the offer the alpha
made to George, if they needed extra security, he'd be calling Gareth.


"Well, that wasn't nearly as bad as I thought it would
be," Ford said as they walked down the hallway. "Although, Dad's
going to be pissed when he finds out your parents called the alpha."


"No," George said, "he said my former alpha
was the one who called him."


"Yeah, but you know your parents were behind it."


George nodded. "That's probably true."


Leon was starting to get a very uncomfortable feeling about
George's parents. Maybe he'd ask Gareth to look into them and see what he could
find out. Knowing where they were at the moment would be a first step.


Leon got his gun from one of the guards the followed George
and Ford outside. He heard George heave a breath once they got in the car and
started heading down the driveway. He glanced at the man. "You okay,
George?"


"Yeah, I just hate going to see the alpha. I'm always on
edge, waiting for him to tell me to get the hell out of his territory or take a
swipe at me because he perceived something I said or did as a threat."


Alpha Barker had seemed a tad tense in the beginning, but he
had relaxed after a while. He didn't seem like that bad of a guy, and according
to Ford, he was a good alpha.


"Was your old alpha like that?"


George nodded. "It was like nothing I did was okay, and
he watched every move I made, and when he wasn't watching me, he had other
people watching me. It was insane."


"Do you think your parents had something to do with
that?"


"I think my parents had everything to do with it,"
George replied. "Life was fine until I shifted, and then it became hell.
My parents had this big dream of me being alpha of my own clan, and they went
about doing everything they could to ensure their dream came true. They just
forgot to ask me what I wanted."


Leon already knew this. He'd read about it in George's file
and the man had explained it to him, but maybe there was more to George's story
than he had shared already.


"I'm a little confused," Leon admitted. "How
could your parents force you to be an alpha if you didn't want to be one?"


"I don't know." George sighed again as he pushed a
hand through his hair. "I guess they just thought I'd fall in with
whatever they wanted."


Ford spoke up from the backseat. "George is not the…uh…most
aggressive bear in the forest despite being born an alpha. His parents tended
to run roughshod over him."


Yeah, Leon had gotten the impression the George wasn't the
most dominant of bears. He might be as big as a house, but that was just the
outer shell. His inner bear was a lot more timid. Considering who Leon was,
that just might work in his favor.


Now, Leon just had to figure out why that idea excited him so
damn much.











Chapter Six


 


George set the blanket, sheets, and pillow he'd gotten for
Leon down on the end of the couch. He gave them a little pat as he looked
toward the man. "If you need another blanket, there are some in the closet
at the end of the hallway."


Leon smiled as he glanced away from the window.


George swallowed tightly when those sexy dimples appeared. He
was pretty positive they were going to get him in a lot of trouble. He quickly
looked away before he started drooling. "There's also another pillow in
the cupboard if one isn't enough."


"I can't sleep on the couch, George."


George blinked. "Uh…"


"I'm supposed to be your boyfriend, remember? There
can't be any sign that I'm not."


"So…"


"So, I need to sleep in the same bed you do."


George's jaw dropped. "You what?"


"People need to believe I'm your boyfriend. If someone
comes in or, god forbid, breaks in, they need to see that I'm sleeping in the
same bed as my boyfriend."


"You think someone is going to break into my
apartment?"


"Not really, no, but in order to adequately protect you,
I have to look at all scenarios." Leon's easy grin—and those damn dimples—confirmed
George's belief that sleeping in the same bed as him was a really bad idea.
"I promise to stay on my side of the bed."


George wasn't worried about Leon. He was afraid he
wouldn't stay on his side of the bed. The mere thought of sleeping in the same
bed as Leon was hardening his cock so fast, it was hard to breathe.


George grabbed the pile he'd just set down and held it in
front of him to hide the growing bulge in his pants. "I'll…uh…just go put
this away then." He needed a few minutes to compose himself, or at least
get his raging hard-on under control. He didn't think he'd be able to live it
down if Leon discovered how aroused he was from a simple smile, to say nothing
of the way the man smelled.


George had a strong craving for elderberries.


He quickly walked down the hallway and put the blankets and
stuff away then made his way to the bathroom off his bedroom. He closed the lid
on the toilet and sat down, burying his face in his hands.


This was insane. His bear was so close to the surface, George
was surprised he didn't have fur. The intensity of the emotions rushing through
him made him shudder. He felt as if he was seconds away from crawling out of
his skin.


He was never this out of control. Never. It was one of the
things his parents had used against him. They believed it meant he was even-tempered.
He knew it was because he didn't want to make waves.


George got up and walked to the sink to splash some cold
water on his face. If he didn't get himself under control, he'd never be able
to leave the bathroom.


"You okay in there, George?"


George jumped.


"Ye—" He cleared his throat and tried again.
"Yeah, I'm good. I'll be out in just a moment."


He inhaled a shaky breath then pulled the bathroom door open.
The moment he stepped out into the bedroom and the bathroom light shone on the
man across the room taking his shirt off, George knew he was in bigger trouble
than he thought.


Twin glints of gold twinkled from the small rings in Leon's
nipples. A kaleidoscope of color splashed across the man's muscular chest in
the form of a red dragon tattoo and a dark tribal pattern amid thick dark hair.


George hissed at the pain that went through his shaft as he
hardened to a steel rod. He could practically hear the seams of his jeans
threatening to split wide open as his pants tightened unbearably.


"I…uh…I need to take a shower."


George grabbed a clean pair of boxers off his dresser then
spun and raced back into the bathroom, slamming the door closed. He leaned back
against the solid wood and tried to drag life-giving oxygen into his lungs. He
was positive he was dying.


When he heard Leon moving around in the bedroom, he hurried
over to the shower and turned it on. He stripped his clothes off and dropped
them in the hamper then climbed into the shower.


George leaned his head down under the steaming hot shower
spray. He was never going to survive this. Maybe he just needed to tell Leon
he'd be fine and didn't need the man's protective services.


George blinked at the instant rage that ripped through his
bear at the mere thought of sending Leon away. Where in the hell had that come
from? And why was his bear so damn upset at the thought of never seeing Leon
again?


He was pretty in tune with his bear, always had been, but
this new aggressive nature wasn't something he was used to. He didn't quite
know what to make of it. Leon was sexy as hell, but that didn't explain this
strange obsession his bear had for the man.


George just didn't understand it.


Of course, Leon really was gorgeous. He'd only gotten a
glimpse of the man's shirtless chest before running back into the bathroom, but
it was enough to fuel George's fantasies for years to come.


It was obvious Leon kept in shape. George supposed he had to
for his job. But those rippling muscles…damn. Just damn. He wanted to lick
every inch. From seeing how toned his chest was, George could just imagine what
the rest of him looked like, and he had a great imagination.


He reached down and palmed his cock, giving it a hardy
squeeze before slowly stroking down the full length then back up. He bet Leon
had a tight compact ass. His jeans certainly seemed to hug those round globes
tight enough.


George stroked himself a little faster as he imagined having
Leon on his knees and separating those twin globes and sliding his cock between
them, pushing in until his balls pressed up against Leon's ass.


He'd fuck him slow at first, enjoying the slide against each
inch of tight muscles as they squeezed his cock. Then he'd go a little faster,
slamming into the man until Leon groaned and maybe begged for more.


George's breath caught, his chest moving up and down at a
rapid pace as his body tightened. He wanted to fuck that perfect little ass so
much. He'd cover Leon's body with his own, body pressed against body, skin to
skin.


His cock deep in Leon's ass. Thrusting. Withdrawing.
Thrusting. Withdrawing. A fistful of hair. A needy moan. Lips on hot skin.
Teeth embedded in the skin of Leon's shoulder.


Fuck!


George groaned as his body erupted, overwhelmed by the
pleasure of his fantasy. He slammed his hand against the shower wall. Ropes of
pearly white cum shot out of his dick and splattered against the wall before
going down the drain with the hot water.


George dropped his head back under the shower spray as he
tried to drag enough air into his lungs to breathe. He gave his cock a couple
more strokes before leaning both hands against the wall.


That had been unreal. He wasn't a virgin, but close enough.
He didn't have a lot of experience simply because he wanted a connection with
whoever he was with and not just some back alley hook-up. Still, he was pretty
damn sure that was the best sexual experience of his life. It was sad that it
had taken place in the shower while he was all alone.


He really needed to get a life.


As much as he suspected the money he'd won could help with
that, he was pretty sure anyone who'd want him after learning he had money
wasn't someone he'd want. The guys he'd met before now weren't really long-term
material, too interested in getting laid as many times as they could with as
many people as possible.


George was starting to wonder if he'd be alone for the rest
of his life. It wasn't like he was asking for the impossible. At least, he
didn't think so. He just wanted someone to call his own, someone who understood
his bear was an alpha born omega and accepted that part of his nature.


Knowing he had no other choice, George finished washing up
then turned off the shower and stepped out. He grabbed a towel and started
drying off. As he did, he tried not to think about the man in the other room.
He tried to think about anything else. Tomorrow, when he'd go sign the
paperwork for his money. What he was going to do with it. Where he wanted to
live. Getting a cat or a dog. Anything.


None of it worked.


The second he pulled his boxers on and opened the door, he
saw Leon all stretched out on the far side of the bed, the covers folded down
to his navel.


George sucked in a breath when his spent cock hardened right
back up. At this rate, he'd injure himself from lack of blood to his head and
other extremities. It was all pooling in his groin.


"You okay there, George?" The sly grin on Leon's
face said the man knew exactly what George's problem was.


"Yeah," George croaked out. He wished he had
something to hold in front of him. The persistent tent in his boxers left no
doubt to what his issue was, and Leon was fully aware of it.


George ignored the flush in his cheeks and the knowing grin
on Leon's face as he made his way to the bed. He was almost afraid to flip back
the covers. If Leon was naked under there, he was in big trouble.


"I wasn't sure what side of the bed you sleep on,"
Leon said, "so I took this side since everything seems to be on the nightstand
on the other side of the bed."


George didn't really have a side. "That's okay," he
said. "I kind of sleep all over the place, so taking this side is
fine."


"Don't have a lot of people sleeping on this side?"


"No." George glanced away before Leon could see the
fresh flush that filled his cheeks. "No one's ever slept in this bed
except me."


He lifted the covers, blowing out a relieved breath when he
caught the black fabric of Leon's boxers. As much as he'd love to see the man
without his boxers on, he knew he couldn't. He doubted he had the control to
keep himself from jumping Leon if the man was naked in his bed.


George climbed into bed and immediately rolled to face away
from Leon. He pulled the covers up and tucked them tightly around his body. If he
survived the night without embarrassing himself more than he already had, he'd
be shit, shocked, and amazed.


"Hey, George?"


"Yeah?"


"I like the ducks."


George groaned, his humiliation complete. He hadn't realized
until that exact moment that he'd grabbed his boxers with the little smiling
ducks print on it. 


"No, seriously," Leon said. "They're
cute."


Cute…peachy. Just how he wanted to be referred to. Why
couldn't the man of his fantasies think of him as smoking hot?


"So, what's on the agenda tomorrow? Are we headed down
to lottery headquarters?"


"Yeah." George sighed before rolling over to face
Leon. "They'll deposit the money directly into my account, but I still
have to go in with the winning lottery ticket and sign the papers. We'll need
to stop by the bank first so I can get the ticket."


"You put it in the bank?"


George nodded. "I put it in the bank after I signed the
back of it and took a picture of me holding it. Ford thought that would help
prove I was the winning ticket owner."


"That's actually pretty smart."


"I wasn't taking any chances."


Leon grinned. "I can understand that."


George was glad someone could.


"I just want you to know, I'll be armed tomorrow, so
don't worry about anyone trying to take it away from you. I won't let that
happen."


"I think I'm worried less about someone trying to take
the ticket away from me before I get to the lottery office than I am of someone
coming after me once I get the money. No one except you, Ford, his parents,
Uncle Allan's lawyer, and Alpha Barker even know I have the ticket."


That was actually quite a few people.


"We should keep it that way for the time being."


George wholeheartedly agreed. "I kind of don't want to
tell anyone else even after I turn in the ticket." It wasn't like he had
that many people to share with after all. "Ford is my best friend, and he
already knows, as do his parents. I only told Alpha Barker and Uncle Allan's
lawyer because I had to. There's not really anyone else to tell."


Leon's eyebrows drew together. "Surely you have other
friends besides Ford."


"No, not really." He didn't make friends easily.
People either tended to be intimidated by his size or picked fights with him
because they felt the need to prove themselves by fighting the biggest man in
the room.


After a while of that crap, George had started keeping to
himself. He still went out and did stuff with Ford and his aunt and uncle, but
he didn't engage people beyond casual conversation. It just wasn't worth it. It
also made meeting anyone for a long-term relationship pretty impossible.


"Well, I'm sure you'll make plenty of friends now."


George lifted one eyebrow. "Are those really the kind of
people I want as friends?"


Leon chuckled. "Maybe not, but you have to admit, with
some money in your bank account, you'll be able to experience things you
wouldn't if you had no money. That means you'll be exposed to more people.
You'll make friends."


George wasn't so sure of that, but he wasn't going to share
his doubts with someone he barely knew. Leon seemed to have an overabundance of
confidence. George bet he had friends all over the world.


"We'd better get to sleep," George said as he
started to roll over. "We have a pretty busy day tomorrow."


"Hey." Leon grabbed his arm before he could get all
the way rolled over. "I want you to know I'll keep you safe tomorrow. I
don't want you to worry about that."


George sent him a small smile. "I'm not worried.”


And for some reason he couldn't fathom, he really wasn't
worried. Leon made him feel safe. It wasn't as if George was terribly worried
about his safety at the moment. Not many people messed with him, but after he
became rich and famous, that would most likely change.


Especially once his parents learned he had money, and they
would. George had no doubt of that. He had suspected for some time that they
were keeping tabs on him in some manner. Not because he had seen anyone
following him or anything, but because they had given up way too easily.


Once he had escaped through the bathroom window, he had never
heard another word from his parents. He had thought they had moved on, but
after a while, he started to think that they were merely biding their time
until they could force him to go back. He wouldn't, but that didn't mean they
wouldn't try. That would be even more so once they learned he had money.


"Good night, Leon." George rolled over and faced
away from the enticing man on the other side of the bed.


If he was lucky, he'd sleep like the dead until morning.
Unfortunately, his luck just didn't seem to run that way, so he wasn't holding
his breath. The best he could hope for was to not end up wrapped around the man
come dawn's early light.


Again, he wasn't holding his breath.











Chapter Seven


 


Leon was warm, warmer than he'd ever remembered being. But it
wasn't a smothering hot. He wasn't sweating. It was more of a comforting warmth
than anything. Leon started to roll over until he realized he couldn't. Arms
like steel bands were wrapped around him, pinning him in place.


For a moment, a brief second panic held Leon in a vice grip.
He started to reach under his pillow for his gun until the man behind him
grunted and thrust his hips forward, pushing his very hard cock against Leon's
ass.


George.


Leon's eyes fluttered closed as he blew out a relieved
breath. It was just George. Although, why George was wrapped around him like an
octopus, he'd never know. He wasn't about to complain, though. The cock poking
him in the ass felt fantastic.


Leon was a little disturbed to think about just how long it
had been since he'd been laid. All he seemed to do lately was work, work, then
more work. That was one of the reasons he'd been looking forward to some time
off so much.


And, as much as he'd like to explore that cock poking him in
the ass, he couldn't sleep with his client. It was so ethically wrong he didn't
even want to think about it. Granted, there were no general rules against it,
but it was heavily frowned upon.


When Leon tried to move away, the arms around him tightened
and a low growl rumbled through the chest pressed against his back. Leon
stilled, almost not breathing. He was pretty sure that was a threatening growl.


Leon really wasn't sure what to do. If he moved, George's
bear could come out and maul him to death. If he didn't move, something else
could maul him, which would be much more enjoyable. Both were dangerous
considering he was supposed to be protecting George, not bagging the sexy guy.


"Uh, George?" Leon tried to glance over his
shoulder, but he was locked in the snuggle hold of death. Breathing was about
all he could do at the moment. He huffed as he settled back down into George's
ironclad embrace. It didn't look as if he was going anywhere anytime soon.


That wouldn't be so disturbing if his own cock wasn't
hardening in answer to the one poking him in the butt. He was growing more
aroused with each passing second.


Leon reached down under the covers and gave his persistent
dick a hardy thump. He winced at the instant ache that crawled down his shaft
and settled in his balls. Okay, maybe that hadn't been his brightest idea.


When George moved, Leon held his breath. He wasn't sure he
wanted the man to move or not, but he knew what needed to happen. He wiggled
just a bit. "George, dude, you need to let go of me."


"Don't wanna," George mumbled as he pulled Leon
closer, which Leon hadn't thought possible.


Leon's eyes widened when he heard a soft snuffling noise at
the nape of his neck then felt lips press against his skin. "George!"


"You smell good."


Leon couldn't help the light flush that filled his skin at
George's words. He didn't know why he even cared what the man thought, but he
couldn't ignore the warmth those words filled him with.


"George, you really need to let go of me."


Leon didn't know how long he lay there before he felt a hand
brush against his hip. He sucked in a breath when it moved lower, then around
him to grab his cock through his boxers.


"George?" He'd never admit there was a slight
squeak to his voice or that he thrust his hips forward, shoving his cock into
George's hand.


He groaned as pleasure ripped through him when George
squeezed him. There was something to be said for being touched by a man of
George's size. Leon was no slouch in the cock department, but George's large
hand still almost covered his entire length.


"George, we can't—" The rest of his words were lost
in a surprised yelp as he was flipped around until he was chest to chest with
the big man. "George, we—"


George captured his lips in that very moment, stealing Leon's
protest from his mouth just as he stole the breath from Leon’s lungs. He
groaned into the kiss as George’s scent filled every pore in his body. The kiss
was gentle, but consuming. Leon was going up in flames. He knew he could
quickly become addicted to kissing the man all day, every day.


A deep growl rumbled in George’s throat. His movements were
wild, unforgiving, and dared Leon to interfere, to stop him.


''Let me have you,'' George whispered against Leon’s lips as
his tongue traced along Leon’s bottom lip, making his entire body shiver with
need.


''Yes.'' It was that easy. Screw ethics. He wanted this bear
of a man. Leon wiggled under George, wanting to get closer. He was desperate to
feel the man’s large, thick cock in his ass.


"On your hands and knees," George said as he pulled
a tube out from under his pillow.


Leon swallowed around the dry lump in his throat. He shucked
his boxers then turned around, giving George a nice view of his ass. George
grabbed an ass cheek in each hand, giving the flesh a light squeeze. The
sensual hold made Leon’s hole pulse with need.


Leon cried out when he felt a slick finger rim around his
asshole a moment later. A slight pressure applied, and then George’s finger
sank in deep. Leon panted heavily, wanting to feel more, but needing a minute
to adjust.


Leon panted as he felt George’s finger push deep, and then
pull back. George added a second finger and went in search of his prostate.
Leon moaned as the long, thick fingers that seemed to fill him so perfectly
brushed across his prostate with every movement of George’s hand.


A third finger quickly joined the first two, thrusting several
times before they were removed. A feeling of emptiness started to overwhelm
Leon until he felt the blunt head of George’s cock pushing at his entrance.
Leon sighed with pleasure as he felt George's cock pop past the tight muscle
and fill him completely.


George slid his hands down Leon’s sides and then gripped his
hips. Shivers broke out all over Leon’s body when one of George’s hands slid up
his neck and over his scalp. George grabbed a fistful of Leon’s hair and gave a
light tug.


He could feel George’s balls slapping against his as the man
jetted into him. He began begging George to fuck him harder. He was held still
by the man's hard body, his plunging hips, and the need to come. Each thrust
nailed his gland, and Leon moaned, undulating as they moved together.


Leon lifted his ass higher as he shouted out his pleasure.
George slid in and out of Leon’s ass so fast Leon had a hard time staying on
his knees. He was on the verge of coming. He wasn’t about to let this moment
end so soon, but if George kept up at his current pace, he was a goner.


He could feel the white-hot fingers of fire moving down his
spine now as George thrust inside the tight depths of his body, making him
groan on every stroke.


George leaned in and licked the side of Leon’s neck, causing
him to cry out in pleasure. Leon screamed at the top of his lungs when George's
teeth sank into his neck. His mind splintered as his cock exploded, pulling his
balls so tight to his body as they emptied that Leon thought they would stay
that way permanently.


George growled around the puncture wound in Leon’s neck as
his cock hammered into Leon’s ass. Leon cried out in disapproval when George
removed his teeth, and his cock, until Leon saw what the man was doing. George
flipped Leon over and then thrust his cock back into his swollen hole.


''You feel so good,'' George whispered. Burying his head in
Leon’s damp hair, George moved a little faster, his thrusts becoming a little
more desperate. Leon felt his heart racing even faster as George kissed a trail
across his shoulder.


George yanked Leon up, wrapped his arms around Leon, and then
pistoned into him until the man was roaring his release. Leon could feel
George's cock pulse with his release as he lay there desperately trying to
catch his breath.


Holy shit! What just happened?


George stilled for a moment then his entire body began to
shake.


"George?"


George's arms tightened around him, the man's face pressing
into his neck. "Please don't hate me."


Leon frowned as he wrapped his arms around George's bulky body
and hugged him tight. The man sounded as if he was seconds away from
shattering. "I don't hate you, George. I promise."


They'd had sex. It was not the end of the world.


"You don't understand."


"What don't I understand, George?"


George shook his head, but refused to lift it out of Leon's
neck. There might have been some sniffing. 


Leon rubbed his hands up and down George's back until the man
stopped shaking. He still wasn't sure what was going on, but he was starting to
feel a little insulted. George was freaking out because they'd had sex. Great
sex as far as Leon was concerned, but maybe George wasn't feeling the same way.


"George, I'm sorry if you didn't—"


"I bit you."


Leon blinked. He distinctly remembered the pleasure he'd felt
from that bite. It had blown his mind. "Yeah."


"You don't understand," George said again as he
pushed himself up.


Leon was shocked by the tears he could see staining George's
cheek. "George, what—"


"I bit you during sex." George swallowed so hard,
Leon couldn't help but wonder if it hurt. His entire throat moved, the corded
muscles tensing.


"You didn't hurt me, George."


Maybe that was what he was worried about.


"No, I mated you."











Chapter Eight


 


George pulled away from Leon and started to roll to the side
of the bed. He couldn't stand to see the condemnation in Leon's eyes that he
knew was coming. You didn't mate someone without their permission. It just
wasn't done.


He started to stand when a hand on his wrist stopped him.


"Sit back down."


George sat. He dropped his head down to stare at his hands.
He'd take anything Leon had to dish out to him. He deserved every nasty word.
He'd violated Leon's trust. He was a monster.


"Would you stop?" Leon snapped. "I can hear
your brain turning from here. Knock it off."


When the bed moved, George turned and peeked at Leon. The man
was scooting up to lean against the headboard. Sadly, he pulled the covers up
to his waist, as well.


Leon must have seen him, because he frowned. "Explain to
me what you meant. How did you mate me?"


"Uh, well, I bit you during sex."


Leon shook his head. "Shifters bite during sex. That's a
gimme. How does that make us mates?"


George shrugged. "My bear decided you were our
mate."


"And he just gets to decide that?" Leon asked.
"We have no say in it?"


George dipped his head and stared down at his hands again.
"You're human. You can refuse the mating."


"And what about you?"


George swallowed tightly. "I'm a bear."


"That much is obvious by the bite mark in my neck."


Nothing on earth could have prevented George from turning and
looking at the red puckered bite mark on Leon's throat. He couldn't help the
pride that streaked through him at how deep it was. Every shifter knew, the
deeper the bite, the better the mating mark would be when it fully healed.
Everyone would know Leon had been claimed.


Except he hadn't, not really.


True, he had claimed Leon. For as long as he lived, he would
never want another, never even get hard for another. Leon was it, even if Leon
didn't want him. The man could leave and never come back, and George would
still be mated to him.


George wasn't positive how it worked for humans, but he was
pretty sure they didn't have the same imperative need for their mates as
shifters did. He'd heard enough conversations when he was growing up to know it
would be horribly painful for him if Leon didn't stick around, but after what
he'd done to the man, did he have a right to ask him to stay?


Leon didn't know him, and he didn't know Leon. The man had no
reason to stick around once his assignment was over. George certainly hadn't
given him a reason. He'd attacked the man and claimed him without permission.


"I'm so sorry," he whispered. "I never meant
for this to happen."


"George—"


George twisted his fingers together until they turned white.
"What I did was unconscionable."


"George—"


"I'd completely understand if you want to have someone
else assigned to me." Leon was totally within his rights to do just that,
and George wouldn't blame him a bit. He'd crossed a line he couldn't come back
from.


"George, shut up."


George pressed his lips together, but he couldn't bring
himself to look at Leon, not knowing that he had so totally screwed up, he'd
never have his mate more than this one time. He wasn't sure he'd survive the
heartache that brought him.


It was funny really. Today, he was going to claim more money
than most people dreamed of, and yet at that moment, he had given up every
dream he'd ever had in one disastrous bite. He'd give up the money without a
single regret if it meant keeping Leon.


"Look at me, George."


He so didn't want to.


"Now, George."


George clenched his hands then pressed them flat against his
thighs as he turned to look at Leon. He kept his eyes lowered to Leon's
collarbone. He just didn't have it in him to look the man straight in the face.


"I don't know what any of this means, George. But I do
know I was given an assignment, and I'm not going to leave until it's over. Do
you understand?"


George nodded even as he closed his eyes to hide the tears
that sprang up. If those words didn't answer any questions he might have about
Leon accepting their mating, he didn't know what did.


"We're supposed to go to lottery headquarters in a
couple of hours." George turned away before he opened his eyes, not
wanting Leon to see the tears gathering in them. "I'm going to make us
something to eat. There are clean towels on the shelf in the bathroom if you
want to take a shower."


George stood then walked to his dresser. He could feel Leon
watching him as he grabbed clean clothes out of his dresser and pulled them on.
He pretended not to notice, but Leon's gaze was like a burning caress across
his skin.


Once he was finished dressing, George walked to the doorway.
He paused with the door open and glanced back at Leon, still keeping his eyes
lowered. "Is there anything specific you'd like for breakfast?"


"Just coffee if you have it," Leon replied.
"I'm not much of a breakfast eater."


George gave a curt nod before exiting the bedroom, making
sure he pulled the door closed behind him. He heard the shower come on before
he even reached the kitchen.


George quickly made a fresh pot of coffee then walked over to
look in the fridge. The second he tried to decide what to eat, his stomach
rebelled. He barely made it to the trash can before throwing up. Luckily, he
hadn't eaten breakfast yet, so there was very little in his stomach.


He made his way over to the sink on shaking legs. After
washing his mouth out, he wiped his face with a paper towel. He braced his
hands on the edge of the counter and just breathed. This was not starting off
to be a good day.


George jumped when the front door flew open. He knew it was
Ford, but he was still unsettled.


"Morning, rich man," Ford called out.


"I'm in the kitchen." George walked over to the
coffee pot, wishing it would percolate just a little faster. He could really
use a cup right about now. It was barely eight o'clock in the morning, and his
nerves were already fried. That didn't bode well for how the rest of his day
was going to go.


"I'm making a fresh pot of coffee," he told Ford
when the man walked into the kitchen. "You want a cup?"


"Yeah, that sounds good." Ford glanced around.
"Where's your boyfriend?"


"Ma—" George cleared his throat. "He's in the
shower."


Ford was standing next to him in an instant.
"George."


"Ford."


"What were you going to say?"


George winced.


"George."


"I sort of…um…bit Leon this morning."


Ford's eyebrows lifted. "You bit him?"


"During sex."


Ford's jaw dropped. "Dude, you…" He turned and
leaned back against the counter then wiped his hand down his face. "You
fucking bit your bodyguard while having sex with him?"


George grimaced and dropped his gaze down to the counter.
"I felt the bond kick in."


"Oh my god," Ford gasped. "You can't mate a
human. It's against clan law."


"Too late." Way too late.


"You can't tell anyone about this until we figure out
what to do."


George nodded.


"What does Leon say about all of this?"


George swallowed hard when he felt his stomach start to roll
again. "He said he didn't understand any of this, but he'd stick around
until his assignment was over."


"Just until his assignment was over?"


"That's what he said."


"That bastard!" Ford snapped.


"No, no!" George grabbed Ford's arm when the man
started to spin away. "You can't blame any of this on Leon. I bit him,
remember? I didn't ask. I just did it."


Ford gasped, his eyes growing huge. "You bit him without
asking?"


George shrugged. "It was kind of a heat of the moment
thing. We were having sex, and my bear just kind of took over. Next thing I
know, I'd bitten him and the mating bond had kicked in."


"Jesus, George." Ford rubbed both hands over his
face this time. "You can't mate someone without their permission. That can
get you exiled."


"From what?" George asked. "I don't belong to
a clan, remember?"


"I don't know, but you just can't do that."


"Do what?" Leon asked as he walked into the
kitchen. "Is this something I need to be aware of?"


"Yes!" Ford shouted.


"No!" George shouted at the very same time.


Leon's eyebrows lifted as he glanced between Ford and George.
"Yes or no? Which is it?"


"No," George said vehemently. "It's nothing to
be concerned about." He shot Ford a hard look. "Right, Ford?"


Ford frowned. "Yeah, right."


Leon's eyes narrowed, but he didn't say any more about it.
Instead, he nodded toward the coffee pot. "Is the coffee done?"


"Oh, yeah." George turned and grabbed a cup then
poured Leon a cup before handing it over. "There's sugar in the container
behind you, and milk is in the fridge."


"I take it plain. I never learned to like it doctored up
once I got out of the service." Leon chuckled. "Although, I do
occassionally have a little coffee with my sugar."


"You were in the service?" Ford asked.


Leon nodded. "Army ranger."


"And now you're a bodyguard for hire?"


"Bodyguard, investigator, document carrier." Leon
shrugged. "Whatever assignment the boss man sends me on."


George glanced away when Ford looked at him.


"You get a lot of assignments like this?" Ford
asked.


Leon chuckled. "I've never been on an assignment quite
like this."


"What's so different about this assignment?"


George was curious about that, as well. He glanced at Leon,
wondering what his response would be and if he could handle it. The man in
question was staring straight at him, a mysterious smile on his lips, one
George couldn't decipher. Leon didn't say anything, just took a sip of his coffee.


George didn't know what to think.


"How soon do we need to head down to lottery
headquarters?" Leon asked.


George glanced at his watch. "We're supposed to meet my
lawyer there at ten. It's a forty-five-minute drive from here, but we need to
stop by the bank on the way, so maybe thirty minutes?"


Leon gave a small nod. "I have some phone calls to make,
and then we can head out."


George wanted to ask who he was calling, but he knew he
didn't have that right. He'd never have that right. He was Leon's mate and just
being in the same room with him made George feel comforted in a way he hadn't
felt in a very long time, but it was looking like the human didn't feel the
same way.


George kept his lips pressed together until Leon left the
room then turned to face the sink again. He didn't want Ford to see the tears
gathering in his eyes.


Some alpha he was.


"I'm sorry, George," Ford said in a quiet voice.


"Yeah, me, too."


There wasn't much else to say. Leon showed zero interest in
being his mate. The guy was all about the job of protecting George and nothing
else. For the next few days or until George decided what he was going to do, he
had to spend pretty much every waking moment with a mate who refused to be a
mate.


His life was grand.


Not.


George pushed away from the sink and turned to face his
cousin. "I guess we should get ready to go."


"Dad said he'd meet us downstairs when it's time to
leave."


"Uncle Allan is going with us?"


"Of course he is." Ford's eyes rolled. "You
don't think he'd make you go through this alone, do you?"


George smiled as something warmed inside of him. That was the
reason he wanted to do something special for Uncle Allan and Aunt Helen. They
were always there for him but expected nothing in return.


George saw Leon standing near the front window talking on his
cell phone as he passed through the living room. From the things he was saying,
he seemed to be checking in with someone. George suspected it was his boss.
That would make sense.


He walked to his bedroom to get his shoes, wallet, and jacket.
He was pretty sure he'd need all three today. He wished he could have a stiff
drink right about now, as well, but he knew that wouldn't be a good idea. He
needed a clear head for today, a very clear head.


Once George had everything, he started out of the bedroom
only to be brought up short by Leon, who stood in the doorway. George swallowed
tightly as he backed up a step.


"Is everything okay?" he asked.


"I was just about to ask you that," Leon replied.
"You seem agitated. Are you worried about today?"


"Yeah, a bit." George wasn't about to tell Leon the
real reason he was upset.


"Is there anything I can do?"


There were a hundred different answers to that question, but
only one George could give. "No, I'm good."


Leon eyed him intently for a moment before nodding. "If
there is, you'll let me know?"


Not in a million fucking years.


George smiled. "Sure."


"I guess we should get this show on the road then and
get you your money."


George drew in a deep breath. "Yeah, the money."


Because, apparently, that was what was important.











Chapter Nine


 


George wasn't telling Leon everything, and they both knew.
Leon couldn't help but wonder if some of it had to do with this morning and
what had happened between them. George had seemed a little squirrelly from the
get-go, but this was something else.


He was avoiding eye contact, and that was driving Leon crazy.
He didn't want to talk to the top of George's head or the side of his face. He
wanted to talk directly to George. Of course, he'd like an actual conversation,
but George had pretty much slipped down to one-syllable answers.


Leon didn't know a lot about mating a shifter, and he only
believed about half of what he'd heard over the years. That left him
questioning what had occurred between him and George this morning.


The sex had been phenomenal. Leon wasn't a slut, but he
wasn't a virgin either. He'd had his share of relationships and one-night
stands. He'd never had sex like he'd had with George. No man had ever made him
ache just by walking across the room.


That was one thing Leon didn't understand. He'd seen better
looking men before, sexier men. Men who made a normal gay man weep. He'd never
met anyone who affected him as much as George did. Everything about the man
called to him.


Leon did not understand that, and he wasn't sure he wanted
to. Trying to figure it out simply made him more confused than he already was.
He had a hundred questions, but now was neither the time nor did he believe
George would be very forthcoming with the answers. The simple fact was, George
was cutting him out, tuning him out, and downright ignoring him.


That might be pissing him off more than anything. He hated
being ignored. He especially hated being ignored by someone he'd been intimate
with.


Leon glanced at the GPS on the center console. They had
another couple of blocks to go before they reached the bank so George could
grab the winning ticket. He looked up to the rearview mirror to the two men
sitting in the backseat.


"Mr. Carver, was your lawyer able to get the papers
George needs to stay anonymous?"


Allan Carver nodded. "While George has to actually be
there to sign the papers, the news release will have the money going to a trust
we set up for him."


"You know that won't last, right?" Leon had no
doubt this topic of conversation had been brought up numerous times.
"Eventually, someone will find out who George is."


Allan nodded. "We just want to give George the time he
needs to figure out what he's going to do."


Made sense. George had a lot he needed to do before the world
discovered who the big lottery winner was.


When they reached the bank, Leon parked directly in front. He
turned off the engine then turned in his seat to face Allan and Ford. "Why
don't you stay here? We'll go inside and get his ticket. If you see anything
suspicious, call me."


After giving Allan his cell phone number, Leon fit his
Bluetooth to his ear, grabbed his cell phone, then climbed out of the car.
George and Ford were waiting for him on the sidewalk when he walked around the
car.


George looked as nervous as hell. He was licking his lips,
his shoulders were slumped forward, and if his head dipped any lower, his chin
would be on his chest.


"Hey, George." Leon reached over and grabbed
George's hand. "It's going to be okay. We're just going to go into the
bank and get the ticket. It's as easy as that."


"I just feel like something is going to go wrong."


"Okay, what's making you feel that way?"


George shook his head as he raised his head. "I don't
know."


"How about this." Leon nodded toward the front
doors of the bank building. "We take this one thing at a time. Right now,
we're simply going to walk into that bank, then we'll decide what to do next.
Okay?"


"Okay."


Leon smiled. "Good man." He glanced at Ford.
"You can stay in the car if you want."


"I can't actually," Ford replied. "It takes
both of us to get into the safety deposit box."


Leon's eyebrows raised. "You put Ford's name on
it?"


"We figured if it took two of us to get into the box, it
would lessen the chance of others getting to it."


"Huh. That was actually a pretty smart move."


He kept a tight hold of George's hand as they walked into the
bank. If the man squeezed his hand a little too tightly, Leon ignored it.


Leon scanned the interior of the bank for any signs of
trouble. When he didn't see any, he tugged on George's hand and led him to the
teller counter. Leon smiled at the woman sitting there. "Hi, we're here to
access a safety deposit box."


The woman smiled back. "I'll need to see some form of
identification and your safety deposit number."


George pulled out his wallet then handed over his state ID
card. "Box 305."


Ford did the same.


The smile began to slide off the woman's face as she stared
down at the two IDs.


A foreboding chill ran down Leon's spine. "Is there a
problem?"


"Uh, excuse me for one moment."


Leon lifted an eyebrow when the woman jumped up and hurried
across the floor to a glass door on the far side of the room. She glanced back
at them as she knocked then opened the door and stepped inside, closing the
door behind her. Leon could see her talking to the man in a suit sitting behind
the desk and gesturing back to him and George.


When the woman handed the IDs over and the man glanced toward
them, that foreboding chill grew colder. It took all of Leon's self-control to
stay standing where he was as he watched the guy pick up the phone and call
someone.


"Something happened, didn't it?" George asked.


"It's looking that way."


"I knew this was too good to be true."


Leon glanced at George. "Hey, don't give up on me now.
Just because something happened doesn't mean it's over."


Leon noticed the security guards stepping out of the elevator
just about the same time the man behind the desk walked out of his office and
headed directly toward them. The man in the suit headed for Leon and George,
the guards following behind him.


"I'm Mr. Branson, the bank manager," the man said
once he reached them. "Mr. Carver, do you have another form of ID you can
show me?"


George dug out his wallet and handed over another piece of
ID.


"What seems to be the problem here?" Leon asked.


"There seems to be a small mix-up concerning Mr.
Carver's…uh…identity."


Leon pointed to the two IDs the man was holding. "Well,
you can see he is who he says he is."


"Yes, sir."


"Then what's the problem?"


"If you would just come to my office, Mr. Carver, I'm
sure we can get this all sorted out."


"Wait," George said. "I want to know what's
going on first."


"Um, well…"


Leon's narrowed his eyes. "I think you need to call the
police."


The bank manager paled. "Oh, I don't know if that's
really necessary. I'm sure we can—"


Leon pulled out his cell phone. "Oh, it's necessary, and
if you don't call them, I will."


George grabbed his arm. "Leon—"


"George, call your uncle in here and have him call your
lawyer."


The bank manager paled even more. "Sir, please, this
isn't necessary. If you would simply come to my office…"


"You still haven't told us what the problem is,"
Leon reminded the guy.


"Oh, yes, um, well, see a gentleman came into the bank
and presented us with a death certificate for Mr. Carver and a power-of-attorney
granting him access to all Mr. Carver's accounts."


"What?" George whispered. It was almost a cry.
"When?"


"This morning."


"Did you grant him access?" Leon asked through
clenched teeth.


When the bank manager winced, Leon knew he had.


"Did you grant him access to our safety deposit
box?" George asked.


"No, sir," the man said quickly. "It requires
both your signature and that of Mr. Ford Carver to access the safety deposit
box."


"But he got everything in George's accounts?" Ford
asked.


"Well, yes, but—"


"And that's why you need to call the cops," Leon
said. He was close to snarling. "As you can plainly see, George Carver is
alive and well. So, what happened here is a clear case of theft."


"I want the contents of my safety deposit box right
now," George said.


Leon didn't blame him a bit.


"Yes, of course." Mr. Branson hurried behind the
counter and grabbed a card. He wrote something down on it then slid the card
across the counter to George. "If you and Mr. Carver would sign
this."


George signed the card then stepped out of the way so Ford
could sign it. The bank manager took it back, glanced at it then another card,
then smiled. "Please come this way."


Leon so totally wanted to roll his eyes. The bank manager was
acting as if this was just any other day. He wasn't paying any attention to the
fact that someone had walked into the bank he managed and walked out with
George's money.


"You're going to need another bank account," Leon
told George as they followed the bank manager into the safety deposit vault.


"And another bank," George replied. "I don't
trust this one anymore."


"How much money did you lose?"


"Actually, not that much. I only had about two hundred
dollars in there."


It seemed odd to Leon that someone would clear out George's
bank account for only two hundred dollars on the morning he was going to become
a billionaire. "Mr. Branson?"


The man glanced back at him. "Yes?"


"This person that came in this morning, did they close
out George's bank account?"


"I was instructed that Mr. Carver had one more check that
would be deposited in the next few days. At that time, we were to close out Mr.
Carver's bank account and transfer the money to another account."


Well, wasn't that convenient?


"Do you have video surveillance inside the bank?"
The police were going to need it to prosecute whoever had done this.


The bank manager's head snapped back before he lifted his
nose into the air. The man was clearly insulted. Well, too damn bad. "Of
course."


"I'm sure the police will want to see that video."
Leon certainly did. He wanted to be able to put a face to whoever was trying to
make George's life hell, and then he was going to show them what hell really
looked like.


Leon followed George and Ford to the metal table sitting in
the middle of the room. The bank manager pulled a metal box out of the wall
then walked over and set it on the table. When he just stood there, Leon
cleared his throat.


"We're going to need a moment."


"Of course," Mr. Branson said. "I'll…uh…I'll
just go call the authorities."


"You do that." Leon waited until the man left the
room before nodding to George. "Go ahead."


George popped the lid on the safety deposit box then drew in
a heavy breath as he stared down at the single piece of paper inside.


"George?"


"Yeah?" The man continued to stare down at the ticket.


"Pick it up and put it in your wallet."


George jerked as if electrocuted. "Right." He
pulled his wallet out then picked up the lottery ticket and slid it inside one
of the pockets. He put his wallet back in his pants then closed the lid on the
box before looking at Leon.


"Can we go now?"


Leon chuckled. "We probably need to stick around until
the police get here so they can take out statements, but then we can go."


"We're supposed to be at lottery headquarters at
ten," Ford reminded them. "I think we're going to be late."


Oh, they were going to be late all right. Law enforcement was
nothing if not slow.


Leon glanced toward the still open door of the vault. The
cold chill was back. "Don't say anything about what we were getting out of
the box for right now. If someone asks, tell them it was just some personal
papers or something."


George frowned. "Why not?"


"Because I'm not sure who all is in on this, and until I
am, I don't know who we can trust." Leon hated the way the corners of
George's mouth turned down. He reached over and gave George's arm a gentle pat.
"Remember, one thing at a time."


"I need a drink," George whispered.


The sadness in George's voice tore at Leon's soul. That sound
should never come out of the pretty man's mouth. "And you can have one,
once this is all over. You just need to get through the next few hours."


"Yeah, okay."


Leon smiled at the man until George smiled back. It wasn't a
big smile or even a bright smile, but it was there, and that was something.
That smile, no matter how small it was, warmed something deep inside of Leon
that hadn't been touched in longer than he could remember. He wanted to keep
that smile on George's face and maybe see one that came from happiness, not
resignation.


"Come on." Leon grabbed George's arm and started
steering him toward the door. "Let's get this over with so we can go have
that drink."











Chapter Ten


 


George wasn't sure his life could get any more complicated.
He'd won over a billion dollars, but everyone seemed determined to keep him
from collecting his winnings. He'd met his mate, except his mate didn't want
him. And worst of all, he was pretty sure his parents were fucking with him,
which meant they were back.


He really wanted that drink. Maybe a whole lot of drinks. How
drunk could a man get on one point six billion dollars? Assuming he ever saw
the money. At this point, he was starting to doubt it would ever happen.


The activity around him was insane. The bank hadn't been shut
down, but close enough. There was a police officer manning the door, making
sure everyone who came inside had a legitimate reason for being there.


Leon was in the bank manager's office with another officer
and a man in a wrinkled blue suit. George was pretty sure the guy was a
detective. He wasn't sure what they were discussing, but, with the way Leon's
was gesturing, it wasn't good.


When Leon opened the door and gestured to him, George quickly
got up and hurried across the floor. "What's going on?"


"I need you to come look at the bank's security
surveillance and see if you recognize the man in the video."


"Yeah, okay." George didn't think some stranger off
the street would walk in and try to steal his life. It wasn't as if this was an
identity theft thing. Someone had targeted him specifically.


He already suspected who it was.


When they reached the bank manager's desk, Leon led him
around to a laptop. He reached down and tapped a button then pointed.
"Tell me if you recognize anyone on the video."


George narrowed his eyes as he peered down at the screen. At
first, he didn't really see anyone who stood out to him. People were coming and
going from the building, some walking up to talk to people at the desks lining
one side of the main room, others going up to the tellers.


He sucked in a breath when he spotted a man who shouldn't be
there. Well, maybe he should. Who knew where the guy banked. But George didn't
think so. That was too much of a coincidence for his liking.


"George?" Leon asked. "Do you recognize
someone?"


George pointed to the screen. "That man there, the one
in the suit with the two big guys following him. That's Henry Barker's
son."


He was a little shocked. He had been positive this was the
work of his parents. He had no idea why Raymond Barker would be involved in
stealing his money.


Leon frowned. "That's what I thought, too, but I wanted
you to look at the video before I said anything."


"Do you think he's the one who took my money?"


Leon nodded. "The bank manager and the teller both
identified him as the man who came in with the death certificate and
power-of-attorney."


"But that doesn't make sense," George insisted.
"How would he even know about—" George gasped as he remembered.
"He was in the room."


Leon's frown deepened. "Yeah, but the question is, was
he doing this on his own or was he working for his father?"


George wasn't sure he wanted to know the answer to that
question, but it did help him answer another one. "Guess I won't be
staying in this area."


He might not belong to Henry Barker's clan, but he still
lived in the man's territory. If he couldn't trust the man, he didn't want to
be around him. He certainly didn't want to stay in his territory.


He was funny like that.


When the guy in the wrinkled suit walked over, Leon pointed
to the screen. "George identified this man as Raymond Barker. We both met
him yesterday when we had a meeting with his father."


The man flipped open his note pad before looking up at them.
"What was the meeting about?"


"Uh…" George glanced at Leon.


"George, this is Detective Watt. He's lead on
investigating who stole your money," Leon said before turning to the
detective. "George was talking to Henry Barker about buying some property
he knew about."


Detective Watt frowned. "I thought you lived in the
area."


"I do," George explained, going with the story Leon
had started, "but I'm looking to buy some land to build a house on. I'm
tired of renting."


"I see." The detective wrote something down on his
pad before flipping it closed. "Well, I think that's everything. I have
your contact information. I'll call you if we discover anything new."


George's eyebrows lifted. "That's it?" He was a
little shocked that this detective was acting as if this was just a simple
robbery. The man had no idea.


"We have your statements. Until we get a chance to find
this guy and question him, there's not a lot more we can do at the
moment."


"Look, you don't—"


Leon grabbed his arm even as he sent the detective a smile.
"Thank you for your assistance, Detective. We'll be waiting to hear from
you. I assume we're free to go now?"


Detective Watt eyed George intently. "Unless you can
think of anything else."


George quickly shook his head. At this point, he just wanted
to go. He'd had about all he could handle for one day. Unfortunately, his day
wasn't over. They still needed to go to the lottery office.


He was really starting to rethink this whole lottery thing.
The headache that was forming between his eyes was gearing up to be a doozy. He
didn't understand why the whole thing had to have some much drama attached to
it. It was insane.


"Can we really go now?" George asked Leon.


"Yeah."


George gratefully took Leon's hand when the man held it out.
He was kind of growing used to holding the man's hand, and he was really
starting to like it. He didn't even want to think about how it would be once
his mate was gone. He was pretty sure his heartache would destroy him.


Uncle Allan and Ford were waiting for them when they stepped
out of the bank manager's office. They stood then started for the door when
George and Leon reached them. No one said anything until they were in the car
and on the road.


"Alpha Barker's son was the one who took George's
money," Leon said. "What can you tell me about him?"


"Raymond?" Uncle Allan asked. "He did
this?"


Leon nodded.


"Alpha Barker is not going to like that."


George suspected not. He knew he certainly didn't. At the
moment, though, Raymond Barker was the least of his worries. "We need to
stop at another bank on the way to the lottery office. I need a new bank
account."


"We can stop at my bank," Leon said. "Their
security is top-notch. I know. I checked before I opened an account with
them."


George chuckled. He could so see Leon doing something like
that. The man was a tad bit obsessed with security, which so totally worked for
George at the moment. He just couldn't help but wonder what was going to happen
when he no longer needed security.


By the time they stopped at Leon's bank, set up an account,
and then got back on the road, George was ready to call it a day. He briefly
thought about calling lottery headquarters and making an appointment for another
day, but quickly realized he'd just have to do all this shit again if he did.
Better to just get it all over and done with on the same day.


When they pulled up in front of the tall office building that
housed the lottery headquarters, George sucked in a breath. There were a lot of
media trucks parked out front. "Do you think someone said something about
me coming in?"


"I don't know," Leon replied as he started driving
again, "but we're using the parking garage."


When they pulled up to the entrance of the parking garage,
they were met by a security guard. The man walked over and leaned down toward
the window. "Good afternoon, do you have business here today?"


Without missing a beat, Leon said, "Yes, we have an
appointment with Schumer and Schumer Attorneys-At-Law. I believe they are on
the tenth floor?"


The guard nodded. "Make sure you sign in at the lobby.
Things are a little crazy today."


Leon raised an eyebrow. "What's going on? Did someone
get hurt or something?"


George nearly swallowed his tongue when Leon started talking
as if he was just having an everyday conversation with someone.


"Naw, man, that big lottery winner is supposed to be
coming in today to claim his money."


"Lottery winner?"


"Don't you watch the news, man?"


Leon snorted. "Not if I can help it."


"Oh, well, someone won a lottery of one point six
billion dollars. Whoever that was is supposed to be coming in today to claim
their winnings. The media is circling the building like sharks."


Leon's eyebrows rose. "One point six billion dollars?"


The guard nodded.


"Damn."


The guard chuckled. "Right?"


"Can you imagine having that kind of money?"


Another car pulled up behind them. The guard glanced up then
tapped the roof of the car. "Make sure you check in at the lobby."


"We will," Leon assured him.


"Have a good day."


As soon as the man stepped back, Leon started driving again.
He wound through the parking garage until he found an empty spot then pulled in
and turned the car off. No one said anything as they climbed out of the car and
started for the elevators.


Once they were inside, however… "They're going to know
something is up when we don't show up at this law office you mentioned."
George felt that needed to be pointed out.


"We do have an appointment with them."


"We do?" That was news to George.


"We do. We just won't be making that appointment."


"How did you even know this law office was in the
building?"


"That's what I do." Leon grinned. "I suspected
something like this would happen with the media, so I checked to see what
businesses were housed in the building. A law office on the same floor as
lottery headquarters seemed like our best bet."


George just stared. Leon seemed to be amazing at his job. He
anticipated things George didn't even think of. That would be why Leon was the
secret agent and George was the book reader.


When they reached the lobby, they signed in just as the guard
had told them to then headed for the elevators. George swallowed hard, his eyes
darting around. He knew not all of these people moving about were here for
business. There just weren't that many businesses in the building. Some had to
be media.


He didn't breathe a sigh of relief until the elevator doors
closed with just him, Leon, Uncle Allan, and Ford inside. His insides were
doing loops, but at least no one else was there to see him fall apart.


George shuddered when Leon gripped the back of his neck. The
man's hot breath blew out across his cheek.


"It's almost over, George," Leon whispered into his
ear. "Just hold it together a little longer."


George gave a curt nod then pulled away. He knew he'd never
be able to hold it together if his mate didn't stop touching him. He was
holding on by a thread right now as it was.


Leon frowned, but went back to simply standing next to him.
George knew Leon didn't understand the cold shoulder he was giving him, not
after the night they'd shared, but he wasn't about to explain it to a human who
wouldn't understand, and probably wouldn't care if he did.


When the elevator doors slid open on the tenth floor, George
practically jumped out. He quickly drew fresh clean air into his lungs. Being
in an enclosed space like that, his mate's heady scent had been everywhere,
surrounding him, sinking into his skin. It had been all he could do not to
shove Leon up against the wall and take what he ached for.


Leon still had a frown on his face when he waved his hand
down the corridor. "We're right down here."


George waited until Leon passed him before following after
the guy. He knew Leon was staying close to protect him, but he just couldn't
bring himself to walk so close. Even out in the corridor, Leon's scent was
driving him crazy.


George clenched his hands when fur sprouted up on his arms.
His bear was feeling his agitation and his overwhelming desire for his mate.
The two warring emotions were creating havoc for both of them. If George wasn't
careful, he'd fur out.


Ford grabbed his arm. "Keep it together, cuz," Ford
whispered low enough that only George could hear him. "Once this is all
over, I'll take you out for a run."


George swallowed tightly and gave his cousin a nod to let him
know he'd been heard. He doubted he could speak at the moment. He'd probably
start roaring.


When a man with a cell phone stepped out of an office ahead
of them and started walking down the corridor, Leon reached back and grabbed
George's hand. "Come on, babe," he said in a rather loud voice.
"The lawyer's office is down here at the end of the hallway."


The man gave them a curious look, but when Leon led them past
the lottery headquarters, he kept walking toward the elevator. The second the
elevator doors slid closed after the man, Leon swung them back around and
quickly ushered everyone inside the office of lottery headquarters.


He gestured to the receptionist. "You're up,
George."


Yeah, okay, no pressure there.


George plastered what he hoped was a friendly smile on his
face and walked up to the receptionist. "Hi, my name is George Carver. I
have a winning lottery ticket, and I would like to claim my winnings."











Chapter Eleven


 


Organized chaos. There was no other way to explain it. The
second everyone figured out that George had the winning lottery ticket, the
entire office became a whirlwind of activity. 


They were escorted into a conference room, offered something
to drink, then three men in dark suits came in.


"Mr. Carver?" one of them asked. He was an older
gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair and a very well-trimmed mustache. George
guessed him to be about sixty or so, and definitely human.


George raised his hand. "I'm George Carver."


The man smiled as he reached out to shake George's hand
before sitting down. The two men with him sat down on each side of him.
"My name is Oliver James. I'm the director here at Mega Money Lottery
headquarters. Considering the size of your lottery winning, I'll be handling
all the paperwork for you today."


George gave a little nod. "So, what do you need from
me?"


"Well, I'll need to see the lottery ticket before we go
any further. I need to authenticate it."


George grabbed his wallet out of his pocket then pulled the
ticket out and handed it over. "I signed it just like your website said
to."


Olive smiled. "That's good."


He pulled out a tablet then flipped the ticket over. George
leaned forward to see what he was doing and realized the man was comparing the
number on the back of the ticket to ones listed on his tablet. After
nodding—George had no idea who he was nodding at—Oliver turned the ticket back
over and verified the numbers that won George the lottery.


"Okay, it looks as if everything checks out."
Oliver smiled again. "Congratulations, Mr. Carver. You are two billion
dollars richer."


"No, sir. The lottery was for one point six billion
dollars."


"That's true, but the money has been sitting in an
account waiting for you to claim it. Interest on that money has raised it to
two billion dollars."


George blinked. "Holy crap."


Oliver rested his arms on the table and folded his hands
together. "I know this can all be a bit confusing, Mr. Carver, but it's a
fairly easy process. I have the winning ticket. I just need to verify your
identity, and then we can proceed with the paperwork."


George grabbed his ID, which had been returned to him by the
bank manager. Just on the off chance, he handed over both pieces of
identification he had. "I have a copy of my birth certificate if you need
it."


"No, that won't be necessary. These should do just
fine." Oliver held up the two pieces of ID then handed them to the
accountant. "Harold, would you go make copies of these?"


Harold nodded as he grabbed the IDs then got up and walked
out of the room. He was back a few minutes later with George's IDs and a sheet
of paper. He handed the IDs to George and the sheet of paper to Oliver, who
slid it into the file in front of him. As he did, he pulled out a stack of
papers and set them on the table in front of George.


"We're going to go over these papers one by one so you
know what they are, okay?"


George nodded.


"Okay, let's get started."


Paper after paper was set in front of George for what seemed
like forever. He heard a lot about taxes and accounts and liability and stuff
he didn't really understand, but he wasn't stupid. After reading each page, he
handed them to his uncle to read.


What he did understand was that even after taxes were taken
out, he was still walking away with over a billion dollars. He was pretty sure
if he left all that money in a bank account somewhere and didn't touch it for
an entire year, he could buy the moon.


George signed where his uncle said he was supposed to sign,
wrote his initials where indicated, checked the boxes pointed out to him, and filled
in the information requested on the forms. By the time he was done, his fingers
were cramped.


He dropped the pen down onto the stack of papers then sat
back in his chair and shook his hand. "First thing I'm going to do is hire
someone to massage my hand."


There were a few chuckles before Oliver gestured to the man
sitting at his right. "I believe Mr. Jenkins has some papers for you to
sign."


Mr. Jenkins pulled some papers out of his briefcase and set
them down in front of George. "This is all just a formality really to ensure
that the money gets transferred into the appropriate accounts."


George read them over slowly. The man was correct. They were
pretty straightforward. It was basically a money transfer form. There was just
one little problem. The account listed for the money to be transferred to had
George's old account on it. One, he had closed that account, and two, he had
never given the account number to anyone, so how did this guy have it?


George set the pen down without signing the form then pinned
his gaze on Mr. Jenkins. He wanted to know just who he was up against. He
probably wouldn't have known there was an issue if he hadn't gone through such
a fucked-up morning.


"Mr. James, does this man work for you?" he asked.


George had a strong suspicion he didn't.


"Uh, no," Oliver replied. "My understanding
was that he was here at your request."


George crossed his arms and glared at the lawyer. "I've
never met him before in my life."


Leon growled and got to his feet.


George turned to Oliver. "You need to call Detective
Watt. He's currently investigating someone declaring me dead and stealing all
of the money out of my old bank account." George pointed to the papers Mr.
Jenkins had given him. "The bank account listed on those papers."


"No, no, wait," the man said when Leon advanced on
him. "I was retained by George Carver to help him facilitate the transfer
of his winnings to his bank account. I'm just doing what I was hired to
do."


"Funny," George said. "I didn't retain your
services."


Mr. Jenkins's face drained of color before he grabbed another
piece of paper out of his briefcase. "I have the receipt right here for
payment for my services. It was sent from the account listed on those
forms."


George took the paper from the man and looked it over.
"He's right. This payment did come from my old account. Timestamp on it
has the payment being placed just about the time Raymond Barker was in the
bank." George glanced up. "He must have done it before he withdrew
the rest of the money."


"How did your client contact you?" Leon asked.


"Over the phone. He called me yesterday, explained that
he had won a sizeable lottery, and wanted my help making sure the money got
transferred into the correct account. He said to meet him at the lottery office
today, so that's what I did." The man was looking a little pale when he
glanced at George. "I assumed you were the man I had spoken to."


George shook his head. "It wasn't me."


Mr. Jenkins looked perplexed. "Then who was it?"


George thought he'd just said that, but apparently not clear
enough.


"I'm pretty sure it's the same man who stole all of the
money out of my old account." It was looking that way, but at this point,
George wouldn't be surprised if it was the man on the moon. He glanced at
Oliver. "Look, what do I need to sign to make sure the money gets
transferred into the correct account?"


"You'll need to fill out and sign an account transfer
form," Oliver said. "I would have had one ready for you earlier, but
Mr. Jenkins assured me he had that covered." Oliver sent the lawyer a
small glare. "That won't happen again."


"If you could get me that form, I'd appreciate it."


Oliver nodded before glancing at the man to his left.
"Harold, can you do that?"


Harold seemed to be as efficient as Uncle Allan. He got up
and left the room, coming back a few moments later with a form he set down in
front of George. "Fill in the form with the account you want the money
deposited in then sign the bottom."


George quickly did, putting in the account info from his new
account, then handed the paper back.


"If you'll give me a few minutes," Harold said,
"I'll make you copies of everything."


"Thank you. I'd appreciate that."


After Harold left the room again, George turned back to
Oliver. "Is that everything?" He had officially reached the limit of bullshit
he could deal with today. He just wanted to go home. "Is there anything
else I need to sign?"


"No, that's everything, Mr. Carver. The money is all
yours and should be transferred into your account immediately."


George breathed out slowly. "Thank you."


"There's a media circus out front. We can set up a press
conference for you, or I can offer you a back way out of the building if you'd
prefer."


George snorted. "Definitely a back way out of
here." The media circus could hunt for elephants in the clouds as far as
he was concerned. "I have no desire to be famous."


"You do realize that might not be possible, right?"
Oliver asked. "The media is in a frenzy to discover who you are.
Eventually someone will figure it out."


George nodded. "Someone already has. We're just hoping
to hold the rest of the world off until I can get all my ducks in a row."


Oliver grimaced for a moment before reaching into his pocket
and pulling out his business card. "If you have any problems, give me a
call. I'm used to dealing with this sort of thing and might be able to answer
any questions you might have."


"Thank you," George said as he took the card and
tucked it into his pocket. "You've already been a big help."


"Well, I wish I could do more, but my position here at
Mega Lottery prevents me from handing out advice to lottery winners."
Oliver's smile was friendly and welcoming, making him seem a little younger.
"That does not prevent me from pointing you toward people who can."


George groaned when the door opened and Detective Watt walked
in. He was really hoping never to see the man again. He'd barely spoken more
than two words to the guy, but just knowing his life had gotten to the point
where he needed a detective in it was enough to put George off.


"Detective Watt," George said. He refused to be
impolite to the guy no matter how much he wished he wasn't here.


"Mr. Carver," the man said as he glanced around at
the others in the room. "Mr. de Oro called and said you had a development
in the case?"


That was one way to describe it.


George gestured to the lawyer. "Ask him."


Detective Watt raised one bushy eyebrow as he looked at the
man. "And you are?"


"Christopher Jenkins, attorney at law." He handed
over a business card. "I'm not real sure what is going on here, but I have
done nothing to warrant the authorities being called in."


Leon snorted.


"Mr. Jenkins may actually be telling the truth,"
George told the detective, "but that's for you to figure out."


George could have kissed his uncle when he stood and said,
"Ford, why don't you take your cousin for a jog so he can clear his head?
I'll stay here and explain things to the detective."


George didn't even wait for anyone else to say anything. He
just headed for the doorway. Before he could get there, Harold appeared, a
manila envelope in his hand.


"Are those my papers?" George asked.


Harold nodded.


George sent him a small smile as he grabbed the large
envelope. "Thank you," he said then continued out the door. Ford and
Leon could catch up. He didn't even care if every media outlet in the world was
waiting outside the door. He was leaving.


"George," Leon said from behind him. "Slow
down."


"No." It was that simple.


"George."


George growled when Leon grabbed his arm before he could
reach the front door.


"Easy," Leon murmured. "There's a back way out
of here, remember?"


George clenched his jaw when fur sprouted up along his arms
again. "I need to go. Now."


"Okay, just come this way." Leon led him back
through reception and down a long corridor.


When they passed the conference room, Ford joined them,
shooting George a glare. George just shrugged. There wasn't a lot he could say.
He knew he was acting like an ass, but if he didn't get out of there and run in
his fur for a little bit, he was going to bite someone.


He was a little surprised when they went through a
nondescript steel door to a staircase that went down one floor. Another door
opened up into the corridor just around the corner from the elevator. He kind
of wished he had known about this secret entrance when they arrived. It would have
saved him a lot of anxiety.


They rode the elevator straight down to the parking garage.
George didn't start breathing normally again until they were in the car and on
the road again, leaving the chaos—and media circus—behind.


"Tell me where I'm going," Leon said.


"Take highway thirty out of town," Ford directed.
"There's a place for George to run about thirty miles west of town."


"Will you make it that long, George?" Leon asked.


George nodded without answering. He was too busy
concentrating on keeping it together to reply verbally. He couldn't remember
the last time his bear had been this close to the surface when he didn't want
him to be.


George and his bear had been close from a very early age.
From what he'd been able to gather from others, they were actually closer than
most shifters. They were very in-tune with each other. George couldn't
understand how other shifters weren't. His bear was a part of him. Why wouldn't
he want them to be as close as possible?


Unfortunately, that also meant he felt his bear's emotions to
a greater degree than others, and right now, his bear wanted out. Part of that
was his bear's own agitation, and part of it was the bear feeling George's
agitation. It was like a double whammy.


By the time Leon pulled off onto the dirt road that led back
to the clan's running grounds, George was ready to rip the door off to get out
of the car. The second Leon brought the vehicle to a stop, George threw open
the door and jumped out. He roared as his shift ripped through him, shredding
his clothes in the process.


"Holy shit!"











Chapter Twelve


 


Leon was in awe as he watched George shift into a full-grown
bear. Huge bear. Bigger than a bear. Thick fur in cascading shades of brown
covered a bear that had to be bigger than any he'd ever seen in a magazine or
on TV.


Damn, he was big.


Leon closed the door and walked slowly, cautiously, around
the front of the car. He knew he needed to be careful when approaching a
shifted bear, but his awe at the creature before him was overriding his common
sense.


"Leon," Ford warned, "give him a minute. Let
him acclimate to his surroundings before you—shit! George!"


Leon grunted as he was grabbed and snuggled close to a
blanket of soft fur. His heart rate skyrocketed when a wet nose was shoved
against his neck and the bear started sniffing him.


Getting licked was new.


"Hey, George." Leon let out a nervous laugh.
"Let's put the human down, okay?"


Ford snorted. "Yeah, that isn't going to happen anytime
soon. You're his mate, dude, and this is the first time his bear has had a
chance to be with you. He isn't going anywhere and neither are you, not until
his bear gets his fill."


Leon slumped. Fucking peachy.


"Is this normal for bears?" he asked.


"For newly mated bears, yes."


The amusement Leon could hear in Ford's voice made him want
to strangle the man. "Tell me about being mated to a bear." George
hadn't been that forthcoming with information. He had just sort of clammed up.
"What's it mean to be George's mate?"


"I imagine mating is a bit different with every
individual, but the basics are the same."


Jesus! It was like pulling teeth.


"So, what are the basics?"


"Well." Ford walked over to lean against the side of
the car, crossing his arms over his chest. "When a shifter finds their
mate, they bite him or her. It cements the bond between them."


Leon grimaced as the bear's big tongue swiped over the bite
mark George had given him. He had known at the time it was something
monumental. He just hadn't known what.


"And this bond, Leon, it's for all eternity."


"Don't I get any say in this?"


"Oh yes. You're human, so the rules are different for
you. George, being a bear shifter, will want no other than you for the rest of
his life, whether you are there or not. He won't even get hard for another
man." Ford shrugged. "Or woman."


Leon growled, not wanting to hear about George getting hard
for anyone.


"Of course, being human, you can walk away at any time
and go on to live your life however you want. You might feel a little depressed
for a while after leaving your mate, but you'll eventually get over it. George,
on the other hand, will pine for you for the rest of his life."


Well, no guilt trip there.


"If you stay and agree to be his mate, he'll be totally
devoted to you. Your happiness and wellbeing will be his top priority. Keeping
you safe, making you happy, and ensuring you want for nothing is a mated bear's
greatest desire, his ultimate goal in life. He will never be unfaithful, he
will never leave you, and he will never let you go without if he can provide it
for you. That's what it means to be mated to a bear."


That actually sounded pretty good, especially when George was
involved. He liked George more and more with everything he was learning about
the man. There were just a few problems. "Ford, I don't know if I'm ready
to settle down right now."


Ford grimaced and glanced away. "Then George will be
waiting here for you when you are."


"And if I never am?"


Ford inhaled a slow, deep breath. "Then he'll keep
waiting."


That guilt trip was getting really heavy.


"Do you think you can get him to go for a run or
something? I need to think, and it's kind of hard to do being snuggled like
this."


Ford snickered as he pushed away from the car. "I can
try."


Leon grimaced as George licked another line up the side of
his face. "I'd appreciate it."


It wasn't that he minded being held by the bear so much.
George was warm and furry, so it was actually kind of comforting. It was the
licking he had an issue with. The entire side of his head had been slobbered
on.


"Hey, George," Ford said, "don't you want to
go for a run? I'll bet we can find you some berries."


George growled when Ford stepped closer. Ford immediately
held up his hands and stepped back. "I'm not going to touch your mate. I
just need you to put him down."


George's growl became more threatening.


"Now, George, you know I would never hurt Leon, but you
might. You're very excited right now. I understand that, but you don't want to
crush Leon, do you?"


The bear whimpered, which wasn't something Leon thought bears
could do. He slid his hands through George's soft fur, stroking him more than
petting him. An agitated bear wasn't something he wanted to face.


"Hey, big guy." And he was really big.
"Do you think you could set me down?" He grunted when George hugged
him, squeezing all the air out of Leon's lungs. "Okay, okay." He
patted George's furry arms. "Put the nice human down."


He heard Ford snicker, but couldn't look away from the bear
holding him. He heard once that taking his eyes off a dangerous predator could
get a person killed, and while he didn't think George would kill him, he was
still a dangerous predator.


"Come on, George, put me down."


George whimpered again as he brushed his nose over the crook
of Leon's neck, sniffing, before gently lowering Leon to the ground. There was
something mournful in the bear's brown eyes as he stared down at Leon,
something that tugged at Leon's soul and made him want to take his words back.
Before he could, George let out a roar that shook the air around them then
loped off into the woods.


Leon watched until the brown bear disappeared among the trees
before turning to Ford. "Where's he going?"


"He's just going for a run. He'll be back."


Leon might have believed that if Ford had met his eyes, but
the man seemed to be doing everything he could to avoid looking directly at
him. Leon suspected he knew why. He just didn't know exactly what to do about
it.


He liked George. He liked him a lot. He just didn't know if
he was ready to settle down with the shape-shifter. He didn't mind George being
a bear. That wasn't even an issue for him. He worked for a shifter.


It was the whole "till eternity" thing he had a
problem with.


His work was important to him, but more than that, he enjoyed
it. The thrill, the danger, the not sitting behind a desk day in and day out.
Having a mate was going to make going out on missions for who knew how long
almost impossible, and as big as George was, he didn't see being able to take
the bear along with him as an option.


So, where did that leave him?


Them?


Leon walked over and leaned back against the car next to
Ford. He crossed his arms just like Ford, as well. It looked like a comfortable
position, and he was pretty sure they were going to be there for a while. Who
knew when George would come back?


"Tell me what will happen to George if I don't stick
around?" For some reason, the idea of the gentle giant being in pain
didn't sit well with Leon.


"No."


Leon's eyebrows lifted as he turned to look at Ford.
"No? Why not?"


"Because I refuse to guilt you into staying with him.
George wouldn't want that. If you decide to stay, it's because you want to
stay. Not because of what might happen to George if you leave."


That was a sound argument, but it also let Leon know that
George wouldn't have an easy time of it if he did leave. That didn't exactly
lessen the guilt that was starting to swamp him.


Leon turned when he heard a vehicle coming down the dirt
road. "I thought this was private property."


"It is," Ford insisted.


"Then who is this?" Leon asked as a large SUV pull
up behind his car.


"Oh shit," Ford said when doors opened and four men
climbed out of the vehicles. "That's Raymond Barker."


"Well, what the hell does he want?" Leon almost
snorted at his own question. He knew exactly what Raymond wanted. George's
money.


Wasn't going to happen.


Leon stayed where he was, but pushed off from the car. Ford
did the same, moving over to stand next to him.


"If trouble starts," Ford whispered, "I'll
hold them off. You make a run for it."


Leon glanced at the man. "Are you insane?"


"No, I'm a bear shifter, and so are they. You can't win
against them."


Leon fumed. He may be human, but he was also an Army Ranger.
He didn't run when things got dicey. "I'm staying."


"Dude—"


"I'm staying, Ford."


Ford's eyes rolled. "I hope you live. George will kick
my ass if anything happens to you."


George. Crap.


"Does George know how to fight?" Leon asked.


Ford snorted, but didn't say anything. The incredulous look
on his face said it all. George was not a fighter. Leon really hoped he stayed
on his run through the woods until this—whatever this was—was over.


"Hey, Raymond," Ford called out. "I didn't
know you guys were planning on going for a run."


"We're not," Raymond said as he advanced on them.
Two of the men with him flanked either side of him. The other one hung back by
the car.


"Then what are you doing out here?"


"You know why I'm here." Raymond glanced around
before his eyes came back to Ford and Leon. "Where is he?"


Ford frowned. "Who?"


"Don't be an idiot," Raymond snapped. "Where's
your cousin?"


"I have no idea," Ford replied.


Leon had to admit Ford was being truthful. They knew which
direction George headed off to, but that didn't mean they knew exactly where he
was. He wondered if shifters could smell a lie like they did in the movies.


Raymond's eyes narrowed. "He's here. I know he is. We
followed you from lottery headquarters. I want to know where he is."


Leon cocked his head. "Why would you follow us?"


And how had he known they had been at lottery headquarters?


Raymond shot him a small glare, his upper lip curling back.
The man clearly did not think much of humans, or maybe it was just Leon he
didn't like. Whatever it was, he ignored Leon's question and looked back to
Ford.


"If you don't tell me what I want to know, I will banish
you from the clan."


Ford laughed. "You can't do that. You're not the
alpha."


"No, but I will be. My father is training me to take
over for him. When he steps down, the clan will belong to me."


"Still doesn't make you alpha right now," Ford
insisted. "So, until you are, there's nothing you can do."


Leon did not like the calculating glint in Raymond's eyes as
he pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number. He felt as if Raymond knew
something they didn't, and that never went well.


"Father!" Raymond's voice was high-pitched and
filled with fear. "Ford and George have lost their minds. They attacked
me. I was just coming out for a run and they told me I couldn't be here, that
our running lands belonged to them now and then they attacked me. I don't know
what—no!" Raymond screamed. "No, stay away—Father!"


He smiled evilly as he snapped his phone closed. "You
were saying?"


Leon didn't know about Ford, but he was actually impressed
with how diabolical Raymond was. He hoped that Alpha Barker was a little
smarter than the average bear and wouldn't take his son's word for what had
happened here, but he doubted it. Raymond was the man's son after all.


Leon's mind worked overtime to see every possible outcome of
this situation, and he could only see one. Raymond would have to kill them to
keep them quiet. He wouldn't want this getting out. It could ruin him if it
did.


The other direction his mind went was, what was Raymond's end
game? What was he after? Leon would have believed it was just the money right
up until the man called his father. Now, he was starting to suspect that
Raymond wanted more than George's money. He wanted his father's clan, as well,
and he wasn't willing to wait until his father stepped down to get it.


That being the case, Leon knew he and Ford were in for the
fight of their lives, and it was two against four. Not good odds. Even armed as
he was and with Ford being a bear shifter, Leon was pretty sure they were
screwed.


The only good thing out of all of this was that George had
gone for a run and wouldn't be here to have his ass handed to him.


"Now, tell me where George is."


Ford crossed his arms and jutted out his chin in an obvious
show of defiance. "No."


Yep, they were going to have their asses handed to them.











Chapter Thirteen


 


George slowly swished his paw back and forth through the cool
creek water, not even caring about the fish that darted here and there trying
to avoid capture. He wasn't hungry. Well, he was. He was a bear. He was always
hungry. He just didn't feel much like eating right now.


He wanted his mate. He wanted Leon. Leon just didn't want
him. His bear had been so overjoyed to hold their mate in his arms for the very
first time. It had been exhilarating, and Leon had smelled so good. Maybe even
better than honey.


It just wasn't to be, and the bear was now aware of that
fact. If bears could cry, there'd be a river next to him instead of just a
measly creek. He rocked back and forth, his misery an acute pain in his chest.


There would be no den for them, no snuggling in front of a
roaring fire when winter was upon them and snow was falling outside. No shared
honey pots, no salmon dinners for two, no picking berries on a hot summer day.


It was just him, all alone.


The bear chuffed. He'd been alone for a very long time. He
was kind of used to it. First his parents had abandoned him, then his clan.
Now, it looked as if his mate was abandoning him, as well.


He'd wonder if there was something wrong with him that made
the people he cared about leave, but he knew. He'd always known. He was
unnatural. An alpha born bear who was an omega. No one wanted that. They wanted
big, strong, fierce alphas and small, gentle, delicate omegas. He was neither.


George shuddered out a shaky breath. He had survived being
used and betrayed by his parents. He had survived being banned from his clan
and not allowed to join another. He could survive this, too.


It wasn't like he had any other choice. He couldn't force
Leon to be with him, and he wouldn't want the man if he was there because he
had to be. He wanted Leon to stay because that's what he wanted, except that wasn't
what Leon wanted.


Sometimes it really sucked being a bear.


A gunshot ripped through the night air, shattering the quiet.
George sat up and glanced around, trying to figure out where it came from. He
might be on clan land, but hunters were still a danger.


He lifted his nose and drew in a lungful of crisp oxygen. A
faint hint of gun smoke hung in the air and something else, something George
couldn't quite place. He knew he'd smelled it before, but…


George took off through the woods when he heard a loud shout.
Not only did he recognize who had shouted, but it had come from the direction
of where he'd left his mate. It hadn't sounded like a happy shout either.


George knew he was making a lot of noise as he crashed
through the woods, but he didn't care. His one main goal was to reach his mate
as quickly as possible and find out what had Leon so upset.


When he broke through the trees, he was the one to shout…or
roar in his case. He raced across the open ground, running full bore toward the
man who had Leon pinned to the ground.


He vaguely recognized the man as one of the guards who had
been outside the mansion when they went to see Alpha Barker, but it didn't
really matter who it was. They were going to die for threatening Leon.


He heard a bunch of yelling as he slammed into the man
holding Leon down, but ignored it. Whatever anyone had to say didn't matter.
Only freeing his mate mattered.


George swiped out at the guard with his massive paw. When the
guard fell to the ground, George attacked. For a moment, he was in a blind
rage. He hit out with his claws again and again before going for the guard's
throat. He sank his teeth into the man deep enough to taste blood on his
tongue, but stopped there when someone called out his name.


"Let him go, George."


George growled, not releasing the guard.


"Do it now, or I'll kill the human."


George froze for a breath then released the guard and slowly
looked around. Ford was on his knees being held between two men. Raymond stood
behind Leon with an arm wrapped around his chest and a knife to his throat.


Rage and fear ripped through George's chest in equal parts.
He growled again, the sound much more threatening than it had been a mere
moment ago. Future alpha or not, Raymond would die if a single hair was out of
place on Leon's head.


A trickle of blood trailed down Leon's throat when Raymond
pressed the tip of the knife against his skin. "Ah, ah, ah. Whatever
you're thinking, don't. I will not hesitate to slit his throat if you don't do
exactly what I tell you to do."


George sat back on his hunches. He wanted to charge the guy
and rip his head off, but he couldn't chance Leon being hurt. That knife was a
little too close to Leon's skin for comfort. One wrong move, one jerk, and
everything would be over. His whole world would end.


"Shift," Raymond demanded.


George slowly shifted until he stood there in nothing but a
cool breeze. He didn't bother trying to cover himself. Shifters weren't really
bothered with nudity. Besides, he'd shredded his clothes. He'd need to head
home to get more.


"Let my mate go."


Raymond laughed. "He's human. He can't be your mate. We
don't mate with humans."


"Oh, I assure you, he is my mate."


There was a speculative glint in Raymond's eyes as he glanced
from George to the man he held at knifepoint. "Then I guess you don't want
anything to happen to him, do you?"


George growled and took a step forward. He froze when Raymond
pressed the tip of the knife against Leon's throat again. 


"Stop!" the man shouted.


Tears sprang to George's eyes when he met Leon's gaze.
"I'm sorry," he mouthed before looking at Raymond. "What do you
want?"


"You know what I want," Raymond replied.


"The money."


Why was it always about the money?


"It's clan money."


George frowned. "No, it's not. I don't belong to your
clan."


"You live in our territory. That makes it clan
money!" Raymond snarled. "And I want it."


"Fine," George answered without hesitation.
"You let my mate go, and I'll sign every cent over to you."


"George, no!" Leon shouted. "Don't give this
asshole a single penny."


George would willingly give up every cent he had if it meant
his mate was safe. He stared at Leon for a moment before looking at Raymond.
"How do you want to do this? Is there something for me to sign or
something?"


Raymond's jaw dropped. "You'd really give up billions of
dollars for a human?"


"Yes."


It was that simple.


Raymond snorted. "You're an idiot."


Probably, but that didn't change the fact that George would
trade everything for Leon. "Just tell me what you want me to do."


"Carl," Raymond directed, "get my tablet out
of the car."


One of the men holding Ford dropped his arm and headed for
the car. He came back a moment later with a black tablet. Raymond shoved Leon
at Carl and grabbed the tablet. Leon stumbled as he fell into Carl.


Things seemed to happen in slow motion from there. Ford swung
around and punched the guy holding him. When the guy fell back, Ford shifted
then went after him until the guy's screams turned to a death gurgle.


At the same time, Leon pulled a knife from somewhere—George
had no idea where—and shoved it into Carl's gut. The man gasped. Fur rippled
along his forearm for a moment then disappeared as he fell back to the ground.


"It's silver, you schmuck!" Leon shouted at him.


When Leon turned and started for him, George felt a moment of
pride that his human mate had bested a bear shifter. That feeling died an
instant death when he saw movement behind Leon. It was replaced with cold, dead
fear.


"Leon!" George shouted as he leapt toward the man,
shifting in midair.


One of the things that George always found peculiar was the
fact that it seemed to take so long for others to shift. He could do it from
one second to the next and always had. Maybe it was something specific to alpha
born shifters?


When he slammed into Raymond, he was a fully shifted bear.
Raymond was not. George easily took the man to the ground and wrapped his
massive jaw around the man's throat. He applied just enough pressure to let
Raymond know he was seconds from having his throat ripped out.


"George, let go of him," Leon said.


George growled and bit down just a bit harder.


"Baby, you need to let him go. He needs to face justice
for what he did."


Oh, he was going to face justice, all right. Shifter justice.


George shuddered when hands slid through his fur, petting,
calming the rage burning through him. He'd happily stay that way for the rest
of his life if he could.


Except he couldn't.


"George, I know you're angry at what Raymond did, but
killing him is not the answer."


That was debatable.


"Detective Watt is never going to believe his chief
suspect got mauled by a bear."


George grunted. He'd believe it after George got done with
Raymond.


"I know, I know, but you still have to let him go."
Leon's voice grew softer. "Please, baby, for me?"


George chuffed before slowly releasing the hold he had on
Raymond. He still thought the man needed to die, but he couldn't ignore a
request from his mate.


Raymond scrambled out from underneath George and crab-walked
backward until he was far enough away to stand. He held his hand to his bloody
throat as he glared at George. "Attacking the son of the alpha is a crime
punishable by death. Once my father finds out what you did, your days are
numbered."


George knew he spoke the truth. He'd grown up in a clan, and
the rules were pretty much the same for all of them. That didn't mean he was
going to calmly walk to his execution. He wasn't the bad guy in this scenario.


He shifted until he once again stood there naked as the day
he was born. The glare he sent Raymond had the ability to scorch the earth
around him. Too bad Raymond was immune to hate.


"Once your father finds out you're trying to steal all
my money so you can take over his clan, he might think differently."


Raymond's eyes widened for a fraction of a second before
narrowing to tiny slits. "I don't know what you're talking about. You
heard my conversation with my father. My friends and I simply came out here for
a run. We weren't doing anything wrong. You attacked us."


"You're lying!"


"Maybe, but who do you think he'll believe? Me, his only
son, or you, a man he wouldn't allow into his clan because he was too afraid
you'd try to challenge him and take his clan away from him?"


George growled and took a threatening step forward.


Raymond jumped back, paling. A snarl curled up his upper lip.
"I'll see you dead if it's the last thing I do." Raymond's grin made
the hairs on the back of George's neck stand on end. "Maybe I'll keep your
mate as my little toy for all my pain and suffering. I'll bet he looks real
nice all bent over with a dick up his ass."


The image that instantly formed in George's mind of Raymond
forcing himself on Leon snapped what control he had left. George didn't even
bother shifting. He just jumped Raymond and started pummeling the man with his
fists.


He heard yelling, but it was muted, as if coming from far
away. When he was grabbed and pulled away from Raymond, he snarled his outrage
until he realized he was being held by Sheriff Garret, who was also Alpha
Barker's beta.


A quick scan of the clearing told George he might be in
bigger trouble than he had thought. Ford and Leon were being held by more
guards, and Alpha Barker stood in front of him, the man's arms crossed and a
clear show of anger on his face.


George gulped. "Sir, I can explain."











Chapter Fourteen


 


"What do you mean I can't see him?"


If one more person told Leon he couldn't see George, he was
going to rip someone's head off. It had been two days since Alpha Barker took
George away in silver-lined cuffs, and there hadn't been a single word from
either of them since.


From the moment the taillights of the alpha's vehicle had
disappeared in the darkness, Leon had been trying to get George back.


"Why not?" he snapped.


"I'm sorry, Mr. de Oro," Alpha Barker said,
"but this is a clan matter. I can't discuss it with you."


Leon growled. "You can't keep George from me. I'm his
mate."


"Not according to clan law, you're not," the alpha
replied. "Bears are not allowed to mate with humans."


"I don't care what your clan laws say. I have the bite
mark to prove I'm George's mate."


"I understand that, Mr. de Oro, but that does not change
the fact that you cannot be recognized as George's mate. No human can."


"Then consider me his bodyguard." That's what he'd
been hired to do in the first place. He just hadn't done a very good job at it.


"Mr. de Oro—"


"I want to see George, and I want to see him right now.
If you don't let me see him, I'll call the authorities and report you for
kidnapping."


Alpha Barker's tone was pure steel when he replied, "We
do not involve human law enforcement in clan matters."


"Well, see, here's the problem with that. As you've
pointed out, I'm human." Leon swiped his finger across the screen of his
cell phone and hung up the phone before Alpha Barker could reply. He
immediately dialed another number. "Gareth, we have a problem."


"Oh?"


"There was an incident. George's life was threatened,
and he defended himself. Unfortunately, he'd been attacked by the son of the
local alpha, and he basically handed the guy his head." Leon was actually
kind of proud of that fact. Shifter or not, Raymond would be feeling his
injuries for a while. "He's been taken into custody by the alpha, and they
are refusing to let me see him."


"Fuck."


"Pretty much."


"Okay, obviously this assignment is over. Why don't you
head on back to base? I'll call the alpha and see what's up."


"I can't do that." The mere thought sent his
stomach into knots.


"Leon—"


"He's my mate, Gareth."


"Fuck, Leon, he's a bear. They don't mate with
humans."


They actually did. Proof was in the bite mark on Leon's neck.


"I need help, Gareth. I need to get to George."


"All right, give me a few minutes. I'll make some phone
calls."


Leon slumped as he blew out a breath. "Thank you."


"Don't do anything rash until you hear from me."


"Make it quick." Leon wasn't sure how much longer
he could go not knowing what was happening to George. He was ready to climb the
walls as it was. Another couple of hours and he was going to say to hell with
it and storm the alpha's mansion.


Leon hung up then turned to look at Ford. "My boss is
going to make some phone calls and see what he can find out."


Ford grimaced as he glanced out the window.


"I wish we could be of more help," Allan said,
"but they won't tell us anything, and we've been ordered away from the
alpha's mansion."


"Oohh!" Helen grumbled. "When I get my hands
on that man. Just think, keeping George locked up away from his family like
this. If his mother was still alive, she'd take a spoon to him."


Leon smiled despite how heavy his heart felt. He liked
George's family, at least these three. He wasn't sure about the rest of them.
"I'll get George back one way or another. You have my word on that."


Ford glanced at him. "Sounds to me like you've decided
to stay. Have you?"


Leon pushed his hand through his short hair.
"Maybe."


He was pretty sure that answer was yes. If just being away
from George for a couple of days felt this devastating, he couldn't imagine
what it would be like if he left for good.


"I want to, but George and I need to talk before I can
give you a concrete answer."


At this point, George didn't even know where he was going to
live or if he was even going to have his freedom. How could they hope for a
future together with so many unanswered questions?


"Wanting to stay together is half the battle,"
Helen said as she shot her mate a smile. "The rest you'll figure out in
time."


Leon certainly hoped so because he felt kind of like he was
drowning. The pressure in his chest was getting worse. He absently rubbed the
middle of his chest as he tried to think of anything else he could do to get
access to George.


He'd called Alpha Barker. He'd called his boss. He'd
threatened Alpha Barker. There was no way in hell he was going to threaten his
boss. Gareth was probably the only man on the planet who truly intimidated him.


He just wasn't sure what else he could do.


Leon jumped when his cell phone rang. He fumbled with it for
a moment before he was able to slide his finger across the screen and answer
it. "Yeah?"


"It's a no go," Gareth replied. "Alpha Barker
refused to even speak to me."


"Damn, now what?" Leon really wished he knew more
about shifter politics. He'd find someone to bribe.


"All we can do at this point is petition the council and
request that they step in, but I'll be honest here, Leon. They probably won't.
George did break clan law by attacking the alpha's son. That's a crime
punishable by death."


Leon growled as he gripped the phone a little tighter.
"That ass stole from George, tried to steal all of his lottery winnings,
and then he attacked me and Ford and George. He deserved everything he got."


"I understand that, but can you prove any of it?"


"Only if I involve the authorities, who are already
looking into who stole George's money."


"It's not a good idea to bring in the human authorities,
but if you can get me copies of the police file on this, I can take it to the
council. That might sway them in our direction."


"Okay, I can work on that."


"I'm not done making calls, Leon. I just thought you
might want an update. I'll keep calling people until we have George back with
you."


Leon believed him. Gareth had never let him down before.
"Thank you, Gareth. I'll see what I can do to get that file for you. How
long do you think it will take to get it to the council and get them to act on
it?"


"It shouldn't take more than a couple of weeks at
most."


"Weeks?" Leon shouted. "It'll take weeks for
them to get off their asses and do something? George could be dead by
then."


"The shifter council moves about as fast as the Supreme
Court, Leon."


That was not reassuring.


"Fine," Leon bit out. "Do what you can on your
end, and I'll do what I can on my end."


"Leon, don't—"


Leon hung up before Gareth could say another word. When it
rang a moment later, Leon glanced at the screen then slid the ringer to silent.
The man didn't really have anything good to say at the moment, at least nothing
Leon wanted to hear.


"Ford, can you pack George a bag?"


Ford's eyebrows lifted. "Yeah. Why?"


"It's better that you don't know. Just pack a bag for
him for a few days and toss in anything really important to George."


"Okay."


Leon glanced at Allan and Helen. "If George and I find
someplace to set down roots, can you pack up his apartment and send it to
us?"


"Of course," Allan replied," but what—"


Leon held up a hand. "We may need to make ourselves
scarce for a while." More than likely, they would be running for their
lives because Leon was about to commit a crime.


"Take Ford with you," Allan said. When everyone
looked at the man, he actually rolled his eyes. "If you do what I think
you're going to do, Raymond will be on the warpath. I don't want Ford caught in
the crossfire."


Leon nodded because he was going to do what Allan thought he
was going to do. "You'll need to pack a bag, as well, enough stuff for a
couple of weeks at least." They could buy more if they needed to after
that. "You can't go with me when I go to get George, but it wouldn't be a
bad idea if you wait on the edge of town. We may be leaving in a hurry."


Leon could pretty much guarantee it.


"I could wait in the car, keep it running and
stuff."


Leon shook his head. "That's too dangerous." He
didn't want anyone to connect him leaving town to Ford waiting in a car until
after they were gone. "It's best if you just wait on the edge of town for
us. We'll pick you up on the way out."


"I am a bear shifter, you know," Ford protested.
"I can fight."


"This isn't about fighting, Ford. This is about stealth.
I'd like to get in and get out without anyone being aware that I'm there."
He doubted it would happen, but that's what he'd like to happen. "You
would just slow me down."


Ford huffed. "Fiinne."


Leon chuckled. "You're getting the easy end of this
little fiasco. I have to sneak into a mansion full of bear shifters."


"Can I give you some advice, son?" Allan asked.


"Please." At this point, he'd take all the advice
he could get, especially from another bear shifter.


"Once you reach the mansion, rub some grass and dirt on
you from the estate grounds, and when you get inside, leave the window open.
Bears have a great sense of smell, but if they only smell the yard and a window
is open, well…" Allan shrugged.


Leon grinned. "I get you."


It was good to know these things. Maybe he'd talk to Gareth
when this was all over about some shifter training. When sent on assignments
like this one, it would be good to know everything going in instead of finding
out along the way.


Leon wrote down Gareth's phone number on a piece of paper and
handed it to Ford. "I need to get organized and get going before I run out
of time. Meet me on the edge of town in three hours. If I'm not there in three
hours, get the hell out of town any way you can and call this man to tell him
what happened. Don't come back until you hear from your father."


Ford nodded as he stared down at the number then tucked the
piece of paper in his pocket. "I'll be there."


"Okay, I need to go." Leon went to the bedroom to
get his bag. He wouldn't need everything in it to break into the mansion, but
he still wanted to have it. He could leave it in his car and hopefully go back
for it later, with George by his side.


Leon geared up, grabbing everything he thought he might need
for tonight. He shoved the rest of his stuff into his bag. After a quick scan
of the room to make sure he hadn't left anything behind, Leon strode out of the
bedroom.


"I'm going to head out. I want to get into position as
soon as possible. You never know when the opportunity will arise to break and
enter a place."


Helen just kind of blinked at him.


Allan chuckled. "I could always try and get into the
estate and cause a commotion when they deny me entrance."


That was actually a good idea. If the guards were distracted
elsewhere, it might give him the opening he needed to get into the mansion.


Leon glanced at his watch. "Give me an hour to get into
place then do it."


Allan gave a curt nod. "One hour."


Without saying anything else, because what else was there to
say, Leon walked out of George's apartment. If he timed this right, and
everything went off without a hitch—yeah, right—then he would be leaving town
in a couple of hours with his mate.


If not, Alpha Barker would find out just what happened when
he pissed off a human.











Chapter Fifteen


 


Leon glanced at his watch when he saw the guards patrolling
the grounds go running toward the front of the estate. He shook his head but
kept his chuckle silent. Allan was good. One hour, right on the dot.


He waited until they disappeared from sight then quickly made
his way across the yard to the back of the house. He'd been watching the place
for a while now and had seen several people come and go from the back door.
Entering through it and then leaving it open would be easy, and he doubted
anyone would think anything of it if they found it open.


When he reached the patio, he reached down and grabbed a
handful of dirt and grass then rubbed it over his arms, legs, and abdomen. He
didn't know if Allan was right and this would work, but he was really hoping it
would. It was going to take him a while to find George, and he didn't want to
be caught.


Once he thought he was covered enough, Leon tossed what was
in his hand then hurried to the back door. He slowly and carefully turned the
door handle then pulled the door open. He stepped inside and closed the door
partway. Leaving it open all the way might tip someone off, but if he left it
open halfway, they might think it didn't get shut all the way.


It took him a moment to realize he'd entered through what had
to be some sort of family room. There was a huge TV on the wall and a U-shaped
sofa in front of it. There was a pool table behind the sofa and a wet bar off
to one side.


As a family room, it was quite nice, but way too showy for
Leon's tastes. He'd prefer a fireplace to a TV and nice rug or blanket to
cuddle up on, although bear skin rugs were now permanently out.


Leon moved through the family room to the first corridor. He
immediately recognized it as the one that he'd been down before when they came
to meet with Alpha Barker. He doubted they were holding George in the alpha's
office, so he went in the other direction.


It didn't take him very long to search the first floor. He
didn't know if everyone was sleeping or not here or what, but the place seemed
pretty empty. He did have to hide a couple of times when a guard walked by, but
he really felt there should have been more people about.


When he didn't find George on the first floor, he went
upstairs to search the second level. From what he'd been able to see from
outside, the mansion had three floors. He hadn't been able to find an entrance
to a basement, so he wasn't sure if there was one.


By the time he'd searched the second and then the third floor,
Leon was ready to scream, except that would alert people that he was there. He
made his way back down to the first floor and started hunting for a basement
entrance.


George had to be here somewhere.


When he found nothing, Leon knew there was only one more
place to search. Considering the rest of the place had basically been empty, he
was really hoping the alpha's office was empty, as well.


The moment he cracked the door open and stepped inside, he
knew that hope was for naught. Leo closed the door behind him and stared at the
man sitting in a chair in front of the fireplace.


"Would you like a drink, Leon?" Alpha Barker asked
without lifting his gaze from the book in his lap. "There's a wet bar in
the cabinet behind my desk."


Figuring there was nothing else he could do at the moment,
Leon walked over and poured himself a drink then went to sit down in the chair
opposite the alpha. He took a small sip of the amber liquid in his glass, then
smiled.


"This is the good stuff."


"Of course." Alpha Barker chuckled as he closed his
book and set it on the small table next to him. He grabbed a glass that was
sitting on the same table and took a sip. "I've been expecting you,
although I did think you would be here a bit earlier."


"Sorry, I had to search the mansion first."


The alpha nodded as if that made perfect sense. "He's
not upstairs."


"I figured that when I didn't find him." Leon
couldn't believe he was having such a casual conversation considering he had
broken into the place. "I wasn't sure if you had a basement or not. I
couldn't find one."


"Oh, the place does have a basement, but my father had
all of the entrances except for the one here in my office sealed up when he
took over for his father."


"Is that where George is?"


"It is, and you can see him, but I need something from
you first."


"Anything," Leon said without hesitation.


Alpha Barker raised an eyebrow. "Be careful what you
agree to."


"George is my mate. There isn't anything I wouldn't give
for him." Leon realized even as he spoke the words how true they were. He would
give anything for the man. He didn't know when exactly he had decided George
was his, but that didn't change the fact that he was.


Alpha Barker smiled sadly as he stood then walked over to his
desk. "I need you to sit there and not say a word, no matter what you're
about to hear. Your mate's life could depend on it."


"And then I can see George?"


The man nodded. "I'll take you to him personally."


"Fine, I promise not to say anything."


"Good." He set his drink down on his desk and
picked up his phone. "Allow them in," he said before hanging up. He
grabbed his drink and walked back over to sit down. When he sat down, he held
up his glass as if to toast.


Confused, Leon raised his own glass and clicked them
together.


"Here's to having a late-night drink with a
friend."


Leon had no idea what the man meant, but he took a sip of his
drink anyway. At the moment, it was better if he played nice with Alpha Barker
instead of telling the man he was a complete loon.


"I'm sorry my wife couldn't be here to meet you. She
took Raymond to her sister’s for a few days. She felt it was best to get him
out of the area until I calmed down enough to be reasonable." Alpha Barker
chuckled. "Her words, not mine."


"I'm sure your mate is doing what she thinks best."


"Wife, not mate. I married my wife because it brought
our two clans together. It was a marriage arranged by my parents. It is not a
love match, and to my everlasting regret, it produced Raymond, who is just like
his mother in every way."


"I'm sorry to hear that."


"My mate died many years ago." Alpha Barker had
tears in his eyes when he looked at Leon. "My wife killed her."


Leon's eyebrows lifted. "And you're still married to
her?"


"Until recently, she had leverage over me that basically
kept me in line." The man heaved a big breath. "Which is why my son
is a monster."


Leon didn't want to agree with the man, but how could he not.
"You said recently? Has that changed?"


He was surprised by the grin that crossed the alpha's face.


"It has, which is one of the reasons that Barbara has
taken Raymond to her sister’s. I think she's hoping I'll be lost without my
family and give in to her demands to let Raymond get away with what he's
done."


"I take it you're not going to let him get away with
it?" Leon almost crossed his fingers and made a wish.


"I've already reported him to our council and informed
them of where my wife and son are staying." The man's grin grew even
bigger. "And then I filed for divorce."


"You've been a busy man."


"I can finally be the alpha my wife wouldn't let me all
these years."


"Ford said you were a good alpha."


The smile fell from the man's face. "If I'd been a good
alpha, Raymond would be the man this clan needs to lead it. He's not, and
that's my fault. I let him get away with too much, too many times. Now he
believes the world owes him."


Yeah, Leon kind of got that impression from Raymond.


Before he could comment, there was a knock at the door. Alpha
Barker shot him a quick glare. "Remember your promise."


Leon nodded.


"Come," the man called out.


The door opened and a guard stepped in. "Sir, Mr. George
Carver Sr. and his mate are here to see you."


Leon's hand tightened around his glass.


Alpha Barer set his drink down then stood. "Please, show
them in."


The guard held the door open and two older people walked in.


"Alpha Barker," the man said as he walked forward,
hand held out. "I'm George Carver Sr. This is my mate, Rose."


Alpha Barker shook Carver's hand then nodded to the woman.
"What can I do for you?"


"We received word that you're holding our son."


"Yes, that's true."


Leon grit his teeth and smiled when Carver's gaze slid to
him.


"We'd like to talk to you about that."


"I'm afraid there is nothing you can say to change my
mind. George attacked my son, who is next in line to be alpha of our clan. That
is a crime punishable by death."


Rose gasped then dabbed at her eyes with a white
handkerchief. Leon might have believed she was truly crying if he didn't know
what a bitch she was.


"I know George can be…difficult at times, but he's
really not a bad boy. I'm sure whatever he did can be explained."


"Explained?" Alpha Barker snapped. "My son was
simply going out for a run, and George attacked him, nearly killed him. If it
wasn't for the fact that I was headed out to join Raymond, and was able to stop
George, he might have killed my son."


Leon turned away from the three people and took a sip of his
drink to hide his surprise at Alpha Barker's words. That wasn't exactly what
happened, but he'd promised not to say anything so he couldn't refute what the
alpha was saying.


Rose sniffled.


Leon wanted to barf. Nothing anyone was saying was the truth.
He didn't understand how they couldn't tell that, or maybe they could and they
were all just playing games with each other.


The man patted his wife's shoulder as if trying to comfort
her. "I understand the law as much as the next man, but couldn't you make—"


"No exceptions will be made," Alpha Barker said.
"The punishment will fit the crime."


"I see." Carver's lips pressed into a thin line.
"And there's no way I can change your mind?"


"Would you change your mind if it had been your son who
was attacked?" Alpha Barker snapped. "Even after hearing about the
trouble George caused in his former clan, the council forced me to allow him to
stay in my territory. I've spoken to them concerning what George did, and they
are in full support of my decision concerning his punishment."


Leon grit his teeth to keep from growling. He wanted to know
what Alpha Barker had decided concerning George, but he knew he couldn't say
anything. He'd promised.


"Can I see my son?" Rose asked.


Alpha Barker shook his head. "I'm sorry, but he's
already been moved to a detention facility awaiting punishment."


Leon's jaw almost dropped. That was a blatant lie.


"Well, if you won't allow us to say good-bye to our son,
then I guess all we can do now is gather up George's things and go home."


"I'm afraid that won't be possible either," Alpha
Barker replied. "The council has granted me any and all property,
finances, and assets as compensation for what he did to my son. My men are at
his apartment right now clearing it out."


This time when Rose gasped and dabbed at her eyes, Leon knew
the tears were real, and then he understood. They weren't here to try and save
their son. They were here for the money.


"You can't do that," Carver protested.


"I'm afraid I can." Alpha Barker walked over to his
desk and picked up a piece of paper. He held it out to Carver. "As you can
see here, the council approved the compensation."


"But that's our—" Carver paled. "I mean, there
are things of George's that would hold no meaning to you, but mean the world to
our family. Surely…"


"If there is something specific in George's possessions,
something personal, I'm sure we can discuss it."


Leon glanced down at his glass to hide the smile on his face.
As much as he wanted to throttle Alpha Barker for taking George's money, he was
practically gleeful that George's parents weren't getting it.


"Alpha Barker, surely you can see—"


The alpha held up his hand. "George's fate has already
been decided. I will not be changing my mind. Come morning, he will no longer
be a threat to me, my son, or my clan."


"You can't do that!" Rose cried out.


"Rose!" her husband shouted as he grabbed her arm.


"No!" She shook off Carver's hand. "That's our
money. We put up with too much, sacrificed too much. We lost our clan, our
friends, and our standing in our community. We lost everything because of that
little bastard. We deserve that money."


Alpha Barker lifted his eyebrows. "What money?"


"All of George's millions."


"Oh, uh…" Alpha Barker glanced at Leon for a moment
before looking back at the Carvers. "It was my understanding that George's
account had been cleaned out and closed by an unknown individual and the police
were looking into it."


Leon had no idea where the man was going with this story, but
he nodded anyway. Technically, the man wasn't lying after all. Just stretching
the truth. Leon still didn't say anything.


"What?" Rose screamed. "It's gone?"


"I'm afraid it is."


Rose seemed to deflate into herself. "But…what are we
going to do now?"


"Perhaps you can talk to the authorities," Alpha
Barker suggested. "Once the police investigation is done, if there is any
money recovered, you may be able to petition the courts to have it turned over
to the rightful owner."


Leon stood when Alpha Barker walked over to his desk and
grabbed a piece of paper. He was intrigued by this game the man was playing and
couldn't wait to see it play out.


"Considering the consequences George faces due to his
actions against me, my son, and my clan, I was able to get my hands on a death
certificate in his name to help facilitate the liquidation of his assets. If
you take it to the local authorities, I'm sure they can be of assistance to
you. Ask for Detective Watt."


Leon's eyebrows hit his forehead when Alpha Barker handed the
death certificate over to George's parents. It looked official, but what did he
know?


"Why would you do this?" Carver asked.


"I'm sure George was as much trouble for you as he was
for me."


Carver nodded.


Alpha Barker smiled. "I think you should get what's
coming to you."


Leon grinned. He couldn't have said it better himself.











Chapter Sixteen


 


George sat up when he heard the distinctive beep of the
electronic lock being disengaged. Once he'd been taken into custody by Alpha
Barker, he'd been brought to this room and left alone. He hadn't seen a single
person in two days except for Sheriff Garret, who brought him his food. The man
never spoke, just dropped off George's food and left.


Which made George wonder if whoever was coming in was coming
to take him to his execution. He had broken clan law when he attacked Raymond,
even if he wasn't part of the clan. It was still the law.


George's biggest regret was that he hadn't gotten a chance to
say good-bye to Leon. He would carry the man's image into the next life, but
knowing he would never touch Leon or smell him, kiss him, brought tears to
George's eyes every time he thought about it.


At this point, he welcomed his executioner.


When the door opened and Alpha Barker stepped into the room,
George scooted off the bed and stood. "Sir."


Alpha Barker nodded to him before glancing over his shoulder.
"You have two hours. You won't be disturbed," the man said before
walking out, closing the door behind him.


George frowned. Two hours?


He gasped when his mate walked into the room.
"Leon."


Leon walked straight across the room to him. "Hey,
babe." He raised a hand and brushed it against the side of George's face.
"How are you, mate?"


George swallowed hard. "Mate?"


Since when?


Leon smiled. "Yes, mate. My mate."


Again, since when?


"What—" George licked his lips then tried again.
"What are you doing here?"


"Where else should I be? My mate is here."


"Yeah, but…Leon, they're going to execute me in the
morning."


Leon leaned in close then lowered his voice when he replied,
as if he had a secret to tell. "They're not going to execute you,
George."


"Yes, they are. I attacked Raymond. That's a crime
punishable by death." Raymond had reminded him of that fact over and over
again as they headed to the vehicles to drive to the mansion. The man had been
practically gleeful over the fact.


"They are not going to execute you, George," Leon
said again. "I won't let them."


"I don't see how you can prevent it."


Leon's grin grew.


George's eyes narrowed. "What?"


"We have two hours, love." Leon grabbed the hem of
his shirt and pulled it up over his head before dropping it to the floor.
"Do you want to spend it standing here talking or…"


"Love?" George whispered as his entire being
stilled, even his bear.


"Yeah." Leon caressed his cheek again.
"Love."


Tears sprang to George's eyes. "Oh."


Leon chuckled. "I declare my love for you, and that's
all you say? Oh?"


George's bear let out a roar and urged him on. He grabbed
Leon and swung him around before peppering his face with kisses. "I love
you, too. So much. I never thought you'd say the words, let alone feel them. I
just…" George shook his head, overcome by the emotions welling up inside
of him.


"Does that mean you don't want to fuck me?" Leon
lifted one eyebrow as he pulled a small tube of lube out of his pocket.
"Because I brought you a little present."


"Are you insane?" He'd have to be dead six months
to not want to fuck Leon.


George was careful not to rip the clothes Sheriff Garret had
supplied to him. He had no idea when he'd get some new ones. Still, he heard
something rip when he pulled his shirt off, but come on. Leon was naked already
and stretched out on the bed.


Hot damn!


His mate was a sexy hunk of man.


George's hand shook as he reached out to caress Leon's soft
silky skin. George could touch him for days, years. Hell, centuries. Leon's
soft skin felt glorious. He trailed his hand from the nape of Leon's neck down to
his nipples, tugging at them one at a time. Leon groaned and bowed his back,
pushing against George's hand.


George arched an eyebrow at his lover. "You like that,
mate?"


Leon keened and his body bucked. George bit his lip, fighting
back his impending orgasm. He was hanging on by a thread, and he hadn't done
more than simply caress Leon. They hadn't even gotten to the good stuff yet.


But they were about to.


Screw the foreplay. He needed in his mate now.


George grabbed the lube and opened it. He squirted a liberal
amount onto his cock and spread it around. His dick was so engorged, so
sensitive he thought he might not make it inside of Leon before he exploded. He
gripped the bottom of his shaft until the sensation to come lessened.


Once he was in control of himself again, George squirted more
lube onto his fingers then dropped the small tube onto the bed. Leon's heavy
panting and small whimpers nearly drove George crazy. The man spread his legs
farther apart, giving George a glorious view of the full cock and tight ball
sac that hung between Leon's legs.


"Grab your legs, Leon," he commanded, his voice
catching in his throat when Leon immediately grabbed his legs and lifted them
up to his chest. It was all George could do to keep from coming when he gazed
down and saw Leon's tight puckered flesh.


Reaching down with one lubed finger, George watched Leon
shake as he ran his fingers over his skin, down around the man's hole, and back
up to the underside of his balls. Running around the edge, he slowly pushed one
finger in. Leon's body bucked as George began pumping his finger in and out of
Leon's tight hole.


"Oh fuck…yes…more," Leon pleaded, nearly losing his
grip on his legs as he tried to push back against George's finger with his
hips.


George inserted a second finger. He moved it around, rimming
the edge in a circular pattern. He might not have done this with someone before,
but he had done a lot of reading and a lot more playing with himself. He knew
exactly what he was looking for. Leon suddenly arched up off the bed, his head
dropping back as he let out a long wail of ecstasy.


Found it!


George could barely contain his delight. He zeroed in on
Leon's sweet spot, stroking his fingers over it again and again as Leon writhed
on the bed at the pleasure George was giving him. A third finger had Leon
nearly screaming. George couldn't take any more. He just knew that if he didn't
get inside of Leon in the next five seconds, he would die.


George picked Leon up and swung him around. Leon grabbed for
him, which worked out just fine for George. He lay back on the bed and placed
Leon's body so that the man straddled him.


"Ride me, mate."


Leon grinned and sat up on his knees. George's breath caught
in his throat when he felt Leon's hands grip his cock, guiding it to Leon's
tight entrance.


"Fuck," George groaned as Leon sank down on his
hard shaft.


George knew Leon was trying to prove his point when the hot
silky channel cradling him suddenly tightened around his cock. George groaned,
arching up into Leon's body as he gripped the man's hips tightly with his
hands.


George lifted Leon up, slowly drawing his cock back until
just the head remained. Leon's mouth hung open, and rapid little pants huffed
out. His eyes were wide, dazed, his skin flushed.


George slammed Leon back down on his cock. He wasn't sure
whose cry was louder, his or Leon's. He just knew he needed to do it again. He
lifted Leon away from him then rammed into him over and over again.


The pleasure was explosive. Every inch of Leon's hot grip
wrapped around George's cock. It didn't matter if he pulled most of the way out
or was buried to the root, Leon surrounded him, caressed him with his silky
skin.


George rolled them over, covering Leon with his bigger body.
He grabbed Leon's legs and wrapped them around his waist, spreading them
farther when he leaned down to lick at the bite mark on the man's neck.


Leon lay there, his breathing rapid, punctured only by his
moans. He gripped George's arms and hooked his ankles around George's waist.
The harder George thrust, the tighter Leon's grip.


George was in heaven watching Leon. The man was more
responsive than anyone he'd ever met, even when he didn't say a word. George
knew when he hit Leon's sweet spot. Leon's entire body suddenly stiffened, and
he cried out as he seemed to try and crawl into George.


George took note of the particular position and continued
pumping into the tight hole holding him, aiming for Leon's sweet spot with
every thrust. He had to use one hand to hold Leon's thigh up close to his when
Leon's body started to melt into the mattress.


He used the other hand to tweak Leon's nipples. He used his
lips to suck up a deep mark on Leon's neck. When Leon's hands moved up George's
arms to his shoulder and his fingernails dug in, George knew he was done for.
He wasn't going to last another minute, maybe another second.


"Leon," George groaned. He pounded into Leon,
losing all sense of restraint, intent on savoring the feelings of desire racing
through his body. "I can't—gonna—"


"Yes!" Leon screamed. His entire body shuddered
against George's. "Yes!"


George growled as he sank his teeth into the spot where he'd
left his bite before. Leon's whole body stiffened. A loud cry sounded in
George's ear, and streams of hot, wet cum filled the space between George and
Leon's bodies.


George had just enough time to extract his teeth from Leon's
neck before Leon's inner muscles tightened down on him and ripped his orgasm
from him in a white-hot blaze of fire that consumed him.


"Leon," George roared as he filled Leon with his
seed, Leon's body milking him for every last drop. His body languid, George
collapsed. He planted little kisses along the bite mark as he waited for his
heartbeat to return to normal.


George cradled Leon to his chest as he rolled them to their
sides. "What now, Leon?"


"Well, after we get our snuggle on, we're going to get
cleaned up and dressed then wait for Alpha Barker to come back."


"And then what?"


He totally didn't understand Leon's smile, but leaned into
the hand the man placed against his cheek anyway.


"And then we go live the life fate intended for
us."


That sounded great to George. He just didn't know how much
life there was left for him to live. Despite the things Leon had said, he still
didn't know what was going to happen when Alpha Barker came for him.


Whatever happened tomorrow would happen. The only thing he
could do at this point was enjoy the time he had left with his mate.


George tightened his arms around Leon. "I love you,
Leon."


Leon smiled at him. "I love you, too, George."


"Whatever happens tomorrow, I want you to know I don't
regret taking you as my mate."


Leon's smile brightened, and his eyes began to sparkle.
"I know I was a little slow to accept being your mate, and I'm sorry for
that. My only excuse is that I'm human and I didn't understand."


George cocked his head to the side, curious. "Why did
you change your mind?"


Leon chuckled. "I'm not sure I actually did."


George sucked in a breath.


"No, no, that didn't come out like I meant. I'm not sure
I was ever against being mates. That's what I meant. I just needed time to wrap
my head around it."


"And have you?" George asked. "Wrapped your
head around it, I mean?"


"When they took you away, I thought I was going to die.
I was so angry, I wanted to pound someone into the ground, and then I wanted to
shout at the powers that be for allowing you to be taken away from me. I was
devastated. I felt like my heart was being ripped out of my chest."


George was well acquainted with that feeling.


He was still feeling it.


"Come on, babe." Leon pushed away and sat up.
"We should get dressed. Alpha Barker will be back soon, and I don't know
about you, but I'm a whole lot more comfortable meeting that man with my
clothes on."


George snorted. "You know shifters don't think about
being naked around each other, right?"


Leon arched an eyebrow. "Do you really want me naked in
front of another man?"


George growled, his hands clenching with the need to rip
someone's head off.


"Yeah," Leon said, "I didn't think so."


As much as he hated to do it, George rolled out of bed. He'd
much rather spend the rest of eternity pressed up against his mate's naked
body. He made a quick trip to the bathroom to clean up then took back a wet
washcloth for Leon.


He smiled as he held it out. "Need any help?"


Leon chuckled as he took the washcloth. "This might take
a little more than a washcloth." He gestured to the bathroom with his
chin. "Is there a shower in there?"


"Oh, yeah."


"Okay, be out in a few minutes."


George walked over and started making the bed after Leon
grabbed his clothes and went into the bathroom. He wanted to strip the sheets
off the bed, but he wasn't sure if he would get new ones. Still, it was kind of
disgusting making a cum-stained bed.


He was fluffing the pillows when he heard a door open behind
him. "All cleaned up?"


When Leon didn't reply, George turned, then gasped.
"Alpha Barker."


"I hope I didn't come at an inopportune time."


George felt the heat in his cheeks. "No, sir."


But if he had been five minutes earlier…


"Good, good."


George swallowed tightly as he shot a quick look toward the
bathroom door. Maybe it was better that Leon didn't see him leave. "Is it
that time, sir?"


Had it been two hours already?


Alpha Barker frowned. "What time, George?"


"Please don't make me say it."


"George, why do you think I'm here?" the alpha
asked after a moment of heavy silence.


George wanted to roar at the man that he was there to kill
him, but he didn't. The guy was an alpha after all. "To administer my
punishment for attacking your son."


"Did you and your mate talk at all when he
arrived?"


The flush in George's cheeks renewed itself. "We talked
about the important stuff, sir."


"You don't consider your life important?"


"No, I do, but learning your mate loves you seems like
it should be at the top of the list."


Alpha Barker chuckled. "Yes, I can see where that might
be true."


"Why are you here, sir?"


The man smiled. "To tell you that you are free to
go."


"I'm free?"


Alpha Barker nodded.


Hot damn!











Chapter Seventeen


 


"I'm free," George whispered. He lived in those two
words for all of about two seconds before he realized that didn't make sense.
"Why am I free?"


The alpha's eyebrows lifted in unison. "You don't want
to be free?"


"Oh, I want to be free. I just don't understand why
you're letting me go when I'm under a death sentence."


"Ah." Alpha Barker smiled. "Well, despite what
many may believe, I am not as dense as everyone thinks I am. Unfortunately,
there are times when my hands are tied." His smile grew sly. "And
then there are times when I am able to do the right thing, even if I am the
only one who knows about it."


Huh?


"Could you put that in English for me?"


"I had to detain you when I found out you attacked my
son. It's clan law. But detaining you and executing you are two very different
things."


Close enough in George's book.


"If you were planning on letting me go, then why detain
me at all?"


"Like I said, sometimes my hands are tied. I had to wait
until my wife and son had left town before I could release you. You and your
mate need to leave King City, and don't come back."


"Ever?"


"It would be better if you stayed away for a while, at
least until Raymond forgets his anger at you. I can't promise if you came back,
that he'd heed my word."


While it saddened George to think he'd never be able to come
back to town, or at least not for a long time, the alternative was even worse.
He'd rather be alive somewhere else than dead in King City.


"Do I have time to go back to my place and pack my
stuff?"


Alpha Barker shook his head. "Better not. The quicker
you get out of town, the better."


George's shoulders slumped. "Yes, sir."


"It's better this way, George. Your parents are in
town."


George grew cold as the blood drained from his face. "My
parents?"


"That's why we needed the two hours, or I would have let
you go when Leon arrived. We had to wait until the authorities arrested your
parents for trying to declare you dead and then steal your money."


George's jaw dropped. "What?"


The alpha smirked. "When I informed your parents that
you would be dealt with as befitting a man who attacked the son of an alpha,
they were quite ready to take every possession you had, including the contents
of your bank account. I informed them that the council had granted me all of
your possessions and assets as compensation for the pain and suffering me, my
son, and my clan experienced at your hands."


George winced. "I'm sorry, sir."


Alpha Barker shook his head. "It's over now, George. The
important thing is getting you and your mate out of town before anyone figures
out I didn't carry out your execution."


"Yes, sir."


Alpha Barker held out a debit card. "This card goes to a
bank account only you have access to. I've put some money in there to hold you
over until you get on your feet and, hopefully, find a place to live that is
far, far away from King City."


George frowned at the guy. "Why would you do that?"


"Because, despite how it may seem considering all that
has transpired here, I am aware of my son's shortcomings. As much as I would
like to think Raymond has what it takes to be the next alpha, we both know he
doesn't. Unfortunately, as he is my son, he inherits the clan unless someone
challenges me for it before he takes over." Alpha Barker lifted an
eyebrow. "I don't suppose you'd be interested?"


"No!" George couldn't say it fast enough.


Alpha Barker chuckled. "I didn't think so."


"Sorry, sir, but I don't want to lead a clan."


"No, I understand." The man pulled a business card
out of his pocket and handed it to George. "Once you get out of my
territory, call that number. The man on the other end of that phone number is a
good man, an alpha who understands unusual matings. Tell him I sent you to him.
He'll help you out."


"Why would he do that?"


Alpha Barker sighed. Sadness flickered in his eyes.
"Because he's mated to my son Carey, and I had to banish both of them from
King City to keep them safe, just like you."


George's eyebrows swept up to his forehead. "You have
another son?"


"I do, but very few people know about him. It's safer
that way, safer for Carey. If word got out that I had fathered another child,
Carey's life would be in danger."


"I won't say a word."


"You're a good bear, George Carver. I wish I'd been able
to have you in my clan."


George felt bad for the guy, but not bad enough to stick
around. He wanted out of Alpha Barker's territory just as fast as Leon could
drive.


The bathroom door opened, and Leon walked out fully dressed.
He paused for a moment when he saw Alpha Barker. "Problem?"


"No, as I was just telling George here, it's time for
you two to go."


"What about the Carvers?"


Alpha Barker chuckled. "They have been taken into
custody for questioning."


Leon's eyebrows lifted swiftly. "For what?"


"Fraud, identity theft, and conspiring to commit a
federal crime by trying to steal money out of a bank by declaring someone dead
who is not already dead." The man shook his head. "Damned if they
didn't walk right into the police station with a death certificate for their
son, who wasn't dead. The local sheriff can attest to that if needed."


Leon chuckled. "I knew you had a plan in mind when you
started spouting all that bullshit back in your office, but I never could have
dreamed it would be this diabolical. That was perfect. They hand delivered
themselves to the authorities."


"Yes, I thought that was a nice touch." Alpha
Barker grinned. "Okay, we need to get you two out of here. If you'll
follow me?"


George was all for getting out of there. He was a little
confused when Alpha Barker led them down a long hallway instead of taking them
back up the stairs to his office. He started to grow concerned when they just
kept walking.


"Where are we going?" he finally asked.


"This leads to a secret entrance just west of the estate
grounds." Alpha Barker glanced back over his shoulder. "I expect you
to keep this a secret. Only myself and my beta know about this entrance."


"I won't say a word, sir," George quickly said.


Leon agreed, although not as quickly. "My car is
parked—"


"Sheriff Garret moved your vehicle. It's waiting for
you."


Leon's eyes narrowed. "How'd you know about my
car?"


"You really don't think I didn't know you'd come for
George? I told you I had been expecting you."


"Yeah, I guess," Leon replied.


"I know a lot more about what is going on in King City
than people give me credit for, and for you, that's a good thing." Alpha
Barker paused in front of a door and punched a code into the numerical pad.
When the door swung open, he glanced back over his shoulder and smiled. "This
way to freedom, gentlemen."


George grabbed Leon's hand then followed the alpha through
the door. He was surprised as hell when he stepped out into a fully furnished
cabin. "I don't remember this place."


"It's my hunting cabin."


Wait.


George stared at the man. "You have a hunting
cabin?"


Alpha Barker chuckled. "It was a hunting cabin about a
hundred years ago. When I purchased it, I turned it into my own personal
retreat, someplace where I can get away from all the headaches of being an
alpha. It's still called my hunting cabin."


Huh.


"Your car should be right out front."


George followed the alpha once again, heading out to the
front of the cabin. Sheriff Garret was there, leaning against the side of the
car. He pushed away from it and walked up to stand next to Alpha Barker.


"Everything go okay?"


"Yes, Alpha," the sheriff replied.


"Good."


"Why is there a trailer hooked to the back of my
car?" Leon asked.


"Remember when I told George's parents that my men were
over at George's place, packing all of his possessions?"


George gasped. "What?"


"I remember," Leon replied.


Alpha Barker waved his hand toward the moving trailer.


"That's my stuff?"


"Yep."


George grinned. "Cool."


"Well, gentlemen, this is where I leave you." Alpha
Barker held his hand out and shook both George and Leon's hands. "I won't
say it's been a pleasure, but it's certainly been interesting. I wish you both
the best."


"Thank you for all your help, Alpha Barker."


"You can thank me by telling Carey hello for me."


"I will, sir."


George was almost sad to see the man leave, but not enough to
keep him from jumping into the passenger seat of the car.


Leon started up the car then tossed George his cell phone
before heading the car down the driveway. "Call Ford and let him know
we're on the way."


"Ford?"


"He's waiting for us on the edge of town. Your uncle
wants us to take Ford with us. He's afraid of what Raymond might do to him once
he finds out you were let go."


That actually made sense.


George quickly called Ford to let them know they were on
their way. After hanging up, he pulled the debit card Alpha Barker had given
him out of his pocket and called the number on the back.


"What's that?" Leon asked.


"Alpha Barker gave it to me. He said he put some money
on it to hold us over until we could get settled somewhere. I wanted to see how
much he put on the card so I know what we're working with."


His jaw dropped when he heard the recording. He quickly hung
up then called the number again to make sure he'd gotten it right the first
time.


"Well?" Leon asked.


"We're rich, mate. A billion dollars rich."


"He put all your money on that card?"


"Well, in a bank account attached to this card. He said
I was the only one who had access to it. Not even he could get into it."


"Damn."


George grinned. "So, where do you want to go, mate?"


Leon reached over and grabbed George's hand. "I'd go
anywhere with my bear."


Hot damn!
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