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 Chapter One 
 
    Fagin came with a grunt and a sigh. The grunt – well, having sex could be hard work if done right and the sigh…yeah, the reasons for that were better left unsaid in present company. The body beneath him was hardly one he’d remotely dream about even after six tequilas and half a bottle of rum. But unfortunately, he had responsibilities and that meant keeping up appearances. Carefully catching hold of the edge of the condom he pulled out with a plop, making sure he left nothing behind.  
 
    “I don’t know why you use those wretched things,” Missy pouted as she laid back in a practiced sensual pose. Fagin had seen it a dozen times. “You know I’m the best bitch you’ll find to carry your pups and it’s not as though we haven’t got my father’s approval. He’s expecting a mating announcement any day now.” 
 
    Ignoring her, Fagin went through to the bathroom. Wrapping the used condom in a mass of toilet tissue, he made sure it was firmly flushed before he could relax. Instead of joining Missy on the bed, which was clearly her intention, he pulled out clean jeans and slipped them on. A matching black muscle shirt, his leather jacket and boots and he was set. His keys jangled as he picked them up. 
 
    “You’re going out? Now?” Missy shook her head as she sat up, clutching the sheets in just the right way to show more than she was covering. Her black curls, that fascinated Fagin at first, were rioting around her head. “Fagin, baby, we need to talk. You heard what I said about Daddy. He’s pressing me for a date and I can’t put him off much longer.” 
 
    Fagin’s wolf growled low and mean in his head and Fagin had to compose himself for a moment before opening his mouth. “What date are we talking about, Missy?” He asked, well aware what she was panting after.  
 
    It’s what every other female in his father’s pack was hoping for and none of them had got the hint yet. It wasn’t going to happen. The pushy females were why he only kept an apartment on pack grounds but had his main house out of pack territory and it was why he only made an appearance once a week to appease his father.  
 
    “Well, our mating.” Missy’s chocolate brown eyes widened. “You don’t think I’d just jump into bed with any old mongrel, do you? I’ve got standards. I’d never have allowed you….” 
 
    “Allowed me to what, Missy? Are you really sure you should be calling me a mongrel?” Fagin crossed his arms and gave her his best glare. Missy shrunk back against the sheets as his alpha power bounced around the walls. “There was no ‘allowed’ about anything we did. You came onto me so hard I thought you were half incubus. This shit about us mating is exactly that. Shit. Wolves in this pack have sex all the time with any partner willing, you included. I know for a fact you’re not faithful to me. When did I ever mention taking you as a bond mate?” 
 
    “You might not have said it but you have to bond with someone,” Missy snapped back. Fagin showed his fangs and she smoothed her frowns into a semblance of a smile. “Everyone knows you have to have an heir before you can become Alpha. Your poor father’s….” 
 
    “There’s nothing poor about my father.” Fagin’s claws cut into his palm. “Are you suggesting our Alpha is weak?” 
 
    The color drained from Missy’s face. “No, of course not. But….” 
 
    “But nothing.” Fagin was running on his last nerve. He should have cut Missy loose after the first night, but his father actually looked proud of him when he saw them together. He won’t be proud once I tell him the truth and what else is new. Forcing away thoughts of his father, he focused on Missy. “You and me, whatever you want to call it. It’s finished. Done. Kaput. No more. Lose my number, don’t come around here and if you’ve made any plans with your father, cancel them.” 
 
    “You, you….” Missy stormed out of bed, coming towards him, her boobs bouncing as she raised her hand ready to strike.  
 
    “It’ll be the last thing you do.” Fagin didn’t flinch and Missy stopped when they were barely a hair’s breadth apart. Her hand stroked his leather jacket and her features softened.  
 
    “Don’t be like this, Fagin.” Missy’s naked breasts rubbed against his clothing. “We’re good together and it’s not as though you fancy anyone else in the pack as a mate. Bond with me, let me carry your pups and I promise I’ll turn a blind eye to any of your extracurricular activities. I know you’d do the same for me.” 
 
    Fagin stiffened. How could she…nah, she doesn’t know anything. Fagin made it his life mission to keep his extracurricular activities strictly on the down low. Forcing his body to relax he grabbed Missy’s wrist none to gently and pushed her away. “When I have pups, it will be with my fated mate or no-one at all. Got it?” 
 
    “You have to have pups.” Missy snatched her dress off the floor and flung it over her head. “It’s pack law and as alpha-heir, you have no choice but to follow it.” 
 
    His heart dropped but Fagin refused to let that show on his face. He knew his time in the pack was coming to an end, but like many wolves, making the jump from being a pack animal to a lone wolf wasn’t easy. Fagin’s two younger brothers were already breeding like rabbits and his lack of a mate was commented on at every pack run. It’s time. Opening his mouth, he set the ball rolling. “Then maybe it’s time I left the pack.”  
 
    The words fell between them like boulders; solid and impossible to take back. Missy’s mouth dropped open and her eyes were like saucers. “Leave the pack?” Tears rolled down Missy’s face as she ran over, holding him tight enough to break a rib. “Don’t leave. You can’t leave. The pack will fall apart if you’re not here. Please don’t leave me.” 
 
    Missy was almost convincing, but then she had to go and spoil it with her last plea. All at once Fagin saw her deception for what it was. Her father was a mid-ranking beta. Her mother ran off with her true mate when Missy was young, and Missy’s only hope of leaving her father’s house was to be mated to someone stronger. Like him.  
 
    Pushing the woman away for the second time in less than five minutes, Fagin smiled. “If you want to leave your father’s house so bad then you’d better tell Bobby Joe to grow some balls. Did you think I’d miss the smell of his scent in your pubes? Now if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment with my father. You’ve done me a favor today and I won’t forget it.” 
 
    “Well, you can do one for me too,” Missy’s hands were worse than octopus tentacles and Fagin resisted the urge to slap her. “One more session to get me pregnant. I’ll carry your pups, then Bobby Joe and I can be mated, and both our positions will be assured.” 
 
    “I am not a freaking sperm donor.” Fagin growled to show he was serious. “For fucks sake, the pack law on mates and heirs is so old fashioned it’s ridiculous. If Bobby Joe had any steel in his spine there’s no way he’d raise an alpha heir in my absence. He’d want you carrying his own pups. I can’t believe he let you lay with me at all.” 
 
    “But he said he didn’t mind. We’ve talked about this….” Missy trailed off realizing her mistake.  
 
    “Do your zip up, you’re coming with me.” Fagin grabbed Missy roughly by the arm, pushing her through his apartment. Buster, his best friend and pseudo bodyguard was leaning against his front door frame, cleaning his nails with his ever present knife. “Bring the car around and call the pack house and let them know we’re coming. Oh, and ask someone there to pick up Bobby Joe so he can meet us in my father’s office.” 
 
    A flick of his eyebrow let Fagin know he’d be explaining all to his friend over drinks later but for now he let his anger build. Sure, his father expected him to follow the rules. Bond with a female. Have pups. He’d been hearing the same broken record since he turned eighteen and that was a good ten years before. Yes, his father still insisted on bringing it up every time they spoke to each other, but Fagin couldn’t see his father condoning Missy’s sick little plan to improve her own standing in the pack by having his offspring. Offspring he didn’t want, at least with her. Not with any woman; not that he’d be mentioning that to his father. Barely resisting the urge to smack Missy’s head against the rim of the car door, Fagin climbed in beside Buster and fumed all the way to the pack house. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    “It’s not a bad idea,” His father, Jerome’s voice was low, but Fagin heard him perfectly. “With pups you can take over my position and your mother and I can finally have the vacation she’s always dreamed of.” 
 
    Fagin stared at his father. The eyes were the same steely blue as his. Jerome’s kept his black hair short, just like his, although Fagin had let his grow longer on the top. Fagin was three inches taller at six feet five, but Jerome still packed a lot of muscle. Jerome had wrinkles at the corner of his eyes and a permanent furrow above his brow but apart from that they looked more like brothers than father and son. The package was the same as Fagin had seen almost every day of his life, but it was as if the man he was studying now had suddenly become a complete stranger.  
 
    “You want me to breed with Missy even though she wants to mate with Bobby Joe?” Fagin was sure there must be something wrong with his hearing. It was the only explanation that made sense.  
 
    “I’m not getting any younger and you’ve got some stupid notion about meeting your true mate. Given that for any one of us, the odds aren’t good on finding her, I think the waiting is a dumb idea. But if Missy’s pregnant with your pups then I can advise the elders I’m stepping down and you can take your rightful place. I’m not seeing a problem here. It’s not as though you’d have to look after them.” 
 
    “Not a problem?” Fagin could hardly believe his ears. Yes, Jerome was harsh. Any alpha worth his salt had to be, but he’d been a fair man as Fagin went through the hormonal changes shifting and puberty brought to any young wolf. He barely raised an eyebrow when Fagin told him he was moving out and running his own bar in the human side of town the day after his twenty-first birthday.  
 
    Now, as he met eyes so like his own, Fagin had to wonder when everything had changed. Jerome didn’t give anything away when Fagin complained about Missy’s plans. He simply told Missy, Bobby Joe and Buster he wished to speak to his son alone. And now this. His father’s unequivocal support for one of the most callous plans ever conceived. Fagin supposed he should be lucky his father had insisted on privacy.  
 
    “Father. Alpha.” Fuck Fagin didn’t know what he could say. “I don’t want my kids raised by Bobby Joe, especially if they’re future alphas.” 
 
    “Then mate Missy yourself.” The chair creaked as Jerome leaned forward on the desk. “Look boy, I’ve put up with your independence long enough. I understand the need to sow wild oats and have a semblance of freedom, but the bottom line has always been you inheriting this pack. To do that you have to abide by the rules. That time has come. The moment Missy is pregnant this pack is yours.” 
 
    “Why don’t you change the freaking rules?” Fagin tugged on his hair, frustrated by his father’s inability to understand.  
 
    “An alpha’s position is always more stable when he has a mate by his side and pups ensure the line of succession.” 
 
    “Unless that alpha is challenged. Dad…” Fagin was going to say he didn’t want to rule the pack; that he’d never wanted that, but he shut his mouth just in time. His ears were still ringing from the last time he mentioned it. “I’m not ready and I won’t mate with Missy. My true mate is out there somewhere.” He needed to stall for more time. “Let me go on a road trip. One month. That’s all I ask. Give me one month to find the mate intended for me by the Fates and if I don’t then I’ll come back and do whatever you say.” 
 
    “When you come back you’ll have pups with one of the females in the pack? It doesn’t have to be Missy.” 
 
    Fagin nodded.  
 
    “And you’ll take Buster with you?” 
 
    “Dad, I’m not going to be visiting other packs. I just want to hit the road and let my animal spirit guide me.” 
 
    “You will take Buster with you.” When Jerome used his alpha voice Fagin’s wolf bristled. He knew he could challenge and take his dad, force him to submit, but the mere thought of doing that made Fagin’s stomach churn.  
 
    “I will take Buster with me, provided you give Missy and Bobby Joe permission to become bonded mates.” Fagin learned the art of negotiation on his father’s knee. 
 
    Jerome’s lips twitched. “Before you get back, I presume?” 
 
    “As quickly as possible.” They both knew the next full moon was only four days away.  
 
    “And you will take a mate and become alpha in one month’s time?” 
 
    The ‘yes’ his father required hovered on Fagin’s lips, but he settled for a nod instead. He wasn’t about to lie to the man who’d raised him, especially when Jerome could scent it. He also wasn’t going to mention that his heart told him his true mate would be a man so coming back with his mate under his arm wasn’t an option. 
 
    Now all I have to do is find him, Fagin thought as he said his goodbyes and hurried from his father’s office. Missy called out to him as he went past, but he ignored her, simply indicating for Buster to follow. As soon as they hit the parking lot, Buster opened fire.  
 
    “What the hell was all that in there?” 
 
    “Are you angry at me or Missy? And be careful how you answer.” Fagin slid into the driver’s seat and revved the engine. He did love the sound of a V8.  
 
    “Missy, of course. I can’t believe she’d be harebrained enough to think you’d mate with her.” 
 
    “She’ll be happy with Bobby Joe. If he’s got any sense he’ll get her with pup before the next full moon and she’ll leave my dick alone. My dad’s given us permission to take a road trip. I have a month to find my mate.”  
 
    Slipping the car into gear, Fagin headed for his bar. He’d need to arrange for his manager to cover for him while he was away. If things went the way he hoped, he’d probably have to sell the place but if he did it now, it would look too suspicious. Regardless, his manager was a good man and would look after things until he’d made his decision. No matter what happened, by morning’s light he’d be on his way. Where? He didn’t have a clue but with his animal spirit restless under his skin, Fagin was sure his mate was near. It was just a matter of finding him.   
 
    “From the tenseness in your jaw, I take it you’re not planning on coming back.” Buster’s comment was easily heard over the roar of the engine.  
 
    “That obvious, huh?” Fagin flicked a glance at his oldest friend. Buster was four years older than he was, the son of Jerome’s second. An alpha in his own right, there wasn’t anything they hadn’t shared except one important detail. Fagin wondered if now was a good time to share his news or leave it until they were on their trip.  
 
    Honesty won out. If Buster agreed like the rest of the pack he’d grown up in that same-sex mates were wrong, then he’d prefer to find out before they were stuck together in the middle of nowhere. “If the Fates care about me the way I’ve been told, then my mate will be male. I won’t have anything to come back to.” Fagin felt the ten-pound weight he’d carried on his heart lift as he spoke the truth for the first time in his life.  
 
    “Male?” Buster grinned wide enough to show his teeth. “Great. With any luck he’ll have a brother for me.” 
 
    The car swerved as Fagin looked at his friend in shock. “You’re gay and you never said anything?” 
 
    “You’re gay and you never said anything?” Buster laughed.  
 
    “But…you and….” Buster had been through as many of the single females in the pack as he had.  
 
    “And you and Missy doesn’t count, I suppose.” Buster shook his head and watched out the side windows as they got closer to Fagin’s bar. “Face it, man. Neither one of us could say anything and I’m sure you snuck off and got your jollies where you could, same as me. Wolf stamina means we can get it up for anyone in a pinch and there was no way I was going to let anyone know my tastes swung towards the male persuasion. I’m sure you felt the same way, or you would’ve told me about this before.” 
 
    Fagin heard a hint of reproof in his friend’s tone and immediately felt guilty. Tagging after his ass couldn’t have been easy for Buster, especially when Fagin’s cock itched for a male’s ass to plunge into. They were barely ever apart and if Buster shared the same drives he did…Fagin started to laugh. “We’re a right pair of idiots, aren’t we? If I’d told you back when I had my first taste of male, we could’ve protected each other instead of fucking hiding it.”  
 
    “Well I wasn’t going to say anything. You’re alpha-heir after all and as much as I appreciate our friendship, I wasn’t going to put you in a sticky position.” 
 
    “I won’t be within the next month; alpha-heir I mean.” Fagin swung into the parking lot by his bar. The air was quiet the moment the engine was turned off. “I was given this month on the understanding that I come back and breed with one of the pack females. I can stick my dick in any willing woman to keep the peace, but I will not bond, mate, or have pups with someone not my mate. I just don’t believe that sort of behavior is right.” 
 
    “And if your mate is male….” Buster nodded to show he understood.  
 
    Slapping his friend on the shoulder, Fagin mustered a smile. “We have one night here so I can get things organized and then we’ll hit the open road. Hopefully, our animal halves will know where our mates might be.” His hand hesitated over the door handle. “Or you can come with me for a day or two and then head back to the pack and say I lost you. From what I’ve heard being a lone wolf isn’t a lot of fun when you’re used to being in a pack.” 
 
    “Who said we won’t have a pack? It just won’t be this one.” Buster let out a long breath. “You know, since my mom and sister died my dad does nothing but work. I won’t be missed. You, on the other hand, will be.” 
 
    “Either one of my brothers can be alpha-heir and would probably take over the pack in a heartbeat. Come on,” Fagin noticed the sad expression Buster was doing his best to hide. “Let’s get some drinks in. It’s going to be a long night and I want an early start in the morning.” 
 
    “Yeah, you and your early starts,” Buster chuckled as he got out of the car. “You don’t get out of bed before noon on the best of days.” 
 
    “We’re on a deadline,” Fagin reminded him. “Every second counts.” 
 
    Fagin didn’t even want to think what he’d do if he didn’t find his true mate in the month his dad allowed. Many wolves went their whole lives and never met the one fated for them. But Fagin’s gut was telling him this was the right thing to do. Failure wasn’t an option. His mate was out there. His wolf could sense it. He just had to find him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Cooper stared at the address card in his hand and then at the large wooden sign on the door. Fagin’s. He’d got the right place, but that wasn’t what was causing Cooper to hesitate. His keen nose had picked up the faint scent of wolves and while he knew he wasn’t in pack territory, he was still cautious enough to worry about his welcome.  
 
    Straightening his suit, Cooper patted his hair self-consciously. Beth assured him it was the latest style and made his cheekbones stand out; not something he’d ever considered important. But as Beth swore black and blue they were ‘besties’ and she was only trying to get him laid, he’d succumbed to pressure. His neck felt bare without his long curls covering it and he tugged at the length on the top. It didn’t work. It wasn’t long enough to hide behind.  
 
    Enough, Cooper told himself firmly. You have a job to do. Just march in there and tell whoever you see first that you are here for your appointment. Fagin Mars was the man he was supposed to be meeting, but Cooper didn’t care if he got fobbed off with some minor office worker. They usually knew more about what was going on than the owner anyway.  
 
    Squaring his shoulders, Cooper tugged one last time at the back of his jacket. He preferred his ass covered when he was on the clock, but Beth revamped his wardrobe too. Apparently, he had a bit too much nerd and not enough style for her liking. If only she knew. Omega wolves intent on self-preservation covered their asses and necks if they didn’t want to attract attention. But Cooper hadn’t had anything to do with any of his kind since he shifted a full decade before.  
 
    And I am not in pack territory now. If the wolves are here, they can’t do anything to me. This is the human side of town. Grasping his brief case firmly with one hand, Cooper pushed open the main door with the other and promptly went flying back as the door was pushed from the other side and smacked him in the face. His briefcase disappeared as he fell on his ass, cradling his face. “Damn, my nose.” He fumbled frantically for the clean handkerchief he always carried. Blood would be impossible to get out of his new suit.  
 
    “Shit, I’m so sorry little dude. I was busy…couldn’t see…carrying…carrying…well, hello handsome.” 
 
    Wiping his face quickly, Cooper looked up to meet dark eyes. His destiny was looking at him as though he was an all-you-can-eat Saturday night special. Cooper gulped. 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin’s day started off bad and got progressively worse. He’d woken up late to the sound of his phone ringing. It was his mother wanting to know if he’d packed clean underwear for his trip of all things. Considering he hadn’t worn underwear since he shifted for the first time, he worried she was hiding something dire. But no, his mom rattled through a list of concerns; did he have enough money? Had he packed shoes in case he met a nice girl who wouldn’t be impressed with his leathers and boots? Was his car insurance up to date? Could Buster be trusted to drive sober?  
 
    After reassuring her a dozen times he was more than capable of looking after himself, Fagin disconnected only to have the phone ring again. It was Missy this time; pleading with him to reconsider his trip. By the time he’d got free of her, after wishing her well with her mating to Bobby Joe because he wasn’t a complete asshole, he found he’d missed breakfast. The sight of Buster’s smug face as he pointedly looked at the clock didn’t help his mood. At least he’d taken time to pack the night before, although the state of his clothes sprawled all over the sidewalk completely fled his mind as he stared at the young man he’d bumped into.  
 
    Stunning was the first word that came to mind. Despite the young man wearing a now crumpled suit and the smear of blood under his nose, Fagin decided the shock of silver blond hair, with just enough length on top to grab and wide blue-gray eyes would keep him mesmerized for the next million years or so.  
 
    “Mine,” Fagin whispered as his wolf howled in agreement. All at once he was immensely grateful he missed his alarm, been bogged down with calls and hadn’t started out on his road trip at seven am the way he intended. My mate came to me! Then his wolf reminded him of the blood – not his own and he held out his hand.  
 
    “I’m Fagin Mars, will you let me help you up? I do apologize. I’m not usually this much of a klutz.”  
 
    “Cooper Samuels.” A soft hand grasped his as Cooper got to his feet, brushing himself off with his other hand. Fagin was pleased with the slender frame, the hint of defined shoulders and the pert ass encased in expensive material. “I’m the accountant your manager Jim Styles requested. We had an appointment at eleven today.”  
 
    Cooper took in Fagin’s strewn clothes and travel bags. “I’m guessing you are on your way out. If your manager is here, I can discuss your needs with him?” 
 
    Fagin became aware of Cooper tugging at the hand he still held, and he tightened his grip, but not enough to bruise. “I was coming to look for you,” he said, deciding on complete honesty. “Why don’t you come inside, and we can discuss our future?” 
 
    Reaching over, Fagin snagged what was clearly Cooper’s briefcase from the pavement and holding that firmly in one hand he tugged Cooper along with the other. He wasn’t planning on letting go anytime soon.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Cooper was sure the bump on his face had sent him into some kind of alternative universe where alpha wolves treated him like he was spun glass and wanted to be seen with him. Admittedly, at this point it was only one wolf; although he had the bad-boy vibe along with leathers Cooper associated with some of the meanest alphas. It looked good on Mr. Mars though.   
 
    Then there was the little matter of his scent which reminded Cooper of the ancient oak that he played under as a child mixed with double fudge ice cream Cooper hadn’t eaten in years. Why that made his cock stand up, he had no idea, but that issue wasn’t going to be easily hidden thanks to his shorter jacket. Cooper longed to snatch his briefcase back, but that would be rude.  
 
    “Buster,” Fagin yelled loudly as soon as they got inside what was clearly a biker bar. Cooper shrank back as another huge alpha type leaped over the bar counter like it was only a foot off the ground. “My clothes are all over the sidewalk. Grab them for me, would you?” 
 
    “Are we postponing the trip again?” Buster said, eying Cooper like he was chopped liver. “At this rate we won’t be on the road until nightfall.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Cooper said quietly, tugging at his hand which Fagin hadn’t let go of. “If you gentlemen have somewhere to be, I can come back another time.” 
 
    “I’ve already found what I’m looking for,” Fagin said smoothly, apparently unfazed by Buster’s attitude. “But a trip might still be a good idea. If you can pick up my clothes, and then meet us in the office. This young man’s still suffering from the fall I caused, and I want to make sure his nose isn’t broken.” 
 
    Fagin and Buster shared a long look and then Fagin flicked his head at two men who were standing at the bar. Whatever that meant, Buster seemed to understand and strode out of the bar without another word. Confused, Cooper trailed along behind Fagin, dodging tables and chairs that all bore the marks of abuse. Names, gouges, and more littered the table tops and some of the chairs were barely holding together.  
 
    His boss, Abraham had warned him a rough crowd frequented the place which is why Cooper had a morning appointment. A surreptitious sniff let him know Fagin’s didn’t conform to the anti-smoking laws and if the carpets were steeped in water there’d probably be enough alcohol in the residue to bring an elephant to his knees. If elephants drank alcohol. I wonder if there are any elephant shifters, Cooper mused before the slamming of a door snapped him out of it.  
 
    Crap-sticks. Cooper was alone in a surprisingly clean office big enough for a cluttered desk and three chairs, and a guy whose scent was making it difficult to concentrate. The guy was a wolf shifter and suddenly Cooper was aware of how vulnerable he was.  
 
    “I didn’t want to cause any trouble by coming here. I wasn’t aware this place was owned by wolves,” he said quickly. “My boss sent me because the call said you needed an accountant to help file your taxes. I can call someone else to come in,” he indicated the door as he edged towards it. “I don’t expect you to work with me and as you said, you’re going on a trip, so I can just see myself out and tell my boss to call you?” 
 
    “Where do you think you’re going little omega?” 
 
    Gulp. Was it too much to hope he wouldn’t notice that annoying little fact? Cooper studied his feet. Meeting the man…wolf’s eyes was not advisable. “Leaving? Removing myself from your presence as I’m sure it offends you? I just want to get out of here because I’ve no desire to get my head bashed in, or worse.” Now would be a really good time to shut up.  
 
    “We seem to be suffering from a communication breakdown. Please, take a seat.” Fagin’s voice had none of the animosity Cooper was used to from alpha wolves, but now he had another dilemma.  
 
    I don’t know your rules. I don’t dare ask. Where am I meant to sit? On the floor? Giving his suit up as lost anyway, Cooper crossed his legs and sat on the floor. It’s not as though the chairs looked comfortable anyway.  
 
    “What the hell?”  
 
    Cooper held his breath as the alpha’s face came into view. “You called me Omega,” Cooper muttered. “Where I came from, Omegas sit on the floor.” 
 
    Fagin growled, and Cooper ducked instinctively. Although it had been ten years since he’d heard the low menacing rumble from an alpha, his wolf still reacted as though it was yesterday. The growl got louder in response and Cooper felt his heart start to pound rapidly and black spots appeared in front of his eyes.  
 
    “Please get up. In this office you sit on a chair,” Fagin grumbled. “Or better yet, my lap. Who do I need to kill for causing my mate to cower this way?” 
 
    Kill? Mate? That feeling of falling into the twilight zone increased. At least his hardened cock made sense, but Cooper didn’t know how to act around alphas any other way. Years of conditioning made some things instinctive. Focusing on what he could handle, Cooper made to get up but before he’d got his feet under him properly the office door opened and hit him on the ass. He went flying again – this time into the corner of Fagin’s desk. Fuck, that hurts, Cooper thought as he crashed to the floor and the lights went out. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “You clumsy fucking idiot. Look what you’ve done.” Fagin didn’t know what to do first. Tend to his mate or rip out the throat of his best friend for causing the damage in the first place. Seeing as Buster was carrying his clothes, Fagin scooted around the desk and gently picked Cooper off the floor, holding him in his arms.  
 
    “How was I to know someone was sitting on the floor?” Dropping the clothes in a heap in the corner of the office, Buster came over and peered at Cooper’s rapidly bruising face. “He’s pretty.” Buster sniffed and then his eyes widened. “Omega?” 
 
    “Mine!” Adding a growl for emphasis, Fagin looked around for some water. He didn’t want to put Cooper down, but he was also sure he needed something to reduce the swelling on Cooper’s forehead. “Make yourself useful. Get me some ice.” 
 
    Buster seemed reluctant to leave. “Look,” he said, looking Cooper up and down. “I get you can have first dibs, but I’ve never been with another male wolf shifter before. I’ve heard sex with a willing omega is out of this world. They have their own inbuilt slick and everything. I know we’ve got to leave, but he’s right here. When you’re done, can we…can I…?” 
 
    “Not on your fucking Nelly!” Fagin yelled, guessing exactly what Buster was talking about. He lowered his voice as Cooper winced and stirred. “Just so there are no misunderstandings, this man is my Fated Mate. I knew it the moment I banged into him. I’m not mistaken. My wolf’s pushing me to tear your freaking throat out, so any thoughts you had that had anything to do with his lush lips around that slab of meat of yours, forget it. He’s mine. Now go and get that ice.” 
 
    “Lucky bastard,” Buster muttered but he left, giving Fagin the chance to sit down, still holding Cooper safely in his arms while doing some quick but deadly serious thinking.  
 
    We have to get out of here; out of town. That was Fagin’s immediate thought. He lived his public life as a straight man. Although very few pack members visited his club, Fagin maintained his charade except for the few times a year he went out of town. His father had eyes and ears everywhere, especially where his son was concerned and as much as Fagin chaffed under the restrictions, he used to get a sense of pride every time he sunk his dick balls deep into some cute ass. It was a personal victory, each and every time, doing something his father would kill him for and get away with it.  
 
    But he wasn’t stupid. Cooper mentioned a boss; he had a job and likely had friends and maybe even family around. Fagin’s wolf rumbled as he considered the idea Cooper had a partner already. The boy’s an omega – it would be in his nature to seek protection from a stronger male, wouldn’t it? Fagin sniffed Cooper’s hair but couldn’t pick up anything but Cooper’s sweet scent.  
 
    “Hey,” Buster peered around the door this time before pushing it open. “I found the ice.” He held up a bulky tea towel. “Hasn’t he come around yet? He looks awfully thin for a shifter.”   
 
    “I’d take him to the pack doctor to check him over, but you and I both know that can’t happen.” Fagin took the ice and held it against the worst of the bruising. “He won’t last five minutes in a bar like this and I can’t take him to the pack for protection. The Fates have left with me with a doozy of a dilemma.” 
 
    “You haven’t bitten him,” Buster didn’t seem to be able to take his eyes off Cooper and although Fagin couldn’t blame his friend, his wolf was damn protective. Unfortunately, Buster made matters worse when he opened his mouth. “You don’t have to mate with him.”  
 
    Fagin’s growl was audible and Buster spoke faster. “I mean, I know it was different when you thought you’d meet your mate on the road. I assumed we’d set up base wherever that was and create our own pack. But he’s local. He works here. You can’t mate with him and stay here. If your father doesn’t kill him, someone like Missy will.” 
 
    “I’m aware of that.” Fagin didn’t find it easy to talk when his fangs had dropped. “Are you suggesting I forget I ever met him? When my wolf’s taken in his scent and every cell in my body screams at me to protect him?” 
 
    “You could trust me to protect him.” Buster met his eyes and refused to flinch even though Fagin’s growls got more menacing. “I could take him and run with him. If you’re still here and go through with your father’s plans no one will give a shit what happens to me. You know I’d see to his every comfort. He’d be safe and cherished.” 
 
    It was only the weight of Cooper’s body in his arms that stopped Fagin from ending his lifelong friend. He’d heard of wolves who were blessed with scenting their fated mates and who changed their behavior overnight. No matter who they were or how they lived, from that one sniff, their mate became the most important person in their lives. Alpha wolves were notorious for it, and while Fagin had no intention of becoming a puppy to his mate’s demands, he knew for sure if Buster didn’t shut the fuck up, he’d be nothing more than a messy stain on the already dingy carpet.  
 
    “What happens to Cooper if you find your own mate?” He managed to snarl through his teeth. “Do you have any idea how I feel right now? One sniff and I want to cover him in bubble wrap. His presence makes me ashamed of this bar; the bar I’ve worked my ass off for and enjoyed for more than ten years, because Cooper will look out of place here in his suit. I’m worried he’ll meet some of the biker molls I’ve banged because they might upset him or make him feel he’s less in some way. Fuck, I’m so turned around, I can barely think, let alone express myself. This is what happens when you find your Fated One. Don’t you get it? I could no more let him go than sprout wings and fly so shut the fuck up about it.” 
 
    Pulling up a chair, Buster sat down with a thump. “I get it,” he said quietly. “I’ll never mention it again. It’s just, you’ve got to admit he’s damn pretty. My wolf knows he’s not my mate but he still wants to protect him. Maybe it’s because he’s an Omega.” 
 
    “It could be. It’s not as though we’ve come across a male one before.” Fagin relaxed slightly, studying his mate’s features. Buster was a man of his word. Fagin couldn’t blame him for wanting to spirit Cooper away. His instincts were screaming at him to do the same thing. But the last thing he wanted was Cooper waking up and accusing him of kidnapping. It was bad enough the poor man was bruised just being in his presence five freaking minutes. He needed to learn more about the fragile young man first. Looking up, he caught Buster’s eye. “We need a plan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Cooper woke up in his own bed. The slight smell of his laundry powder teased his nose and the lumps in his pillow were familiar. But he didn’t open his eyes. Oh no. Because he knew the moment he was aware of his surroundings that he wasn’t alone in his small apartment. The rumble of deep male voices was coming from his kitchenette.  
 
    How did I get here and what’s wrong with my head? The urge to reach up and touch what felt like a large lump on his forehead was huge, but Cooper didn’t want to give himself away. A simple shift would cure whatever ailed him, but Alpha wolves hated his shifted form and seemed to take his white fur and slight frame as an invitation to chase him, bite him and shove something large and unwanted up his ass.  
 
    Trying hard to keep his breathing regular, Cooper struggled to remember why he had company. For one thing, he was sure it was a work day, but he was in bed in nothing but his underpants. A kaleidoscope of memories hit him. Going to work. His eleven o’clock appointment. Getting hit, not once but twice by doors in that seedy bar. Fagin Mars. His wolf whimpered, knowing the strong alpha was close and wanting to be with him. 
 
    Cooper himself wasn’t sure. Oh, the dashing biker was everything Cooper dreamed of when he was alone in his bed at night, but Fagin was a wolf. A wolf who spoke as though them being mates was a foregone conclusion. 
 
    Was it really that simple? When Cooper’s mother was alive she used to hold him close and whisper stories of how wolves blessed by the fates would scent that special someone, fall madly in love, and live happily ever after. After she died, Cooper learned quickly that all his mother’s stories were nothing more than fairy tales. Life was tough, and Cooper never had the luxury of waiting for his Prince Charming to bail him out of trouble. The only person he’d ever relied on was himself.  
 
    “If you wanted me to believe you were still asleep, you shouldn’t be thinking so hard. I swear I can see steam pouring out of your ears.” 
 
    His eyes flying open, Cooper came face to face with Fagin kneeling by his bed. If he thought he was vulnerable in Fagin’s office, this was ten times worse. For one thing, he wasn’t wearing his suit; a constant source of armor and a reminder of how far he’d come in life. He was in his bed. His cock thought Fagin was the most exciting man on the planet and leapt to attention and while Cooper wanted to roll onto his stomach to hide the thing, doing so would expose his ass as if he was waving an invitation.  
 
    As if the situation wasn’t fraught enough, the gleam in Fagin’s eye let Cooper know the alpha wolf knew exactly what he was thinking and from the growing bulge stressing the man’s jeans, indicated the man was more than willing to give his ass a try.  
 
    “How are you feeling? That’s a nasty bump on your head.” Fagin reached out and Cooper steeled himself not to flinch. But Fagin’s hand was gentle as he stroked Cooper’s hair off his face. For the first time since his mother’s death, Cooper felt a wave of calm flow over him and he longed to lean into the stronger man’s touch. “I’m not going to hurt you,” Fagin continued softly. “Hurting you is the last thing I will ever do. You’re quite safe with me.” 
 
    Unable to think straight, Cooper said the first thing that came into his head. “You speak very nicely for a biker.” Then his face flushed with embarrassment as Fagin laughed.  
 
    “I did go to school,” Fagin agreed, “and while I’m a lot less careful about how I talk when I’m dealing with the ruffians in my bar, your suit reminded me of my manners. You seem to bring out my gentle side.” 
 
    “Yes, well, we all know that won’t last.” Cooper forced himself to pull away from the hypnotic lure of Fagin’s hand and sat up. “I appreciate you and your friend bringing me home. I assume you belong to the local pack. I can assure you I’ve never stepped foot in pack territory, but I should’ve known I was living too close.” He sighed as he looked around his small but tidy room. “It’ll take me a couple of hours to pack, but if you can hold off informing your alpha of my presence until then and give me time to get away, I’d be very grateful.” 
 
    “You can leave? Just like that?” Fagin sat back on his heels, tilting his head slightly. “What about your job? Friends? Family?” 
 
    “Having to run’s not going to do my resume any good,” Cooper said crossly as he flipped the covers on the other side of the bed, sliding over and climbing out. He’d just have to trust his human form was too skinny to arouse any interest in the alpha wolf. It’s not as though he had the right bits to attract the man anyway. Of course, it didn’t help his damn cock was barely restrained in his briefs. Cooper needed his clothes like he needed his next breath.  
 
    “As for friends and family, you can forget hassling them as well.” Cooper refused to look at Fagin, grabbing the first pair of pants he found in his closet. “My mother’s dead, my father would tear your throat out for daring to bring me to his attention and while Beth is going to have a major hissy fit when I text her to let her know I’m out of town and not coming back…well, that’s not your problem is it? She’s human so you can leave her alone and the same applies to the people I work with.” 
 
    “What in heaven’s name do you think I’m going to do to you?” Cooper risked a glance at Fagin who was sitting cross-legged on the floor. The man was paying far too much attention to the way he was pulling up his pants. His face flaming, Cooper ignored him and reached for a shirt as he pondered Fagin’s question. It has to be a trap, but then he’d smell any lie. I don’t understand why he wants me to spell it out for him.  
 
    Ensuring his pants were firmly fastened, Cooper shrugged on his shirt and turned, his fingers fumbling with the buttons as he kept a watchful eye on the intruder in his room. “You claim you went to school, so I am sure I don’t need to tell you how disgraceful it is for the son of an alpha to turn out to be a male omega. Female omegas are revered and protected by everyone in the pack. Male omegas are a curse sent by the Fates to show up an alpha’s weakness or wrong doing. My father never let me forget what an abomination I am, and I resent you making me spell it out now. But you asked and I’m not stupid enough to lie.” 
 
    “Someone hurt you, in your own family?” 
 
    “What else did you expect?” Cooper huffed. His shirt was done up, but now he was going to have to undo his pants again to tuck the damn thing in. Deciding to ignore his flapping shirt tails, he hunted around for his shoes. “Male omegas are usually culled at birth. It was only my mother’s intervention that kept me as safe for as long as she could. Before I shifted, my mother used to explain I was wiry and it didn’t matter that I wasn’t very tall. She claimed I’d develop my height and muscles after my shift. But yeah, we all know that doesn’t happen to omegas. My dad was furious when I shifted for the first time.” 
 
    Spying his shoes placed neatly by his bed, his socks still in them, Cooper sat on the edge of the mattress and pulled one sock on and then the other. “I just wish my mom had warned me, you know?” He said forgetting for a moment it was an alpha in his room. “My father kept breeding her, year after year, determined to get an alpha son. It was a stupid thing to do. Her poor body couldn’t cope, and she died in childbirth when I was twelve. I shifted within a year after that.” Cooper shivered as memories assailed him of that first time. Pushing them aside, Cooper stuffed his feet in his shoes and stood up.  
 
    “So yes, to answer your question, I am well aware of what happens to a male omega who dares to trespass in another pack’s territory. I’ve been beaten, raped in my wolf form, and bitten more often than an ice-cream sundae. It’s why when I was offered this job with Abrahams and Michaels, I made sure that firstly they accepted gay employees and secondly, they had no dealings with the pack in this area. Your pack.” Cooper quirked an eyebrow at Fagin who seemed to be stunned into silence. Or maybe he was dreaming of a thick juicy steak. Cooper didn’t know the man well enough to tell and he wasn’t going to think about the fact he never would. Packing. He needed to focus on packing. 
 
    “I know all about how omegas aren’t fit to sit on furniture; their only place is kneeling at an alpha’s feet. I learned the hard way to keep my mouth shut and my eyes down. Where the hell is my bag? Ah, here it is. What else is there? Ah, yes, male omegas can’t have a job outside of the pack; aren’t fit to attend school in case they distract hard working alphas from their studies. They don’t need feeding when scraps will do and my personal favorite…yes, I am being sarcastic here.” Cooper risked another look over his shoulder and saw that Buster had joined Fagin on the floor. He opened his bag and started stuffing his clothes into it. They’d need pressing when he got to wherever he was going, but that was the least of his problems.  
 
    “A pack omega, male of course, is the perfect animal to hunt during pack runs.” Cooper couldn’t stop the fury caused by his humiliating memories from creeping into his tone. “They are never fast enough to get away, so the big strong alphas can have all the fun they like chasing the terrorized animal down; biting him so he can’t move and then pinning him down while they mount him. Please note, those studly alpha males would never stick their dick in a human male ass, but somehow those inhibitions go to hell in wolf form. Every pack run, without fail.” Cooper leaned against the closet door, clutching his bag to his chest. “And every time I broke one of the hundreds of rules I had to live by. You guys should count yourself lucky. I doubt you’ve ever been hunted. This will be the fifth time I’ve moved in as many years.” 
 
    Shaking off his thoughts, Cooper checked his closet. He was going to have to leave most of the new suits Beth insisted he buy behind. It’s not as though he had enough time to go out and buy new suitcases. Leaving his bag on the floor he reached up to the top shelf in the closet. Damn. I’m going to need a chair. Cooper always hid his papers where they were least likely to be found. But then, he did have a very tall alpha taking up space on his bedroom floor – one who hadn’t tried to beat him or enforce the archaic rules on him yet.  
 
    Turning and pasting a big smile on his face, Cooper asked, “Is it possible one of you can reach my satchel at the top of the closet for me? I just need that, oh, and my laptop so I can email work and let them know I’ve quit, then I can be out of your hair. You’ll never have to deal with the stench of an omega clogging your sensitive noses again.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Fagin had never been so ashamed of his Alpha Wolf title in all his life. Yes, he’d been raised by his father to be strong, but that was so he could protect his weaker pack members. Yes, he’d been raised to follow certain expectations like having children of his own, but he’d never been beaten for refusing to follow them. How his mate could stand there wearing a sweet smile as though having to pack his belongings and run for his life – AGAIN – was nothing more than a minor glitch in his day… “He’s stronger than I could ever be,” he muttered so only Buster could hear. 
 
    “What are we gonna do?” Buster mumbled in reply. “You can’t make him give up his life. It’s not fair. Look at how far he’s come.” 
 
    “I’ve no intention of running. It was cowardly of me to think I had to simply because I’m gay. It’s time to stand on my own two feet and build a pack of my own. Remember how we used to dream about it as kids? Now, it’s time to put those plans into action. My mate deserves nothing less.” Fagin looked up, meeting his mate’s eyes and smiled as he spoke in a louder tone to his friend. “Buster, can you grab Cooper’s bag and take it back to my house along with any other stuff he wants to take with him? If you’re sticking around, you might as well move into the spare room, or you can head back to the pack.” He flicked a glance at his friend. “I would understand if you preferred the old pack. This is going to get messy.” 
 
    “I ain’t going anywhere.” Buster rose gracefully to his feet. “You need me as your second and besides, most of my stuff is at your house anyway. Are you going to notify the council of your new pack? I’ll make sure our new territory doesn’t encroach on the current pack. That shouldn’t be hard to do. Shall I give them the club address?” 
 
    “Might as well. My dad’s going to hear about this soon enough, but we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Fagin got up in one easy move. “In the meantime, my mate and I are going out for dinner. He’s been very gracious, explaining his fears and the way he was brought up. It’s only fair I share my own story and that’s best done over food. Then, if he’ll have me, I intend on spending the evening claiming my mate.” 
 
    Cooper’s smile faltered, but the slight scent of arousal increased, making Fagin’s head swim.  
 
    “I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed until tomorrow,” Buster said with a wink, striding over and grabbing Cooper’s packed bag of clothes. “Was there anything else you needed apart from this satchel?” He reached over Cooper’s head and plucked a dark cloth bag from the closet shelf.  
 
    “That has all my personal papers in it. My recommendations, transcripts and identification.” Cooper’s eyes betrayed his confusion. “I’ll need them to apply for another job.” 
 
    “You won’t be applying for another job, sweetness.” Fagin hurried to his mate’s side. “Unless you don’t like working for the place you’re at now?” 
 
    “No, I mean yes, I do like working there.” Cooper relaxed into Fagin’s side, probably not aware he was even doing it. “But…but…it’s no fun being hunted and now the pack knows I’m here….” 
 
    “I’m not going to tell them,” Fagin said, looking across at Buster. “Are you?” 
 
    Buster looked at his phone, checking the time. “I reckon in another hour we’ll all belong to a totally new pack. We don’t have to share any intel with our ex-pack unless we want to. And I don’t want to.” 
 
    “I don’t either,” Fagin took in a deep breath, his wolf howling as his nose filled with his mate’s scent. “Call the pack anything you like; I’m not worried about details. Just make sure my mate’s identity and his position in our pack as alpha mate is confirmed legally.” 
 
    “Consider it a done deal.” Buster hefted Cooper’s bag onto his shoulder and tucked the satchel containing his mate’s personal papers under his arm. “I’ll file the paperwork and then be at the bar. If anyone’s sniffing around wondering what we’re up to, that will be the first place they come.” 
 
    Fagin was damn pleased Buster knew what he was doing, but he sighed with relief when he heard his friend leave the apartment. A deep silence surrounded the two men, broken only by the rapid thumping of Cooper’s heartbeat.  
 
    “I’m sure you have questions?” Fagin prompted gently, unable to resist running his finger over Cooper’s smooth cheek bone.  
 
    “What just happened?” Cooper’s body swayed towards his and Fagin wrapped his arms around Cooper’s shoulder. The poor boy was trembling and Fagin’s need to protect him increased. As much as he wanted to strip his mate bare and take full advantage of the bed not three feet away, Fagin resisted. Cooper still had a nasty egg-shaped lump on the corner of his forehead and from the trembles in his body, Fagin imagined his mate was feeling decidedly overwhelmed. But he couldn’t resist running his hand down Cooper’s knobby spine and flicking his hand under Cooper’s shirt. Soft skin teased his fingertips and Fagin groaned as Cooper pressed up against him.  
 
    “Why do I want you so much? Alpha wolves terrify the crap out of me.” Cooper’s voice trembled as much as his body, but Fagin could recognize the sheer lust in his mate’s brilliant blue eyes. Full pink lips tempted Fagin’s control – and won.  
 
    Bending his head, Fagin whispered softly, “because you know I belong to you and only you, for the rest of our very long lives.” 
 
    “You’re the one my mother told me about?” 
 
    Fagin let his kiss answer for him. He had no idea what tales Cooper’s late mother told her son; they could be filled with boogey men and monsters for all he knew. But as he licked Cooper’s bottom lip, moaning as Cooper’s scent intensified and slender hands gripped his biceps, Fagin mentally vowed to be Cooper’s knight in shining armor. He would be the one alpha Cooper could depend on.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    “You were genuinely going on a road trip to find your fated mate? And you think that person is me?” That sensation of being in an alternative universe had persisted with Cooper since he’d shared his first kiss with the hunky Fagin. Something touched Cooper deep down inside when Fagin declared himself his. Not in the ‘mine, mine, mine’ tone alpha wolves were known for. No, Fagin was very specific and sounded so sincere – he belonged to Cooper and always would. A fairy tale come true? It was weird, totally unexpected and all through the drive to Cooper’s favorite restaurant and even as they ordered their meal, Cooper kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
    “My father was getting impatient for me to settle down and have kids. According to our pack laws, I couldn’t take over the pack until I’d done that,” Fagin said, around a mouthful of succulent lamb. He’d changed out of his leathers and was wearing a black shirt and a dark gray suit jacket that made him look like a GQ model. Cooper had to keep checking his chin, making sure his drool stayed in his mouth. But the implications of Fagin’s offhand comments suddenly sunk in and Cooper put down his fork.  
 
    “You’re the alpha-heir of your pack?” He knew it was all too good to be true.  
 
    Glancing around, Fagin nodded. There was no one dining close enough to hear them which is one of the reasons Cooper loved the restaurant so much; plenty of space between the tables. 
 
    “And your father expects you to have kids, I presume with a pack female?” 
 
    “Yep,” Fagin said cheerfully, cutting himself another slice of meat. “Of course, this all came to a head because Missy, she’s one of the females who wanted me, decided getting pregnant to me would secure her position in the pack. She didn’t want to mate with me; she’s got Bobby Joe for that, but he’s only a beta and she wanted alpha pups.” 
 
    Cooper struggled to follow. “You mean, you’ve got kids already? This Missy is pregnant?” Fagin didn’t look a day over twenty-five, but then with wolf genetics, looks could be deceiving.  
 
    “No,” Fagin shook his head sharply. “I made sure of that.”  
 
    Phew. He didn’t sleep with her. Cooper wasn’t sure why it would bother him if Fagin had, but it did. Unfortunately, Fagin hadn’t finished talking.  
 
    “I always used condoms with any of the females I’ve bedded including her and made sure to flush them. I’ve heard about women and turkey basters.” Fagin flashed him a grin before popping his lamb into his mouth.  
 
    Suddenly, the beautifully made lasagna Cooper usually adored felt heavy in his stomach. “I take it, you’ve slept with a lot of women,” he asked, not sure why he was torturing himself. Of course, the man’s slept with heaps of people. Look at him. He’s fucking gorgeous. 
 
    What was worse was Fagin just shrugged. “Alpha wolves and their sex drives,” he chuckled. “What can I say? It doesn’t matter who lays a hand on my cock. It’s gonna rise to the occasion every time.” 
 
    Cooper’s lasagna threatened to make a reappearance and he pushed his unfinished plate aside. “If it’s that easy to bed all these women, why not have the kids your alpha wants you to have and take over the pack the way he expects you too?” 
 
    Fagin must have picked up something from his tone because it was his turn to lay down his fork. “Sex is easy,” he said with a low growl. “That’s one of the many joys of being one of our kind. But raising kids is a totally different matter. I’ve never been that irresponsible to father kids I had no intention of raising no matter what my father expects.” 
 
    “But you’d make a great dad.” Cooper could picture the scene in his mind’s eye. Fagin with his arm around some long-haired beauty watching fondly as dark-haired children played at his feet. “If you’re capable of being with women in that way, then shouldn’t you at least consider bonding with one and creating heirs of your own? You could have a true family.” 
 
    “You’re sounding suspiciously like my father,” Fagin growled. “What part of true mates don’t you understand?” 
 
    Cooper refused to flinch or lower his head. They were in a human restaurant. Maria and Carlo, the owners, were just ten feet away, chuckling at the bar. While they had a private booth, there were at least twenty people enjoying their meal. Cooper had nothing to be afraid of. “I don’t understand any of it. My mother told me a lot of stories about how omegas were very special wolves and that one day I would meet an alpha worthy of my affection. She told me how my alpha would always care for me, cherish and protect me. But then she died, and I learned the only reason I’d been protected from my father and his inner circle that long was because she insisted on it. The day she died, I was pushed to my knees for the very first time at my mother’s funeral and ordered to stay there. I quickly came to the realization she’d been filling my head with fairy stories. That instead of being special, omegas were considered the scum of the pack, a punching bag, and an unworthy target for a hunt.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that happened to you, but that’s just in your home pack.” Fagin’s lips were tight. “Omegas are very important in pack society.” 
 
    “Female ones,” Cooper agreed. One of his sisters was an omega too, and he remembered his father spent hours evaluating candidates as possible mates for her. “Male omegas are automatically gay. You can’t tell me your father is okay with gay wolves in your pack or you wouldn’t be thinking of setting up your own pack to be with me. And the silly thing is, you don’t have to. You’ve already said you’re more than capable of fathering pups with any willing female.”  
 
    Standing up, he gave Fagin one last long glance. The guy truly was the sexiest man in existence, but he wasn’t going to ruin Fagin’s chance at the life he was born to. “I won’t let you do it. I won’t let you ruin your life for a fairy tale. You have the chance to have it all – a family, pups of your own and a strong alpha mate by your side. A broken omega can’t give you any of that, and believe me, I’m broken. You won’t find anyone more broken than me. Take care of yourself.” 
 
    Somehow, he made it out of the restaurant, only feeling slightly guilty he didn’t pay for his share of the meal. But as he climbed into the waiting cab, he couldn’t help feeling sorry that the one time he wanted an alpha to stand his ground, or even hunt him down, Fagin couldn’t be bothered to get out of his chair.  
 
    “It’s for the best,” he whispered as he laid his head on the passenger window, watching the lights in town flicker past them as the cab made its way to his empty apartment. “I did the right thing. He deserves the life he’s destined to have.” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “I knew my straight image would come back and bite me on the ass,” Fagin raged as he smashed another bottle into the firepit behind his house. He’d gotten past drunk an hour before and was now drinking himself sober again. “Why does it always come back to having kids? What if I don’t want kids? Huh? Does anyone think of that? What if I don’t want bloody kids of my own?” 
 
    “Do you, though? Most wolves have the need to procreate. It’s a natural assumption.” 
 
    Lounging back in his chair, Buster was the poster boy for calm while Fagin was anything but. The only reason he didn’t chase after Cooper at the restaurant was because he had to pay for their meal and by the time the woman who owned the place had gone on and on asking what was wrong with the food, and he had to assure her it was nothing personal, Cooper had disappeared. Sure, he could’ve gone to Cooper’s apartment, but by then Fagin was fast loosing control of his wolf and couldn’t trust himself out in public. Arriving back at his own house, Fagin opened up his drinks cabinet and proceeded to empty it straight down his throat.  
 
    “I don’t want kids. Call it weird, strange or whatever you like but you’ve seen the way my father behaved, as though having pups validated his existence. And why? It’s not as though he spent any time with his own kids or his grandkids. All he ever did was parade Mom around when she was pregnant as though he’d achieved something. My wolf sees the little ones running around the pack and wants to hide from them. They’re loud, annoying and dependent little poop-makers and I don’t need any of my own to prove my manhood. The whole idea makes me shudder just to think of it.” 
 
    “Missy was prepared to raise your kids for you with Bobby Joe. It’s not as though you’d have to have anything to do with the day to day stuff,” Buster reminded him.  
 
    “That was worse – I can’t believe my father was prepared to go along with that idiotic plan.” Fagin took another swig from his bottle. “Why does it have to be that way? So, I have a kid. So, what? It doesn’t mean my kid will be alpha. It doesn’t make me a better alpha. I don’t know why a pack alpha isn’t just determined on challenges the way it used to be. This family heritage aspect doesn’t make one alpha any better than another or better for the pack. I’ve never wanted to be a dad in any way shape or form – deadbeat or otherwise. Leaving my pups for someone else to raise just so I could be the pack alpha was the sickest idea I’ve ever heard. I’m secure enough in my own power, but no one gets that.” 
 
    “Did you explain all that to Cooper?”  
 
    “No,” Fagin yelled because just hearing the young man’s name made his wolf howl. “No, I didn’t,” he said in a quieter voice this time, “because I was too busy making myself out to be the studly alpha wolf so he’d approve of me and then everything I said got thrown back in my face. He sounded just like my dad.” 
 
    “Your mistake was not explaining to him about true mates or the fact that you are adamantly opposed to kids,” Buster said. “Clearly the boy has hang ups. After the story he’s shared, who could blame him. You were busy telling him you could fuck anyone anytime. Does he even know you can’t get it up for anyone anymore now you’ve scented him?” 
 
    Fagin thought back over their evening and shook his head. “I doubt it. His pack had to be the most archaic I’ve ever heard of before. At least in our pack, father only hates gays because they won’t breed. He figures its every wolf’s duty to have as many offspring as possible.” 
 
    “A bit like Cooper’s dad from the sounds of it and wasn’t his father the pack alpha too?” 
 
    “Apparently.” Leaning back in his chair, Fagin stared at the stars. It was a clear night and the black sky looked as though it was sprinkled with a million diamonds. There was a huge ache where his heart was meant to be, and Fagin wished on every one of those stars that Cooper could and would believe in him. He knew he’d fucked up from the moment they met, but surely the pull had to be working on Cooper the same as it did for him. Fagin’s wolf was still pushing at the boundaries of his skin, desperate to go and hunt down their mate, but Fagin couldn’t let his wolf take control. With the horrors Cooper had shared, being hunted was the last thing the young man needed. But gods, he missed the little guy so badly and he’d known him less than a day.  
 
    “Do we know where Cooper works?” Fagin asked, reaching for another bottle to distract himself. 
 
    “Jim had the card for his office tucked behind the bar. You’re not still thinking of getting Cooper to do our taxes are you?” 
 
    “Not exactly, no.” Fagin took a swig of his drink. “But seeing as modern wolves run their packs like a business, don’t you think it would make sense to get some financial advice?” 
 
    “A very sensible idea indeed alpha,” Buster laughed and held out his bottle. Fagin clinked it with his own and settled back to watch the night sky. Soon, little one. Soon.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    “I wish I could have come with you,” Beth sighed in that dreamy way that let Cooper know he was in trouble. “You went into a genuine biker bar full of hunky men and you didn’t take me.” 
 
    “I also got hit by two doors which was why I had to go home early. Believe me, it’s not the place for a lovely lady like you.” Cooper looked down at the papers on his desk but none of the words he was seeing made sense. He was amazed he’d even made it to the office, but some habits were hard to break. After spending the night alternating between tears and surges of lust thinking about Fagin and what might have been, Cooper was glad when his alarm went off and he could go about his daily routine.  
 
    “Come out with me tonight.” Beth leaned forward on his desk. Cooper always thought his receptionist was a beautiful young lady, especially when her green eyes gleamed with excitement. “We can share a meal and then maybe go clubbing afterwards. Come on. Don’t say no. It’s Friday. We can stay out late and sleep in in the morning.” 
 
    She looked so eager. That’s something Cooper always loved about Beth from the first time he saw her when he joined Abrahams and Michaels, seven months earlier. She’d been introduced as his receptionist and the moment Abrahams had left him alone, she’d bounced in without knocking, complained about his hair, criticized the cut of his suit and asked him his favorite coffee preference. A single vivacious red-head with a temper to match, Beth took him out for drinks the first Friday night they’d worked together, and they’d bonded over Tequila and pretzels. She was highly proficient, although it never showed in her manner of dress that leaned more towards steampunk than office attire, but her qualifications spoke volumes towards her tenacity. 
 
    She was also almost impossible to say no to, but Cooper opened his mouth to do just that when someone knocked on his office door. “Mr. Samuels?” Miss Frist, Abrahams’ Personal Assistant opened the door and frowned at Beth. That wasn’t anything new. Miss Frist was well past retirement age and never turned up to the office in anything but an immaculately dark navy suit, white blouse with a high collar, and a string of pearls. “Mr. Abrahams would like to see you in his office if you’re free, Mr. Samuels. I did try calling your receptionist, but the line was unattended.” 
 
    “Mr. Samuels was injured yesterday doing his job,” Beth said in the prim and proper manner she and Cooper giggled about when they were out drinking. “I was ensuring he was suitably healed enough to continue working today.” 
 
    “You were injured? Oh, my stars. Nothing to serious, I hope.” Miss Frist clutched at her pearls, something Cooper had only ever read about people doing in Victorian melodramas. “I can explain to Mr. Abrahams you’re indisposed if you need to go home, Mr. Samuels.” 
 
    “Thank you very much, Miss Frist, but I will be fine.” Cooper stood and grabbed his jacket from the back of his chair. “Beth, if you could hold my calls for the next hour or so as once this meeting is concluded I have the Saint files to go over. I’ll let you know if my plans change by lunchtime. Miss Frist, after you.” 
 
    As he followed the indomitable Miss Frist along the long corridor separating the offices of junior partners like him from the bosses, Cooper tried to think why he was being summoned. Admittedly, he didn’t get any work done for Fagin’s bar, but it was unlikely the wolf would’ve complained about his behavior. Shifters didn’t use authorities to let their displeasure be known. If Fagin was angry at him, he’d have visited during the night and Cooper wouldn’t have been fit for work for at least a week.  
 
    I’m a good worker. I’m a professional. I deserve my position. Unfortunately, Cooper’s mental mantra would be more effective if his brain was fully engaged. He was sure he could smell Fagin’s scent in the corridor, getting stronger as Miss Frist knocked sharply on Abrahams’ door.  
 
    “Mr. Samuels to see you, sir,” Miss Frist indicated for him to enter the office and closed the door discretely behind him. Mr. Abrahams was a large, older gentleman whose wide girth indicated long hours behind a desk and copious use of his expense account. As one of the two founders of the firm, Abrahams was the one who hired him. In fact, in seven months, Cooper had only met the other founding partner, Mr. Michaels once and that was only in passing. The older partner in the firm traveled a lot advising clients with billion dollar bank accounts.  
 
    “You wanted to see me, Mr. Abrahams?” Cooper gulped as he realized his boss wasn’t alone. Sitting in two chairs opposite Abrahams’ desk were Fagin and Buster; Fagin looking debonair in a suit that must have cost a fortune and Buster looking as though his tie was trying to strangle him. Sexy thugs in suits. This can’t be good. The theme from the Godfather ran through Cooper’s head.  
 
    “Sit down, Samuels, sit down.” Abrahams beamed. That was a good sign from an employment perspective at least. Cooper’s boss was never good at hiding his emotions. However, the twitch of Fagin’s lip made Cooper uneasy. “I believe you met Mr. Mars and er…Buster yesterday during your visit to Fagin’s establishment on West street?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Cooper eased into the nearest seat. Manners insisted he at least acknowledge the two wolves. “Mr. Mars, Buster, I am surprised to see you here.” After I made a mess of my appointment, got myself hit twice with doors that should only go one way and then endangered my professionalism by having dinner with a client.  
 
    “I was explaining to Mr. Abrahams that Buster and I have just started a new business venture; a family firm if you will that may have been mentioned in passing yesterday.” Fagin’s was talking about the pack, Cooper realized. “Buster and I will be investing large sums of money into this venture and after being so impressed with your performance yesterday, we felt it fitting if you would act as our financial consultant.”  
 
    “I’m hardly qualified to act as a consultant.” Cooper tore his eyes away from the stunning sight of Fagin’s thighs clad in expensive material that contained a faint sheen of silk and looked directly at his boss. “I’m sure Mr. Abrahams explained my duties here are as a junior partner specializing in taxation. Mr. Michaels, the other partner, is better qualified and far more experienced in consultancy matters particularly if you are looking at investing your money.” 
 
    “Taxation is a very important field,” Abrahams said with a smile. “After all, Al Capone eventually fell prey to the taxman because he didn’t keep appropriate records and pay his dues. Mr. Samuels does himself an injustice. He has an impressive resume and two degrees in finance and administration.” 
 
    “He certainly impressed myself and my partner,” Fagin showed his teeth but there was no humor in his smile. “As we discussed before Mr. Samuels joined us, we are prepared to pay handsomely for the consultancy services however we would insist he works on our business exclusively. Buster and I are understandingly anxious this venture prove successful, given the amount of investment involved and we anticipate taking up a great deal of Mr. Samuel’s time.” 
 
    “I understand completely, Mr. Mars. I don’t see any problems acquiescing to your request.” If Abrahams smile got any wider his face would crack. Cooper fumed. He didn’t have a clue what Fagin was playing at but intruding on his work was a step too far. If he wanted to humiliate him there were easier ways outside of the office. 
 
    “I do have a number of other clients,” he reminded his boss quietly. “It would be unprofessional to leave them without explanation.” 
 
    “Get your receptionist to handle it,” Abrahams said firmly. “Any of your ongoing clients can be distributed between George, Peter and Joel. I’ll send a covering letter to the clients concerned this afternoon. Mr. Samuels is very popular with our client base,” he added to Fagin. “He’s saved his clients a lot of money in the short time he has been with us.” 
 
    How much are they freaking paying you? Yes, Cooper liked to think he’d done well since coming to Abrahams and Michaels, but Abrahams was building him up as some kind of financial genius. But all he could do was manage a tight smile while Fagin and Abrahams worked out the details. Ten minutes later he was walking down the long corridor back to his office; this time with two wolves at his back.  
 
    “Cooper, what happened?” Beth’s eyes widened as she spotted Fagin and Buster, one hand smoothing her hair while the other hand hovered over the phone.  
 
    “This is Mr. Fagin Mars and his associate Buster,” Cooper said in the most professional voice he could muster. “Gentlemen, this is Beth, my receptionist slash personal assistant. If you need me for some reason and I’m not immediately available you can leave a message with her. Beth. Beth,” he added a second time. His damn friend was drooling. “We will be working exclusively for these gentlemen for the foreseeable future. Perhaps you could bring us in some coffee while I go over the initial interview?” 
 
    “Coffee. Yes sir.” Beth went to stand but Fagin stopped her. 
 
    “Please don’t go to any trouble on our account, Miss Beth,” Fagin said smoothly. “Buster and I have an appointment with the bank in fifteen minutes and we’ll require Mr. Samuels to accompany us. If you can cancel any appointments he has for the rest of the day, I’m sure he’ll update you with the new arrangements shortly. Mr. Samuels?” Fagin held out his arm towards the exit.  
 
    “Please do as Mr. Mars says, Beth,” Cooper sighed heavily. “I’ll just grab my briefcase and be with you directly. If you gentlemen wouldn’t mind waiting here?” Without waiting for an answer, Cooper ducked behind Beth’s desk and shut himself in his private office. Leaning against the door he fanned his face with his hand. His cock was leaving a wet spot on his Calvin Klein’s and his heart felt as if it was thumping its way out of his chest.  
 
    Get a fucking grip. Just get a grip. Cooper was starting to think the only way he’d get Fagin Mars out of his system was to leave town after all.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “We’re not going to find Cooper’s body in a landfill anywhere are we?” Beth demanded, looking at Fagin accusingly. 
 
    Surprised, Fagin arched his brow, his flirting grin appearing automatically. “I can assure you, your boss is in no danger from me. I may look a little ‘harsh’ but underneath I’m nothing but a puppy.” 
 
    “Could have fooled me,” Beth shuffled some papers and then banged them on her desk. She was a feisty human with curves in all the right places, a shock of brilliant red curls and stunning legs. Fagin wasn’t dead. He noticed. But what captured his interest more was the next thing that came out of her mouth. “If you don’t plan on doing Cooper any harm, why are you watching him like he’s your last meal?” 
 
    Fagin laughed and after a moment, Buster joined in. Beth had no way of knowing how every cell in Fagin’s body came alive as soon as Cooper had entered Abrahams office. His wolf howled, his heart sang and most of his blood headed south giving him the most uncomfortable erection he’d had since he was a teenager. Maintaining his professional persona was a strong test of his control – it was laughable that the shapely receptionist saw more in ten seconds than Abrahams had noticed during the whole of their meeting.  
 
    “I can assure you, sweet lady, if I do choose to devour young Cooper he will find the process very pleasurable and it will be consensual.” He winked to show his innuendo was genuine and Beth’s cheeks flushed to match her curls.  
 
    “Just don’t hurt him,” Beth muttered as Cooper’s office door opened and the young man stepped out. Fagin immediately noticed the longer jacket and the way Cooper’s knuckles were white where he gripped his briefcase.  
 
    “I’ll be in touch, Beth. Please handle all my calls. Mr. Mars, Buster, shall we go?” 
 
    Head held high, Cooper led the way out of the building. Inclining his head at the pretty Beth, Fagin followed, Buster falling in behind him. While it went against his nature to let someone else lead him anywhere, Fagin privately admitted watching Cooper walk was an orgasmic experience. The man moved with the fluidity of a ballet dancer and yet he didn’t realize he was doing it or the effect it had on others. Fagin would follow that boy anywhere, even if it was just to ensure no one else got their grubby hands on him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    The smell of arousal in the small bank office was making Cooper’s nose itch and that’s without mentioning what it was doing to his dick that was caught in his pants in a most uncomfortable angle. Forcing himself to remain professional – after all, Fagin was paying for his financial expertise and not a rough fuck over the table, Cooper focused on the papers in his hand. “Your business is called Fagin’s Folly? What kind of business name is that?” 
 
    “It’s an umbrella company and the name is based on a fond childhood memory Buster felt appropriate for our new venture,” Fagin said smoothly, leaning close enough for his breath to waft against Cooper’s ear. The temperature went up in the office by ten degrees and Cooper resisted tugging at his shirt collar which suddenly seemed way too tight. “Buster and I spent many hours during our youth planning our perfect ‘business’.” 
 
    “Right.” Cooper couldn’t lean away, Buster was on the other side of him sitting like a brick wall. Hemmed in, Cooper read over the papers the timid bank clerk provided the moment they arrived. His eyes widened slightly at the long string of digits indicating the balance of the accounts. This is definitely more Michael’s territory than mine, and he was just about to say so when something else caught his eye.  
 
    “My name is on these joint accounts?” Cooper hated the squeak in his voice, but damn…the accounts represented a lot of money.  
 
    “Of course,” A shiver ran down Cooper’s spine as Fagin licked up his ear. “Fated Mates share everything. You just need to sign on the dotted line.” 
 
    “But…but…” Cooper risked a look at Fagin’s expression. It was anyone’s guess how humans weren’t aware paranormals walked among them when someone like Fagin existed. The intensity of his eyes that never left Cooper’s face; his wolf evident in every breath he took. “It’s a lot of responsibility,” he whispered.  
 
    “One we will all share,” Fagin assured him. “Now sign the papers so we can call the clerk back in. Buster’s getting hungry and we’ve got a lot to do.” 
 
    “This is a big deal,” Cooper tried one last time. “You guys only met me yesterday. How is this going to work when you…you know…be with someone else?” Having kids, being an alpha, but then…he’s really going ahead with his own pack. Does that mean…? 
 
    “You might have thought me following my father’s plans was a good idea, but I didn’t. There won’t be anyone else. Sign.” 
 
    The alpha push Cooper was used to wasn’t evident in Fagin’s tone, but the order was clear. Just what I need, Cooper thought as he scrawled and initialed his way through the documents. One alpha that doesn’t listen and one who’s likely to eat the bank clerk if he doesn’t get fed. Talk about pressure. He already knew he wouldn’t touch a cent of the money in the accounts. He’d fought for every single thing he had, including his freedom and taking money for nothing just wasn’t in his DNA.  
 
    He’d barely finished his last signature when Fagin snatched the papers back and yelled for the bank clerk. Tim, a quiet man who looked like a stiff wind would blow him away, scurried in handing Cooper a folder containing a large check book, debit cards, terms and conditions documents and a black Amex card. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Mr. Samuels. Welcome to First National. My card is included in your paperwork. If there is anything I can help you with, please don’t hesitate to call me, day or night.” 
 
    “Thank you, Tim. I appreciate that.” Cooper stood and shook the man’s hand, moving his foot to stand on Fagin’s foot as he heard the man growl under his breath. “These gentlemen need to eat, you’ll excuse us if we sign and run. I’ll be sure to contact you if I find any problems with the accounts.” Tim opened the door and Cooper appreciated the sudden dilution of Fagin’s scent with fresh air. Not that he could really smell anything else. The man was stuck to his side like a paint splatter.  
 
    Standing outside on the sidewalk, Cooper looked longingly at his office which was just four blocks away. “If you don’t need me for anything else today, I can go back to the office and…” 
 
    “You really don’t get it, do you?” Grabbing his arm, Fagin turned and started marching with him in the opposite direction. “I vow on my mother’s pot roast if you don’t stop running away from me, I’ll handcuff you.” 
 
    “Your mother’s pot roast?” Cooper shook his head. His life was getting more bizarre by the minute. 
 
    “You don’t mess with the alpha mate’s pot roast,” Buster agreed. “Lunch is waiting for us at the house. The bar is being renovated.” 
 
    “Look, just stop a minute.” Cooper dug his heels in and his tenth surprise for the day was when Fagin actually stopped, even tilting his head as though listening to him. His thoughts tumbling around the washing machine of his mind, Cooper said the first thing he thought of. “You’re right. I don’t get it. I don’t get any of this. You guys seem to have some agenda and I don’t understand any of it. Please. Can one of you take the time to explain to me in concise sentences what the heck is going on? Why are you doing all this?” He waved the bank pouch still in his hand.  
 
    Buster and Fagin shared a look Cooper couldn’t decipher and then glanced at the people milling around them. It was close to lunch time, so office workers were out grabbing five minutes of sunshine on their way to get something to eat. Huffing, Buster leaned forward and said in a low growl, “it’s simple. Fagin is your fated mate. He ain’t getting a hard on for anybody else but you now he’s scented you. Me and him were going to run away from the pack and set up life somewhere else. We’re both gay and our pack don’t allow that. But you’ve got a life here, so we’ve set up a new pack in this town, so you can keep that life. He doesn’t want women. He definitely doesn’t want kids. Ever. No kids. He wants you. Only you. Got it?” 
 
    “What about being Alpha heir?” Cooper whispered as his wolf whimpered with excitement. Buster was telling the truth and all the pieces were finally falling into place in Cooper’s head.  
 
    “Fagin doesn’t give a monkey’s ass about that,” Buster said firmly. “Alpha heir’s in our old pack have to have kids. Fagin don’t want kids. Didn’t want kids even before he met you. Me, I could go either way on the kid’s issue, but it’ll depend on my mate. Regardless. Fagin wants you. The new pack, the bank accounts, the new business, the bar renovation, and going against his dad is all for you. Only you.” 
 
    “Really?” Cooper turned to look at Fagin who was watching their exchange with a slight smirk. “This is permanent, never to be broken by anyone or anything? You’ll never hurt me, and we’ll be together forever, just like my mother told me when I was little?” 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you, but my friend Buster is far more eloquent than I am.” The edge of Fagin’s teeth showed between his bright red lips.  
 
    “I want that,” Cooper whispered. Dropping his briefcase and his banking papers he jumped so he could fling his arms around Fagin’s neck. Fagin caught him easily, his arms looped under Cooper’s ass, and Cooper was glad because now he had unfettered access to a strong jaw peppered in soft scruff, tight cheekbones and lips made for kissing. Kissing. Oh yes. Who cared if people were staring as they stumbled past. Cooper nibbled on Fagin’s bottom lip, desperate for more. 
 
    “I’ve got your stuff. I’ll get the car,” Buster said, or at least Cooper thought that’s what he was saying. He was too engrossed in sucking on Fagin’s tongue that had found it’s way into his mouth. Fagin’s unique flavor blossomed along his taste buds and he couldn’t stop wriggling, hating the clothes that stood between him and Fagin’s bare skin.  
 
    “Hush little wolf,” Cooper whimpered out loud when Fagin pulled back and started striding down the street with Cooper still in his arms. “My control only goes so far. Keep going and I’ll have to kill half the population of Amberley for seeing you naked.” 
 
    “I didn’t know.” Cooper couldn’t believe how pushy his wolf was being. His timid animal spirit stayed hidden so much of the time, Cooper could almost convince himself he was human. But being with Fagin changed all that; he could feel his wolf peering at the stronger animal through his own eyes, filling his body with excitement.  
 
    “I see you and I promise I’ll protect you for all time.” Cooper knew Fagin was talking to his wolf, but he felt the words resonate in his heart. A huge sense of relief flooded him. His mother was right. There was someone there for him after all. Someone big and strong and who wouldn’t hurt him or use his size against him. Uncaring of how it looked to the gawking passersby, Copper hung on to his mate; trusting Fagin wouldn’t let him fall.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Lunch was a hastily eaten affair. Fagin and Buster chatted about the bar renovation. It was still going to cater to the same clientele, but Fagin wanted somewhere safe for Cooper to visit. That meant installing a couple of private booths and revamping the existing furniture. As the place hadn’t had a spring clean since he took it over, that was well overdue. However, as soon as Cooper set down his knife and fork and said he was done, Fagin picked him up and without saying a word to Buster, who was still eating, headed for his bedroom. Marveling at the complex mass of contradictions his mate presented, Fagin laid Cooper out on his custom-sized mattress and climbed up beside him, a sense of peace filling his soul even as his cock threatened the seam of his pants.  
 
    Be gentle, his wolf reminded him. Bite and claim but don’t scare him. He’s precious. Having his wolf present during sex was a strange feeling for Fagin; his wolf usually preferring to stay hidden unless he was complaining about the smell of perfume, but Fagin appreciated the strong animal’s restraint. He hadn’t forgotten Cooper’s story of being raped in wolf form although from memory, Cooper said they’d never touched him like that in human form.  
 
    “You’re being very quiet.” Cooper reached for him. “Have you changed your mind about claiming me?” 
 
    “All I want is my teeth in your neck and my cock in your ass.” Fagin wasn’t known for hearts and flowers. “I’m just not sure how much experience you’ve had in human skin. I know as soon as I touch you, I’m not going to be able to stop.” 
 
    “Then don’t.” Cooper rolled, bringing their bodies together. “I’ll admit I’ve never had anal sex in my human form, but we’re both shifters. I found it hard to believe the tales my mother told me were true, but they are, right down to the slick sticking my underpants to my butt. That’s never happened to me before.” 
 
    “Oh, mother of mercy, grant me patience,” Fagin groaned at the mental images Cooper’s words evoked. “You’re already ready for me?” 
 
    “That’s what this sticky stuff means, doesn’t it?” Fagin’s eyes widened as Cooper shoved his hand down the back of his pants, wiggled and then pulled his fingers out and waved them under Fagin’s nose. “Smell. I promise there’s nothing nasty.” 
 
    Fagin couldn’t help but lean forward, his nose filled with Cooper’s unique scent and the underlying punch of sex. Grabbing Cooper’s fingers, he shoved them in his mouth, licking and sucking at the delectable juices. He’d never been with an omega, and it wouldn’t have mattered if he had. Male omega’s self-prep mechanism only worked when they were with their fated mates. Fagin snorted as he thought how the Fates designed things that way.  Randy alphas probably didn’t have a lot of control in the old days.  
 
    And Fagin didn’t have a lot of it now. He’d seen, he’d tasted, hell, he’d spent the night before dreaming of Cooper’s body under his. A man could only show a certain level of patience and a wolf shifter had ten times less than the average human. Growling, Fagin rolled Cooper onto his stomach, his claws shredding Cooper’s pants and briefs. Pushing his way between Cooper’s thighs, Fagin grabbed hold of Cooper’s hips, lifting as he bent his face forward. To his shock and ever-loving surprise, his tongue shifted and he lapped and sucked at the juicy hole, taking care not to nick Cooper’s soft skin with his fangs.  
 
    Writhing on the bed, Cooper moaned and thrashed his head about. The boy was still wearing his jacket and shirt, but Fagin didn’t have the time, patience or control to strip him off. Hell, he was lucky he managed to get his own pants open; propping Cooper up on his knees for the miniscule time it took him to rip his zipper apart.  
 
    “Next time. Be a lot slower next time. But, fuck, you feel so good.” Lining his cock up, Fagin pulled Cooper up so he was pretty much sitting on his dick. Both men groaned as Cooper’s body accepted him easily. A perfect fit. Mine. Mine for all time. 
 
    Yes, yes. Fagin’s wolf was eager now, his strong animal spirit more than willing to accept the responsibility of protecting a weaker wolf. But Cooper wasn’t weak, and Fagin recognized that as his plucky mate started bouncing up and down sending shock waves through Fagin’s balls every time their skin slapped together. It took a while for Cooper to get his rhythm, but with his head thrown back, Fagin glimpsed the look of sheer abandon on his mate’s face and his heart soared.  
 
    That one expression justified Fagin’s determination to hold out for a true mate. Seeing Cooper in the throes of passion solidified his vow to take on any alpha that might tell him what they were doing was wrong; including his damn father. There was nothing wrong in the way Cooper’s back arched so prettily, or in the greedy way their bodies came together. Nothing had ever felt so right.  
 
    And because it was so damn good, Fagin wasn’t going to last. The buildup, the wait, the way Cooper left him the night before. The excruciatingly boring business appointments earlier that day when all Fagin could do was scent his mate and hang onto his control by the tips of his claws. It was all too much and if theirs was the fastest claiming in history, then so be it. Cooper would be his for a very long time. 
 
    Claiming. Bite. “Get rid of your shirt.” Holding Cooper around his torso, Fagin’s wolf howled in victory as Cooper fumbled with his buttons and bared the sexy soft juncture between neck and shoulder.  
 
    “Please.” That one word was all it took. Fagin’s control shattered. His hands dropping to Cooper’s hips again, Fagin thrust his cock deep one last time, his fangs slicing through Cooper’s skin. As his mouth filled with blood, Fagin could feel their wolf spirits joining. The smaller white wolf approaching his alpha with no fear, no reservations. With a simple sniff and a lick, Fagin’s animal curled himself around his new companion, completely at peace.  
 
    Cooper cried out and Fagin marveled that he’d climaxed untouched, but then he couldn’t move, couldn’t think, couldn’t do much of anything but gently release his teeth and lick over the wide scar Cooper would carry for life. His balls throbbed so much they ached as he rolled them onto their sides, unwilling to be parted from his mate for so much as a second.  
 
    “Do you think we could get undressed next time?” Cooper asked, the sleep evident in his tone as he curled back against Fagin’s chest, his butt still holding Fagin’s cock securely in his tight heat.  
 
    “Whatever you want, babe, whatever you want.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    Cooper stirred, aware even before he’d opened his eyes, he had another presence in his head. It took. I’m really mated, and if the wolfy dreams of running through a forest wasn’t enough to convince him, the possessive way Fagin had him tucked up and shielded from the rest of the room would have been evidence enough. Reaching up, Cooper traced the ridge of scarring that now decorated his shoulder. He didn’t remember anyone in his past pack who wore one of those except his mother. It was a badge of pride as a bite never scarred unless it was between fated mates. Cooper secretly hoped one day Fagin might allow him to bite him in return.  
 
    Some time during their nap, Fagin had removed their clothes, although Cooper wasn’t sure anything of his suit was salvageable. But being held by a naked male exceeded anything Cooper dreamed about. Like all wolf shifters, Fagin had no body hair, but Cooper could feel corded leg muscles resting behind his thighs and calves and the arm around his waist was well-defined and covered in ink Cooper longed to trace.  
 
    I wonder, Cooper tried to turn, but the arm around him tightened and the cock nestled against his ass twitched.  
 
    “If you’re planning on tracing all my ink, you’d better block out a couple of hours,” Fagin said, his voice raspy with sleep. “Food might be a better idea first, don’t you think?” 
 
    “You kicking me out of your bed already?” Cooper nestled his head back against Fagin’s shoulder. “I don’t think I ever want to get up.” 
 
    “And I’d like nothing more than to stay here with you,” Fagin agreed, and Cooper felt the man’s tongue tease his ear. “But that’s part of being an alpha, babe. Duty calls. I need to talk to Buster about security for this house and check out the renovations at the bar. I’m sure my sexy accountant wouldn’t want me paying out money for work that wasn’t getting done.” 
 
    “I understand,” Cooper said even as the pit of his stomach dropped. Here in the warmth and security of Fagin’s bedroom he could imagine he had the strength and appeal to hold onto his mate forever…but out there…. 
 
    “Hey,” Cooper’s chin was held in strong fingers, tilting his head so Fagin could meet his eyes. “It’s you and me now, nothing can break us apart. I know you’ve got doubts, but those doubts hurt me, babe. I might look like I was born on the wrong side of the tracks, but I can be trusted. You need to listen to your wolf more.” 
 
    Cooper felt a sadness not his own and realized it was coming through their bond. “I’m sorry,” he said quickly raising a hand to stroke Fagin’s soft facial hair. “You’re right. Me and my wolf – I’ve lived as a human since I escaped my pack. It’s not been easy, but I’ve always hoped my wolf understood it was for our own protection. No other pack was going to take us in and I didn’t risk going near any of them for fear of what they’d do to me. I was so much safer among humans. I’ll do better. I promise.” 
 
    “Learn to trust in here,” Fagin’s hand almost covered his chest. “Keep our bond open, and you’ll see, I can be trusted.” 
 
    “Kiss me first, please?” Cooper needed the connection if he was going to do as Fagin asked. If he could, he’d make it a daily rule.  
 
    “Morning kisses, afternoon kisses, evening kisses, sexy kisses. You’ll get them all, I promise little one, every single day.” 
 
    Cooper felt a lot more relaxed when he tumbled out of bed, although beard rash was going to be a problem with his fair skin.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin felt his phone vibrate against his hip for the third time and shot a quick glance over to where Buster was showing Cooper the plans for the remodeled bar. He already knew who was calling; he just didn’t know why. Surely, the news of his new pack hadn’t hit the website already? He was only a few days into his month’s long ‘trip’. Knowing the caller wasn’t going to give up, he slipped into his office and closed the door before pulling out his phone.  
 
    “I’m surprised to hear from you, father. You did give me a month to be free of pack business.” 
 
    “To tell the truth, I was surprised to hear you were still in town. But seeing as you are, something’s come up and I want you to handle it.” 
 
    “What sort of something?” Fagin’s wolf went on high alert. His father was a hand’s on alpha and never delegated anything important. 
 
    “The pack run is tomorrow night and I’ve just been informed we’ll have visitors; from the pack two hours drive north of here. It seems the alpha there has a marriageable daughter and is thinking of bonding her with another shifter to create a pack alliance. Now, you know I don’t usually hold with that sort of thing, but he heard I had an unmated alpha-heir and given the proximity of our two packs, wanted to visit us first. As you haven’t left yet, I didn’t see a problem with you and Buster joining us for the evening run.” 
 
    Fagin bit his tongue. He’d always known he had to tell his father about Cooper and his new pack status, but he thought he had more time and he didn’t want to do say anything over the phone. His father deserved to hear of his new life face-to-face. Unfortunately, his father hadn’t given him a choice. While Jerome didn’t hold with bond mating as a way of securing pack alliances, he would be keen to see his son bond with someone and it would be considered an insult to the other pack if Fagin refused the woman. Lying to his father wasn’t an option either.   
 
    “That won’t be possible, father, sorry.” Fagin stood up straighter even though his father couldn’t see him. “A funny thing happened on my way out of town. I bumped into my fated mate earlier today. The claiming has already taken place.” 
 
    “But that’s wonderful news. I knew you wouldn’t waste much time once you met the one you’re fated for. Lord knows, you’ve had plenty of practice while you were waiting for her,” his father laughed. “The claiming couldn’t have come at a better time. You can bring her along to the run and introduce her to the pack. I can stand down as alpha all at the same time and you can take my place. I’m sure it’ll only be a matter of a month and she’ll be carrying your pups.” 
 
    Fagin inhaled sharply and slowly let it out. “My mate is a male omega wolf, father. It’s unlikely he’ll ever carry my pups and I’m fine with that.” 
 
    The long silence was deafening. When his father did speak Fagin could feel his alpha power emanating from the phone. Not that it had any effect excerpt cause his own wolf to bristle under the under the unseen challenge. “You have the gall to tell me, after all this time and all I’ve done for you, you’ve just thrown away a lifetime of training, your place in this family, and your chance to take over a successful pack just so you can stick your dick in some skinny male’s ass?” 
 
    Fagin growled. “I don’t see my mating changes anything at all unless you let it, father. Cooper is my fated mate. My wolf is never wrong. I knew he was mine from the moment I scented him and he’s now wearing my bite scar. Being mated to a male doesn’t change who I am or what I can do for the pack.” 
 
    “Of course, it does, you fool. Who else knows about this?” 
 
    “Only Buster. He was there when I met Cooper. But, look, father….” 
 
    Jerome cut him off. “You and Buster will come back to the pack immediately. This visiting alpha will be here first thing in the morning. You will be attentive to the female presented. You will keep your mouth shut about the man you’ve stuck your dick into and with luck, by the end of the pack run, you will have put this female in pup. We can work out how to break your mating afterwards.” 
 
    Claws formed around Fagin’s phone. “No.” 
 
    “This is not your father talking, it’s your alpha. You will follow orders.” 
 
    “No, alpha.” Fagin snarled. “Did you forget, Cooper is a male omega AND my fated mate? It is physically impossible for me to impregnate anyone, especially a visiting female wolf. Even if I hadn’t claimed him, the moment I scented Cooper my dick stopped working for anyone else. Claimed or not, your plan for pups aren’t going to work.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Jerome was silent again and when he spoke his voice was calmer. Unfortunately, that made Fagin’s hackles go up even further. “I can understand why you claimed him, son. The scent of a mate is a powerful thing and tends to overload your body with hormones that are hard to ignore. Okay, let’s forget about this visiting female for now. I can make your apologies and the visitors can still run with us as a gesture of goodwill.”  
 
    Oh great, I’m his son again. Why doesn’t that fill me with any reassurance?  
 
    “And you know, your having a house in town just might work in our favor,” Jerome went on. “You can stash your omega there and no one in the pack need know about it. I know you weren’t stupid enough to let him bite you and you haven’t been around that much lately for people to notice a difference in your scent.” 
 
    “Father….” 
 
    “No, no, hang on. I’m thinking here. You still require an heir, so you can take my place. We’re going to need someone loyal to the pack who’s prepared to be inseminated. Thankfully you’ve been with enough of the females in this pack to make any story we put out credible. One sniff of your omega should give you the juice you need to jack off in a jar. Missy might still be keen, and I’m sure you can pay her to keep her mouth….” 
 
    “NO!” Fagin roared. The office door burst open and Buster stormed in quickly followed by Cooper who ran straight into his arms. Fagin inhaled Cooper’s sweet scent and found his ability talk more calmly. “I totally understand and accept the consequences of my mating and that I can no longer be your alpha-heir.” He tugged Cooper closer, his wolf reminding him of the threat his father posed to the sweet young man.  
 
    “Pick one of my brothers to take my place; they have children.” 
 
    “I’m not going to do that.” Jerome’s alpha voice was back. “I’ve spent a lifetime training you to take over this pack. I’m not going to let one soggy bottomed omega mutt with an alluring scent wreck my plans.” 
 
    Fagin’s teeth clenched so hard, his fangs pierced his lip. “I thought about this father. In fact, I’ve thought about all the things you’ve already suggested. How I could take over the pack, change your archaic rules and run the pack with Cooper by my side.” 
 
    “You’d destroy everything me and your forebears have created? The pack would never stand for it.” 
 
    “You don’t know that, father, because you’ve never tried to change anything. But you don’t have to worry. I’ve formed my own pack, father; one I will run with my mate by my side. I will not stash him away like a dirty secret,” Fagin could feel his anger building again. “I will not jack off in a jar to keep you happy. I am not a fucking sperm donor, I’m supposed to be your son. You’re supposed to be happy for me. I’m the only one of me and my brothers who’s held out for and found their fated mate. Instead of congratulating me, you insult me and my mate. If I didn’t carry your genetics, I’d be over there in a flash and I’d rip your fucking throat out. Don’t contact me again. Goodbye.” 
 
    Fagin’s finger stabbed so hard at the screen it cracked, but the state of the phone was the least of Fagin’s concern. All his life, he’d believed his father ruled his pack and all it’s members in a fair and above-board manner. Archaic but fair. Knowing his own father would stoop so low as to force him to hide or distort the truth about his mating – why? Was it really because of pack rules that should’ve gone out with the arc, or was Jerome too ashamed to admit he had a gay son? Did his mother and brothers feel the same way? Fagin felt physically sick and he clung to Cooper who was fast becoming one of only two people in his life worth having, while Buster awkwardly patted his shoulder. For the first time in his life Fagin knew what betrayal felt like and he could barely swallow past the bitter aftertaste it left in the back of his throat.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Cooper could understand Fagin was upset. No amount of thinking or planning for parental rejection made it any easier to handle when it happened. Wolf shifter families were, for the most part, incredibly close and being in a pack reinforced those bonds. But there were instances, and Cooper was well aware of that from his own experience, when that one thing that set a family member apart from everyone else was enough to get that individual kicked out. The grief and rejection that followed was intensified because animal spirits didn’t see, appreciate, or understand the limitations of human social norms like having a same-sex mate. Despite his presence in Fagin’s life, the alpha was hurting, and it was affecting his behavior.  
 
    But for all he understood why Fagin was acting out, Cooper didn’t think dumping him in a booth at a biker bar that bore a remarkable resemblance to Fagin’s, while his mate and his best friend stood at the bar getting steadily drunker was a way to solve any of their problems. Fagin and Cooper had spent the past twenty four hours holed up together watching television and having sex. No matter what Cooper said, Fagin wouldn’t talk to him and when he finally said they were going out, Cooper had been relieved. Now, not so much. What was worse, Fagin and Buster were clearly well known by the other human patrons, while Cooper had been left to sit on his own. Initially, Fagin growled and flexed his muscles anytime anyone came near him, but as the empty bottles stacked up, his attention span got less.  
 
    Dressed in tight pants, boots and a leather jacket Fagin bought for him just that afternoon Cooper felt like a butterfly in a cattle yard. On the plus side, he wasn’t a beer drinker, so the bottle Fagin bought for him when they arrived was still half full. On the negative side, it was boring as hell watching idiots fall all over each other, getting louder and louder as more and more booze got consumed. The cigarette smoke in the air thickened as the night went on, and Cooper was hard-pressed not to sneeze.  
 
    Wriggling around, the vinyl covering the booth seat was cracked, Cooper pulled out his phone. It was only 10.30. In theory, Fagin and Buster could carry on like this for hours. Cooper just hoped one of them was sober enough to carry the other, because they both seem too sloshed to walk and they were both too heavy for him to lift. At least that’s the excuse Cooper was giving for why Fagin was leaning on a blowsy brunette while he was busy regaling his audience with a story that involving bikes, his bar, and some red-neck called Billy Bob.  
 
    Cooper looked down at his screen. Beth had sent him a message.  
 
    How you getting on with Mr. hot stuff? 
 
    Cooper typed back. Watching the man drink himself silly ha ha. 
 
    In the bedroom? Damn man, loosen that zipper and give him something else to play with. 
 
    No lol. Biker bar. Seems to be his scene. Zipper staying firmly closed. 
 
    Eye opening? Beth sent a wink emoji.  
 
    Specimens here definitely support the theory of evolution. I’ve seen more Neanderthals in the last hour than I’ve seen in my life.  
 
    OMG. Crack Up. Couple of us from the office at the Blue Jelly. Join us? 
 
    Cooper thought about it. It was so tempting, but it wasn’t as though he could go to the Blue Jelly dressed as he was, and despite Fagin’s behavior, they were mates. That meant Cooper wouldn’t leave him, especially not with a brunette claiming his attention. Not sure Neanderthals can drive. He sent back. Next time. Have fun. Stay safe. 
 
    Wearing my killer heels and enough booze under my belt to use them. Call you tomorrow.  
 
    Closing out his message program with a sigh, Cooper put his phone in his jacket, his eyes automatically looking for Fagin. There was far more butt crack showing at the bar than he was used to seeing and not one of the flabby asses belonged to Fagin. Frowning, Cooper checked the rest of the tables. No sign of Fagin or Buster. Picking up his beer bottle, Cooper closed his eyes and focused on his mating bond. It was there; once wolves mated the bond could never be broken. But it was if he was getting rain fade – the images distorted and hazy.  
 
    He can’t be that drunk, surely? Cooper knew alcohol affected the human body, but it never touched the animal spirit. My gods, has he been drugged? Drugs metabolized too quickly in a shifter body to do any permanent harm, but in the short term certain sedatives and anesthetics could knock a shifter out.  
 
    Standing, Cooper couldn’t see much more than he could when he was sitting down. Gritting his teeth, he slipped out of the booth, snagging his pants on a vinyl crack, pushing and ducking under beefy arms on his way to the bar. The bartender looked as though he posed for wanted posters every day of the week. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Cooper tried to get the man’s attention, but the noise was too loud or maybe he was being purposefully ignored because a genuine biker didn’t have creases in his pants and a leather jacket so shiny it squeaked. “Excuse me!” 
 
    Grunting as someone backed into him and beer splashed over his jacket, Cooper ignored the slight and dug into his pocket for his wallet. Fagin, you’d better be worth this, he thought as he pulled out a fifty. Holding it securely, he thumped it on the bar.  
 
    “Whaddya want?” Of course, that’s what got the bartender’s attention.  
 
    “Fagin Mars, he was here ten minutes ago with a brunette. He’s my ride. Do you know where he’s gone?” Cooper held up the money but didn’t let go. 
 
    The bartender shrugged. “Met some friends he knew; they came with the stacked brunette he hooked up with. Last I heard, they were heading off for a run someplace out of town. Shall I call you a cab?” 
 
    Cooper heart stopped, and he released the hold on the fifty. “No,” he managed to say, “no cab, thanks. I’ll walk.” 
 
    The fresh air was a welcome relief. Scanning the parking lot, Cooper looked for Fagin’s car. He remembered thinking how sweet it was Fagin parked it on the edge of the parking lot, not wanting it scratched. The parking spot was empty. 
 
    Thanks a fucking lot, ALPHA. Turning away from the glaring evidence of neglect, Cooper pulled up his collar and shoved his hands in his pocket. It was going to be a long walk back to his apartment but there was no way Cooper was going to Fagin’s. If the asshole could forget his mating vows the first freaking time they went out, he wasn’t worth chasing. Decision made, Cooper concentrated on putting one step in front of the other. He’d barely made it out of the parking lot before the back of his head exploded in pain and he fell to the ground.   
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Thanks a fucking lot, ALPHA.  
 
    Fagin came too with a start. Cooper?  Cooper! “What the fuck,” Someone had his pants open, clawing his limp cock like they were trying to tug it out of its roots. That’s not Cooper, his wolf snarled.  
 
    I guessed that. Where the fuck’s my mate? Fagin batted the hands away, wincing as his cock was caught by a fingernail. “Get off me,” he growled as he struggled to open his eyes. 
 
    “Fagin, baby. Don’t be like that. I’m just trying to give you a helping hand. It’s not like you to have issues getting it up.” A very naked Missy swung her legs over his hips as she grinned with a hint of fang. “Had a bit too much to drink, baby?” 
 
    “Drink.” Fagin clutched his head as he struggled to remember. The bar. Drinking. “It was you. You spiked my fucking drink. Stay the fuck away from me.” Sitting up with a roar, he pushed Missy off the bed. A quick look around told him he was in his pack apartment, still in the clothes he went out in. Just. Tucking his cock into his pants, wincing at the bruises and scratch marks, he zipped himself up, got up and grabbed his jacket which had been slung over the bedside cabinet. “What the fuck did you do to Buster?” 
 
    “Buster’s having his own party, baby.” Missy got off the floor and brushed her hand across her butt. “And there’s no point in zipping up those pants or putting your jacket on. You ain’t getting out of this room until I get the pups the alpha promised me. If you want to see that little cutie you claim to be bonded to again, you’d better get that equipment working and quick.” 
 
    “What have you done to Cooper?” Fagin’s fangs dropped, and claws sprouted from his fingers. 
 
    “Me?” Missy was all wide eyed innocence, but Fagin wasn’t fooled. “I’ve done nothing to your boy toy. Why would I? My only focus is you. We met at that horrid bar, don’t you remember? You were certainly pleased to see me. You couldn’t keep your hands off me and begged me to take you home.  I delivered.” She stretched her limbs across the bed and crooked her finger at him. “Now give me the reward you promised me for being so good to you.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t touch you with someone else’s dick,” Fagin snarled, ignoring the sensual picture and striding towards the door. It was locked and there was no key in the door.  
 
    “Looking for something?” Missy’s grin was feral as she held up the door key. “I told you, you weren’t leaving until I got what I came here for. But you can try and get it from me if you like.” 
 
    Ignoring her, Fagin gripped the door handle and turned it hard, splintering the wood as the door cracked under the pressure. Flinging it open he saw two of his father’s enforcers standing guard – Buster’s father was one of them. “I can’t believe either one of you would be a party to this,” Fagin growled. “Stand down or take your last breath.” Fagin wasn’t messing with anyone anymore. He had to find Buster, he needed to get to Cooper. Flexing his alpha power, he only got minimal pleasure from the way both men fell to their knees, barely able to breathe. Missy started shrieking the moment he went through the door. Fagin tuned her out.  
 
    “Buster? Buster?” Running down the hallway Fagin headed for his friend’s apartment. Their abductors were either not very smart, or Jerome hadn’t told them he was true mated. Or he would be, or should be, only his link to Cooper was muted and that was scaring Fagin more than anything else. “Buster, get the fuck up,” he said pounding on his friend’s door. When that didn’t work, he took two steps back, turned his shoulder and slammed it into the flimsy wood. Buster was there but he wasn’t pretty. 
 
    “Oh fuck, my friend, I can’t believe they’d do this to you.” Hurrying to Buster’s bedside, Fagin tore the bed apart to release his friend from the cuffs binding him. Buster had taken one hell of a beating, one half of his face swollen to double its usual size and boot marks on his chest and ribs. “Buster, wake up.” Fagin tapped the less swollen side of his face. “Come on buddy, we’ve got to get out of here.” 
 
    “What the….” Buster woke up swinging and Fagin ducked as a beefy fist headed his way. “Fagin, fuck. What happened?” 
 
    “We got fucking roofied, that’s what happened. Come on, we’re getting out of here.” Slipping his arm under Buster’s shoulder, Fagin coaxed his friend to his feet. “Do you need to shift?” 
 
    Buster nodded. “How come you didn’t get beat up?” He slurred as he undid his pants and let them fall to the floor.  
 
    “You should see the state of my cock,” Fagin snarled. “I’m not sure I’ll ever get a hard on again.” 
 
    “Fuck. Little dude. What happened to Cooper?” Buster stumbled as he kicked off his boots. Fagin steadied him as he tried to tune into his mating bond. He got nothing and Fagin’s anxiety increased. 
 
    “If the gods are smiling on us, then he’s still sitting in Murphy’s getting more pissed at us by the second. But I haven’t got a fucking clue how long we’ve been here or if they’ve taken him too.” Fagin waited for his friend to shift. The cuffs fell to the ground as Buster’s wolf form emerged. “Stay that way. If you catch the slightest hint of Cooper’s scent, let me know.” 
 
    The corridors of the apartment complex were deserted as man and wolf hurried towards the exit. They’ll all be on the pack run, Fagin cursed. His father had lost the last of his marbles. That was the only explanation Fagin could come up with. It would be easy to assume Missy was working alone, but the presence of his father’s two main enforcers outside his apartment door put paid to that idea.  
 
    Find Cooper, then deal with father. Fagin watched as Buster sniffed over every inch of the stairs leading up to the apartment complex, before shaking his shaggy head. Okay, they didn’t take him. That has to be a good thing, right? 
 
    But his mate’s sweet voice in his head didn’t answer him and Fagin’s fear for his mate increased. Spotting his car parked in his usual spot, Fagin took off at a run, Buster at his heels. Barely allowing time for the wolf to jump in, Fagin got the car started, the wheels spitting up gravel as he took off out of pack grounds.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Cooper woke to the smell of wolves. Two wolves to be specific as well as the acrid stench of mold and damp. Reaching up to feel his aching head a heavy clink let him know that wasn’t possible. I’m in chains. What the…? Opening his eyes, because his movement would have already given away the fact he was awake already, Cooper was relieved to find he was alone for now. That was the only tick on the positive side of the equation.  
 
    There was a hell of a lot on the negative side of the ledger. The room was a cliché dungeon – concrete block walls, roughcast concrete floor, a tiny barred window set too high up to be of any use to Cooper. One steel door provided the only exit and the only furnishings was the smelly, lumpy mattress under his butt and a bucket. “I sure hope the fates have a complaints department,” Cooper said loudly, trying to cover his nerves at being alone in such a dank place. He’d hated being locked up since his father used it as a regular punishment when he was young. “I got shortchanged in the mating stakes and I demand a refund. One of you should come down here and sort this shit out now.” 
 
    Yeppers, Cooper had no problems working out why he’d been kidnapped. This was all to do with Fagin. He’d managed to stay under the radar for the full seven months he’d been working at Abrahams and Michaels and never gotten even a sniff of a shifter. Now, within two days, or was it five, Cooper couldn’t remember, he’d been claimed and kidnapped. Cooper dealt in numbers and in this case, two and two definitely added up to four.  
 
    Think about the positives. It was his mother’s favorite saying and a tear fell down his cheek as Cooper remembered how simple life had been before his mother died. Yes, he had to stay clear of his father after he’d shifted, and yes, he’d been the butt of many a joke from his siblings, but his mother had been a warm presence by his bedside every night and she’d done her best to keep him safe. His overactive brain wouldn’t let him forget Fagin promised the same thing. Cooper snorted. He’d rather dwell on the memory of his mother.  
 
    “Positives, right,” he said out loud. “Number one, I’m breathing. Life always has the chance of improving while my lungs still work. Number two, the cuffs aren’t tight enough to leave marks, although I can’t reach the bucket.” Gods, Cooper was glad he wasn’t a beer drinker. He wasn’t about to piss on the floor anytime soon. 
 
    “Three,” Cooper looked around for inspiration. “I’m not sharing my cell with a giant man called Bubba who wants to make me his bitch and forces me to hand wash his smelly underwear. Speaking of which, positive number four, I still have my clothes on.” Obviously, his captors hadn’t got the memo about Omegas not being fit to wear expensive items like the jacket Fagin bought for him and had left him clothed.  
 
    “My jacket. Nuts.” Cooper would have smacked his head if he could reach it. “My jacket has a phone in it.” Cooper didn’t want to lean on the moldy wall, but it was the only way he could reach his inside pocket. The familiar oblong shape never felt so good in his hand. Clicking it on, Cooper was relieved to see he had two bars worth of battery.  
 
    “But who to call, who to call?” His first instinct was to call Fagin, but the man had gone off willingly with a female. “He probably won’t want to be interrupted.” Cooper ignored his wolf’s whimper and his demand to shift and find the errant alpha. Being on four feet was only going to make the window higher still out of his reach and he wouldn’t have the comfort of his clothes. It wasn’t as though his small wolf form could fight any of his own kind.  
 
    “I need to know where I am.” Cooper muttered. His eye’s gleamed as he spotted the familiar Google icon. “Google, my old friend. Show me where the nearest coffee shop is.” Cooper had never mastered the art of typing with his thumb, and he made more than one mistake before the swirling circles let him know Google was searching for him.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Cooper was relieved to see his favorite Starbucks showing up on the map. “Now, Google, give me the directions on how to get there.” He clicked ‘from his current location’. 
 
    “Yes.” Cooper’s fist pump was hampered by his damn cuffs, but according to Google he was only ten minutes’ drive away from his local coffee spot. The ‘send directions to your phone’ link teased him with options, although they were limited. Beth or Fagin were his only two choices. His phone told him it was 2.13 am so Beth was out. Besides, there was no way Cooper was going to drag his human friend into a wolf matter. That left Fagin.  
 
    “I can’t change the phone number on my Google account to Fagin’s. Fagin would have to verify it. But….” Cooper quickly sent a text of the directions to his own phone and then got out of Google and back into his message program. The text from Google was there with a link. Pressing hard with his thumb on the message, Cooper took a screen shot of it and pressed the share button. Quickly typing in Fagin’s name, he clicked on the contact and pressed send.  
 
    “Now,” he said to the concrete walls as he turned off his phone to conserve the battery and stuck it carefully back in his inner jacket pocket. “All we have to do is hope our illustrious alpha can get his nose out of that woman’s boobs long enough to answer his phone and work out what I’m trying to tell him.” 
 
    Crossing his legs, Cooper rested the back of his hands as best he could on the top of his thighs and closed his eyes. It was time for some meditation; not that it’d ever worked for Cooper before. But desperate times called for desperate measures and Cooper was willing to try visualizing himself in a nice warm bath complete with bubbles and a foot massage, if it meant he could forget he was all alone, chained in a damn cell with the chance of physical punishment or even death coming his way at any time. He only wanted five minutes respite. Surely, he could meditate for that long.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin kicked at Murphy’s bar door hard enough to make the padlocks rattle. “Where the hell is he? So many damn people have been tramping in and out of here, his scent will be impossible to pick up.” 
 
    Still in wolf form, Buster shook his head, before putting his nose to the ground, loping backwards and forwards across the parking lot, going in a wider circle every time. Fagin could appreciate the gesture and there was a part of him that wanted to shift too, if for no other reason than the clear the residue of whatever drugs Missy had pumped him with from his head. His wolf knew Cooper was alive, but that was all he knew. Everything else was just a hazy blur.  
 
    But while Buster was in his wolf form, Fagin needed to stay on two feet. If anyone came by and saw the humungous four-footed furry animal roaming around, it would be Fagin who’d have to pass him off as a rare cross-breed of dog or give some other excuse. As he watched Buster getting closer to where his car had been originally parked, he struggled to work out when the evening had gone so horribly wrong.  
 
    From the start. He shook his head. We should’ve stayed home. Fagin recognized asshole behavior, especially when he was the one responsible, and leaving Cooper sitting in a booth by himself, with no one to talk to, was a shitty thing to do. At the time, Fagin justified it in a dozen different ways; Cooper didn’t know any of his friends, Cooper was an accountant and wouldn’t have anything in common with his biker buddies, Cooper was shy and probably didn’t want to be introduced to anyone Fagin knew. Yeah, the list was endless and while he was semi-sober, they all made perfect sense.  
 
    But the bottom line was, Fagin wasn’t sure if his drinking buddies would accept him with a male partner, and so he’d kept just enough distance from Cooper, while still being able to protect him from bullies. Or at least that was his original intention. Fagin had a nasty suspicion he’d probably let Cooper down there too. 
 
    But what the fuck happened then? Fagin remembered downing more than his fair share of beers and whiskey chasers. He was chatting to a couple of regulars he knew from his own bar and then…then…Fagin slapped himself in the side of the head. Bobby Joe.  
 
    “Fucking Jim Bob and Bobby Joe,” Fagin yelled across the parking lot. Buster was almost at the trees on the edge of the lot and simply flicked his ears to let him know he’d heard. Those assholes must have spiked our drinks and then…. Fagin groaned as he got a memory glimpse of him leaning on Missy, a huge leer on his face, and his hand cupping her breast through her clothes while he continued to drink.  
 
    Cooper is never, ever, ever, going to forgive me for this. No matter how hard he tried, Fagin couldn’t remember a thing after that until he woke up in his apartment with Missy trying to get his cock hard enough to sit on. But one thing was crystal clear in Fagin’s mind. Yes, he’d been drugged, and Missy tried to take advantage of him; yes, Jim Bob and Bobby Joe were likely responsible for Buster’s beating and for getting them both to his pack apartment in the first place. Yes, he was the one who’d been drinking steadily and wasn’t keeping his wits about him. But none of the horror events of the evening, including Cooper’s disappearance would’ve happened if he’d admitted who Cooper was to him in the first place. Cooper would’ve been sober enough to see what Missy and the others were doing, even if he was too busy being a wallowing drunk to notice anything. And I only wanted to wallow because my damn father, who set me up, again, upset me. Cooper has every right to fucking shoot me for being such an ass.  
 
    Fagin felt his phone vibrate as Buster barked. Sprinting across the parking lot, he studied the ground under the harsh street lamp. Kneeling down, Fagin swiped his finger through a smear of blood left on the concrete. It was relatively fresh. Raising his finger to his nose, Fagin sniffed hard. My mate’s been hurt, he thought as Buster whimpered. My precious Cooper’s been fucking hurt.  
 
    “See if you can find anything else and then we’re going back to the pack house. We must have missed something.”  
 
    After sniffing around a bit more, Fagin knew when Buster lost the scent. It made sense Cooper’s abductors would have a car. Dragging an unconscious man through the streets, or a yelling one for that matter, wasn’t a sensible thing to do even in this area of town.  
 
    As they walked back to his car, Fagin remembered his phone. Please let it be Cooper. He can yell at me for a month of Sundays provided he’s safe. His hopes rose when he saw the message was indeed from his mate, but when Fagin opened the message it took him a moment to understand. “He wants coffee?” Fagin turned the phone screen, so Buster could see it.  
 
    Buster shook his head.  
 
    “No, no you’re right. I don’t think bringing him a cup of coffee will get me out of this mess.” Fagin clicked on the picture to make it bigger and easier to see. Google directions to the coffee shop from…. “I know where he is,” Fagin opened the car door and let Buster jump in. “Shift and dress my friend. Cooper’s being held in the old woodshed at the back of my father’s house. I’d stake my fucking reputation on it.” 
 
    “Yeah, your reputation’s going to be shit for a while, anyway.” Buster grinned. Fagin was relieved to see his friend was injury free thanks to his shift. “The drugs aside, you seriously need to start acting like someone proud to be with the little dude, instead of a closeted fool.” 
 
    “You’re preaching to the converted.” Fagin started the engine and sped back the way they’d come. “I already know this whole fucking mess is my fault. But believe me, I won’t make the same mistake twice.” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin cut the lights to his car as the pack house came into view; his car rolling to a stop on the side of the long driveway. Despite the late hour, there were lights blazing from every window in the house – Jerome never liked to run in his wolf form for long. But as the pack had visitors, it was likely a feast had been prepared for after the run. If Fagin was trying to save anyone else he’d wait a few hours, until everyone was asleep, but his bond with Cooper was strengthening the closer he got to the back of the house and Fagin knew he was on the right track.  
 
    “Did you ever work out in that addled brain of yours if this was the alpha’s doing, or Missy’s?” Buster asked as they studied the house and grounds for movement.  
 
    “Hate to tell you this, but I alpha smacked my dad’s two main enforcers after I got away from Missy.” 
 
    “My dad?” Buster’s lips tightened.  
 
    “You know it. For what it’s worth, I didn’t lay a hand on him.” 
 
    “I got flashes running through my head. I’m damn sure he got in a hit or two before someone clocked me cold.” 
 
    Fagin inhaled sharply. There really wasn’t anything he could say to make his friend feel any better. “Maybe someone around here should get the water tested,” he said grimly. “It seems the alpha’s crazy is contagious.” 
 
    “No matter. At least I know where I stand, same as you.” 
 
    And wasn’t that the truth. Fagin focused on the matter at hand. “You got your knives on you?” 
 
    Buster slapped his jacket and pants. “Yep.” 
 
    “Cooper will be in the food storage locker under the woodshed. There’s nowhere else in the area secure enough to keep him in.” 
 
    Buster’s teeth gleamed in the dim light coming from the house. “You do realize we’re trespassing. This ain’t our pack anymore.” 
 
    “Then we’d better make sure we’re not seen.” Fagin flashed his friend a grin. “Let’s do this.” 
 
    Reaching up, Fagin disconnected the car’s interior light, before quietly opening the door. Now he was out of the car, he could hear the laughter and sounds of a party going on which was a good sign. The enforcers Fagin met outside his apartment door would’ve already reported his leaving the grounds. Hopefully, his father was confident enough to think there’s no way he’d come back. Of course, it was also possible his father understood the alpha and omega bond and had planned for them to come back. In which case, him and Buster were walking into a trap.  
 
    “Watch your ass,” he whispered. The two men kept to the shadows as they made their way around the side of the house Fagin grew up in, keeping to the tree line as they made their way to the woodshed. As boys, the shed provided the perfect cover for forts and hanging out. Once they’d shifted, it was where all the boys his age met to laugh, talk dirty and wrestle for position. It’d been a long time since Fagin had been in the old shed, but the broken plank he remembered in the back of the building was still there. 
 
    “Fuck,” Buster whispered as he pushed his bulk through the gap provided. “I think we’ve both grown a bit since we’ve done this.” 
 
    Fagin nodded, but stayed silent. His wolf was on high alert, pushing him forward. By the time they’d reached the trapdoor, leading down to the food bunker, he was more wolf than man. But a wolf couldn’t lift the trapdoor. 
 
    “Two guys been here recently,” Buster grunted as they lifted the trapdoor out of the way. “Jim Bob and Bobby Joe.” 
 
    “Karma can be a right bitch for people like that.” Fagin leaned down, sniffing in the opening. “They ain’t here now.” 
 
    “I’ve got your back. Make this quick.” 
 
    It wasn’t as though Fagin had far to go. A wooden ladder led about twelve feet underground. Set at the back of the woodshed, Fagin remembered the food bunker only had one tiny window. I hope Cooper isn’t claustrophobic. Pressing his ear against the door, Fagin held his breath as he listened hard. He couldn’t hear a damn thing.  
 
    Fagin had carried a key to the food bunker since he was a teenager and used the cold place for his trysts and when him and Buster needed somewhere to drink and hang out years ago. It’d been a gloomy place then and he couldn’t imagine what it must be like now. Fishing out his keys from his pocket, he fingers found the smallest key on the ring. The lock was old and rusted, but the key still fit. A loud screech indicated the hinges were in the same rusted condition.  
 
    At first glance, Fagin was sure his mate was sleeping. Teeth clenched at the sight of the cuffs around the young man’s wrists, Fagin moved before he even realized what he was doing. “Did you get my coffee?” Cooper asked, his voice hoarse.  
 
    “Wasn’t sure what to order you, sweetness, so figured it was easier to collect you first.” 
 
    “Good thinking,” Cooper held completely still as Fagin broke the chains holding him with his bare hands. “Never pays to stuff up my coffee order.” The cuffs were going to take more time and Fagin didn’t want to risk it.  
 
    “Can you walk?” 
 
    Cooper shrugged and winced as he tried to get up. “I’ll crawl if I have to. You seriously need to talk to the alpha here about his guest accommodation.” 
 
    “We’ll email him a letter of complaint in the morning.” Fagin intended on doing a lot more than that, but for now he needed to get his precious mate to safety. He hovered as Cooper stood not sure if his touch would be appreciated.  
 
    But Cooper surprised him yet again, reaching up and stroking over his scruff. “Are you okay? Did you get hurt? Our bond was really hazy there for a while.” 
 
    “It still is,” Fagin admitted gathering his mate close. “I haven’t had a chance to shift yet. I was drugged. I’m so sorry for anything you thought you saw.” 
 
    “That’s unfair,” Cooper rasped and then coughed. Fagin did what he wanted to do from the first sighting and plucked his mate off the floor. “You can’t apologize until I’ve had my rant. I’ve been planning a doozy. I’m sure that spider in the corner over there was applauding with all eight legs when I’d finished rehearsing it.” 
 
    “You can tell me all about it after we’ve had some sleep. I’ll deserve it.” Fagin’s wolf was quivering with excitement, overjoyed their mate was with them again. “Let’s get out of here. I see that coffee shop of yours is open twenty four hours.” 
 
    “I’ll have a triple shot hazelnut mocha and none of that skinny milk. I want full fat.” Cooper sniffed his neck and scowled. “You smell of bitch.” 
 
    “I’ll shower.” Fagin crossed the room, out the door and looked up the ladder. “Buster?” He couldn’t climb and hold Cooper at the same time and there was no way he was slinging his mate over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. 
 
    “Hey, little dude, I see you managed to hang onto your fancy duds.” 
 
    “Being gay’s contagious don’t you know,” Cooper teased, holding up his arms. “None of the straight boys in this pack were going to handle me more than necessary in case it rubbed off.” 
 
    “We never said the guys in this pack were smart,” Buster chuckled reaching down one-handed. “Grab hold, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Fagin’s heart rate didn’t return to normal until they’d left pack grounds.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Cooper was being a coward, hiding out in his office the way he was, but he accepted that. But, after the shattering events from the night before, and he wasn’t just thinking about the kidnaping, Cooper needed some alone time and his office seemed the most plausible excuse he could give to Fagin. Not that they’d had a chance for conversation. Once Fagin bought him his coffee and got him home, he only seemed interested in sleep. The alpha managed a quick shower, but he was snoring before Cooper had finished drying himself off. Cooper barely managed two hours sleep before his mind wouldn’t let him get any further rest.  
 
    After leaving notes for Fagin on the pillow, by the man’s jacket, and even by his mate’s coffee mug letting him know where he was, Cooper snuck out of the house at first light and got a taxi to the office. Because he was in so early, the office was empty and wonderfully familiar. Cooper felt his shoulders relax as he closed the door to his office. He didn’t want to be disturbed and while it was unlikely anyone else was going to be around for a few hours, he didn’t want to take any chances of having to make small talk.  
 
    It wasn’t as though he didn’t have any work to do. Fagin Mars might be his only client, but Cooper wasn’t going to shirk his duties just because they were mated. Starting a new business required a lot more paperwork than just throwing money into an account and calling it done. Cooper needed to set up an accounting system for the new business and then ensure the transfer of assets, like Fagin’s bar, were all properly accounted for. The renovations for the bar were going to cost a pretty penny and every cent of that needed to be recorded as well. Thank the fates for accounting software, Cooper thought as he booted up his computer.  
 
    Accounting had always been Cooper’s passion. He loved how every figure had a certain place in the scheme of things, and when accounted for, could contribute to a picture of how well a business was doing – good or bad, the figures didn’t lie if they were inputted correctly. Cooper hadn’t realized he’d been working for a good two hours, before Beth came sauntering in.  
 
    “I didn’t expect to see you here today.” Beth said with a smile. “But I bought you coffee just in case.” 
 
    “You are the sweetest person in my life.” Cooper saved the file he was working on and took the cup gratefully. His stomach rumbled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten either, but that could wait. Coffee was far more important.  
 
    “So, how did your weekend go?” Beth plopped into the nearest chair with her customary flounce. “Did tall, dark and sexy stay sober enough to do the business?” 
 
    “It was an interesting weekend,” Cooper said. For one wild moment he thought of pouring out his whole sorry story to his best friend, but as Beth didn’t have a clue about his furry side, he had to keep his mouth shut. “Fagin’s drinking is understandable up to a certain point. If the man didn’t have a few flaws you’d think I was making him up.” 
 
    “I know he’s real enough, I met him Friday, remember?” Beth glared over the top of her coffee mug. “Please don’t tell me he’s one of those ‘fuck and run’ bozos.” 
 
    Cooper laughed. If only his friend knew the truth. “No, I’m sure Fagin plans on sticking around for a while. Let’s just say he doesn’t hold his liquor as well as he thought he did.” 
 
    “Oh no,” Beth’s eyes widened. “He hit on someone else, didn’t he? Or worse, he threw up on your shoes. He did. I bet he got butt ugly drunk and threw up everywhere. You can tell me. He did, didn’t he?” 
 
    “Nothing quite so dire. My shoes were quite safe.” Cooper took a sip of his coffee. It was perfect. The need to confide was hitting him strong but there was so much he just couldn’t say. “I just…I’m not sure he’s used to being seen out as a gay man among his friends. He pretty much left me alone while we were out and that was boring.” 
 
    And thank you fates for the fact she can’t smell a lie. 
 
    “Kick him to the curb,” Beth said decisively. “I don’t care how big his dick is or what he does with it. If he can’t be bothered to pay attention to you in public, then he’s not worth it. Mind you, I have to say I’m surprised. He didn’t seem to have a problem with letting me know he was interested in you when we met.” 
 
    “Yeah, well the crowd he was with last night weren’t the type we’d find in the regular bars you and I go to. I’m sure we’ll adjust. It takes time to settle into a relationship.” 
 
    “Wow, you’re using the relationship word already? You guys are moving fast.” 
 
    Beth had no idea how fast he and Fagin were moving. If she knew he and Fagin already talked about him giving up his apartment and living with his mate. But that was something else he’d keep from Beth for now. He didn’t need to hear a lecture on how relationships take time and how he needed to be sure before he did anything rash. “Enough about me,” he said, more than willing to change the subject. “Did you manage to get home from your night out with your heels intact?” 
 
    Listening to Beth gossip about her weekend gave Cooper the first sense of normalcy he’d had since meeting his mate. He knew he and Fagin would have to have a proper sit down and serious conversation about what happened over the weekend and in particular, the night before. However, the scared omega inside of him was content to put that off a few hours more. If he was going to face an alpha, he needed a lot more coffee. 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    It was just after two in the afternoon when Cooper let himself into Fagin’s house. “Hey, honey, I’m home,” he called out as he put his briefcase by the front door. He barely had time to kick off his shoes and Fagin was there, pushing him up against the door, rubbing his nose up Cooper’s neck and across his cheeks.  
 
    “I missed you,” Fagin grumbled. “I didn’t like waking up and finding your side of the bed cold.” 
 
    “I got a lot done on your accounts this morning,” Cooper tilted his head, exposing more of his neck. “You needed your sleep.” 
 
    “I sleep better when you’re in the bed,” Fagin argued, his teeth nipping at Cooper’s ear.  
 
    Every part of Cooper’s body responded to his mate’s nearness. His cock ached, there was slick leaking from his ass and all he wanted to do was submit. But then the memory of Fagin falling all over that girl at the bar flashed through his mind. Reaching up, Cooper cupped Fagin’s cheeks. “I hope that coffee pot you promised me is working, because you and I have got to talk. Now.” 
 
    His inner omega child quaked at the heat in Fagin’s eyes, but adult Cooper held firm, even when the lunch he’d shared with Beth threatened to reappear. For a long moment, all they did was stare at each other, the scent of their arousal filling the air around them. It was driving Cooper to distraction, but he refused to back down. If he did, he didn’t have a shit show of surviving their relationship with his personality intact. It took some time, but finally, Fagin stepped back although he didn’t let go of Cooper’s hand. “Buster’s gone to check on the bar renovations. He’ll be gone a couple of hours. We can talk in the kitchen.” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin knew what was coming. Even taking the drugs into account, his behavior the night before just wasn’t acceptable for any wolf shifter who’d met his mate, much less claimed one. When he’d woken up alone, he’d immediately thought the worst. Cooper’s note; I’ll be working in the office this morning, see you this afternoon, did nothing to quell his anxiety. His first instinct was to use their mind link to make sure Cooper was actually at the office and that he genuinely planned on coming back. But by the time he’d had a shower and woken up a bit more, Fagin decided to play it cool. If Cooper wanted some time to himself, Fagin could deal. He was the alpha of the relationship.  
 
    That line of thinking lasted for as long as it took Fagin to make a mug of coffee. His next plan was more direct – storm into Cooper’s office and sling the man over his shoulder to bring him home. It was Buster who caught his expression and reminded him he had a lot to apologize for and it wouldn’t pay to add to the list. So, Fagin waited…and waited; every second crawling like an hour. By the time he heard the front door open Fagin was ready to get to his knees and beg for forgiveness. Or better yet, blind Cooper with so much lust, the man couldn’t think straight, let alone talk. 
 
    Hear him out, he reminded himself as he poured two large mugs of coffee and set them on the kitchen table. Our precious mate deserves that much. Sitting across from his mate, Fagin clasped his hands in front of him on the table. “Before you say anything, you should know I’m truly sorry for what happened last night. I take full responsibility.” 
 
    Cooper quirked a brow. “You weren’t the one who hit me over the head and left me for dead in a smelly basement.” 
 
    “No, but….” 
 
    “Do you intend to give me another run down of your version of events for last night from hell, or can I say what I’ve got to say first?” 
 
    “Sorry.” Fagin picked up his cup to give him something to do with his hands.  
 
    Sighing, Cooper shook his head. “I don’t think you know what you’re sorry for,” he said quietly. “I get that there were certain elements of last night’s debacle that neither one of us could’ve foreseen, but do you have any idea how much you hurt me by leaving me alone in a bar I wouldn’t be caught dead in while you were at the counter, fondling a woman and acting like a good ol’ straight boy? If you didn’t want your friends to know we were together, why didn’t you just leave me at home?” 
 
    “I didn’t take you out with that intention,” Fagin felt like shit all over again. “It didn’t even cross my mind to leave you behind. You’re a part of me now. I’ve been racking my brains since I woke up, trying to work out what issue I had with people knowing we were together. I could’ve saved us a both a lot of grief, if you’d spent the night tucked under my arm the way I first intended.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve never been out as a gay man before?” Cooper asked.  
 
    Fagin shook his head. “Before I met you, I’d never dream of actually dating a guy. A quick fuck in a dark corner is one thing; holding someone’s hand and introducing a man as my partner is on a whole other level.” 
 
    “Okay, so having regular date nights are off.” Fagin wanted to deny that, but Cooper hadn’t finished. “Don’t you think the woman you fondled was taking things a step too far? I understand your dick won’t work for her, but why the hell did you even try? How did your wolf even allow it? I know he’d be loyal to me even if you couldn’t remember who you belonged to.” 
 
    The fire in Cooper’s eyes was so damn arousing, but Fagin wasn’t entirely stupid. If he and Cooper didn’t hash things out now, there was no telling how much damage it would do to their long term relationship. “I was drugged by that time. I could barely feel my wolf. I don’t even remember Missy coming into the bar.” 
 
    “The woman you had your arm around was Missy?” Cooper’s voice rose. “I want to bond with you and carry your babies, Missy? You’ve already fucked her more times than I care to think about, Missy?” 
 
    Fagin nodded. “I don’t know if you noticed the two lugs with the flannelette shirts and jeans falling around their ass?” 
 
    “You’re speaking about half the patrons of the bar.” 
 
    Cooper had a point. Fagin tried again. “Two of the men me and Buster were swapping stories with were from the pack. You probably couldn’t smell they were wolf because of the smoke in the bar. Buster and I think one of them spiked our drinks. By the time Missy turned up, I couldn’t tell you what I was thinking.” 
 
    “I’ll agree on the not thinking part, but you and Missy got a lot closer than you fondling her boob at the bar. Your shoulder wasn’t the only place her scent lingered.” 
 
    Fagin’s cheeks were scorching. “The last thing I remember is drinking at the bar and telling stories. I woke up in my apartment on pack grounds, with Missy trying to get my cock to work. As soon as I knew what was going on, I pushed her away, freed Buster who’d been chained up and beaten in his apartment and got the hell out of there.” 
 
    “She must really want to carry your pups to go so far as to use drugs.” Cooper was being remarkably understanding about everything. More than Fagin imagined he’d be, but then being another wolf Cooper would smell a lie. “Can you speak to your alpha and get sanctions against her?” 
 
    “Two of my dad’s enforcers were guarding the door to make sure I didn’t get away.” Fagin hung his head as the full impact of the night before hit him. He’d never felt so low. He raised it just as quickly when Cooper chuckled softly.  
 
    “I thought my dad was bad, but yours takes the cake. At least mine didn’t treat me like a stud horse. Not that it would’ve done him any good. He let me know on more than one occasion the spunk that created me should’ve been swallowed. So, what happens now? You and Buster escaped. You saved me, but if your dad’s prepared to go that far, what happens next? He’ll have to know we are all missing by now. Is he going to come after us?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Fagin shook his head. “It’d be nice to think if we stayed out of his territory, he’d just leave us alone. We have council approval for the pack and he has no reason to interfere. But I’m not sure of anything anymore with regards to him. You think you know a guy your whole life and then bam, you find yourself drugged and locked in a room with a naked woman bruising your balls.” 
 
    “Welcome to the Fucked Up Fathers Club.” Cooper reached out his hand and Fagin took it. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry your father is acting this way. I know it’s not easy to handle. At least my dad was an asshole from the moment I proved I was an omega. I’ve had years to get used to the idea.” 
 
    “My dad’s got a lot to answer for,” Fagin said bitterly. “If it hadn’t been for his insistence I breed, I’d have been able to walk into that bar last night and not give a shit about what anyone thought of you being with me.” 
 
    “Er, mate, that mistake was on you, not your dad.” Fagin looked at Cooper in shock. “Fagin, you’re an alpha in your own right. You are one of the strongest wolves I know. You strut around like you own the planet. Why do you give a shit what anyone thinks of us being together? If anyone got too hateful, someone your size should be able to punch them out and tread on their prone body as you walk away.” 
 
    Huh? When Cooper put it like that, it all seemed ridiculously simple. Fagin was alpha born – a damn strong alpha and now the leader of his own pack. Admittedly it was a small pack, but an alpha was never judged on the size of his territory – it had all to do with the strength of his wolf and Fagin’s wolf was stronger than most. He knew that.  
 
    “You’re right,” he said, moved beyond words that Cooper was even sitting across from him. Any lesser man would’ve disappeared with no forwarding address and then Fagin would be well and truly fucked. “I give you my word it will never happen again.” 
 
    “Look, I know having a male partner is an adjustment for you….” 
 
    “No.” Fagin said realizing in that instant it was true. “I always knew my mate would be male. I’ve known since I was a teenager I would have to leave my pack one day because of their archaic ideas and so I could be with my mate. I let you down and you have no idea how gutted I am about that. I mean it. It won’t happen again. You belong to me; I belong to you and if anyone has a problem with that they can kiss my furry ass.” 
 
    “Now, you’re singing my tune,” Cooper smiled, and Fagin felt the world shift as the jumbled mess in his brain all fell into place again. “Although,” Cooper added, “the only person who’d better get near your ass is me.” 
 
    “Come here.” Fagin knew what he had to do. He only hoped his wolf would be on board with it. Pushing his chair back from the table, Fagin held onto Cooper’s hips as his mate straddled his lap. Flicking out a claw, Fagin ripped his shirt open from the neck seam. “I want you to bite me,” his voice turning husky at the thought of what he was offering. “I want you to bite me and leave a scar so every paranormal in existence from this moment on knows I’m taken.” 
 
    “You’re serious. You really want to wear my mark?” 
 
    “Bite me, mate.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Cooper gulped. This was something he’d never expected. Oh sure, he’d heard tales growing up about how an alpha would fall so totally under an omega’s charms, that they wore matching mating scars. But that was his mother talking and Cooper learned the hard way, his mother’s fairy stories weren’t usually true.  
 
    Although…this one might be. Cooper wasn’t getting any signs of aggression from Fagin’s wolf and just seeing the man with his ripped shirt and earnest expression was making Cooper weak at the knees. “It’s a big step,” he muttered when he finally got enough saliva in his mouth to speak. “A very big step. There are some wolves who’ll think you’re weak if they see my mark on you.” 
 
    “We both know that ain’t true. There’s nothing weak about me or you.” 
 
    “You know other wolves are going to think that you…that I…” Cooper hung his head. His face was so red, he was sure he could fry eggs on his cheeks and a strip of bacon on his forehead. A thick finger tilted his chin back up again.  
 
    “Weren’t you just telling me, I really shouldn’t give a damn what people think?” Fagin’s eyes showed his resolve. “I fully plan on letting you take me one day. Not today, I don’t think either one of us are there yet, but there is going to come a time when I’m not behaving like an idiot and you trust me with all you are. I know I’ve set that back some with my actions over the weekend, but we’ve not known each other long. It will come. I promise.” 
 
    Cooper’s mouth was dry, his mind assailed with wicked images a good little omega should never be thinking of. He imagined the taste of Fagin’s skin under his tongue; tracing over every ink stroke engraved there while his cock brushed against the swell of Fagin’s naked ass. He heard a groan and was shocked to hear it came from him. Fagin’s smirk didn’t help matters.  
 
    “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you, my delicious little Omega.” Fagin’s fingers burned through Cooper’s shirt and Cooper arched into the touch. “You’re imagining what it’d be like to delve between my ass cheeks, maybe tease my virgin hole with your tongue as you work to make me ready for you.” 
 
    Cooper’s eyes fluttered closed and he groaned deliberately this time. His pants were sticking to the end of his dick and his ass begged to be filled. Fagin’s hand behind his neck pulled him closer, and a shiver ran down Cooper’s spine as Fagin licked up and then nibbled down the tendons in his neck. “You can feel it now, can’t you.” The sound of a zipper had never sounded so loud. A slight breeze and a firm clasp around his dick, let Cooper know it was his.  
 
    “Your cock sinking into my tight heat,” Fagin’s voice lowered in a growl. “Feeling my whole body clench around you as you thrust deep.” 
 
    “Fagin.” Cooper pleaded. He didn’t know what he needed, but fuck, he needed it now. One rip later and his ass was exposed. Cooper pushed his butt out as Fagin’s finger ran down his crack.  
 
    “Imagine surrounded by the heat of my body.” Fagin slid a finger deep inside and Cooper cried out.  
 
    There was a fumble and a second finger joined the first. Cooper could feel his slick running down his butt and there was a tiny part screaming at him that his suit was ruined. But all he wanted in that moment was for Fagin’s length to fill him, thrust into him, pound into him – anything to take away the ache he felt in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    “I’ve got you,” Fagin promised as Cooper was lifted. The angle was wrong and instinctively Cooper hitched his legs over the back of Fagin’s chair. That must have been the right thing to do and as he felt a nudge against his ass, Cooper bore down, throwing his head back as the delicious sense of being taken consumed him.  
 
    This was what Cooper was born to do. Yes, he’d studied and was proud of his profession. Yes, he’d proven his father wrong and actually made something of himself. But at the end of the day, when his work was done, this was what the omega wolf inside of him craved – pleasing his alpha and bringing his alpha pleasure.  
 
    “Fuck, you feel so incredible around my cock, babe,” Fagin grunted, his shoulders rising up and down as Cooper was slid up and down on Fagin’s shaft. Almost bent double, Cooper couldn’t reach his cock, but he was beyond caring. The sensations his mate pulled from him, the way he grunted every time Cooper was slammed down hard enough to feel Fagin’s balls. Cooper reveled in the connection with his alpha, a part of him wishing it could never end. He loved the rhythm, the way his butt slapped down on the top of Fagin’s thighs. The smell of their arousal saturated the air and every one of Fagin’s grunts hit a chord in Cooper’s balls. 
 
    “Get ready, babe.” Fagin’s eyes were almost black with lust, his nostrils flared and his lips curled to show his fangs.  
 
    Ready? What ready? And then Cooper remembered and he looked at the delicious muscle Fagin’s ripped shirt revealed. For the first time in his life, his fangs dropped voluntarily and he was sure he was drooling.  
 
    “Now,” Fagin yelled as Cooper’s body was slammed down one last time. A hand on the nape of his neck gave him the leverage he needed to reach and without thinking Cooper bit down hard. Fagin’s essence coated his tongue as Fagin stiffened and roared. Cooper was barely aware his cock was merrily coating the space between them, he was too busy trying to control his wolf. In a blinding flash, Cooper glimpsed his wolf spirit tussling with the much bigger alpha whose love was visible even in spirit. As he licked along the wound he’d created, Cooper could totally empathize with his wolf’s feelings.  
 
    Unwilling to move away, Cooper dropped his legs with a groan and nuzzled into Fagin’s shoulder. It was all he could do to bring his breathing under control but when Fagin stroked down his back, Cooper looked up. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Oh babe, I’ve never felt better.” Fagin grinned. “You’d better give me the number of your suit shop though. I don’t think any amount of needlework will save this one.” 
 
    Meh. Real life problems. Who cares? Cooper didn’t. He was perfectly happy where he was.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    It was two fifteen in the morning when the sound of a window smashing jerked Fagin from his sleep. He immediately rolled, taking Cooper with him to the floor. “Get under the bed,” he whispered as he grabbed his jeans. “There’s someone in the house.” 
 
    Cooper showed his teeth, but he did as he was told. His eyes were barely open, and his blond hair was sticking up in all directions, but he scooted under until he was completely hidden unless someone got on the floor and looked for him. “Just stay, please,” Fagin whispered as he ran for the door.  
 
    Peering out into the hallway, he couldn’t see anyone, but someone was definitely moving around downstairs. Buster came out, same condition as him; shirtless, jeans, and a grimace on his face. “One car just outside the gates. They must have jumped over.” 
 
    “There could be more.” Keeping to the wall, Fagin crept downstairs, Buster hot on his heels. When he was far enough down to peer into the living room, he kneeled down, watching through the stair rails. “Those fuckers are in the booze cabinet.” 
 
    “Kids?” Buster whispered.  
 
    “Wolves.” Fagin held up two fingers.  
 
    “Let’s go advise them of the consequences of trespassing.” Buster pulled his knife from his pocket. “I was having a damn good dream.” 
 
    Straightening up, Fagin leaped over the stair rail, Buster landing silently beside him. Now he could see more clearly, Fagin wanted to groan out loud. Jim Bob and Bobby Joe – the dimwit brothers. Drinking his expensive whiskey from the bottle like it was beer; a fucking rifle laying on the bar between them. Pointing down the hall, Fagin waited until Buster nodded and moved away. Hitching up his jeans, he sauntered into the living room.  
 
    “Jim, Bobby,” he said, internally smirking as the two men jumped. “Is there any reason you’re in here draining my liquor cabinet?” 
 
    “Hey Fagin, or perhaps we should call you faggot,” Jim Bob laughed and waved the whiskey bottle while Bobby Joe grabbed the rifle. “The alpha sent us,” Jim hiccupped. “Bobby Joe’s all sad because Missy won’t mate him till you get her in pup, so we’s here to make sure that happens.” 
 
    “The alpha told me Bobby and Missy would be mated the night of the full moon run.” Fagin crossed his arms. “Makes no never mind to me if it didn’t happen. I ain’t going near her willingly again, but then I wasn’t willing last night, was I Bobby?” 
 
    “I just do what the alpha tells me.” Bobby wasn’t pointing the rifle anywhere in particular but it still made Fagin uneasy. “You insulted Missy last night and I’m here to take you back, so she can get what she wants.” 
 
    “Does that include stealing my true mate and locking him in the food bunker?” Fagin let his fangs drop, but Bobby didn’t seem to notice as a look of confusion spread over his face.   
 
    “The alpha said nothing about you finding your true mate. We was told to take the boy you were with and keep him out of the way until you’d finished with Missy. Why would he tell me to do that, if you’re mated already?” 
 
    “Who do you think is my true mate, Bobby?” 
 
    “I don’t know?” Bobby shared a look with his brother. “But if you’re true mated, then why does the alpha want you to have pups with Missy? He has to know it won’t happen now.” 
 
    “My true mate is the boy you locked in the food bunker.” Fagin waited for the words to sink in. “You stole my true mate from me, hurt him, locked him up and left him to die.” 
 
    Brains was not one of Bobby’s strong points. He would make a good enforcer one day, but not until he developed a spine and stopped letting Missy boss him around.  
 
    “You’re true mate’s a man? How’s that possible?” 
 
    Fagin sighed. Bobby still didn’t understand the danger he was in. “Did you happen to notice anything about the scent of the man you locked up, Bobby? Anything different to regular wolf shifters?” 
 
    “I thought he smelled like an omega, but my daddy says only lady wolves can be omegas, so I don’t know how that happened.” 
 
    “Male wolves can be omegas,” Fagin said with more patience than he was feeling. “They are rare and very special. Only a really strong alpha can mate with a male omega. And do you know what happens when an alpha like me, true mates with a male omega?” 
 
    Bobby silently shook his head while Jim took another swig from the bottle.   
 
    “They become a lot stronger.” Fagin nodded. Buster rose up behind the two men, grabbed their hair and promptly smashed their heads together with a resounding thwack. Letting them go, the brothers slid to the floor unconscious. “And smarter.” 
 
    “These two are as dumb as a pile of rocks,” Buster said as he hopped over the bar counter and grabbed the rifle from the floor. “This damn thing isn’t even loaded.” 
 
    “Nice to know, he didn’t actually intend on killing me,” Fagin shook his head. “What the hell are we going to do with them now?” 
 
    “We could….” Buster broke off as a yell came from upstairs.  
 
    “Tie them up. Cooper!” Sprinting back up the stairs three at a time, Fagin slid to a stop as he entered the master bedroom and saw Missy holding Cooper by his hair; a wicked looking knife at his throat. 
 
    “I was listening at the door and didn’t hear her come in the window,” Cooper explained. “We should get….” 
 
    “Shut up,” Missy hissed, shaking Cooper’s head. Fagin leapt forward, but Missy waved him back.  
 
    “I’ll kill him,” she warned. “You have one chance to get your ass back to the pack and take the position of alpha like your daddy wants, or you can watch me gut him.” 
 
    “Do you plan on killing me too, Missy?” Fagin trembled with the urge to shift.  
 
    “No. I want things back the way they were,” Missy said angrily. “With this runt out of the way, you can come back and make me Alpha bitch the way it was always intended.” 
 
    “If you kill him, you’re signing my death warrant,” Fagin pointed to his mating scar. “Cooper and I are true mates, Missy and I vow on all we hold dear, if you kill him it will be the very last thing you do. I’ll rip your throat out and dance in your blood.” 
 
    “That’s not possible,” Missy shrieked. “He’s a man.” 
 
    “Gender makes no difference to the Fates.” Fagin caught Cooper’s frightened eyes and his next words were solely for him. If this was the only chance he got, Fagin was going to let Cooper know just how he felt. “I was smitten with you from the moment I looked into your eyes after knocking you over in the street.” 
 
    Cooper gave a tremulous smile, but Fagin wasn’t finished. “I haven’t done a very good job of keeping you safe so far, but if these are our last moments in this life, then I want you to know you’ve made me so happy, and I don’t regret claiming you for one second. You hold my heart babe, and I want you to know just how much I love you. I’ll do better in the next life, you have my word.” 
 
    “I love you too,” Cooper said quietly, “but maybe in the next life, you’ll be born into a pack that isn’t bat shit crazy. I’m not ready to die just because she says so.” Before he’d finished speaking, Cooper swung his elbow into Missy’s gut. As she let go of his hair, he spun around and punched her solidly on the jaw. “Ow. Ow. Ow. Why didn’t anyone tell me that would hurt?” 
 
    Fagin didn’t have a chance to answer. His shift was on him before he could blink and with a howl and a leap, Missy was on the floor, his teeth clamped over her throat. Cooper retrieved her knife and came over to stand by his side. “You can’t kill her, Fagin.” 
 
    Oh yes, I can. Fagin growled and increased the pressure of his teeth. “Fagin, no.” He felt a soft hand on his shoulder. “Babe, you can’t kill her. She’s pregnant. I can smell it.” 
 
    “I’m carrying your pups,” Missy’s eyes gleamed even though she could barely swallow. “I did it? I’m finally carrying your pups.” 
 
    “I hate to disappoint you, Missy, but those pups you’re carrying don’t belong to my mate,” Cooper hefted the knife and pointed it at her. “Scent never lies. I don’t know who’s whelps you’re carrying, but they aren’t Fagin’s and they don’t belong to either of the men who locked me up the other night. It’s not a scent I recognize.” 
 
    “Damn, it sucks to be Bobby right now,” Buster laughed. “Hey, alpha, do you want me to tie her up and add her to the pile in the living room?” 
 
    Pulling his teeth back, Fagin took a good long look at the woman he was standing on. A lot of shifters would admire her tenacity and ambition and she would always be a beautifully sexy woman. But all Fagin could see was a clear example of what was wrong with his father’s pack. Missy was greedy and prepared to use unborn pups to improve her standing in the shifter world.  
 
    Then he looked up at Cooper who was smiling at him, still swirling the knife in his fingers. “Come on mate, it’s time to be the alpha I know you can be. Get off her and let Buster put her with the others. I think I bruised my knuckles and my thumb might be broken. I need some ice.” 
 
    That got Fagin moving. Ignoring Missy completely, he padded over to his mate, who put down his hand to be examined. It was bruised, just as Cooper said it was. Giving it a long lick, Fagin let his shift flow over him, pulling Cooper into his arms as soon as he was standing on two feet. “I’ve got ice,” he said picking up Cooper’s hand and kissing it. “The first rule of punching someone is to tuck in your thumb.” 
 
    “There’s rules for punching people?” Cooper’s eyes widened. “I’ve got so much to learn. Thank goodness my thug is here to teach me.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m a thug now.” Fagin laughed as he tucked Cooper under his arm and led him out of the room. “What happened to loving me?” 
 
    “Did I say thug?” Cooper’s chuckles lifted Fagin’s heart. “I meant sexy, amazing, strong alpha who happens to belong to me.” 
 
    “Now, you’re singing my song.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Sitting in the back seat of an SUV, with a tense Fagin by his side, in a convoy of four vehicles, one of which held Fagin’s prisoners wasn’t ever going to be on Cooper’s list of things to do. Especially, when it was a work day and he’d far rather be at the office sitting behind a computer screen. But Fagin had perfected his kicked puppy look and so here he was, in a new suit, along with six council guards, on the way to Fagin’s home pack.  
 
    The meeting’s agenda was simple enough. Meet with the alpha, Fagin’s father; determine who was responsible for the attack on Fagin, Buster and Cooper and who set Bobby, Jim and Missy up to break into Fagin’s house. The three prisoners were charged with trespass, which was a huge no-no for shifters, and threatening to kill an alpha mate.  
 
    Only Cooper had never felt less than an alpha mate in his entire life. But here he was, sitting by Fagin’s side and trying to project a calm he didn’t feel. He couldn’t climb onto Fagin’s lap and hide from the world because they were sharing their vehicle with Buster and a council representative, Noah Harris.  
 
    Big and intimidating, Noah had barely flicked him a glance when Fagin introduced him. He didn’t say a lot at all on the short trip although as the pack gates came into view and Cooper was doing his best not to gawp, Noah leaned forward. “You haven’t discussed what restitution you want.” 
 
    Cooper looked at Fagin and then realized Noah was talking to him. “I’m sorry,” he said making sure he didn’t look Noah in the eyes. “I don’t understand the concept of restitution. I thought we were simply here to ensure that Fagin’s pack can live in peace in the territory designated him by the council.” 
 
    “Our pack, babe,” Fagin murmured, resting his hand on Cooper’s knee.   
 
    “Our pack,” Cooper amended.  
 
    Noah didn’t look like he approved of Cooper’s answer. “You were raised as a wolf shifter, in a pack. How is it, you don’t understand the concept of restitution? It’s one of the few things that stops infractions between pack members and pack disputes.” 
 
    Cooper bit the end of his tongue. “I’m an omega?” He offered. “This is the first pack I’ve lived in for the past ten years. Is this a new rule?” 
 
    “Restitution has been around since the inception of the council,” Noah said firmly. “How is it, you’ve never heard of it?” 
 
    Shrugging, Cooper turned to look out of the window. “The alpha of the last pack I was in was my father. He despised my omega status and made me live as a slave until I escaped. There weren’t many opportunities to discuss things like shifter rules and regulations over the dinner table in our family.” 
 
    There was a brief silence and then Noah said, “I’m sorry that happened to you.” The car had pulled up outside a huge house, bigger than Fagin’s and there were a lot more people around. But no-one made any move to get out.  
 
    “Cooper, I need some indication of what you require from this pack in restitution for your kidnapping and attempted murder,” Noah said quietly. “I realize now the concept is foreign to you, but basically this pack has done you and your pack harm, and they have to pay for that.” 
 
    “But I’m an omega. I don’t count.” Cooper looked to Fagin for support. “They’re not even going to listen to my side of things.” 
 
    “Oh babe,” Fagin ignored the others in the car and held him close, just as Cooper hoped for. “You do count and they will listen to you. That’s why Buster and I decided to wait for council back up before dealing with this. If you can’t think of what to ask for restitution, ask them for more territory. I know my father. That will hurt him more than money ever could.” 
 
    “I’m not sure any amount of territory can make up for having to listen to Missy screaming demands like a banshee in our house for the past three days,” Cooper muttered. “Pregnant she might be, but if I have to hear her yell ‘I need you Fagin baby’,” he put on a falsetto voice, “one more time, I’ll stuff socks in her mouth.” 
 
    “I’m sorry we couldn’t get here any sooner,” Noah’s lip twitched. It was only slight, just in the corner of his mouth, but Cooper saw it. “So, we’re decided territory is the restitution you want?” 
 
    “It’s up to my alpha,” Cooper said firmly. “I just want to get home. I have work to do. I’ve got to get the accounts prepared for tax season.” 
 
    “My mate is smart as well as pretty,” Fagin said with a laugh, opening the car door. “Come on, babe, this should be a quick in an out and then we can get you home.” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    So much for a quick in and out, Fagin thought as he listened to Noah explain to his father that even if he didn’t have knowledge of the attacks against his pack or his mate, that as the alpha he was still responsible for the actions of his pack members. Then it was Cooper’s turn to speak, and as his sweet mate predicted, Jerome didn’t seem to feel anything he said was important at all.  
 
    “This is a family dispute,” Jerome interrupted Cooper’s description of being held at knife point. “There was no need for the council to become involved. I’ll speak to my son privately and we will resolve it between us like family do.” 
 
    “But we are involved,” Noah said firmly, “and we’re here to ensure that Fagin and Cooper’s claims for restitution are upheld. The attacks were made outside of your territory and involved members of another pack. The laws for that are very clear.” 
 
    “Fagin is my son. This is a family matter. If only Fagin had listened to me….” 
 
    “I am an alpha in my own right with my own pack, fully recognized by the council and with my own territory,” Fagin snarled, heartsick at Cooper’s sad face. “I stopped being your son the moment I realized you allowed me to be drugged as Missy tried to rape me. I stopped thinking of you as my father the moment I broke the chains holding Cooper against his will in this pack’s food bunker. I stopped considering you were any type of decent alpha when I saw the mess your men, these men,” he pointed to Bobby and Jim, “beat the crap out of my second, Buster while he was drugged. None of these are the actions of a decent man, let alone an alpha.” 
 
    “If you had listened to me….” 
 
    “NO!” Fagin turned to Noah. “This isn’t going to work. This man refuses to accept his wrong doing and I won’t subject my mate to this charade a moment longer.” 
 
    “That is your right and we do have your testimony,” Noah agreed. “In accordance….” But Jerome yelled above him.  
 
    “I challenge you, Alpha Mars, for your pack and territory.” 
 
    The words fell like a death knell among the crowd Jerome had gathered for the meeting. Fagin stared at his father as if he’d truly lost his mind. “If you lose, you’ll lose your pack and your territory. You’ll be banished, you and your family. You’ll lose your home and all of your investments in this pack and territory will be immediately forfeit.” 
 
    “I won’t lose,” Jerome said smugly. “I was running this pack long before you were a twinkle in your mother’s eye and the day I can’t whip your ass is the day I’d rather be dead.” 
 
    Fagin looked around at his two brothers who were watching smugly and at his mother who was crying softly. He saw the look of triumph on Missy’s face and the confusion on Bobby’s. Buster stood by him, solid as ever but Cooper…. Fagin looked down and saw nothing but trust. “I believe in you,” Cooper said softly when Fagin caught his eye. “But one of your first duties as alpha had better be banish Missy and her lovers from this pack.” 
 
    “You realize my brothers will challenge me as soon as I’ve beaten the alpha?” The thought didn’t bother Fagin, but he needed Cooper to be prepared.  
 
    “The council is here to ensure they are fair fights.” Cooper lifted his chin. “Please don’t draw this out though. I can’t imagine what the tax records for this pack are like.” 
 
    “I love you,” Fagin grinned, dropping a quick kiss on Cooper’s forehead. “Hold my shirt?” 
 
    “I’d better otherwise Missy will be sniffing all over it, trying to change her scent so she can try and claim those pups are yours again.” 
 
    Laughing out loud this time, Fagin pulled off his shirt and stretched out his shoulder muscles, before handing it to Cooper. “Alpha Mars, I accept your challenge. Mr. Harris, as council representative, I am charging you with keeping my mate safe from harm and ensuring the challenge is run within strict council guidelines. Buster will be my second. Let’s get this over and done with.” He looked over to Jerome and held his eyes, refusing to look away.  
 
    “Jerome Mars, you are a stupid old fool.” Everyone looked at Fagin’s mother, Margaret. Fagin knew his parents weren’t true mates, but then there weren’t that many in his home pack. But he’d never heard his mother speak like that before. “If you expect me to kiss your boo-boos and make things better when you’re challenging my son, then you’ve got another thing coming. When you lose, and you will because you are an arrogant prick who can’t see past his own nose, don’t expect me to leave the pack with you. I’ll seek sanctuary with my son and hope he goes easy on me.” 
 
    “I can win this, Margaret,” Jerome said, clearly shaken by the lack of support from his alpha mate. “And if I don’t, Rob and Clarence will fight on my behalf. Fagin can’t beat all three of us. We won’t lose our home.” 
 
    “You’re more stupid than you look.” Margaret smiled at Fagin and then, to his surprise at Cooper. “My son claimed himself an omega and a prettier omega I couldn’t hope to meet. He’s got smarts, too, thinking about tax season already. If you think for one second Fagin won’t win, you’re deluded. My boy has everything to fight for. Whereas you; all you’ve got is those pups in Missy’s belly you were hoping to pass off as your son’s.” 
 
    A loud gasp rang around the room and Jerome’s face went bright red while Bobby looked like he was about to cry. Fagin didn’t know whether to be outraged on his mother’s behalf or laugh like a lunatic over his father’s sorry state.  
 
    “Margaret, it didn’t mean nothing,” Jerome pleaded. “It was just one time and you know if Fagin had just bonded with Missy like I wanted, then the family line would’ve continued whether he could get it up or not.” 
 
    “Fagin can get it up. Don’t go pushing your issues on him,” Cooper yelled out. “Three times a night and six times on Sunday. Some days I need a pillow to sit down. He was just sensible enough to use condoms when he was shafting the pack tramp. Something you should’ve thought about doing. Mrs. Mars, would you like to come and stand by me? I think your alpha has done you a great dishonor.” 
 
    “I told you Fagin’s mate was smart,” Margaret said, pushing past her two younger sons and coming to stand by Cooper’s side. “I believe in you, Fagin, and if you didn’t think you had my support before, then believe it now. I can’t believe the depths my husband has stooped to force people to bend to his will. I’m horrified he left this sweet young thing chained up in the food bunker of all places.” 
 
    “I’m fine, Ma’am.” Fagin watched Cooper pat his mother’s hand. “Fagin and Buster saved me. They’re very protective.” 
 
    “Just like an alpha should be,” Margaret stuck her nose up at Jerome. “Well, what are you waiting for, Fagin? Take out the damn trash.” 
 
    “Yes, mom.” Sharing a shrug with Buster, Fagin followed his father, brothers, and the council guards out to the challenge ring. In accordance with pack rules, the entire pack had been summoned, watching the proceedings with worried eyes. After ensuring his mate and mother were surrounded by council guards, he strode into the ring and waited for Noah to announce the challenge and the rules.  
 
    “If you’d have just listened to me the way a son should…” Jerome said as he stood naked in the ring.  
 
    “Shift,” Fagin said, letting his wolf free. The time for talking was over.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Cooper never liked watching wolves fighting, even when he was a young boy in his father’s pack. Not that his father was ever challenged, but he often used to punish wolves in the challenge ring as a means of retaining his authority. When wolves were evenly matched, there was a savage beauty about their dual – almost an elegance as the two wolves leaped and snarled and bit at each other. But all too often one wolf was clearly superior in strength to another and this was what was happening in the challenge ring now.  
 
    For all his bravado, Jerome’s wolf form was only half the size of Fagin’s. Not that size and strength meant a winning outcome was guaranteed. Jerome had his pride and a healthy dose of anger on his side. He’d been humiliated by his wife and he stood to lose the pack and position he’d worked for over a number of years. In contrast, Fagin’s oversized gray wolf was less showy, more focused, although Cooper couldn’t imagine how his mate must feel, fighting his father in a challenge ring.  
 
    “I wouldn’t worry too much about your young man,” Margaret said, patting Cooper’s shoulder. “Fagin’s been scrapping with Buster and the boys in this pack since he could walk.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m not worried about the outcome,” Cooper said quickly, worried his mother-in-law might think he had doubts about his mate. “I was just thinking this must be hard on Fagin. Up until recently, he truly respected his father.” 
 
    “And until recently, his father was a man worth respecting,” Margaret agreed. “Between you and me, I blame Missy. That one has been trying to climb up the pack hierarchy one bed at a time. It was only going to be a matter of time before she hit on Jerome too.” 
 
    “You knew about them?” Cooper was surprised. Despite being older and having sired three children Cooper knew about, Margaret was still a very attractive woman. Fagin got his dark hair from her and the shape of his face and eyes.  
 
    “Wolves can’t lie and my sense of smell is better than most.” Margaret shrugged. “It wasn’t the first time he played away and I doubt it will be the last, if Fagin leaves his balls intact. Jerome was a fine man and I’ve spent forty years bonded to him, but when his bones started creaking and I stopped treating him like he hung the moon, he started looking for adoration elsewhere. But then moms know a few things about their sons too,” she confided. “Just like I knew Fagin would never bond with a pack female. He used to think he was so clever sneaking out of home and running off to goodness knows where. But he always forgot I used to do his laundry.” 
 
    “You knew, he and other men?” Cooper put his hand over his mouth to stop from laughing. He knew Fagin hadn’t been a virgin when they’d met and he was thankful for it, but the thought of Fagin’s mother knowing all this time made him want to laugh out loud.  
 
    “He used to sneak out, all agitated like he had something going on and then the next morning at breakfast, he’d be whistling as he dropped his clothes off to be washed. He never said and I never asked, but I’ve known since that boy was sixteen he would have a male omega as a mate. I’m so glad he met you. Your mom must be so proud of you.” 
 
    “I like to think she is,” Cooper managed a tight smile. “She’s been dead a long time. But she always used to tell me stories about how a strong alpha would come along one day and sweep me off my feet. She was partially right, but Fagin knocked me off my feet instead.” He shook his head fondly at the memory of his mother. Her and Mrs. Mars would have got on well.  
 
    “Well, as a mother, let me tell you, if I had a son who was as neatly turned out as you are, with brains to match, I’d have been very proud,” Margaret said. “Unfortunately, Jerome prized brawn over brain and now it’s going to bite him on the ass. Yep, there he goes. I told you.”  
 
    Cooper looked over to the challenge ring and sure enough, Fagin’s wolf had taken a sizable chunk out of Jerome’s rear end, although he noticed Fagin had taken some bites as well. “I swear,” Margaret continued, “I just want to hit that husband of mine with a newspaper sometimes. He knows he’s going to have to submit, but he’s going to string it out till the bitter end.” 
 
    “Does Fagin’s father fight many challenges?” Cooper asked, wishing he couldn’t smell the blood running down Fagin’s flank. It made his own wolf want to jump out and be all protective; which wasn’t a normal state for him or his wolf.  
 
    “Barely any,” Margaret said as she winced as Fagin landed on Jerome’s back. “Fagin won’t get challenged much around these parts. The pack’s too big and mostly isolated from others. And the silly old fool has just lost the one challenge he should’ve never made.” 
 
    Sure enough, Jerome had shifted into his human, yelling his submission. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay? There’s going to be a lot of changes around here.” Cooper felt he had to ask even when every cell in his being wanted to run to Fagin and check him over for injuries.  
 
    “There’s a wee guest house out the back of the pack house, on the other side of the pool. If you could see your way clear to letting me live there, I’ll be fine. Over the years I’ve made a lot of friends in this pack. Women friends, who with a bit of a nudge from me, will ensure Fagin’s transition to alpha goes smoothly.” 
 
    “You’re not going to expect us to have pups, are you?” Cooper wasn’t going to let Fagin’s mother get her hopes up over something that wasn’t going to happen.  
 
    “I’ve got more grandkids than I know what to do with now,” Margaret cackled. “I don’t need anymore. You just make sure Fagin keeps his head on straight and don’t let any of those young pack females bother you none. I know he wears your mark and all, but some of the people in this pack haven’t got the brains they were born with.” 
 
    If Jim Bob and Bobby Joe along with Missy the hussy were any indication of the pack members, Cooper could quite agree.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin stood in the middle of the ring and surveyed his pack. These were the people he grew up with; the people he’d always believed he would lead one day, until he realized he was gay. Now, it would be him changing the laws, rewriting the rules and he wondered how many of the pack would accept his changes. Buster stood just a little behind him and to the left. His father and brothers were being held by council guards. His father’s enforcers were looking at the ground while the rest of the pack stood waiting silently to hear their fate. There was only one person missing.  
 
    “Cooper, can you come and stand by my side please?” Fagin turned to where his mate was standing with his mother. “I’d like to introduce you.” 
 
    Looking immaculate in his pale gray suit, Cooper stepped over the stones that marked the challenge circle, a bright smile on his sweet face. “You need a shower,” he said as he tucked himself under Fagin’s outstretched arm. “A very long shower.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on it,” Fagin promised before speaking loud enough for the pack to hear. “As you will see from the bite scar on my neck, I have been granted a precious gift from the Fates. Cooper Samuels, a respected accountant and tax specialist from town is my fated mate and now alpha mate of this pack. As an omega wolf he strengthens my wolf and provides a calming influence on pack members in gatherings such as these.” 
 
    “I know mating with Cooper was against my father’s rules and the laws suggested by our elders. However, times have changed, the leadership of this pack has changed, and this pack will change with it. As I grew up here, I saw opportunities lost in terms of education of our young ones, because my father’s focus was on growing pack numbers rather than training the ones we already have. I will be abolishing the mandatory bonding laws; the mandatory pup laws and if any of you should be blessed with finding their fated mate, same-sex or otherwise, they will be welcome in this pack.”  
 
    A murmur of excitement ran around the pack. After a moment, Fagin held up his hand for silence. “I am not suggesting for a moment that all of you will be accepting of the changes I plan to implement. You are all free thinkers and within the limits of shifter law, you have free will. However, there is one rule I will insist on here and now. Cooper Samuels is the alpha mate. To me he is the single most important person in this pack and as such will be protected by every single being who stays under my lead.”  
 
    “Those of you too set in your ways or who believe an alpha is only fit to rule if I have a bundle of pups tagging my ankles are free to leave. Anyone who doesn’t believe in same-sex mates, you can leave as well. My good friend Buster will be my second and he will take down the details of anyone seeking to transfer to another pack, or who prefer to make their own way in the world. You will have forty-eight hours to make your decisions and remove all your personal belongings from the territory if you decide not to live under my new rules.” 
 
    “You’ll be left with nobody to rule,” Jerome yelled out, struggling with his bonds. “My people will follow me.” 
 
    “To jail, father?” Fagin squeezed Cooper a little tighter to his side. “After what you did, drugging me and Buster, trying to get me to bond with a female carrying your pups and kidnapping my precious mate from my territory. You’ll not be seeing the light of day for a very long time. But,” he addressed the pack again, “for those of you who don’t see anything wrong with the way my father handled things, make sure you are out of the territory before the forty-eight hours are up. Any questions?” 
 
    “Will you be holding challenges for your inner circle positions, Alpha?” Gregory, one of his father’s younger enforcers asked.  
 
    “Those who are interested can let Buster know, and I’ll make a decision once I know how much of the pack I have left.” Fagin grinned. “Anything else?” 
 
    “Who will be holding the position of Alpha bitch in this new pack now Missy’s gone, Alpha?” Fagin shook his head at Tina who was another one of his conquests.  
 
    “Missy was never alpha bitch, she just liked to act as though she was. My mother was alpha mate and head bitch accordingly, regardless of what any of you younger people thought. As I have no intention of having pups, I see no reason why my mother can’t retain her position as head female. She will run with the inner circle at pack runs, but Cooper is and always will be the only alpha mate while I rule this territory.” 
 
    There were a lot of disappointed faces among the single females of the pack, but Fagin ignored them all. “I know you all have a lot of questions and decisions to make. I have no intention of saying anything more until I know how many people will remain loyal to this pack. There will be a pack meeting on Sunday night. Anyone who considers themselves part of this pack will be there and will show their loyalty to me and the alpha mate or be banished immediately. You all have plenty of time to talk this over with your friends and family. If you need anything in the meantime, my mother, Buster, or myself and the alpha mate will be available. Now, if you’ll all excuse me. My mate informs me I need a shower.” 
 
    “It doesn’t say a lot about your strength as an alpha, when you let your mate boss you around, alpha.” Buster’s father just had to go and open his mouth and Fagin heard Buster groan. But it was Cooper who whirled around and silenced the man.  
 
    “Are you challenging my mate? Only,” Cooper waved his arms at Fagin’s brothers and father who were still apprehended, “I don’t know if you covered your eyes during those fights, but if you think your alpha can’t kick your ass for being disrespectful think again. And when he’s done kicking your ass and banishing you from the pack, I’ll still expect Fagin to shower before he has his victory fuck. I have standards, which is more than I can say for a man who could only beat up his son when he was too drugged to defend himself. In fact, you know what, because of what you did to my friend, I should banish you now. I can do that. I’m the alpha mate. What do you think about that?” 
 
    “I apologize if I seemed disrespectful, alpha mate.” Buster’s father tilted his neck so hard, it was amazing his head didn’t fall off.  
 
    “We will discuss your behavior later.” Fagin grinned at his mate. “I’m going to have a shower and if I’m really lucky, the alpha mate will scrub my back for me.” 
 
    “You always get lucky with me,” Cooper’s matching grin was all the promise Fagin needed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    “How bad is it?” Fagin joined Buster at the makeshift bar they’d installed at the pack house. Until he had their things moved from his original house, he was making do with his father’s liquor cabinet. Grabbing two long necks from the fridge he passed one to his friend.  
 
    “About what we expected.” Buster took a long swallow. He’d been visiting many of the pack members, working out how many were going to transfer or just leave. Cooper was busy in what was the alpha’s office, going over pack accounts and busy tapping on his computer with Fagin’s mother as a useful source of information. Fagin had called Buster in because he wanted to judge the mood of the pack before the meeting later that evening.  
 
    “The elders are complaining they aren’t being listened to and you’re being disrespectful. The single females in the pack are grumbling that one of them should take over your mom’s spot as head alpha female whether you chose to have pups or not. The old enforcers are worried what their status in the pack will be if you don’t choose them for your inner circle. The younger enforcers are prepared to fight in the challenge circle for a position at least, which is one positive. They see this as a chance for promotion within the pack.” 
 
    “What’s the vibe about the alpha mate?” This was Fagin’s biggest fear. If Cooper wasn’t safe, then he wouldn’t remain in the pack. But between the territory the council awarded him when he set up his own pack, and the territory previously held by Jerome, it would be a lot to give up and they’d have to move out of state if he gave up his position. He didn’t want to do that to Cooper even though it would seem his mate would have to give up his job now he had two sets of finances to run.  
 
    “Mixed.” Buster waved his hands in a fifty-fifty gesture. “The older pack members that just want to get on with their lives peacefully don’t seem to worried about it. They understand the concept of fated mates, they saw your mated scar and accept Cooper is yours.” 
 
    “But?” Fagin knew there was a but coming. There was always a but coming, especially since he’d taken over the pack.  
 
    “The elders will be a problem. If this pack ever had a male omega no one knew about it. But then they’re still hung up on the pups rule that’s been in place since Adam was a boy. In their eyes, Cooper is a defect that should be culled from the pack.” 
 
    “Not while I’m still breathing,” Fagin growled.  
 
    “Yes, well, you should be paying me double for having to sit and listen to them wheeze and grumble like they wrote the Ten Commandments. Aside from that, I’d keep a close eye on a couple of the females; Tina for example, along with Jasmine and Helena. They are saying the right things, but…it’s not ringing true if you know what I mean.” 
 
    Fagin nodded. He’d been intimate with Tina and Helena before which made the situation delicate. He wasn’t about to force them to mate other pack members, but he thought holding a meet and greet with another pack might be an idea in the near future.  
 
    “Have you heard any specific threats, or are these just hunches for now?” Fagin asked.  
 
    “I think the sooner you get an inner circle in place, the better, but I’d trust only two or three guys for now. Gregory’s one; I think he’d do well. Possibly Rory and maybe Warren.” Buster named young men who Fagin knew reasonably well. They were good choices.  
 
    “It might not hurt to put the word out through the council, you’re looking for a few more enforcers. You’ve got a huge territory. It would also help keep Cooper secure,” Buster added. Putting down his bottle, Buster stood straight, his face serious. “You know I’ve never believed I should get any favoritism within the pack just because we’re friends,” he said.  
 
    “If you’ve got a favor to ask, then ask it,” Fagin replied. “I’ve had so much going on what with the council, mom moving into the guest cottage and worrying about Cooper, you’ve done a huge amount in taking the weight off my shoulders here, and that’s without supervising the bar renovations in town. If it’s in my power, it’s yours.” 
 
    “It’s about my dad.” Fagin stilled. Buster and his father had a tenuous relationship at best, but if Buster wanted his father to remain in the pack it was going to put Fagin in a difficult position. Cooper hadn’t been joking when he said he wanted the man banished and as Buster’s father had been Jerome’s second, he couldn’t be trusted.  
 
    “I did want to talk to you about him,” he said cautiously. “You know the part he played in all the drama. What restitution, if any, do you want from him?” 
 
    “I thought with Jerome in jail, he’d pull his head in and just accept he had a roof over his head and food on the table. But….” Buster swallowed hard. “I’m here to report he’s attempting to incite challenges against you, in direct violation of shifter law and the laws of this pack.” 
 
    “Oh fuck, Buster, what happened?” Fagin really felt for his friend. Buster’s childhood was the same as his; normal in every way. But when Buster’s mom and sister were killed, Buster’s father threw himself into his job and Buster spent more time with Fagin than ever. But despite strained relations between father and son, for Buster to report his father for what amounted to a serious crime was a huge shock.  
 
    “Can I?” Buster gestured at his empty beer bottle and Fagin grabbed him another one from the fridge because he was closer. “Dad was really quiet that first night, you know? I went to see him, as part of my duties and he wouldn’t talk to me. Nothing new there, right?” Buster’s laugh was hollow. “I didn’t see him at all yesterday, but as I was finishing my rounds last night, he waylaid me as I was coming back here. He said he’d made dinner for us and that eating together would give us a chance to catch up.” 
 
    “I didn’t know he could cook.” Fagin got an uncomfortable feeling in the pit of his stomach.  
 
    “I’m sure someone else cooked the meal for him,” Buster agreed. “Anyhow, I thought maybe he’d say something about beating me up; maybe even apologize and say he was simply acting under orders. But it’s all quiet and we’re eating and then all of a sudden he started going on about how I was the one who should be alpha and that he knew a lot of the pack would support me in the position because I wasn’t tainted with the gay gene.” 
 
    “He wants you to challenge me?” Fagin would walk away before he let that happen. He and Buster were too close to fight like that.  
 
    “I guess he didn’t have much of a choice. We’re not overrun with alphas here, but it’s clear he wants you out.” 
 
    “Fuck. I’m so sorry.” Fagin looked at his friend; really looked at him. Buster was bigger than he was and he knew they were evenly matched in terms of strength and speed. He’d be a good pack alpha. “I’ll flip you for it if you like.” 
 
    “For what, the pack? Gods, no, don’t be an idiot. I don’t want it.” Buster mock shuddered. “It’s bad enough listening to them all whining and complaining but I only have to report back to you. Having to make decisions for them all on top of that would be worse.” 
 
    Fagin admitted to himself that was already giving him a headache. “So, how did you leave things with your dad?” 
 
    Buster laughed although there wasn’t much humor in it. “I told him that you’d caught the gay gene from me and as soon as pack life had settled down, and we’d got more enforcers, I’d be looking for my own male mate. When he started choking on his stew, I slapped him on the back and left. I stewed all night over whether to say anything or not. He is my dad, you know and the only one I’ll ever get. But,” Buster heaved a sigh, “My first loyalty is and always will be to you. My father broke the law, he needs to be banished at the very least, if not charged. I’d just appreciate it, if you didn’t do it in front of the pack. He was the pack second for a long time and bringing charges against him in front of everyone else will be a humiliation for him I’m not sure I can live with.” 
 
    “Consider it done. We can go and see him tomorrow night and inform him then, after dark when there won’t be many people around.” Fagin wrapped his arm around his friend’s shoulder. “I know how hard this is for you.” 
 
    “No more difficult than you having to force Jerome to submit the other day,” Buster pointed out.  
 
    “Yeah, I still don’t know why he challenged me the way he did.” Fagin hadn’t talked to anyone about the fight, even Cooper, who had been happy to spend the night after the fight letting Fagin distract himself with his sexy body. Fagin felt his cock plump up just thinking about it. Thoughts about his dad made it go down again. “What was Jerome thinking, Buster? Yes, he’d been called out by the council and yes, he was going to have to pay restitution. But we weren’t even looking at laying any charges against him. We basically wanted him to leave us alone. Why challenge me, when he had to know he wouldn’t win and he lost everything in the process? All he kept saying was I should have listened to him, but why?” 
 
    “You think maybe there’s something else going on in the pack we don’t know about?” Buster leaned on the counter, thinking hard. Fagin took another swig of his drink.  
 
    “You know,” Buster added, “We haven’t been around much at all in the last year or so. What with the business, and living in town, who knows what could have been going on here. I mean, none of us knew about Missy carrying Jerome’s pups until the challenge.” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a hell of a shock. I’d never dreamed dad would cheat on mom that way. I always believed their marriage was solid.” Fagin still couldn’t believe his mom was holding up as well as she was. She’d been amazing, happily helping Cooper adjust to being the alpha mate, barely mentioning the fact her husband and two of her sons were in jail.  
 
    “Well, maybe there’s more stuff going on,” Buster said. “Has Cooper said anything about the pack finances? Is the pack in any trouble?” 
 
    “Not that I know of,” Fagin smiled as Cooper came scurrying in clutching some papers to his chest. “Here’s our resident financial whizz now? Any problems, babe?” 
 
    “Not with the accounts, no,” Cooper frowned as he held out a piece of paper Fagin could now see was a printed email. “Didn’t you say the pack that was visiting the other night, were just passing through on the off chance that you might bond with the alpha’s daughter?” 
 
    “Yes,” Fagin said slowly. “That’s what my dad told me, but I told him I was already mated, and I wasn’t going to be a party to it.” 
 
    “Well, this email suggests there was a lot more to it. Alpha Snells has emailed wanting to know when the date for the bonding ceremony will take place to cement the alliance between the two packs.” 
 
    “Maybe the young lady bonded with one of the enforcers here or something,” Fagin took the paper and scanned the contents.  
 
    Cooper reached over and tapped the bottom of the page. “It’s your name that’s been listed as the one to do the bonding and failure to do so will result in the penalties discussed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    “What penalties?” Fagin’s gut churned. There was nothing on the email about the specifics.  
 
    “I’ve been through all their previous emails, but there’s nothing down on paper,” Cooper held up the other printouts he had. “I figure there has to be an original contract signed somewhere but I haven’t come across it yet.” 
 
    “This could be why Jerome made the challenge when he did. What are the chances, he’d already gone ahead and made the alliance deal with this Alpha Snells and then realized he’d have to forfeit once you said you were mated?” Buster made a good point, but Fagin hated the thought his father had been so underhanded.  
 
    “We have to find that contract,” he said urgently. “In most cases, I’d say this isn’t an issue. The pack has a new alpha so any mergers, alliances or anything like that would have to be renegotiated especially seeing as I won the pack through a challenge.” 
 
    “But you sharing a last name with the previous alpha might be a problem as well as the fact it’s your name mentioned as the one to bond with Vanessa. Not the alpha’s eldest son, or the son of the alpha or anything like that. Your name.” Cooper looked up at him worriedly and Fagin mentally cursed his father all over again. It seemed like every time he turned around he was causing more grief to his mate. “This Alpha Snells must believe you agreed to the bonding. He talks about Vanessa’s excitement since meeting you in the email.” 
 
    “It does.” Fagin read the paper in his hand again. Sure enough, the Alpha said quite plainly that Vanessa, and Fagin had to assume that was his daughter, had been excitedly talking about their bonding since their meeting the night of the pack run. 
 
    “Well, she sure as heck didn’t meet one of us,” Buster said firmly. “The night of the pack run was when Fagin was being mauled by Missy and I was drugged and chained to my bed. So, who the hell was passing themselves off as you during the pack run?” 
 
    “We’ve got bigger problems than that,” Fagin looked across at his mate and best friend who both wore worried expressions. “If someone passed themselves off as me, at the pack run, then it means the whole pack was complicit in this.” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Buster said. “You know your dad was always funny about running with the rest of the pack. If he sent the pack off for a run before the Snells arrived, then only the immediate family would know what he was up to.” 
 
    “And his inner circle. My mom wouldn’t have been there as she’d have been busy getting the party ready for when they returned.” Fagin was thinking hard.  
 
    “And not all of the inner circle,” Buster reminded him. “You said there were two enforcers guarding the door at your apartment when Missy took you there. My dad was in on my beating as well, so it’s unlikely he and whoever was with him went on the pack run.” 
 
    “Jonas,” Fagin snarled. “That was the other enforcer with him outside of my door.” 
 
    “That’s not important right now,” Cooper insisted. “Instead of thinking who could be in on this, think about who would be stupid enough to impersonate you? Think about it. Jerome hears you’re mated to a guy, but for some reason, kidnaps you and tries to get you to bond with Missy because she’s carrying his pups. That would suggest he still wanted you in the alpha spot – in fact, didn’t you say Missy said as much?” 
 
    Fagin nodded.  
 
    “Then no matter who impersonated you, they had to know that sooner or later they’d get found out. You aren’t the person Vanessa met. Even if you had a secret twin somewhere, your doppelgänger wouldn’t share your scent. Wolves can scent a lie. So maybe your father planned on ripping off this alpha all along. It certainly sounds strange that he wanted you bonded to Vanessa for the pack deal but was also throwing you at Missy to be the possible father of her pups. Goodness, this is too weird.” 
 
    “It doesn’t make sense,” Fagin agreed. “What could my father get out of making an alliance deal with this other pack, when he wanted me to take responsibility for Missy’s pups.” 
 
    “Maybe one thing came before the other,” Buster suggested. “Pack mergers and alliances all take time and you would be the natural choice to do it. But then what if Missy told him she was pregnant. Remember, she did want to mate with Bobby Joe. It’s possible your dad thought he could convince you Missy’s pups were yours, and then he could still push you to go through with the bonding with Vanessa.” 
 
    “You could have a point. Either way, I’d still be alpha of this pack. If Missy announced her pregnancy and said I was responsible, then Dad could step down as Alpha with no one being the wiser. Maybe this deal with Snells has been in the pipeline for some time, and he thought he could get Missy mated to Bobby Joe with the status in the pack she wanted or that he probably promised her, and still bond me to Vanessa to get the alliance he agreed to.” 
 
    “It sounds like he’s playing fast and loose with your genetics. I don’t know what’s going on, but I know what I’m going to do now.” Cooper took the paper from Fagin’s hand.  
 
    “What are you going to do, babe?” 
 
    “As your alpha mate, I’m going to find out who this Vanessa believes she’s getting bonded to. I’m going to call Alpha Snells personally.” 
 
    “Babe, wait….” 
 
    But Cooper was already gone. Sighing, Fagin reached for another beer. “Hawaii might be nice this time of year,” he said, cracking open another bottle.  
 
    “Aren’t you going to go after Cooper?”  
 
    Shaking his head, Fagin said, “No. This is one instance where him being an omega might work in our favor. We don’t have the contract, so we don’t know what my father agreed to. Cooper’s right in that my having my father’s surname could be problematic. If I call him and demand to know what’s going on, Snells would think he was being played for a fool. And face it, when the worst case scenario is me losing this pack and us having to go and live somewhere else, would it really be that bad? It’s not as though anyone here is making us feel welcome. I know as an alpha I should be fighting for my pack, but gods I sometimes wish I was anywhere but here.” 
 
    “I wish we’d had the chance to take that road trip,” Buster agreed. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m thrilled you found little dude when you did, but this place and the way they want to cling to their old ways like the world will implode if we don’t…The bitching, the back fighting; it’s only been what? Two days?” 
 
    “Yeah. Imagine a lifetime of this.” Fagin took another swallow of his drink and then voiced what he’d wanted to say from the start. “I’m seriously considering contacting that Noah Harris from the council and tell him to find someone else to take over the pack.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I thought we both decided it wasn’t fair on Cooper if we moved.” 
 
    “It still isn’t fair on him, but he’s moved anyway; first into my house and then into this one. It’s all done bar the packing. I didn’t want him to lose his job either. But if we stay here there’s no way he can manage to hold down a job and run the pack finances and be the alpha mate. I’ve barely seen him these past two days without him talking about it’s ‘almost being tax season’. I never wanted this,” Fagin swung his bottle to indicate the formal living room. “I was raised for it, trained for it and told my whole life this is who I was going to be, but I never wanted it. Either one of my brothers would have been better suited to be alpha in a pack that doesn’t embrace change. I find even just living in this house stifling. It’s like having a collar around my neck.” 
 
    “I know what you mean,” Buster said. “I think that’s why I was so looking forward to our trip. I mean, yeah, I want to find my mate, but it was more than that, you know? A chance to be out on the road; to be who we wanted to be with no expectations and no one hustling us into a mating we don’t want. My dad used to tell me horror stories of lone wolves all the time; how hard it was to live without a pack, but he was just preaching propaganda. Look at the number of alphas that get kicked out of packs because they are a threat to the head of the pack. They can’t all go off sobbing in their beer and fall to pieces. Some of them must make good lives for themselves.” 
 
    “Gods, I wanted that too,” Fagin sighed. “I know it took me ages to come to the decision, but when Jerome said I could have that month off, all I felt was relief and excitement. The chance to travel beyond this state; to be out on the open road with the wind in my hair. The opportunity to find somewhere to live that appeals to us, not just staying in the place we grew up in. Don’t get me wrong. I am over the moon I met Cooper. He settled into that empty space in my heart like he was meant to be there. But all of this – the nagging elders, the whining enforcers, the threat of challenges, this business with Alpha Snells. I’m not cut out for the politics of a pack. I never was. That’s what my father wanted for me, not what I wanted.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t you say so?” Cooper’s voice came from the door and Fagin turned to see him still clutching the same piece of paper he was before. A piece of paper he threw on the ground as he raced over into Fagin’s arms. Fagin caught him as he jumped, cradling his mate to his chest as Cooper wound his slender arms around his neck. “All you had to do was say you weren’t happy here and I’d have our bags packed in five minutes flat.” 
 
    “We’d have to leave town,” Fagin warned, unsure if his mate was fully aware of the implications of leaving. “We’d likely never come back. We wouldn’t be able to. You’d have to leave your job and your friends. We’d be fine for money, more so if I sell the club, but I couldn’t tell you how long it would be until we had a proper home to call our own.” 
 
    “Do you think I want to be here?” Cooper’s eyes were wide and as honest as the day is long. “I can’t go outside without someone spitting in my direction or growling at me. We both know my job was over the moment I said yes to you. I have one really good friend, Beth, who racks up frequent flyer points so no matter where we go, she can still come and visit. I talked to her only yesterday and told her to write up my resignation. When we do settle somewhere, I can set up my own private practice and work from home, or a new bar, or wherever we decide to go. The only person I’d be worried about is your mom, but she’s happy here. Her friends look out for her and I don’t see that stopping anytime soon.” 
 
    “You’re serious.” Fagin had to be sure. This was a huge step. “You don’t care that my name will be mud if I just walk away from all this? We’d be going on the bikes. We’d only be able to take a couple of changes of clothes and our wallets.” Fagin felt a flicker of hope and as he stole a quick look at Buster, he could see his friend holding his breath.  
 
    “When I escaped my old pack, I was terrified to be on my own. But I got jobs, worked my way through college and learned to stand on my own two feet. It won’t be like that this time. We’ll be together; the three of us,” Cooper smiled over at Buster. “Four when your second finds his mate. We’ll be a wandering pack; no territory to speak of until we find the place that speaks in our hearts. So long as we stay out of other territories, we’ll be fine. It’ll be a great adventure.” 
 
    “A wonderful adventure,” Fagin echoed.  
 
    “An epic adventure,” Buster agreed. “How soon can we leave?” 
 
    “I’d suggest in the next hour and a half,” Cooper said. “My phone call with Alpha Snells was brief and not pleasant. He has already petitioned to the council to take over this pack. Not yours; he didn’t know about that one. Just this one. Apparently, Vanessa told him this morning she’s expecting and demanded to have the bonding ceremony right away. When he learned Jerome was in jail, he demanded restitution. Jerome signed away everything he owned on this deal if it fell through. Alpha Snells doesn’t have any idea who the father of the pups is once I told him it definitely wasn’t you, but he’s on his way here to find out.” 
 
    “I’m sure the elders can handle that seeing as I’m sure they had to know about all this,” Fagin grinned. “Why else would they want my darling mate culled from the pack? They still thought they could pressure me to go through with the bonding and the alliance. We’ll be long gone by the time he arrives.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Cooper’s hand was a warm comfort on Fagin’s face. “This place was your home. You should at least tell your mom.” 
 
    “You go pack our things, remember keep it light. Buster, you pack and then see to our bikes. I’ll send out a text to all pack members letting them know I’m stepping down and that Alpha Snells will be in the area in time for the planned meeting tonight and then I’ll have a quick word with mom. We should be all ready to go in twenty minutes, yep?” 
 
    “You have to put me down first,” Cooper laughed. “I have to find something to wear that’s not a suit.” 
 
    “Hmm, I love you in your suits,” Fagin growled. “Make sure you pack one for the trip.” Dropping a quick kiss on Cooper’s ready lips, Fagin set him back on his feet and watched as Cooper sprinted from the room.  
 
    “What’s the bet, he has all the pack accounts printed out and laying on the desk ready for when Alpha Snells arrives,” he said fondly.  
 
    “I ain’t taking that bet,” Buster laughed. “I’m surprised he didn’t demand an itinerary before we left. I bet he even organizes his sock drawer.” 
 
    “He did mine too.” Taking in a long breath, Fagin looked at the man who’d been by his side for over twenty-five years. “You ready for this?” 
 
    “I was born ready,” Buster assured him. “And don’t you worry about little dude. Between the two of us, we’ll keep him safe.” 
 
    “Have you ever called him little dude to his face?” Fagin asked as he pulled out his phone to draft a group text. 
 
    “Apart from that one time when I was pulling him out of the food bunker, that would be a no. He told me, if I ever did it again, he’d get the IRS to audit me for the past ten years.” Buster looked pained. “You know I never keep receipts – man, that would’ve killed me.” 
 
    “The joys of having a smart mate.” Fagin started composing his text; the shackles of leadership falling off his shoulders link by link with every word he typed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Cooper sat on the edge of the bed he’d only shared with Fagin for two nights. The saddle bags Buster brought up to him were packed and ready by the door. He’d already sent his farewell text to Beth, promising her she could come for a visit as soon as they reached a beachside location. Looking at his phone, he saw he still had five minutes before Fagin expected him by the front door.  
 
    Looking around the room, Cooper had thought it was nice enough when he first saw it. Comfortable solid wood furniture, plain white walls and heavy drapes to combat the winter chill. Margaret said he could renovate it in any style he liked, but Cooper hadn’t been filled with any urge to make this place home as he usually did when he found a new place.  
 
    I was never going to fit in a large pack, Cooper thought sadly as he plucked at the covers. Hearing the elders wanted him culled; an archaic practice outlawed so long ago Cooper was surprised anyone even remembered shifters used to do such a horrible thing, didn’t surprise him. He meant what he said to Fagin. He’d only gone outside to walk the short distance between the pack house and the little cottage where Margaret was staying.  
 
    It was his first and only time in pack grounds; not counting the time he was locked in the food bunker. Two females eyed him up and down before spitting in his direction and stalking off without a word. He was on his way back to the house when some big mean-looking guy growled at him and showed his claws as he walked past. He’d been dreading the pack meeting due to be held that evening, sure Fagin would end up fighting half the pack just for the right to stay with him.  
 
    And Fagin would fight too. Cooper thought of his mate and as usual his body stirred. He hadn’t really been fair to Fagin over the past two days, burying himself in accounting work just so he didn’t pass on his unease to his mate. Fagin was doing his best and yet Cooper was glad they weren’t staying. Sure, a good alpha could pull a pack around and force them into the twenty first century. And Fagin was a good alpha. Cooper never doubted his ability. But he’d always been of the opinion that there wasn’t any point in helping people who didn’t want to help themselves and that just about summed up everyone in the pack.  
 
    You’d like Fagin, mom, he thought quietly, smiling quietly at the fairy tales his mother told him. He’s not exactly sweeping me off my feet, but he’s taking me away on his bike…and he’s doing it for me, just like you said he would. I’m so glad I can do something for him in return.  
 
    The alarm on his phone beeped at him, letting him know his twenty minutes were up. Cooper thought Fagin would be up to collect him and the bags. Maybe he’s taking an extra minute with his mom. Cooper could understand that. He’d give anything to have just five minutes with his mom again.  
 
    Gathering up the saddle bags, Cooper hurried out the door and down the long steps to the front of the house. Buster and Fagin were there, along with the bikes. But there were other men there too; three older ones and two younger ones, none of whom Cooper knew. 
 
    “It’s okay, Cooper, you can come out,” Fagin smiled at him, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Let Buster take the bags for you.” 
 
    I can manage them myself, Cooper thought but he handed them over gracefully. With the tension in the air, he wasn’t going to say anything to undermine Fagin’s position.  
 
    “You have to stay here,” one of the older men insisted. He wasn’t asking, he was demanding, and Cooper’s wolf sat up and took notice.  
 
    “You don’t have the right to demand anything of me, Stanley,” Fagin growled. “You elders got my dad into this mess. I had nothing to do with it. So, you can front up to Alpha Snells with the man who impersonated me and explain how come he’s not the alpha’s son like Vanessa was led to believe.” 
 
    “It’s your job to protect the pack,” One of the other older men said. “You’ll be branded a coward if you leave now.” 
 
    Cooper winced. For any wolf shifter, being called a coward was a huge insult. But Fagin laughed. “I don’t care what you call me.” Cooper let himself be pulled under his mate’s arm. “The only people whose opinion genuinely count to me are my mother, Buster, and my mate. My mother has just given me her blessing for my trip because she fears for the safety of my mate if we stay here. Buster is as keen for this move as I am, and my mate packed our bags for me. You remember my mate? The alpha mate of this pack; given his position because I won the challenge against my father and both my brothers. The alpha mate you wanted to cull from this pack because he’s an omega?” Fagin showed his fangs and the elder who’d spoken lost all the color in his face.  
 
    “Well, we might have been a little hasty. Alpha Jerome’s departure was a huge shock to us all.” The third older man who hadn’t spoken up yet, was clearly trying to keep the peace. “But you can see how having your…the alpha mate here would make things difficult when you uphold the alliance we worked on with Alpha Snells’ pack. That would put Ms. Snells in an untenable position.” 
 
    “I have no intention of upholding an alliance agreement that was arranged behind my back. I suggest you find the ‘alpha’ who impregnated her and make sure he’s ready and willing to stand by the young lady and her pups.” 
 
    The three elders cast worried glances between themselves. Cooper didn’t know what they were up to and he was doubly sure he wasn’t going to like it when he learned. “Clarence stood in for you with Vanessa. As he’s now banished, we can’t present him to Alpha Snells which is why we need you here,” Stanley said. 
 
    Fagin’s laugh turned evil and unsurprisingly Cooper felt his cock firm up. “Just so we are clear. We are talking about my younger brother Clarence. The one who is bond mated to the lovely Sarah. The man who already has two children and a third on the way?” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “He wasn’t meant to get Vanessa in pup,” Stanley protested. “He was just meant to make her feel welcome here.” 
 
    “But he did do the deed and now that’s his problem. How you thought passing Clarence off as me is ludicrous. I assumed no one used names, although he does have Fagin as his middle name, so maybe that’s how you all got away with it without the Snells knowing they were being conned. He doesn’t have a single tattoo and he and I are nothing alike. Poor Ms. Snells would freak out if she realized she was meant to mate with me if she’s excited over Clarence,” Fagin scoffed.  
 
    “The thing is, you’re the alpha. I’m sure once Alpha Snells realizes his daughter will be alpha mate, he won’t worry about who bonds with her, especially now she’s in pup.” 
 
    “And you’re all right with that?” Fagin knew he was making the right decision in leaving. “You don’t see anything wrong in taking an innocent girl, passing her off with one man so she’s pregnant and then pushing me forward as the one she’s supposed to bond to?” 
 
    “She’d be alpha mate and you’d be saving the pack from being taken over.” 
 
    Fagin shook his head. His blood boiled at how easily the old men could discount Cooper who was trembling by his side, not to mention poor Vanessa who’d been left with more than she’d anticipated. “You’re not listening to me and I have nothing more to say. We have things to do and places to be that have nothing to do with this pack or the people in it.” 
 
    “But Alpha, what are we going to do when Alpha Snells gets here?” Stanley implored.  
 
    “Do you know, that’s the first time you’ve given me the respect of my title?” Fagin tilted his head. “Shame it’s too little too late. All you had to do when I won the challenge against my father was accept my mate in his rightful place in this pack. I’d have worked out a deal with Snells that would have allowed him to save face and not lose the pack in the bargain. If I couldn’t come up with a deal, my mate could’ve. He’s the one with brains.”  
 
    Cooper found himself gently pushed towards Buster as Fagin stalked the elders who started backing up. “Fated mates are real. Alphas who mate with omegas are ten times stronger than if they bond with another. Cooper and I would have made this pack richer, stronger, and more powerful than it’s ever been and you threw it all away. Even now, you want me to stay and him to go and I’m telling you now, ITS NOT GOING TO HAPPEN.” Cooper felt the sweep of Fagin’s alpha power buffet the three men, causing them to fall. Strangely, he wasn’t affected. If anything, he felt a calm sweep over him and knew his omega vibes were sheltering Buster and their young audience too.  
 
    “You’d better get to him before he rips their throats out,” Buster urged quietly. “They’ve only just realized how much danger they’re in, but if he kills them, we’re going to be stuck facing Alpha Snells and all the shit that entails. I’ll text that Noah Harris dude to come back here and work things out with the pack. You get Fagin. You’re the only one who can approach him right now. Get him on his bike and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    There was a huge part of Cooper that just wanted to curl up in a ball and forget the whole world existed. The arguments and demands, the way he was being ignored as though he didn’t exist were all too reminiscent of scenes from his old pack and he’d come a long way since then. But Buster was right. Walking like a zombie, Cooper made his way to Fagin’s side. His mate had half-shifted and looked like something out of a comic book series.  “Hey, babe,” Cooper placed his hand on Fagin’s bulging arms. “Let’s get on the bike, aye? If you kill these idiots, then you’ll need another shower and I packed your clothes.” 
 
    “Bike.” 
 
    “Yep, over there, next to Buster. Let’s go.” 
 
    “They wanted to cull you. You, my beautiful sexy clever mate.” Fagin’s hands were suddenly all over him and Cooper wanted to melt but now wasn’t the time. Especially in front of elders who thought he shouldn’t exist.   
 
    “I know, babe. But we don’t have to worry about them now, do we? Remember?” 
 
    “Because I’m a big strong alpha who doesn’t have to care about what anyone thinks about you and me being together. You told me that.” Fagin was slowly coming back to himself.  
 
    “I did, and I’m the smart one, remember?” 
 
    “You are, and sexy. Did I mention I love you?” 
 
    “You have now. Come on, get on the bike.” Glaring at the elders, Fagin did as he was told, and Cooper climbed up behind him.  
 
    “Alpha,” Stanley tried one last time. “What are we meant to do with Alpha Snells?” 
 
    “Suck his dick,” Fagin yelled back crudely as he started his bike. “I’m not fucking doing it.”  
 
    The roar of the bikes was loud in Cooper’s ears, but he hung on tight as Fagin roared down the driveway. Risking a look behind he saw Buster and the two other men on their bikes following behind. 
 
    Er…babe, we’ve got two extra men following us. Are they escorting us out of the territory? 
 
    No, babe, Fagin’s voice was warm and loving across their link. That’s Gregory and Rory. They decided to join our pack.  
 
    Even though I’m the alpha mate? At least Cooper thought he still held that title. He was mated to Fagin and Fagin was the alpha. Even if they didn’t have territory, with Buster with them, they were a pack of sorts.  
 
    It’s because you are the alpha mate, babe. Fagin’s tone warmed Cooper down to his toes. They play on the same side of the fence we do. When they got the notice I was leaving, they asked if they could join up. Fagin’s Folly now has five pack members.  
 
    Cooper looked back again, and Buster gave him a wave. Settling against Fagin’s back, he decided more questions could wait until later. For now, he was going to enjoy the freedom of the open road. His wolf gave a final howl in his head as they passed the territory marker. His wolf didn’t care about territory – he was just happy to be with his hugely protective and extremely sexy mate.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Throwing his jacket on the chair, Fagin reached for his mate, who nimbly stepped away from his outstretched arm, heading for the pokey bathroom. They were in a motel, probably four hours drive from pack territory and Fagin felt lighter with every mile they travelled. He knew in his gut he was doing the right thing and there was nothing like the wind in his hair to blow away the unpleasantness of the last week. But riding on his bike also gave him time to think. He’d realized through the course of their ride that Cooper might not be aware of just how important he was, and he’d planned on rectifying that the moment they secured a room for the night.  
 
    Buster, Gregory, and Rory were still across the road at the bar where they’d eaten dinner, but Cooper complained of having a sore butt from being on the bike too long and Fagin was happy to make their excuses. Riding with his mate so close was heaven and hell all at the same time. Heaven, because his mate trusted him, but blue balls pressed against his bike seat were hell.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Fagin tried not to sound petulant about his mate’s quick feet.  
 
    “Shower,” Cooper laughed, remarkably carefree after the events of the day. “I need the hot water to ease the ache in my legs and back. I can barely walk straight.” 
 
    “Come here,” Fagin stalked his prey. “I’ll give you a massage.” 
 
    “Is that your euphemism for a hand job, because while the idea sounds heavenly, my dick is so primed, I’ll go off like a rocket.” Fagin always loved how Cooper’s body swayed towards him every time he was close. He was sure his mate didn’t realize he was doing it.  
 
    “Let me help you with your clothes.” Cooper had opted for sensible bike clothing – thick jeans, a long sleeved Henley and the leather jacket Fagin bought him. The lace-up boots were a nuisance, but Fagin was happy to drop to his knees and undo them. It left his face at groin level and the smell coming from his sexy mate sent his pulse racing and his wolf’s howl was loud in his head.  
 
    “You should never be on your knees for me,” Cooper’s voice dropped to those whispered husky tones that never failed to inflame.  
 
    “It’s the best place to be if I want to do this.” Yanking at Cooper’s boot laces, Fagin had them undone followed by Cooper’s jeans in less time than it took to talk about it. As Cooper’s jeans fell below his knees, Fagin growled, although it came out as more of a groan. Hours on a bike had concentrated Cooper’s scent and Fagin bent forward nuzzling his nose against Cooper’s sweet balls. High and tight; a drop of precome dripped on Fagin’s cheek and he had to have a taste.  
 
    Cooper’s whimper was music to his ears. Using his tongue, Fagin licked his mate’s cock as though it was his favorite ice cream cone, before pulling the end of it into his mouth and sucking hard. Everything about his mate was sweet, from the gentle touches in his hair as though Cooper tried not to hurt him, to the moans and babble that fell from his mate’s mouth. Through it all, Fagin’s nose was assailed with the smell of his mate’s slick and he knew as soon as Cooper was done, he was diving into that ass.  
 
    “Fagin,” Cooper yelled as Fagin’s mouth filled with Cooper’s spunk. Swallowing it down, Fagin licked over the head before letting it go. His cock was fit to burst, straining at his jeans and Fagin wasn’t going to wait any longer.  
 
    “Get on the bed.” Stumbling, Cooper managed to get out of his boots and his jeans quickly followed. Pulling his shirt over his head, Cooper dropped his Henley and sprawled on the bed. Fagin drank in the sexy vision. “My gods, you’re a temptation and a half.” 
 
    “I thought you were going to give me a massage.” Cooper rolled and presented his bubble butt. “I ache right here.” Fagin licked his lips as Cooper’s hand tapped his own ass, but he was in a quandary – give the massage he’d offered or listen to the demands of his cock which was pressing hard against his zipper? Damn it – he’d multi-task.  
 
    Pulling his shirt over his head, Fagin kicked off his boots and carefully pulled down his jean’s zipper. His cock stretched and bobbed, pointed in Cooper’s direction. Shucking off his jeans, Fagin prowled towards the bed. Cooper might have made a little squeak, that he tried to hide in the mattress which Fagin thought was adorable, but for now, he was more interested in exploring the sexier side of his mate.  
 
    Crawling over the mattress, Fagin couldn’t resist, bending over to bury his nose in Cooper’s crack. The scent hit him, more powerful than any aphrodisiac, and his tongue was lapping at Cooper’s entrance before his brain caught up with what he was doing. Cooper’s taste exploded across his tongue. Fagin wanted more and from the excited cries coming from Cooper, he knew he’d get it. Gods, how he loved the way his mate’s body was perfectly attuned to his.  
 
    Licking, sucking, teasing his tongue in Cooper’s body, Fagin let his hand run up his mate’s ass, kneading the muscles in his lower back. That’s a massage, isn’t it, he thought, but as Cooper’s wails got higher and higher, Fagin felt the stirrings of his own orgasm. Unwilling to waste a single drop of his seed on the covers, he sat upright, one hand on Cooper’s hip as he lined the head of his dick with Cooper’s hole.  
 
    The push in – Fagin’s toes curled, and a tingle ran right up his spine. There was no other feeling like it. The way his cock throbbed against the air one minute and then with one well-aimed thrust his dick was surrounded by warmth and the pressure of his mate’s body straining against him. Dropping over Cooper’s lean back, Fagin nibbled the taut lines of his mate’s neck as Cooper tried to push back.  
 
    “Love. Mine,” his mind too skewed to say anything more. His wolf bristling just under the surface of his skin, he needed Cooper’s submission and Cooper gave it so beautifully.  
 
    “Yours.” Cooper screamed loud enough to be heard in the motel office. Tilting his head, Cooper exposed his neck and Fagin’s hips went into overdrive. The friction, the line of that perfect neck, the way Cooper’s internal muscles seemed to be pulling him back every time he pulled out. The actions called to wolf and man, and while Fagin was desperate to ride the pleasure through the night, Cooper’s pleas made it impossible.  
 
    Feeling his fangs drop, Fagin licked over his mating mark, the only blemish on Cooper’s fine skin. Biting down, he growled around Cooper’s flesh as his balls emptied. Cooper’s body clenched around him and he knew his mate had found his own release. It was several very long seconds later, before Fagin withdrew his teeth, twisting them both to one side so Cooper didn’t have to lay in the wet spot.  
 
    Their ragged panting slowly eased, and Cooper reached up behind him and laid his hand on Fagin’s head. “I don’t ache anymore,” he murmured, his voice thick with fatigue.   
 
    Fagin showed his teeth. “Mission accomplished then, love.” 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Cooper’s deep sleep was interrupted by someone pounding heavily on the door. For a moment he forgot where he was, fearful memories coming back to haunt him, but then Fagin’s angry, “What the fuck,” reminded him of where he was and who he was with.  
 
    “Boss, sorry, boss.” Their new recruit Rory burst into the room and flicked on the light; his short was torn, he had blood on his face and it looked like more of it on his jeans. He skidded to a stop and backed up towards the door again once he caught a look at Fagin’s expression. “Sorry, but Buster, Gregory….” He leaned on the doorframe trying to get his breath back. “There was a fight, at the bar, they’re…they’re…the police got them.” 
 
    “Oh, for fucks sake,” Fagin rolled out of bed, and grabbed his jeans from the floor. “No, don’t get up,” he said as Cooper made to get out of bed too. “No point in both of us having to spend hours down the cop shop bailing these idiots out.” 
 
    Cooper stayed in bed, but he was sitting up, the covers clutched to his chest. There was something in Rory’s eyes that unnerved him.  
 
    “Do you want me to guard the omega, while you’re gone alpha?” 
 
    Yep, this is going to go to shit. “No,” Cooper said quickly. “It’s fine, I’m awake. I’ll come with you, Fagin.” 
 
    Fagin pulled on his shirt and leaned over, brushing Cooper’s forehead with his lips. “You’ll be bored, and I don’t want you around the town degenerates that’ll crowding the police station this time of night. Rory will keep you safe.” 
 
    Rory’s the one I’m worried about, but Cooper kept his thoughts to himself. Fagin had enough on his plate getting Buster and Gregory out of jail. Shifters didn’t do well in any form of captivity and if either man shifted while they were with the police, all hell would break loose. Hopping out of bed quickly, Cooper grabbed his jeans and shirt and pulled them on, ignoring Fagin’s growl.  
 
    “Rory can stay with me while I find some coffee in this place. You’ll need some when you get back, depending on how long it takes.” 
 
    “I’d rather you stayed here until I got back,” Fagin paused, putting on his jacket.  
 
    “Coffee or come with you,” Cooper pasted on a fake smile as Fagin finished putting on his jacket. “I’m not moping around a motel room without serious sustenance.”  
 
    Fagin was torn, Cooper could see it in his face, but if Buster and Gregory were in jail, then they needed Fagin to get them out. Cooper would far rather be with him, but if Fagin was going to insist on him staying with Rory, he wasn’t doing that in a room containing a bed that still smelled of their sex.  
 
    “There’s a Denny’s two blocks down the road,” Fagin said quickly. “I’ll take you down there; Rory, you’ll need to clean up first. I’ll wait with him until you get there, so make it quick. You stay there, until I get back, okay?” 
 
    “Promise,” Cooper’s smile was genuine this time. Rory didn’t look pleased and while he’d hate for anyone to say he was high maintenance, Cooper was thankful he’d got his own way. “I’ll just get my boots on.” 
 
    “Alpha, the omega can wait with me until I’m changed. I’m sure Buster and Gregory will be desperate to see you.” Cooper caught the hint of deceit in the air and from the tightening of Fagin’s mouth, knew Fagin could smell it too. He shouldn’t have pushed the issue, Cooper thought as he sat on the bed and pulled on his boots.  
 
    Fagin snarled and stalked closer to the door. “What’s your sudden interest in my mate, Rory?” 
 
    “I…er…he’s pack, Alpha. Just protecting the weaker members of the pack the way any good enforcer would.” Rory gulped and edged out the door.  
 
    “Or maybe setting up a situation where you can be alone with the omega of the pack, maybe?” Fagin pulled out his phone and clicked the screen. Cooper heard it ring a few times and then Buster’s bleary voice came over the air.  
 
    “If you’ve woken me up just to tell me little dude wants ice cream, I’ll…I’ll….” 
 
    “I take it you’re not in jail then?” Fagin quirked a brow at Rory, taking in his disheveled state.  
 
    “What the fuck? I’m in the room next to yours, sleeping like any sensible person would be.” 
 
    “Get your boots on, Buster, we’re going hunting,” Fagin clicked off the phone as Rory took off running. “Stay here, babe. Lock the door. Don’t let anyone in but me.” 
 
    Fagin’s boots rang loudly on the concrete outside their room, probably waking a dozen other people in the process. Cooper was just about to close the door when Buster stumbled out of his room. “They went that way,” Cooper pointed towards the end of the motel block. “Fagin’s after Rory.” 
 
    “What’s that stupid shit done now,” Buster fumed. “I was going to warn Fagin about him over breakfast.” 
 
    “Then you need to go that way.” Cooper pointed again, and Buster took off running, surprisingly fast for a man of his height and bulk. He looked around to see if Gregory had woken up with all the commotion, but he didn’t see any movement. He closed the door slowly and turned the lock, just as Fagin had asked. 
 
    “So much for a plate of pancakes,” Cooper sighed as he sat on the bed and picked up the television remote. “Hopefully, that mate of mine will still want to eat when he gets back.” He clicked through the limited channels and found a binge run of ‘Say Yes to the Dress’. Beth would love this, he thought as he settled down to watch.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    Fagin didn’t know who he was more cross at – Rory for lying, Rory for trying to get his mate alone for goodness knows what purpose, or Cooper for not telling him straight out he didn’t want to stay alone with Rory and why. No, of course, his anger had to be directed at Rory, but Fagin couldn’t help but think, as he ran across the parking lot and into the trees beyond, that a talk with Cooper was well overdue. Didn’t I show him how much I care about him just two hours ago? 
 
    Stopping, Fagin’s eyes pierced the gloom. His wolf was hunting, seeing wasn’t a problem, but if Rory made his way back into populated areas there could be trouble. It wasn’t easy to concentrate when he was busy thinking about Cooper. His mind quickly scanned their lovemaking. Shit, I didn’t even kiss those lips. I didn’t talk, I just dived into his ass and made a pig of myself. Fuck, I’ve got to do better by my mate.  
 
    More boots, coming behind him this time. Fagin turned, his claws fully extended. Buster burst into the clearing. “Where’d he go?” Buster ignored Fagin’s threatening stance. “I...fuck…I’m so pissed off with him. I told him back at the bar things were different in this pack and that you and little dude were true mated.” 
 
    “What did he say?” Fagin tilted his head back, his nose working wildly while he tried to pick up Rory’s scent. It shouldn’t be difficult. The man did have blood on him.  
 
    “The stupid shit was going on about how he wanted to go back to the motel and have his turn with the omega.” Buster slammed his hand into the nearest tree. “He’s got some warped idea that omegas are like sex slaves in a pack or something. Where the fuck did he get that from?” 
 
    “Who cares. I take it you straightened him out?” Fagin started moving further into the trees, certain Rory had headed in that direction.  
 
    “I thought I had. I told him he was an idiot, you two were true mates.” Buster followed him closely as they went deeper into the trees. “That little dude was to be respected the same if not more than anyone else because he was the alpha mate. When Rory wouldn’t shut up about it, I took him out the back of the bar and smacked him around a bit.” 
 
    That explained the blood. Then Fagin had a chilling thought. “Where was Gregory when all this was going on?” 
 
    “He was with us. He didn’t say much. I know he had a word to Rory when I left him out the back of the bar, but he was in his room when I got back to the motel. I stopped and washed up in the restrooms at the bar before I came back in case anyone saw me. Shit.” The whites of Buster’s eyes shined in the night gloom. “You don’t think they both have the same stupid ideas?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I’m about to find out.” Fagin turned and started sprinting back the way they’d come. As he got to the far edge of the parking lot, he heard Cooper scream for him through their link.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “No, not that one,” Cooper yelled at the television. “Pick the other dress. The other one. Ugh.” He threw the remote towards the end of the bed. “Silly women – what are they thinking taking their mothers with them when they go bridal dress shopping? Don’t they watch the show? Their mothers always choose something that makes the poor girls look like stuffed potatoes.” He felt a pang of homesickness for Beth. The two of them spent many a night, eating ice cream or popcorn and critiquing dress choices on the television. Well, Beth did most of the critiquing. He was too busy drooling over Randy and his cute little dog.  
 
    A scratch on the back window, had him tilting his head to listen. Fagin. It had to be Fagin. But why was he at the window? “Oh, my gods, what if he’s hurt?” Cooper scrambled off the bed and hurried towards the window. He could see a dark shape looming behind the curtain and flicked the curtains aside. “Fagin,” Cooper fumbled with the window catch. He finally managed to get it open. “Fagin, are you…fuck, let go of me.” A thick hand mashed over his face stopped him calling out, but he still kicked and hit out all he could. Unfortunately, he was no match for two beta wolf shifters intent on pulling him out of the room. As Rory caught his legs and Gregory pinned his arms, while still managing to keep his mouth covered, Cooper did the only thing he could think of and screamed for Fagin through their link. Please don’t let him be too far away. Please let him have heard me. Fagin, where are you? FAGIN. 
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    Fagin was sure his heart was going to leap right out of his chest as he spotted Cooper’s wiggling form being carted away by the two shifters he stupidly thought were pack. If this is pack, I don’t ever want anything to do with the fucking concept, he thought as he signaled to Buster to stay quiet and slow down. He’d get them. He’d see Rory’s and Gregory’s blood spilled before daybreak, but if he wanted this handled the shifter way, he would have to let them get into the woods further first. The last thing he needed was someone calling the cops.  
 
    “No. No.” Cooper’s cries could be heard above the sound of ripping cloth as Fagin and Buster got nearer. Fagin was itching to shift, but it just wasn’t safe. Besides, he and Buster were just as strong in human form and his claws and fangs were already out.  
 
    “Now,” he whispered as he saw Rory wrestle Cooper to the ground, his pants already open. “You take Gregory, I’ll get the other shit.”  
 
    Fagin felt his vision narrow as his wolf came to the fore. There was no thinking involved. One minute Rory was focused on nothing but sticking his cock in Cooper’s beautiful ass and the next he was letting out a blood curdling scream as Fagin’s claws ripped apart Rory’s abdomen while another swipe took out his throat. Fagin didn’t have time for talking, listening to the pathetic man’s excuses. There was no excuse for Rory’s behavior, not when his mate lay on the ground, his clothes in shreds, a fresh bruise on his eye and a set of fingerprints around his throat. 
 
    “Fagin.” Cooper’s voice was ragged, but it pierced through Fagin’s rage like a knife. Holding back a sob, Fagin plucked him from the ground and held him close, stroking the lock of hair back from his face. How the hell am I going to keep him safe?  
 
    “Handcuffs,” Fagin muttered, then realized he’d said the last part out loud.  
 
    “For Gregory?” Cooper tried to turn his head to see what Buster was doing, but Fagin didn’t need him to see any further violence.  
 
    “No, for you,” Fagin said striding back to the motel room. “I’m going to buy handcuffs and you are never, and I mean never leaving my sight again. We will be chained together by the wrist, and everywhere you go, I’m going too. I don’t care what other people think, this world is just too damn dangerous for a sweet man like you. Yes, that’s the only answer and I won’t take any argument about it.” 
 
    Cooper nuzzled his chest and Fagin lifted him up slightly higher, so his mate could take in the higher concentration of his scent in the crook of his neck. After a deep inhale and a satisfied sigh, Cooper said quietly, “You know, I lived on my own for a good ten years. Don’t you think handcuffs are a bit over the top?” 
 
    “No.” Reaching the motel room, Fagin fumbled for his key and got the door open. Going inside, he scowled at the way the curtain was blown about by the open window. One hand keeping Cooper close, he closed and locked it and then went back and locked the door. Only when he was assured the place was secure, did he sit down on the bed, trying to get his heart back in some semblance of control.  
 
    “Look,” he said when he felt he could speak without making a complete ass of himself, “I don’t think you realize just how important you are. You’re my mate, and as such you’re the most important person in my world. There’re scary people out there; horrible people who don’t understand that you’re precious and they’ll try and take you away from me. That just can’t happen – do you realize that? It just can’t happen!”  
 
    Fagin felt his body trembling and suddenly it was hard to breathe. Black spots appeared in front of his eyes and he had trouble trying to think straight. Cooper had been taken, again. Fuck. He was going to need more than Buster’s help to keep his mate safe. He was going to need an army, with tanks, rocket launchers and maybe attack dogs just to be on the safe side. Okay, maybe not the dogs because they tended to be wary of wolf shifters, but everything else. Maybe he could hire people on eBay or craigslist, or the dark web Buster talked about sometimes.  
 
    But then how would he know the people he hired were reliable? Cooper was a beauty, anyone with eyes could see that. But there was more than physical beauty involved. Cooper had a vulnerability about him that made the predators in the world sit up and take notice. Maybe he could toughen his sweet mate up a bit, but then Cooper wouldn’t be Cooper and he wasn’t sure he could live in a world where his mate couldn’t be his precious self.  
 
    So, caught up in his worries, Fagin didn’t realize he’d instinctively buried his nose was in Cooper’s neck. Admittedly, his heart wasn’t trying to escape his rib cage anymore, and the black spots had gone. He looked up, wincing at Cooper’s bruises.  
 
    “I’m going to need another change of clothes,” Cooper said quietly, “and then I think I fancy pancakes. From the Denny’s you said was down the road.” 
 
    “But you…they…you…pancakes?” Fagin latched onto the one thing he thought he heard.  
 
    “Yes, pancakes with double bacon, maple syrup of course, and…no, I don’t think I need the fruit. But definitely, pancakes. And coffee.” 
 
    Fagin risked a look at the clock on the wall. It was three forty in the morning. Well, it’s not as though I’m going to get any more sleep for a while. He wasn’t sure he’d ever sleep again.  
 
    “Pancakes,” Fagin swallowed the lump in his throat. “If that’s what you want we’ll go and get some.” 
 
    “That’s what I want, and Fagin, I love you too, mate.” Cooper’s smile didn’t make everything all right; Fagin was still plotting ways to make his mate safe. But it came damn close.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    Cooper mopped up the juices from his steak with a piece of bread and popped it into his mouth. It had been five days since Rory and Gregory were forcibly removed from their little pack – at least that’s what Fagin called it and Cooper wasn’t about to argue with his description. He just knew Buster turned up with mud on his shoes and under his fingernails while they were still eating pancakes and that was the last anyone spoke of it. As promised, Fagin had been more protective than ever as they wove their way across the country and then north, up the coast taking care to avoid pack territories.  
 
    For the most part it’d been fun, although it seemed Fagin couldn’t seem to stop picking fights – not with Cooper of course, but with any other person who Fagin believed looked at him the wrong way. Most nights involved them in some bar or road house, where they’d eat and drink before getting a room at a motel. Four nights out of the past five, Cooper had to drag Buster and Fagin back to their respective rooms before things got out of hand. 
 
    Tonight, however was different. They were in a small town just shy of the Washington State line right on the coast. They’d arrived around lunch time and rather than move on, Fagin suggested they take a break and see some sights. Fagin and Buster had been busy whispering between themselves; sometimes looking at him, but more often their eyes were focused on Buster’s phone.  
 
    Figuring Fagin would tell him what everything was about eventually, Cooper enjoyed the day sightseeing. The town was a sweet place, full of boutique shops, craft and art galleries; it was clear it was a tourist town and Cooper imagined it would be busy during the summer months. Above the town huge mountains hovered, covered in thick forest and Cooper’s wolf whined more than once during the day anticipating a run. Cooper wasn’t sure if it was possible, but he thought he’d ask Fagin about it later.  
 
    However, instead of ordering more beers once the dinner was finished, Fagin waved for the bill. Cooper grabbed his jacket, privately hoping they weren’t going to be traveling too much further that night. There’s was a lovely hotel on the edge of town, promising spa baths and Cooper’s muscles ached. 
 
    “I’ve booked us into the hotel on the edge of town,” Fagin said as he shrugged on his jacket, “but there’s somewhere me and Buster want to show you first.” 
 
    At this time of night? It wasn’t fully dark yet, but it would be soon. Still, Cooper nodded to show he agreed and found himself sandwiched by the two men as they left the restaurant. That was something he was getting used to, and sometimes he’d grin to himself as people watched him as they went past. He imagined they must think he was famous or someone important, having two big bad-ass bodyguards.  
 
    The bike ride was short, only ten minutes had past when Fagin and Buster pulled into a small roadhouse bar nestled under the mountains. The building looked neglected, but it was solid. Paintwork peeled from wooden shutters and from a quick glance, it’d been empty for a while. The parking lot didn’t have too many potholes though and there was a beautiful stand of trees on the far edge of the lot.  
 
    “Come and see,” Fagin got off the bike and held out his hand. Buster was already at the windows of the old building, peering inside.  
 
    “That guy was right,” Buster said excitedly. “The bar’s still there, all the tables and chairs and stuff we need. It’s not that bad inside at all. Just needs a clean. The kitchen might need a revamp, but it’s nothing that can’t be done.” 
 
    “What guy?” Cooper peered in the grubby window. It looked like it was once a cared for place. Cute pictures on the wall, a huge love heart behind the counter with the photo of a couple’s face in the middle of it and the words “fifty years” written along the bottom. The tiles on the floor were scuffed but wouldn’t take much to clean. There were food storage cabinets, none of them broken – just empty as though waiting for someone to come and fill them. “Why are we looking at this place?” 
 
    “Come and see around the back,” Fagin urged, grabbing his hand and towing him along. Cooper was inclined to dig his toes in and demand some answers, but then they turned the corner and went behind the building and Cooper’s heart stopped. There, tucked in the trees was a large, two story family home. Built out of wood, it was weathered, much like the roadhouse, but it was an aged beauty. A huge porch, that didn’t sag, Cooper noticed. The windows were the big sash types that would let in plenty of light. Cooper saw three chimneys poking from the roof. Best of all, behind the house, Cooper saw trails leading up into the forest – plenty of room to run.  
 
    “What…why?” Cooper turned to Fagin who was watching him.  
 
    “Do you like it, babe? Could you see yourself living here?” Fagin’s eyes shone with excitement. “I know it needs a lot of work, but it’s not as though we haven’t got the money and Buster and I could do a lot of it ourselves. Of course, the electrics and the plumbing will probably need professionals in as I don’t think this place has been modernized since it was built, but the kitchen in the diner part is apparently new so we could use that for a while until the house was upgraded.” 
 
    “There’s plenty of land that comes with this place – almost fifty acres which would give us plenty of room to run as most of it is up there,” he pointed to the slope of the hills. “We might have to keep an eye out for the occasional bear, but the realtor Buster has been talking to says they don’t come down here very often and most natural bears aren’t going to mess with a shifter. There might not be a lot of through traffic during the winter, but the realtor says there isn’t a bar serving liquor in town, except the hotel and they tend to be highly priced and often close for renovations over the quiet times. He felt if we got our liquor licenses we should make enough money from the locals during the quiet season. If we can find a good cook and add meals to the menu, then we’d get a fair cross section of people in here.”     
 
    “So, you’re not going to be catering to just bikers then?” Cooper planted his feet and crossed his arms over his chest. “This place would be more family friendly?” 
 
    “Well, yes, if you want it to be.” Fagin looked around. “We could put in a play area for kids over there,” he pointed to the edge of the parking lot furthest from the road, “and have a kiddie’s menu for the bar if you like. If we restricted the sale of alcohol until evening hours, then it’d be perfectly safe for any little ones here.” 
 
    “And a rainbow flag at the entrance?” Cooper fought hard to not let his lips twitch. “Did this realtor say anything about how gay friendly this place is?” 
 
    “That’s not a problem, honestly,” Fagin was so earnest, Cooper really wanted to laugh. “Apparently, they have an openly gay council member here, and a number of the businesses in town are owned and operated by gay and lesbian couples. Buster has checked the local crime statistics and there hasn’t been a hate crime here since 1963. Only petty theft and a few domestic issues. Most of the crime, if any, comes during tourist season, but the police have a strong presence here, and are very responsive to calls.” 
 
    “And our proximity to any other pack?” Cooper turned and made out he was looking at the scenery. Truth be told, the word “yes” was hovering on the tip of his tongue, but his mate deserved some payback for not including him in his plans. “Will we be safe here?” 
 
    “Buster has already checked with the shifter council. If we set up here, the town and the woods around it for twenty miles in each direction will be our territory.” Fagin came up behind him. Cooper felt his heat and leaned into it. “We could make this our home, babe, if you wanted to.” 
 
    “I thought you wanted to travel, feel the air on your face and move from place to place. It’s barely been a week.” 
 
    “It all sounded very romantic when Buster and I were ten,” Fagin agreed. “But the reality of it is, I want a bed that doesn’t smell of a dozen or more other people; I want to be able to sleep in in the morning sometimes and cuddle with my honey and not have to worry about check out times.” 
 
    “You won’t have time to sleep in, if you take this place on,” Cooper pointed out, staring at the house that would be theirs. He could feel it in his bones and he knew his wolf agreed. “That roof looks like it’d take some work and the whole place will need double glazing for winter. I imagine it gets darn cold up here which means all the pipes will need checking over too.” 
 
    “You mean you’re considering it?” Cooper found himself twirled around. “You can see this as our forever home?” 
 
    “Well, maybe not forever, we’ve still got the whole ‘not aging as fast as humans’ aspect to consider.” Cooper teased his mate by refusing to meet his eyes, turning his head instead. “But if we have the room, we can build a cabin up in the tree line and put managers in to run the place when it’s time for us to disappear for a while.” 
 
    “Is that a yes?” Fagin was almost bouncing with excitement. “Buster and I already know about running a business like this. You’d have to keep our books of course, but you could have an office out the back and take on more clients if you want to. When the realtor heard you were proficient in taxes he was sure you’d get plenty of work.” 
 
    “But what about Buster finding his mate? I thought we were traveling until we found him?” 
 
    “This is the place,” Buster came over, a wide grin on his normally scowly face. “My wolf says we’re in the right place. We just have to wait for our mate to come to us. Can’t you feel it? This place calls to us. We’re meant to be here.” 
 
    Cooper could hold out against one wolf with a hopeful expression, but two was too much. “Yes,” He said.  
 
    Fagin and Buster shared a look. “Yes, we can buy it?” Fagin asked it. “Yes, you want to live here, you can see this as your home for the foreseeable future?” 
 
    Cooper looked around one last time. They were fairly close to the road which would be good for business. He could smell the salt from the sea mingling with the scent of pine. He took in the big old house that held its place confidently in the encroaching wood. He looked at the red chipped paint on the diner and thought of the picture he’d seen inside, of the positive energies he could sense coming from the old building. “Yes. But,” He added as Fagin kissed him quickly before sharing a huge bro-hug with Buster and they danced around like two kids in a candy store. “You’d better let me do the negotiating for this sale. I’m not letting you guys get ripped off and renovating this lot won’t be cheap.”  
 
    “We’re meeting the realtor at ten in the morning,” Fagin’s teeth gleamed in the setting sun. “I just didn’t want you to be blindsided with him here.” 
 
    Blindsided. Cooper rolled his eyes. “Are you sure you two won’t miss the open road? This place will be a huge commitment and it’s going to take a lot of time to fix it up and that’s before you open.” 
 
    “It was my suggestion,” Buster said, “buying this place, I mean. If I have to watch Fagin growl and snipe at one more person because they eyed your ass, I was going to go nuts. We need a safe space, somewhere we can interact with the humans on our terms but have a place to let our wolves out when we need it. One of the problems with being on the road, is we spend so much time on the bikes our wolves don’t get a chance to stretch their legs. By the time we’ve found a place to stop for the night, it’s too late most times to check out a safe place to run.” 
 
    Cooper nodded. He didn’t shift as often as the bigger wolves obviously did and was used to it, but Fagin had been getting growly even in bed. Running on four legs more often would help. “Your wolf led you here?” 
 
    Buster nodded, and Fagin added, “I felt it to, as soon as we drove up here. This place has the feel of home about it.” 
 
    “I know, I feel it too.” Cooper turned away, so the two men wouldn’t see the glint of tears in his eyes. A real home, and somehow, Cooper knew his mate and his best friend were right. There was a feeling of permanence about the area and despite his tears he knew they’d be happy in this old place.   
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay with this? You haven’t seen the inside of the house yet and things could be a bit rough for a while when we’re renovating.” Fagin always seemed to know what he was feeling and knew he needed a hug before Cooper did himself.  
 
    Cooper laughed as he snuggled into Fagin’s chest. “I’ve lived in places so small they’d fit in a closet of this place. I’ve spent time sleeping in places so foul I had to eat quickly before the cockroaches nicked my food. Sure, I had a nice apartment when we met, but it wasn’t always like that. This place, you can feel the love here, can’t you?” 
 
    “Yep,” Fagin nodded against his hair. “Buster was telling me the realtor said this place is a deceased estate. It was a husband and wife who built all this, started it up just after they got married. They lived here for almost sixty years. The wife died first, of natural causes and within a week, the husband was found dead in his sleep.” 
 
    “Makes you wonder if they were shifters,” Cooper smiled. “Soul mates definitely. They didn’t have any children?” 
 
    “No,” Fagin said quietly. “They poured all their love into this place.” 
 
    “So will we.” Cooper turned and looped his hands around Fagin’s neck. “Buster will find his mate here, and we’ll run this place with the same love shown by the previous owners. I can feel it in my bones.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s not just the ache from being on the bike for a week?” Fagin’s eyes twinkled.  
 
    “There’s that too. But that hotel promises spa baths. They’d be big enough for two. Fancy a soak and some relaxation before the big day tomorrow?” 
 
    Fagin’s scorching lips were all the answers Cooper needed and as he caught a glimpse of the streaks of red and gold, pink and blue that heralded the sunset, he realized with a sigh of relief he wouldn’t be riding off into it with the love of his life. He’d already found a home.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
    Eight months later 
 
    “I swear, I’m not cut out for hiring people,” Buster fumed as he stormed into the office the three of them shared. “That last guy wanted complete control over the menu; started talking shit about Gordon Blue this and that and I didn’t have a damn clue what he was talking about.” 
 
    “I think he might have meant Cordon Bleu and yes, you’re right, that’s not the type of food to serve in a diner.” Cooper held up the sign he’d been working on. “What do you think?” 
 
    “It looks good,” Buster agreed, staring at the huge beautifully painted letters spelling out ‘Fagin’s Folly’. “But we’re not going to be able to open if we can’t find a cook soon. I swear, I knew there were some drawbacks to living in a small town, but surely someone around here can throw a burger together?” 
 
    “Excuse me,” A quiet voice sounded at the door, but Buster ignored it. He wanted to finish his rant in peace.   
 
    “Where’s Fagin? He needs to be in on some of this. He’s knows I’m not good picking staff. The last guy I hired at the old place tried to burn down the kitchen.” 
 
    “Fagin has gone to pick up the last of the flyers from the print shop in town. He’ll be back soon, but don’t you think you should see what this guy wants? That looks like a resume under his arm.” 
 
    “Who, what?” Buster twirled around, and his eyes widened as his wolf yipped. The scent of coconut cream and chocolate mousse flowed through the air and Buster’s cock plumped up in seconds. Standing in the door, looking like a scared cat, was the cutest little shifter he had ever seen. Sure, Cooper was pretty, but this guy took it to a whole new level. Dark eyes peered from beneath a black fringe that needed cutting. A thin face showed someone who needed a few more meals, but the bone structure called to Buster on an instinctual level and plump red lips promised hours of pleasure.  
 
    “Who…who are you?” Buster tried to soften his voice, but it wasn’t easy. Not when every cell in his body wanted to rub all over the man while he yelled from the rooftops that the little cat shifter was his. Mine. Yes, mine.  
 
    “My name’s Wayne…er Wayne Dalton. I came about the ad for the cook position.” Wayne held out a sheaf of papers hesitantly. Buster moved closer and Wayne’s head shot up as he sniffed the air. “I…er…I used to work as a short order cook,” Wayne’s voice sounded shaky and Buster grinned. He’d felt it – his little beauty could feel the mating bond. Oh yeah. “I’ve never actually run a kitchen before, but I know about ordering supplies, and I can cook – burgers, breakfasts, fried meals, steaks, things like that. I don’t have any references, but….” 
 
    “You’re hired.” Buster took the resume and threw it on Cooper’s desk. “Cooper, tell anyone else who comes in the position’s taken.” 
 
    “Sure thing,” Cooper went back to his sign writing although he wriggled in his chair. Fagin was going to get a pleasant surprise when he got back from his errands. The air in the office was thick with arousal, but Wayne didn’t look as though he knew what to do about it.  
 
    “Er…wow…erm, don’t you need to interview me first?” Wayne had an anxious look on his face, but he didn’t move away; which told Buster his mate had backbone. “I haven’t got a fixed address at the moment. I’ve only just come into town. I was hoping you’d let me show you what I can do, so that I could maybe get an advance on my wages, if you hired me. But I can sleep in the car. I just…I really need this job. Boy, you smell really nice.” 
 
    “Finding somewhere to sleep will not be a problem, little mate,” Buster grinned and offered Wayne his arm. “How about I show you around?” 
 
    “Wow, yes, okay. Thank you.” Wayne rested his hand on Buster’s arm and Buster puffed out his chest. “Mate?” He looked up and smiled hesitantly. “I can smell what you are. Did you call me that because you’re Australian or is that why you smell so good? Are you, am I, are you mine? Because I have to say my cat thinks you’re mine, but I don’t want to get into any trouble, because I really need this job and I won’t say anything if you don’t want me to. I ran out of gas about a mile from here and my wallet’s empty. I just kept walking and I saw the ad, and there’s something about this place. I really want to stay if you’ll let me.” 
 
    “I’ve been waiting for you,” Buster said warmly. “We bought this place because my alpha and his mate needed somewhere to call home and I knew you’d turn up on our doorstep one day real soon. And bam, here you are.” 
 
    “Here I am. Wow. It’s like it’s fate or something….” Wayne kept talking as they left the office, Buster hanging onto his every word.  
 
    /~/~/~/~/ 
 
    “Here’s the flyers, babe.” Fagin strolled into the office an hour later smelling of salt spray and cinnamon donuts. “Yes, I got some donuts for you and Buster too. Damn, that bakery in town is so good. I’ll have to go for an extra run tonight.” He leaned down and Cooper lifted his face for a kiss, feeling his heart settle the way it always did when Fagin was around.  
 
    “Yum, you taste delicious,” Cooper grinned as he pulled back. “Just letting you know, though, you and me might be running things on our own for a few days. The plumber’s coming in to finish the master bathroom tonight and you have supplies in the kitchen to finish putting away.” 
 
    “I thought Buster was doing that. Didn’t he hire a cook yet?” 
 
    “Oh yes, he did, but the new cook’s his mate. A cute little cat shifter down on his luck. Buster took him off to show him around and I don’t think he’s going to come up for air for a few days.” 
 
    “Really, his mate actually walked in the door?” Fagin’s grin split his face.  
 
    “He sure did. Looking a little skinny, like he could do with some feeding and definitely needing the work. He ran out of gas about a mile away; has no money for more so came in here and fell in love with the place.” 
 
    “And Buster too, I’m sure he will, and what’s not to love about this place? It’s perfect.” 
 
    It was far from perfect, but it was getting that way. In the diner the kitchen had been cleaned from top to bottom, but it needed little in the way of new appliances. The shop front had been completely and lovingly repainted with the original colors and Cooper had made a point of keeping and framing the picture of the two previous owners. It now hung pride of place, behind the counter, just the way it used to.  
 
    The house still had a way to go. The living room had been repainted and the large fireplace cleaned and checked for safety. Bedrooms for Buster and the master for Fagin and Cooper had been one of the first things they tackled, including the purchase of custom sized beds. But the bathrooms had taken longer as after their spa bath at the hotel, Fagin insisted on having two installed in their respective bathrooms. That meant a total remodel and the loss of a third bedroom, but the place was almost finished with just the plumber needed to make the final connections.  
 
    There’d been some grumpy days and days when Cooper wanted to throw his hands up in frustration when things arrived that weren’t what they ordered, or Fagin and Buster argued fiercely over how things should be done.  But those arguments were quickly resolved over a large steak and a couple of beers. Cooper loved his new life and couldn’t wait until the guest bedroom was finished. His friend Beth, who’d stayed in touch all this time, was coming for a holiday in just three weeks and he couldn’t wait to show off their new home.  
 
    “Do you like the sign?” Cooper held it up so Fagin could see. “We can hang it out the front over the door when it’s dry.” 
 
    “Fagin’s Folly,” Fagin laughed and shook his head. Plunking himself down on the corner of the desk, he carefully took the sign out of Cooper’s hands and laid it to one side. “You know, back when Buster and I used to dream about what we’d do when we grew up, my dreams never took into account how happy I could be, or how loved I would feel. With you in my life, you’ve made this place a home for all of us.” He picked up Cooper’s hand and kissed his paint splattered knuckles. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You are the fairy tale my mother used to tell me about,” Cooper said softly. “You might have knocked me off my feet, rather than sweep me off them when we met, but you’ve definitely made the dreams I didn’t dare have come true.” 
 
    “I can sweep you off your feet now,” Fagin’s tone turned suggestive and Cooper felt the familiar heat in his groin.  
 
    “Or,” he said with a laugh, “you could put away the kitchen supplies and we can wait until after the plumber’s been tonight? The spa bath will be plumbed in by then.” 
 
    “Ooh, fuck over the desk or spa bath tonight. Fuck over the desk or spa bath….” Fagin rocked his hands back and forth.  
 
    “Kitchen,” Cooper ordered pointing at the door. “I’m sure the bubble bath I ordered is in one of those boxes. You’ll need to find it before tonight.” 
 
    “You’re a slave driver and I love you,” Fagin leaned down for one more kiss before sauntering out the door. “You know, I could’ve managed to get it up both times,” he called back over his shoulder. “You wouldn’t have missed out on your bath.” 
 
    The smile on Cooper’s face lasted through the afternoon and well into the evening, when he finally got his bath. As he sank into the lightly scented bubbles, pure organic so as not to upset Fagin’s sensitive nose, he sighed, finding his spot in Fagin’s arms. Life didn’t get any better than this. Turning up his face, Cooper got the kiss he was asking for and there was quite a mess of water on the floor by the time they finally went to bed.  
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Book 9 – Angel in Black Leather – Adair and Vassago  
 
    Book 9.5 – Scenes from Cloverleah – four short stories featuring the men we’ve come to love  
 
    Book 10 – On The Brink – Teilo, Raff and Nereus (M/M/M)  
 
    Book 11 – Don’t Tempt Fate – Marius and Cathair  
 
    Book 12 which is Thomas’s story will be out (Late May, early June 2018)  
 
    The Gods Made Me Do It (Cloverleah spin off series) 
 
    Book One - Get Over It – Madison and Sebastian’s story  
 
    Book Two - You’ve Got to be Kidding – Poseidon and Claude (mpreg) 
 
    Book Three – Don’t Fight It – Lasse and Jason (April 2018) 
 
    Bound and Bonded Series 
 
    Book One – Don’t Touch – Levi and Steel 
 
    Book Two – Topping the Dom – Pearson and Dante 
 
    Book Three – Total Submission – Kyle and Teric 
 
    Book Four – Fighting Fangs – Ace and Devin 
 
    Book Five – No Mate of Mine – Roger and Cam 
 
    Book Six – Undesirable Mate – Phillip and Kellen  
 
    Stockton Wolves Series 
 
    Book One – Get off My Case – Shane and Dimitri 
 
    Book Two – Copping a Lot of Sin – Ben, Sin and Gabriel (M/M/M)  
 
    Book Three – Mace’s Awakening – Mace and Roan 
 
    Book Four – Don’t Bite – Trent and Alexi  
 
    Book Five – Tell Me the Truth – Captain Reynolds and Nico (mpreg) 
 
    This series is now finished, but I have promised a couple of short stories about the characters in book 5 so watch for those.  
 
    Alpha and Omega Series 
 
    Book One – The Biker’s Omega – Marly and Trent 
 
    Book Two – Dance Around the Cop – Zander and Terry 
 
    Book 2.5 – Change of Plans - Q and Sully  
 
    Book Three – The Artist and His Alpha – Caden and Sean 
 
    Book Four – Harder in Heels – Ronan and Asaph 
 
    Book 4.5 – A Touch of Spring – Bronson and Harley  
 
    Book Five – If You Can’t Stand The Heat – Wyatt and Stone (Previously published in an anthology) 
 
    Book Six – Fagin’s Folly – Fagin and Cooper – you just read it.  
 
    There will be more A&O books – I have had one teasing my brain for months, so stay tuned for that one.  
 
    Balance – Angels and Demons 
 
    The Viper’s Heart – Raziel and Botis  
 
    Passion Punched King – Anael and Zagan  
 
    (Uriel and Haures’s story will be coming soon) 
 
    Arrowtown 
 
    A Tiger’s Tale – Ra and Seth (mpreg) 
 
    Snake Snack – Simon and Darwin (mpreg) 
 
    Liam’s Lament – Liam Beau and Trent (MMM) (Mpreg)  
 
    (Deputy Joe and Doc’s story will be coming soon) 
 
    NEW Series – City Dragons 
 
    Dragon’s Heat – Dirk and Jon  
 
    Dragon’s Fire – Samuel and…wait and see   (coming soon) 
 
    Also under the penname Lee Oliver 
 
    Northern States Pack Series 
 
    Book One – Ranger’s End Game – Ranger and Aiden 
 
    Book Two – Cam’s Promise – Cam and Levi  
 
    Book Three – Under Sean’s Protection – Sean and Kyle – (Coming soon) 
 
    Standalone:  
 
    The Power of the Bite – Dax and Zane 
 
    One Wrong Step – Robert and Syron  
 
    A number of readers have asked me if Balthazar will get his own story. I am not ruling it out, but that is likely to be a short story rather than turn this into a full series.  
 
    Uncaged – Carlin and Lucas (Shifter’s Uprising in conjunction with Thomas Oliver)  
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