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Harvey Colton was Dwayne's mate and they both knew it. He'd always known it. It was just too bad that Harvey decided to go off and play soldier instead of claiming him or even talking to him about it. By the time he remembered Dwayne existed and came back, Dwayne wanted nothing to do with the man.
Life just didn't ask him what he wanted. Duty and bonds of friendship had him following his best friend as they left their old clan and went in search of a new one. Unfortunately, Harvey decided to come along, as well, and he was making Dwayne's life miserable, insisting that they were mates.
Harvey Colton never denied his mate, and that was the one part Dwayne didn't seem to understand. He simply couldn't claim him when he had a duty to the military. When his brother is banished, Harvey feels compelled to tag along, especially when he learns Dwayne is going to. Now, if he can just get his mate to agree to talk to him.
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Chapter One
 
Harvey Colton was so bored he wanted to gouge his eyes out just to create a little excitement. They hadn't been on the road forever, but it sure as hell felt like it. Two weeks in the cab of a truck, with only a few nights spent in an actual motel, did not make for a happy bear.
He knew this was a bad idea when he left King City, but he refused to let his baby brother go out into the world alone, and Rob's goofy friends didn't count. Jed, Billy Ray, and Dwayne were loyal friends, but they were just as much trouble as Rob.
The latest chaos was a prime example. Harvey fully understood protecting one's mate, but his brother couldn't just claim his mate and live happily ever after. Somehow, in claiming Casey Newton, Rob had ended up mated to an omega, which turned him into an alpha bear, and that got him banished from their clan.
Rob never could do things the simple way.
Deciding to tag along had three purposes for Harvey. Someone needed to keep an eye on Rob, Rob's mate, and Rob's friends. They might technically be old enough to move out on their own—barely—but they had no idea of what was out there in the big, bad world.
Harvey did.
It also allowed Harvey to leave King City. There was no way in hell he was going to stick around someplace where any member of his family wasn't welcome. He had been feeling the urge to move away from King City since he had returned on leave from his tour of duty in the service. This just kind of upped his timeline.
And lastly, and maybe most importantly, it allowed Harvey time with his mate.
Harvey glanced over at his mate, who was currently driving the truck they were in. It didn't help his already rotten mood any that said mate was refusing to even acknowledge he was breathing.
"Are you ever going to say anything to me?" he asked.
Dwayne's answer was instant. "No."
Harvey rolled his eyes. His mate was such a stubborn ass. Dwayne had been avoiding him since he came home from his tour of duty abroad not long before they left town. The man wouldn't say more than a few words to him, and if he did, it usually involved telling him to go fuck himself. Dwayne was actually getting quite creative in the different ways he told Harvey to "fuck off."
His mate was also as sexy as hell, and Harvey had been fighting his bear to keep from pouncing on the guy. There was an understated masculine beauty to the man that pushed every one of Harvey's buttons. The man's natural scent—honey and fresh berries—was better than any cologne could ever be.
From the sunlight-blond hair that hung around his heart-shaped face like a halo to eyes so deeply blue they reminded Harvey of the Mediterranean Sea, Dwayne was beautiful. The slick muscular chest Harvey had glimpsed a handful of times, the long solid thighs, and the shoulders that squared up Dwayne's six-foot-two frame made him perfect in Harvey's eyes.
Now, if he could just get Dwayne to talk to him, he might get a chance to find out if the handsome man felt as good as he looked. Dwayne had steadfastly refused to have anything to do with him, going as far as leaving the room if he walked into it. Heaven forbid Harvey actually try to have a conversation with the man.
The only reason they were even in the same vehicle was because Harvey didn't have one and the others were full. He was pretty sure Dwayne would have happily dumped him on the side of the road if he could have gotten away with it.
"You can't ignore me forever, you know."
"Watch me," Dwayne replied without even looking in Harvey's direction.
Harvey heaved an audible breath and stretched his legs out as far as they would go. He was glad his mate had a big truck, or there would be no leg room. Scooting a little to the side, Harvey angled himself so he had an unrestricted view of Dwayne.
He stared.
Intently.
God, his mate was gorgeous.
Dwayne shot him a look. "What are you doing?"
"Admiring the view."
A small wrinkle appeared between Dwayne's deep blue eyes. "Well, don't."
Harvey snorted. Like not looking at Dwayne was even a possibility. He had been looking for a while now. Harvey had shifted for the first time when he was twelve years old, earlier than most. Dwayne had shifted three years later.
He'd known then that there was something special about Dwayne, but it wasn't until the man fully transitioned a year ago that Harvey truly understood his fascination with the gorgeous man. And it was the mistakes he made with that knowledge that kept the solid wall of ice between them now.
He couldn't say he wouldn't repeat them. He was a man after all. They were known to fuck up from time to time. "I'd do it again, Dwayne."
Dwayne's only response was the tightening of his jaw.
"No matter how much you hate it, you know I made the right decision." Denying his mate had been the hardest thing he had ever done, but he'd do it again in a heartbeat if it meant keeping Dwayne safe.
Dwayne shot him a look filled with more anger and sadness than any man should bear. "It should have been our decision to make, but you took that away from me, from us."
"I couldn't claim you then, and you know it."
"Well, you can't claim me now either."
Harvey growled. He'd be damned if he would be denied what the fates had given him. He had worked too hard to make sure Dwayne was safe to give him up now. "Do you really think when it comes down to it, your bear is going to deny me?"
Dwayne's eyes were glacial. "My bear does not control me."
Harvey felt something deep inside of him clench in protest. "You're not refusing your bear, are you?" They couldn't do that. Their bears were an integral part of them. Denying one's bear was the same as denying their ability to breathe.
"Just you never mind about my bear."
"Dwayne."
"I told you, I'm fine!" Dwayne snapped. "Now, drop it."
Harvey did something he did with very few people. He pressed his lips together and didn't say what was on his mind, which was probably a good thing. He wanted to shout at Dwayne, and that wouldn't win him any points.
"Any idea where we're headed?"
"West."
Harvey rolled his eyes again. He had to give it to his mate. Dwayne was persistent. Unfortunately, he was persistent at being an ass. "We've been on the road for two weeks. You'd think we'd find a suitable spot at some point."
"I don't think it's easy to find territory that isn't already claimed."
That was true.
Harvey cocked his head. "What about territory that is already claimed?"
Dwayne's head whipped around so fast, Harvey heard his neck pop. "You mean like challenging for it?"
Harvey frowned, not liking how that sounded. "Maybe, but…" He shook his head. "There has to be another way."
"Has Rob talked to the council at all?" Dwayne asked. "Maybe there's a clan in need of an alpha."
"I don't think so," Harvey replied. "I'll ask him next time we stop."
It wasn't like there was a huge hurry. Granted, they were all getting tired of being on the road, but they weren't being chased at the moment and they still had some funds left to get them through just a little longer.
The sooner they found a place to set down roots, the better, though. The money wouldn't last forever, and winter would be here at some point. They needed to have a roof over their heads before the first snow fall.
"You still planning on working for my dad's construction company with Rob?"
Dwayne shot him a look. "What's it to you?"
"Really?"
Dwayne huffed as he went back to looking out the front window. "Once we find a place and get set up, if your parents join us, then yes, I still plan to work in construction with your brother."
"Cool."
"What about you?"
"Me?"
"Yeah." Dwayne glanced at him again, but just for a moment. "What are you going to do?"
"I'm not sure yet."
"You could work in construction like your brother."
"No." Harvey had always known that his father's construction business was not for him. Luckily, his younger brother seemed to love it. "I have to put in my papers with the service first, then I'll figure something out."
"You haven't put in your papers?" There was a hesitation in that question that made Harvey wonder what Dwayne was thinking.
"Technically, I'm on a leave of absence right now. My captain is already getting my exit packet ready for me for when I return."
Dwayne swallowed hard. "So, you're going back?"
"Just long enough to sign my exit papers."
"And then what?"
"And then I come back to wherever you all set down roots." Well, mostly wherever Dwayne set down roots. Harvey cared about his brother and the others, but Dwayne was his mate. He'd follow him anywhere.
"You're really leaving the service?"
Harvey shrugged. "Rob needs me more than they do."
"He's not the only one," Dwayne mumbled.
Harvey decided not to mention he'd heard his mate, and it was all he could do to keep the smile off his face. Maybe this little trip wouldn't be so bad after all.
He dug his cell phone out of his pocket and glanced down at the screen. No service.
"Damn it."
"What?" Dwayne asked.
"I was going to call the others and tell them to find the next stop so we could grab something to eat. I'm starving."
"So, why don't you?"
Harvey held up his phone. "No cell service."
Dwayne actually cracked a smile as he tapped the horn several times. The two trucks in front of them slowed then pulled over to the side of the road at the first available spot. Dwayne waved his hand toward them. "Well, go tell them you're hungry."
Harvey grinned before climbing out of the truck. "What are you hungry for?"
"Honestly, pancakes with honey."
Harvey's stomach growled. "Oh, good choice. Okay, I'll see if we can find some sort of diner."
He shut the door then started walking toward the other two vehicles. If his mate wanted pancakes with honey, he was going to do everything within his power to make it happen. This was the first time Dwayne was talking to him of his own free will since he left for the service after they discovered they were mates.
He wasn't going to fuck it up.
 
Chapter Two
 
Dwayne rubbed his hand over his chin as stared after Harvey, watching the man walk to where the other trucks were parked. He stopped first to talk to Jeb and Billy Ray then moved on to the lead truck to talk to Rob and Casey.
Good gravy, watching the man walk away was practically a religious experience. Harvey Colton had the tightest ass he'd ever seen on anyone, and he'd know he was gay most of his life. He had looked at a lot of asses.
Dwayne wanted nothing more than to tap that ass or have the man in question tap his ass. He wasn't particular. There should be some tapping involved somewhere. There was only one thing holding him back.
Harvey.
He couldn't take the chance that Harvey would leave him again. His heart couldn't take it a second time. Once had been enough.
Dwayne sighed as he reached back and rubbed the tense muscles at the nape of his neck. He felt as if he was fucked if he did and fucked if he didn't. The attraction to his mate and the desire to pin him to the ground, rip all his clothes off, and fuck him until he submitted rode Dwayne harder with each passing day.
The memories of his heartache when Harvey denied him rode him even harder. Logically, he understood why Harvey had refused to mate him at the time. Dwayne had still been in school, and Harvey was in the service. Mated bears did not do well when separated for long periods of time.
Waiting made sense.
It was the not being consulted thing that Dwayne had an issue with. Harvey hadn't talked to him about it at all. He'd just rejected Dwayne and walked away. If he thought he could walk right back in and everything would be peachy, he was in for a rude awakening.
Dwayne just wished he didn't ache for the man so damn much.
When Harvey started walking back to the truck, Dwayne had to reach down and rearrange himself when his cock hardened like a steel pipe and pressed against his zipper. The man looked good coming or going.
Harvey climbed in then shut the door. "Rob said he'd stop at the next town. We're also going to see about finding a motel for the night. We could all do with some hot showers and rest indoors."
Dwayne couldn't disagree with that. He knew he'd pretty much sell a toe for a hot shower. He started up his truck and then began to follow after the other two. "Any idea what the next town is?"
Harvey reached into the glove box and pulled out a map. He drew his finger across the map until he tapped at it. "Silver Lake. It's in the heart of the Bitterroot Mountain range."
"Silver Lake?" Where had he heard that before? "We're still in Idaho, right?"
"Yeah, we left Montana yesterday."
Huh. Dwayne hadn't even noticed, but it wasn't as if they were in a hurry to get somewhere. They really had no idea where they were headed.
"Silver Lake is on an actual lake."
Go figure.
"You might want to see if they have bears in the Bitterroot Mountains. I'm sure all of us could do with a little furry time." Dwayne knew he could. He'd been biting at the bit to get out and get his fur on. Being stuck in the truck with Harvey day in and day out was playing havoc on his nerves.
"I will just as soon as I have cell phone service."
Oh, right.
"Forgot about that."
"Hopefully, we'll get something once we reach Silver Lake. I know there's not a lot of cell phone reception in the mountains like this, but you'd think there'd be something in town."
Maybe, maybe not. Small towns could be weird.
They drove for another hour before Dwayne started to see signs of life. It was just a few houses and farms, but it was more than he'd seen in ages. When they reached the outskirts of Silver Lake, there were more houses and then businesses.
"So, this is Silver Lake, huh?" Harvey mused. "Not bad. Small. God, I hope they have a diner."
"Don't all small towns have diners?" Dwayne was pretty sure it was written in the small town bylaws. Diner owned by a guy named Al, a mom-and-pop corner grocery store, and a homophobic and racist sheriff.
Dwayne wasn't sure he wanted to stay longer than it took to get some pancakes. Something, some niggling at the back of his neck, was telling him that there was something different about Silver Lake and they needed to proceed with the utmost caution.
"The place is kind of small, but no smaller than I'd expect from a little town in the middle of nowhere."
Dwayne nodded his agreement.
"Hey, look." Harvey pointed to a building down the block. "There's a diner."
Dwayne frowned when he saw the sign above the diner. "Al's Diner." This did not bode well for their visit. If the sheriff showed up, Dwayne was going to bail.
He followed the other vehicles and parked next to them on the street in front of the diner. There was a bit of chill in the air when he climbed out of the cab, but nothing his bear couldn't handle. Still, he grabbed his jacket and pulled it on to keep up appearances. He couldn't be seen as anything other than human.
As soon as he was on the sidewalk, he walked over to where Jeb and Billy Ray were standing. "I'm not sure we want to stay here for the night. Something is off about this place." He couldn't put his finger on it, but he could feel it. There was a vibe in the air that was unsettling his bear.
Jeb nodded. "I feel it, too."
Billy Ray just looked at him. "Man, all I feel is hungry."
Dwayne chuckle. "I hope they have pancakes."
"And bacon," Billy Ray said, "lots of bacon."
Bacon was good. Dwayne was definitely in favor.
"I guess we should go in, huh?" Jeb asked.
"Just keep your eyes open," Dwayne suggested. "I'm going to go talk to Rob. Maybe he knows what's going on."
While Jeb and Billy Ray headed for the diner, Dwayne hurried over to Rob and Casey, who were standing there talking to Harvey. "Hey, do you guys feel…" Dwayne wasn't sure he could explain it.
Rob nodded as he pulled Casey to his side. "We all feel it."
"Okay, good."
"When we go inside, I want Casey in the middle of all of us," Rob directed. "We're going to eat then get out of this town as fast as we can."
"Maybe we should just go now."
"No." Rob shook his head. "We all need a decent meal. Just be aware of our surroundings. If you see trouble, Casey is our number one priority."
"Rob," Casey groaned. "That's not nice."
"You're the omega here, cub. The others are big enough to protect themselves. You are not." Rob pressed a kiss to the top of Casey's head. "Besides, I'd be destroyed if anything happened to you. Remember rule number one."
"Number one?" Casey frowned. "A bear devotes his entire life to making sure his mate is healthy and happy? That one?"
Rob grinned. "Yep."
Dwayne's lips twitched when Casey's eyes rolled. He might be a meek little omega, but he was starting to find himself. Dwayne was pretty sure it was due to Rob's love and support. At least he wanted to believe it was. It gave him hope for his future, assuming he could get past Harvey's fuck-ups.
"Let's eat," Dwayne said. "I'm starving."
"Sounds like a plan," Rob said as he started for the diner, his arm firmly around Casey's waist. Dwayne followed behind them with Harvey at his side. Jeb and Billy Ray walked in front. Their alpha and alpha mate were firmly surrounded, and Dwayne knew anyone who made a go at them would feel a lot of pain.
The inside of the diner was just as Dwayne expected. A sitting counter went all along one side of the diner, the kitchen behind that. On the other wall was a row of booths in blue and white vinyl. Restrooms were at the very end of the diner.
"How many today?" the waitress asked as she walked up.
"Six," Jeb replied. "Do you have a booth big enough?"
"There's one in the back."
The waitress led the way back toward the bathrooms to a large round booth in the corner. "Will this do?"
If they all sat together real close.
Jeb smile at the waitress. "This will do nicely. Thank you."
Dwayne waited for Rob and Casey to slide into the booth before scooting in on the other side of Casey. He frowned when Harvey slid in next to him, and Jeb and Billy Ray took the spots on the other side of Rob and Casey. Maybe he should have waited for the others to sit down.
He elbowed Harvey in the side. "Move over," he growled. He needed space between him and his mate. It felt too damn good being pressed up against him.
Harvey's response was to settle his arm along the seat behind Dwayne's head. When he started to play with Dwayne's hair, Dwayne stomped his foot down on the top of Harvey's boot. The man grunted and stopped playing with his hair, but he didn't move his arm.
"What can I get you gentlemen to drink?" the waitress asked as she handed out menus.
"Coffee," Rob said, "all the way around."
"I'll have orange juice," Casey said.
Rob smiled. "Five coffees and one orange juice."
"Coming right up."
Dwayne glanced down at the menu.
"Do they have pancakes?" Harvey asked as he leaned into him.
Dwayne ignored Harvey and made a mental list of what he wanted to eat. It was a short list, but there a few things he wanted double of. He was really hungry.
God, he hoped they had… "Oh hey, they have honey cinnamon rolls." He wasn't sure how that worked, but he sure wanted to find out.
"They look good," Harvey said.
Dwayne closed his menu and set it on the table in front of him. He wasn't expecting Harvey to grab a handful of hair and jerk his head closer. The man's hot breath blew out across his ear as Harvey leaned in.
"I refuse to let you ignore me, mate."
"Be prepared to be disappointed."
Harvey's deep chuckle did nothing to calm Dwayne's nerves. If anything, it made them a bit more jumpy. Maybe he could get Billy Ray to ride with him during their next stretch.
"Don't even think about it, baby. Ain't no one riding with you but me."
Dwayne glanced at Harvey for a moment, suddenly afraid the man could read his mind. He'd been doing pretty good so far. "It's my truck. I can choose whoever I want to ride with me."
Harvey raised an eyebrow. "Try it and I'll paddle your ass red."
Dwayne swallowed hard. There was a promise in Harvey's eyes that he was afraid to test, and that made him angry. "You don't own me."
"Wanna bet?" Harvey blew hot hair against the side of Dwayne's neck before grazing his skin with a finger. "But that's okay, babe. You own me, too."
Dwayne clenched his jaw. His cock never quite went down when Harvey was around…or when he thought of Harvey…dreamed about him…smelled him. He was pretty much always semi-hard, but this was different. He could barely breathe. Every ounce of his control was working on not coming right there and then.
"Calm yourself, handsome," Harvey whispered. "Your bear is too close to the surface."
And just like that, his nerves leveled out. Dwayne didn't know what to think of that, so he didn't say anything. He needed time to think over what had just happened. He was still semi-hard, but he wasn't on the edge of oblivion.
"Okay, what'll it be, boys?"
Everyone gave their order to the waitress then sat back and waited for their food, talking quietly about their trip so far and where they might head to next.
"We could go north to Canada," Billy Ray suggested.
"Too cold," Jeb immediately countered. "I like snow as much as the next guy, but there's a limit to how much freezing I'm willing to do."
"Well, we really need to think about finding something before winter gets here," Dwayne said. "As much time as we've spent outdoors, we're not going to want to do that when winter gets here."
He knew he certainly didn't. Sleeping outdoors during this time of the year was one thing. Sleeping outdoors when there was snow on the ground was altogether different.
"Head's up, boys," Harvey murmured. "We have company."
"Everyone keep calm," Rob ordered. The tone was low, but there was still an alpha thread in it. "No one do anything that could get us kicked out of here or locked up."
Dwayne felt his stomach clenched when he looked up and caught sight of a sheriff walking toward them. The man grabbed a chair and swung it around, straddling it as he sat down at the edge of their table.
"Afternoon, boys," the man said.
"Sheriff," Rob said. "What can we help you with?"
"Just stopped by to have a friendly chat." He raised one thick eyebrow as he gazed around at everyone sitting at the table. "It will be friendly, won't it?"
Rob seemed to eye the man critically before nodding once. "Is there a reason it shouldn't be?"
The sheriff tilted his cowboy hat back then folded his arms across the back of the chair. "We don't get many strangers out this way."
"Here you go, Sheriff." The waitress set a cup of coffee down in front of the man.
The sheriff smiled up at the waitress. "Thank you, Franny."
"We're just passing through, Sheriff," Rob said. "Stopped to get a bite to eat. That's all."
"You know you need permission to be in the area."
Dwayne felt Harvey stiffen next to him, and he understood why. There was only one reason why they would need permission to be in the area. This was shifter-controlled territory. Except, none of them had smelled shifters.
"My apologies," Rob said. "We weren't aware that this was…someone else's territory."
The sheriff snorted. "Boy, this entire town is shifter territory."
Dwayne's jaw dropped. One, the sheriff had referred to Rob as "boy." That right there was challengeable. And two, the sheriff hadn't lowered his voice one damn bit. Anyone inside the diner could have heard him.
The sheriff took a slow sip of his coffee. He seemed to be thinking of something or checking them out. Dwayne wasn't quite sure which, but he did know he didn't like it.
"Where you all from?" the sheriff finally asked.
"We're out of King City."
"Alpha Henry Barker?"
Rob's jaw clenched for a moment. "Yes."
"And if I call him, what will he tell me about you?"
Rob's eyes narrowed dangerously. "We were banished."
Dwayne hung his head. Rob was one of his best friends and he'd follow the guy anywhere, but crap, the alpha was going to get them all killed.
The sheriff didn't show a flicker of alarm, which alarmed Dwayne. "I see."
"We're just passing through, Sheriff," Rob said. "We don't want trouble."
The sheriff's gaze moved to each one of them before settling on Casey. "He yours?"
"Yes," Rob growled as he pulled Casey closer.
"Mated?"
"Yes."
With each question the man asked, Dwayne could feel the others growing more wary. He was, as well. The sheriff was asking a lot of questions that could get them in trouble if the man wanted to push.
"We should get our order to go, Rob," Casey whispered as he tugged on Rob's shirt.
Dwayne was sitting right next to him, so he heard every word. "He's right, Rob. Pancakes can wait until we get to the next town."
"You might want to rethink that," the sheriff said, obviously having heard the conversation. "The alpha of the next town isn't quite as forgiving as my alpha. He'd just as soon rip your throat out than listen to anything you have to say."
Dwayne could feel the blood draining from his face.
"He won't touch you," Harvey whispered into his ear. "I'll kill him before I let that happen."
"Are you strong enough to kill an alpha?" The sheriff's gaze snapped to Harvey before moving to the others. "Are any of you strong enough to beat an alpha?"
Dwayne's jaw dropped.
Harvey's eyes narrowed. "Why do you want to know?"
The sheriff's lips thinned before he glanced around the diner. "This isn't the place for this conversation. Even though this is a shifter town, some things are better discussed in private. Will you come speak with my alpha?"
 
Chapter Three
 
"Why?" Harvey was sure everyone else was thinking the same thing. They were all staring at the sheriff like he'd grown a second head. "We haven't broken any laws."
The "yet" went without saying.
"This isn't about that," the sheriff said. "Please, just come talk to my alpha. I think you'll be interested in what he has to say."
Harvey wasn't so sure of that. He felt as if he stood on a precipice. If they left town, their lives would change. If they stayed, their lives would change. Considering they were on the road looking for a home after being banished from their clan, that said a lot.
"I give you my word as beta of the Silver Lake Clan that no harm will come to you or yours through any actions by me or my clan."
"What about your alpha?" Rob asked.
The sheriff shook his head. "No, he won't harm you either."
Harvey wasn't so sure they could trust that.
Bears had been known to lie now and again. Raymond Barker was a perfect example. He was the son and heir to Alpha Henry Barker, due to take over the King City Clan when his father stepped down. Harvey doubted the man had ever even spoken the truth. He wouldn't know how.
There was an overwhelming need welling up inside of him to protect his mate, his baby brother, and the rest of their little clan. It was a strong enough urge to have hair rippling along his arms.
"Can your alpha come here?" Harvey asked. "I think we'd feel better meeting here rather than going someplace we don't know."
And safer. Harvey didn't like the idea of any of them heading off to unknown places, especially not to meet some unknown alpha.
The sheriff nodded. "I'll give him a call and ask." He pulled his cell phone out while he stood. "Please, enjoy your breakfast. It's on me."
Harvey didn't even notice the waitress standing there until the sheriff stepped away to make his phone call. When his plate was set down in front of him, Harvey stared down at it. As hungry as he'd been, he wasn't sure he could eat now. There was an anxious knot forming in his gut.
"Do you think he's for real?" Dwayne asked.
"I'm more concerned with how he knew we were shifters," Rob said. "He said this is a shifter town, but I've yet to smell a single shifter."
Harvey realized his baby brother was right. He hadn't smelled a single shifter besides the six of them. If this was a shifter town, where were all the shifters?
Harvey's gaze snapped to Rob. "Did you scent the sheriff at all?"
Rob's eyes rounded as he shook his head. "If he's the beta of his clan, how can we not smell him?"
Crap.
Harvey ran a hand down over his jaw. He glanced across the diner to where the sheriff stood talking on his cell phone. The man seemed to be in deep conversation, but he was watching the table as if they were all going to suddenly jump up and run.
Harvey was considering it.
With the exception of his parents, everyone he cared about sat at the table with him. His entire world sat right next to him. He couldn't allow anything to happen to any of them.
His eyes settled on his baby brother. "Rob, we've not talked about this, but the elephant has always been in the room."
"What?" Rob squinted at Harvey as if he'd lost his mind. "What in the hell are you talking about?"
"It's time to name your inner circle. You need to do it right now." Harvey could feel it in his bones. Something momentous was coming, and they needed to be secure in their clan. "Name me as your beta."
"What if I want Dwayne to be my beta?"
"Now is not the time to play favorites, Rob. I'm the right man for the job, and you know it."
"He's right, Rob," Dwayne said. "As much as I hate to admit it, Harvey would make a better beta than me."
Harvey frowned at his mate before looking back at Rob. "I can't shake the feeling that something is going on here and that we need to have a solid inner circle before we face whatever it is."
Rob's eyes rolled. "Fine, you can be my beta."
Harvey had the urge to shake his brother. Rob didn't seem to be taking this seriously. "Rob, if you don't have a strong power base, they can kill us. Do you get that? They can challenge you for Casey and take him from you, killing the rest of us."
Rob's eyes narrowed as he growled. "No one is taking Casey from me."
"Then establish your inner circle so we can fight for you." Harvey didn't think he could make it any clearer than that. "If we're named to your inner circle, it's our duty to protect you, our alpha, and Casey, our alpha mate. They'd have to go through us before they get to you, and, as your inner circle, there is nothing they can do to stop us. We'd be in the right defending you."
Rob stared at him. Harvey couldn't read his brother's expression, but he knew he was thinking, and thinking hard. He could practically see the smoke spiraling out of Rob's ears.
"I name Harvey as my beta, Dwayne as my gamma, and Billy Ray and Jeb as my deltas."
Harvey wasn't too thrilled with Dwayne being named Rob's tracker, but Billy Ray and Jeb were good choices as enforcers.
"Do you accept?" Rob asked as he looked each man in the eyes.
Harvey was in no way surprised when each one of them nodded. One by one, they leaned toward Rob, who scratched them on the back of the neck then sniffed the scent of their blood. Once accepted by their alpha, it formed a bond that could only be severed by the alpha.
With each passing second, Harvey could feel the bonds of their clan cementing and becoming stronger. This was a good thing.
He drew in his first good breath since the sheriff had walked into the place. With the inner circle bonded to their alpha, Harvey could fight to keep everyone in their little clan safe, and no one except his alpha—Rob—could stop him.
By the time the sheriff walked back to their table, Harvey felt a whole lot better. Not totally better, but better than he had when the man first walked into the diner.
The sheriff took his seat again. "My alpha agreed to meet you here. He lives about twenty minutes outside of town, so you have time to finish your food."
"Thank you." It wouldn't hurt to be polite, especially under the circumstances.
"I'm Sheriff Thomas Riley. I didn't catch your names."
Harvey refused to state that they hadn't given them. Instead, he waited to see what Rob would do. Technically, Rob was his alpha now. It was his choice whether to give out that information or not.
"Rob Colton, and this is my mate, Casey."
The rest of them introduced themselves, but strangely enough, not a one of them mentioned what rank they held in their little clan. Harvey wasn't quite sure why that was, and now was definitely not the time to ask. They needed to present a united front. Not a clan of people who looked as if they barely knew what they were doing, even if they didn't.
Being a bear and taking that extra year of schooling to learn how to be a better bear, plus growing up in a clan, they knew how to behave in a clan or in situations where they were faced with shifters who were not clan.
Being members of an inner circle of an incredibly small clan was a whole different ball game. There were different rules for one alpha meeting another alpha. As they had never thought to be in this position, they had never learned those rules.
Harvey really hoped his brother could bluff.
He tried to eat some of his food, simply because he knew he needed the nutrients. As the newly appointed beta of their clan, he was also hoping to reassure the others that he had things under control. He didn't, not by a long shot, but he could bluff, too.
"Silver Lake is a good place to be a bear," the sheriff said. "There's not another town within twenty-five miles of us, and we're really off the beaten path, which was why I knew about you all so fast. We don't get a lot of strangers up this way."
"Why can't I smell you?" Rob asked.
The sheriff smiled as he cupped his hands around his coffee cup. "I'm afraid I'm not at liberty to share that information with you, not quite yet."
"But you will?" Harvey asked.
The sheriff shrugged. "Depends on what my alpha says."
Okay then.
When Franny came over to clear their plates, Harvey asked for some more coffee. He suspected he was going to need the extra caffeine, especially when he saw the door open, and an older man walked in, flanked by two very big, burly men.
The sheriff immediately stood and walked over to the older man. Harvey watched the quiet exchange between the two men. He knew from the way the sheriff seemed to defer to the older man that he was the alpha.
"How are we going to play this?" Harvey asked Rob without taking his eyes off the alpha and sheriff.
"Let's just listen to what they have to say," Rob said. "They haven't threatened us so far."
True, but the day was still young.
Harvey moved closer to Dwayne when the four men walked toward their table. If any of them were intent on going after his alpha, his alpha mate, or his own mate, they'd have to go through him first.
The alpha took the chair the sheriff had been sitting in, but instead of straddling it like the sheriff had, he swung it around and sat down. The waitress set a cup of coffee down in front of him.
"My name is Albert Kersey. I'm alpha of the Silver Lake Clan."
"Rob Colton. I'm the alpha of…well, this mangy lot."
"My beta says you're from King City?"
Rob nodded.
"You were banished?"
Rob nodded again.
"May I ask why?"
Rob's lips thinned as he pressed them together. Harvey held his breath as he waited to see how his brother would answer Alpha Kersey. Letting anyone know just how special Casey was probably wasn't a good idea.
"Two alphas in the same clan isn't a good idea," Rob finally said. "Alpha Barker felt it was best if I left to find my own place."
"And your friends?" Alpha Kersey asked as he nodded to each of them.
"Like you said, they are my friends."
"Have you had any luck finding a place?"
"No." Rob shook his head. "Right now, we're just driving until we find some place that doesn't have a clan."
The alpha's head tilted with a curious frown on his face. "Why someplace with no clan?"
Rob's eyebrows lifted. "You do remember why we were banished. Why would I want to go through that again?"
The alpha took a sip of his coffee then leaned back in his chair. "I'll be honest here, I called Alpha Barker before I came to meet you."
Harvey tensed, ready to defend his alpha and fellow clan mates.
"He had nothing but good things to say about you."
Despite the man's words, Harvey still felt on edge. He couldn't figure out what the alpha's motives were here. He seemed to be after something. The question was, what?
"I'd like you to meet someone." Alpha Kersey snapped his fingers.
Harvey's eyes were drawn to the front door of the diner when it opened. A young man stepped inside, flanked by two rather large men. He cast a furtive glance around before hurrying to the alpha's side.
Alpha Kersey smiled up at him. Harvey instantly saw the resemblance between the two men when the younger one smiled back.
"This is my son, Jasper." Alpha Kersey patted his son's hand. "He is a special bear, much like your own mate."
Rob growled when the alpha's gaze went to Casey.
Alpha Kersey quickly held up his hand. "I mean your mate no harm."
"Casey is off limits," Rob snapped.
"Understood." The alpha's shoulders slumped. "I wish I could say the same for my own son."
Rob leaned closer. "What do you mean?"
"The alpha of the neighboring territory has his sights set on taking over my territory. I can't let that happen." The alpha's hands clenched for a moment. "He rules his clan with an iron fist, dispatching any who go against him."
"We've heard rumors that he hunts any who are different than him," Sheriff Riley added in. "Any who are gay or even who he suspects are gay are hunted until they are killed."
Casey gasped before burying his face in Rob's shoulder. Rob tucked him in close before glaring at the alpha and the sheriff. "Why are you telling me this?"
"I'm too old to fight him in a challenge, and my son is unable to fight him. He's just not strong enough or vicious enough. He'd lose any challenge. While I have a lot of strong men in my clan, you have to be alpha born in order to lead a clan."
"That's not true!" Casey explained as he lifted his head. He seemed to understand what he'd said almost immediately and pressed his lips together before burying his face back in Rob's shoulder.
"I won't force my son to mate with someone just to make them an alpha. He deserves to find his true mate just like any other bear."
Harvey was really surprised to hear an alpha say that. In his experience, alphas tended to do what they wanted, no matter how it affected others.
"I still don't understand why you're telling me this," Rob said. "I have no designs on your son. I have a mate."
"Like I told you, I spoke with your former alpha. He had nothing but good things to say about you…all of you."
"And?"
"You need a clan to lead, and I need an alpha to lead my clan."
Harvey's jaw dropped. He was pretty sure the rest of them were feeling the same shock, but he was too stunned to look away from Alpha Kersey to check.
"If you challenge me, I will submit to you and give you leadership of my clan if you agree to keep my clan safe from Alpha King and allow my son to mate with his true mate when he finds him."
"You can't be serious." Rob's words were whispered, almost as if he was afraid to speak louder. "You can't just give me your clan."
"I can, actually. Granted, you would have to officially challenge me, but I would submit without a fight." The alpha's sigh was heavy. It was clear the man was resigned to what was happening. "I've led the Silver Lake Clan for more than fifty years. It's a good clan, good people. I don't want to see anything happen to them."
"Alpha King is a monster," the man's son whispered as he shuddered. "His hatred for any who don't conform to his beliefs is beyond horrible."
"Why hasn't anyone gone to the council about this?" Harvey asked. If this jackass was hunting people, he needed to be stopped.
"Because we have no proof," Sheriff Riley said. "Those he hunts don't live long, and those in his clan are too afraid of being hunted. No one will say a word against him."
"I can't let this man have my clan," Alpha Kersey said. "Not only would he decimate my clan, but he'd kill my son."
"Does he know your son is special?"
"I pray he doesn't, but I can't be sure. We kept it as secret as much as possible once we knew he was an omega, but people started to notice when he didn't shift, especially since my mate and I are both pure bears."
"I think there's something you need to understand," Rob said. "I have no experience leading a clan. I've been an alpha for all of about two weeks. Hell, I only graduated a few weeks ago. I may not be the alpha you're looking for."
"Maybe you should contact the council and have them send you an alpha who can lead," Harvey suggested.
Alpha Kersey shook his head. "There's no telling if an alpha they send would be understanding of my son's nature. You, who sit there with your omega mate at your side, understand."
Harvey knew his brother couldn't argue with that.
Rob sighed before rubbing his hands over his face then looking across to Alpha Kersey. "I need to speak to my clan before I can give you an answer."
Alpha Kersey nodded then stood. "I'll be waiting."
He walked away with his son, the sheriff, and the other men who'd accompanied him. They stopped at a booth close to the front door. Far enough away that they wouldn't hear what was said if the words were spoken in low tones, but close enough that Rob could call him back when needed.
"So." Rob glanced at each of them left at the table. "Should I challenge for the Silver Lake Clan?"
 
Chapter Four
 
Holy shit!
Dwayne opened his mouth to say something then realized he didn't know what to say. Rob had just been offered an entire clan on a silver platter. Things like that just didn't happen.
"Do you think he's for real?" he asked.
"He seems to be," Rob replied. "I just have to wonder how the rest of his clan will take a new alpha."
"Not to mention a new inner circle," Harvey added.
"Fuck, man." Rob ran his hand through his hair. "If you hadn't demanded I name my inner circle before he arrived to talk to us, I'd have had to take on his inner circle." Ron shot Harvey a confused look. "How'd you know?"
"I didn't." Harvey shrugged. "It was just a feeling I got in my gut, and I learned to follow my gut when I was overseas. It kept me alive."
Dwayne drew in a slow breath through his nose. He'd tried not to think about the things Harvey went through while he was serving their country, but it had been hard not to. He pretty much thought about Harvey every second of every day.
"I think we need to know a little more about the Silver Lake Clan before you agree to anything," Harvey continued. "Like, how they are hiding their scents from us."
Dwayne jerked, having forgotten about that part. They should have been able to smell the alpha at the very least. "If this whole town is shifter territory, it's safe to reason everyone who lives here is either a shifter or they know about them."
Casey chuckled. "Could you imagine living someplace where we didn't have to hide who we are?"
Actually, no, Dwayne couldn't. It just didn't seem possible. "The alpha did say the place was kind of off the beaten path. I don't suppose they get a lot of visitors out this way, despite our presence here."
"I can't just toss you guys into this without knowing more," Rob started. "If you want to take off until—"
"We'd follow you anywhere, Rob," Jeb said. "You know that."
"You're our alpha now," Billy Ray added in. "You need to start owning that."
"He's right, Rob," Harvey said. "We committed to follow you when we left King City. You accepted us not twenty minutes ago at this very table. It's time for you to step up and be the alpha we all know you can be."
It was all Dwayne could do to keep his jaw from dropping at Harvey's words. He never thought the man would willingly follow his baby brother. He had kind of expected Harvey to challenge Rob to be the alpha of their little clan.
Rob sighed heavily then glanced around at all of them. "I guess we tell Alpha Kersey we want to know more about the Silver Lake Clan then."
Dwayne wasn't sure if that was a good idea, but he didn't have a better one. Continuing on their journey sounded like a good idea except for two problems. One, they had no idea where they were going and all of them were tired of being on the road.
And two, according to the sheriff, they would have to travel through Alpha King's territory to get anywhere unless they wanted to backtrack several hours. Dwayne had to wonder just how dangerous it would be if they drove straight through. How would Alpha King even know they were shifters, especially if they didn't stop?
"Harvey, would you bring Alpha Kersey back over here?" Rob asked.
Harvey got up and walked over to where the alpha stood with his beta and enforcers. He said something to them, and a moment later, they all headed back toward the table.
Once the alpha sat down, Rob said, "I'm not saying no to your proposal and I'm not saying yes. I need to know more about your clan before I can make a decision one way or another."
The alpha looked disappointed. "I suppose I can understand that. What can I tell you?"
"Well, you can start by telling why I can't scent you."
Alpha Kersey smirked. "Picked up on that, did you?"
Rob's eyes rounded. "Uh, yeah."
"As much as I would like to share that bit of information with you, I cannot. Not unless you decide to challenge me. It is a secret known only to the members of the Silver Lake Clan."
Rob's eyes narrowed, a sure sign he was not happy with that answer, but Dwayne understood it. Keeping the secret of shifters from humans kept them all alive. If Alpha Kersey had found some way to make his clan members blend in even better, he'd want to keep it secret, too. Not because he wouldn't want to share it with other shifters, but to keep humans from finding out and fixing it so it no longer worked.
"Do you have a lot of problems with humans?" Dwayne asked.
Alpha Kersey turned to look at him. "We get the occasional tourist passing through, but other than that, not really. This is a shifter town. Everyone who lives here either knows about shifters or is a shifter themselves. We don't exactly shift and walk through the middle of town, but we don't typically have to hide who we are."
Dwayne just couldn't imagine that. It was almost a dream come true for shifters. "We had to be very careful back in King City. While the clan had been there for years, there were still a lot of humans who lived there who had no idea about shifters."
The alpha nodded as if he understood exactly what Dwayne was saying. "I was a young boy when my grandfather moved us out here. He bought up all the land for miles in every direction so he could establish a shifter town."
"I don't understand how you kept it shifter only," Rob said.
"It's actually clan law. No one may rent to or sell to anyone who isn't a shifter or related to a shifter in some manner, and all new residents have to be approved by the alpha."
"Related?" Rob asked. "Like a cousin or something?"
"Something like that." The alpha smiled. "That area is a little gray, but most everyone here understands the need to keep to our own so it isn't a problem."
"Keep to your own?" Dwayne shot Rob a look of panic. Rob and Casey had gone through hell when they thought he was a human. "You mean no humans?"
"No, no," Alpha Kersey said quickly. "I mean someone who isn't aware of shifters."
"Do you allow bears to mate with humans?"
"As long as they know about us, yes." The alphas shrugged as if it was no big deal. "A mate is a mate. It doesn't matter who they are."
Dwayne glanced at Harvey when he snorted. "You have something to add to that?"
"Me?" Harvey shook his head. "No."
Dwayne narrowed his eyes.
"How many members are there in the Silver Lake Clan?"
The smile fell off Alpha Kersey's face. His sigh was heavy. "Technically, there are just around twenty members. We're a rather small clan."
Technically?
What in the hell did that mean?
"Explain," Rob demanded.
"We told you about Alpha King."
Rob nodded.
"In the last year, we've given sanctuary to nearly fifty members of his clan."
Dwayne's jaw dropped. "Fifty?"
"Some have moved on to other clans, but some decided to stay and set down roots here." Alpha Kersey sighed again then rubbed his hands over his face before dropping them on the table. "You have to understand, this man is a monster in every sense of the word. He kills humans and shifters alike."
Dwayne gasped. "How can he get away with that?"
"Remember those hunts I told you about?"
Dwayne swallowed the bile rising in his throat. "He hunts humans?"
"A couple of hikers up in the woods, attacked and killed by a bear? Who's going to say it's murder? If the authorities come looking for a bear, Alpha King organizes a hunt and gives them one, and the authorities go away thinking they have saved everyone from a vicious bear."
"Shit!" Rob exclaimed. "He needs to be stopped."
Dwayne agreed, but he wasn't sure they were the ones to do it.
"Why hasn't the council done something about this?" Dwayne asked.
"No proof," Sheriff Riley replied.
"What about all those people you gave sanctuary to?"
The sheriff shook his head. "It's their word against his, and his clan fears him enough that they'd say or do anything he wanted if questioned by the council."
"No wonder you don't want him to take over your clan," Rob stated. "I wouldn't either."
"I'm not strong enough to beat this guy," the alpha said. "He'll kill me and take over my clan, decimating it. No one will be safe. Not my clan, not my son, and certainly not the people we've taken in. He'll kill them all because he can."
Rob winced as he stared across the table at the alpha. "You're not exactly selling me on doing this, Alpha Kersey."
"As much as I want you to challenge me, I don't want to start off lying to you. I'd like to be able to stick around." Alpha Kersey sat up straighter, going a little stiff. "Unless you don't want me to. I know banishment is usual in challenges that don't end in death, but I was hoping…"
"How does your clan feel about this?" Harvey asked. "If Rob challenges you, how much resistance is he going to face?"
Dwayne wished he'd thought of that, but it hadn't even entered his mind. Maybe that was why Harvey was the beta of their little clan, and Dwayne was just a tracker.
"I think most of the clan will understand the circumstances and welcome you. You're a might better choice than King."
Harvey lifted an eyebrow. "Most?"
"There are a couple of bears who think it's time for me to step down and let the younger crowd lead." The alpha snorted. "My uncle Ralph and his two sons are at the top of that list. They've been a thorn in my side for years. Most of the time they're harmless, but if they get a chance, they will try something."
"Anyone else?"
Alpha Kersey shook his head. "No, most of the clan is family in one form or another. They all understand how dangerous King is. The few who might give you problems want the power themselves. My uncle always felt as if he should have inherited the alpha position instead of my father. He resented my father and passed that resentment down to his children."
"Why do you allow him to stay then?" Dwayne asked.
"Because I have no grounds to banish him. While he edges the line, he never crosses it."
Dwayne was confused. "But, you just said if he gets the chance, he'll start something."
"He never crosses the line, but he comes damn close. Most of the stuff he does is irritating, but not lethal."
"Like?" Rob questioned. "What kind of crap am I likely to face?"
"Marking territory where they shouldn't. Starting rumors. Intimidating some of the bears we've given sanctuary to. Hogging all the honey. Stupid shit. Like I said, irritating, but not lethal."
Dwayne smiled when Harvey grunted. He reached under the table and pressed his hand down on Harvey's thigh. There was only so much disrespect Harvey would be able to get away with and, even though Dwayne was mad at him, he didn't want anything to happen to the man.
Dwayne jerked when Harvey's hand covered his. He tried to pull his hand back. He rolled his eyes when Harvey tightened his grip. He knew if he kept trying to pull away, Harvey would make a scene, and wouldn't that be just grand?
"When do you need an answer?" Rob asked.
"The sooner the better," Alpha Kersey replied. "I'd prefer to get this settled before anyone else finds out about it, especially my uncle or Alpha King. I suspect either of them would try and stop a change in leadership."
"Can you give us a few days?"
"I can give you twenty-four hours," Alpha Kersey replied. "Any longer than that and people will start to wonder why you are here. You might not be able to smell us, but we can smell you. Having non-clan shifters in Silver Lake will make the clan uneasy."
"Can't you just tell them we're visiting from King City or something?" Dwayne asked. There had to be some explanation for their presence in the town.
"Yes, and that's why I can give you twenty-four hours."
Rob sighed. "Then I guess you'll have your answer in twenty-four hours."
"Wonderful." Alpha Kersey grinned. "In the meantime, I'd like you to be my guests. There's a hotel down the street. I've reserved three rooms for you."
Rob's eyebrows lifted. "You must have been pretty sure we'd agree to stay."
"Hopeful." He shrugged. "Maybe a little desperate."
Rob chuckled. "Yeah, I can understand that."
Dwayne couldn't. He felt almost as if them staying had already been decided before they even arrived when it hadn't. Yes, the twenty-four-hour time limit had been decided, but not the long-term one, and that's the one that felt as if had been decided.
"My beta will show you to the hotel. After you've had a chance to settle in, I'd love to show you around town then have you out to the house for dinner tonight. I know my mate is very interested in meeting you."
"Your mate knows about us?" Rob asked.
The alpha chuckled as he nodded his head toward Casey. "Do you keep things from your mate?"
Rob winced. "Not if I can help it."
"Yes, I have found that it is just better to share everything from the very beginning. I'm getting way too old to be sleeping on the couch."
Dwayne was a little confused as to how the woman would even know who they were, considering they had been in town all of about two hours. It just didn't seem like enough time had passed.
"How does your mate feel about all of this?" Casey asked.
The amusement fell off the alpha's face. "She's resigned, but she understands we need to protect Jasper and our clan, and I suspect she doesn't want me to die either."
Yeah, Dwayne was pretty sure that was high up on the list. He didn't know what he'd do if something happened to Harvey. He might be mad at the guy right now, and not sure how they were going to come to an agreement about their mating, but the guy was still his mate.
Dwayne squeezed Harvey's thigh. Harvey's head snapped around, and he stared at him. Dwayne just stared back as he turned his hand over and clasped Harvey's hand. A slow smile slid across Harvey's face.
Dwayne wasn't ready to declare their mating a done deal, but being mad at Harvey seemed out of place when their world was in such an upheaval. Harvey had always been the strongest man he knew, both in strength and mentality. Dwayne was kind of hoping some of that would leak over to him because he was scared shitless.
"We would love to come to dinner, Alpha Kersey," Rob said. He smiled, and Dwayne was pretty sure it was a genuine smile. "Thank you for inviting us."
There was a part of Dwayne that felt as if this was just a little too easy. Ready-made clan with an alpha pretty much willing to step down and hand it all over? And all Rob had to do was kick some guy's ass if he came calling?
Dwayne wanted to say something, but he wouldn't, not while Alpha Kersey was sitting there. He would never disrespect his alpha in that manner.
God, it was freaky to think his best friend was now his alpha. He never really saw that coming when they were playing in the sandbox together as kids. Of course, he never expected his best bud's older brother to be his mate either.
He was still stunned over that one.
Alpha Kersey stood. "Let's get you checked in at the hotel."
Three rooms, six people?
This should be fun.
 
Chapter Five
 
Checking into the hotel was simple enough, especially when the alpha was the one checking them in. From what Harvey could tell, the owners of the little hotel were part of Alpha Kersey's clan. They seemed almost overjoyed that the man was there.
The hard part came when Dwayne tried to claim one of the rooms with Jeb as his roomie.
Wasn't going to happen.
Harvey growled and glared at Jeb until the man raised his hands and backed up. No one was going to room with Dwayne except him. Dwayne apparently didn't get the message. When they went upstairs to head to their rooms, he entered the room Billy Ray had walked into.
Harvey stalked into the room behind them then stared at Billy Ray until the man made a hasty retreat, taking his overnight bag with him. Harvey slammed the door behind Billy Ray then tossed his bag onto the bed. He turned to glare at Dwayne.
The man's chest was rising and falling rapidly. It matched the anger burning in Dwayne's eyes. "I'm getting really tired of you making decisions for me without consulting me first."
"You are not sharing a room with Billy Ray or Jeb." Harvey wasn't going to budge on that. Dwayne was his mate. He should be wherever Harvey was.
Dwayne just stared at Harvey, his mouth hanging half-open. "Are you insane?" he asked after a moment. "Billy Ray and Jeb are two of my best friends."
"I am your mate!"
"Since when?"
Harvey reared back at Dwayne's denial of their bond. His bear moved closer to the surface, enraged. "You have always been my mate."
"You certainly weren't thinking about that when you denied me and took off to some foreign country to play hero."
"Dwayne—"
"No." Dwayne shook his head furiously. "You don't get to deny me one moment then decide I'm your mate the next. Either I am or I'm not. You can't have it both ways, Harvey."
Harvey grabbed Dwayne and pushed him into the wall. He crowded close, pressing his body against Dwayne's. He was several inches taller than Dwayne and had at least fifty pounds on him. He was easily able to hold Dwayne right where he wanted him.
"You are my mate," he snapped. "Mine! No one else's, and that means you room with me. Every. Damn. Time. Do you understand?"
Dwayne's eyes narrowed.
There was a part of Harvey that was proud that his mate had a backbone of steel. There was another part that was aroused by the fact that his mate was standing up to him. But there was yet a third part of him that was angered that he was being refused.
That was the bear part.
"If I'm your mate, then fucking do something about it."
Harvey's eyes rounded for just a moment. Was Dwayne saying what he thought he was? Was his mate demanding that Harvey claim him?
A little bit of his calm was restored to Harvey when he noticed the tremble of Dwayne's lip and the glint of fear in his deep blue eyes. Harvey realized it wasn't fear of him or the situation. It was fear of being rejected for a second time.
He wrapped his hand around the man's neck and pulled him closer. His mouth covered Dwayne's hungrily. Much to Harvey's surprise—and delight—Dwayne moaned and pushed into the kiss, his tongue coming out to brush against Harvey's. Dwayne's lips were soft and warm, sending spirals of ecstasy through Harvey.
Harvey tore his mouth away from Dwayne's and stared at the man. He fingered the fabric of Dwayne's shirt. "Off."
Harvey's breath caught in his throat as Dwayne pushed back a pace. He watched with hungry anticipation as Dwayne began unbuttoning his shirt. The smooth, bare chest revealed by each button set free had Harvey practically drooling.
His cock became so hard he thought it might rip right through his pants. Without taking his eyes off the visual feast being revealed before him, Harvey unbuttoned his own shirt and dropped it from his shoulders just about the same time that Dwayne's dropped to the floor.
"You are one sexy fucker, Dwayne."
"I'm glad you think so," Dwayne said as he reached for the zipper of his pants. Dwayne's eyebrow arched, and a slow sensual grin lifted the corners of his lips. "You're not so bad yourself."
Dwayne's steady gaze bore into Harvey in silent expectation as they both unzipped their pants at the same time. Harvey laughed as he kicked off his shoes and wiggled out of his pants. He pulled a packet of lube out of his pants before dropping them on the floor.
Dwayne was getting naked just as quickly. Harvey felt that they probably looked like big goofs as they tried to watch each other while stripping their clothes off.
Neither of them wanted to look away.
Finally, they were both naked, Dwayne standing a step away from him. Harvey backed up until he felt the mattress behind him and then sat down. He beckoned with his hand. "Come here, baby."
Dwayne stumbled over, his hands landing on Harvey's shoulders. Harvey fisted his fingers in Dwayne’s hair. He used it to pull the man’s face forward, slanting his mouth over Dwayne’s lips. Dwayne whimpered then leaned into the kiss, opening his mouth to allow Harvey in.
Harvey almost lost his hold on Dwayne when the man scrambled to get closer, pressing his body against Harvey’s then rubbing against him. He rolled Dwayne beneath him on the mattress.
Dwayne groaned when Harvey ran his tongue quickly across his lips before diving into his mouth, kissing him for all he was worth. He was instantly overwhelmed by the sweet taste of honey and fresh berries.
Dwayne’s hands clutched at Harvey’s shoulders. He explored the depths of Dwayne's mouth, running tongue along the seam of his lips. He felt his canines drop down, the need to claim Dwayne riding him hard.
“Dwayne,” Harvey murmured when he finally lifted his head. He opened his eyes to look down at him, chuckling at the stunned look in his deep blue eyes. He stroked his hands further down Dwayne’s body, feeling the smooth lean muscled skin beneath him.
Harvey bent his head to lick at the soft skin between Dwayne’s neck and shoulder. As he swiped his tongue over the sensitive flesh, he felt Dwayne shudder then groan as he arched his neck, giving Harvey better access to his throat.
Harvey scraped his teeth gently across the small patch of skin. He reached down to grab Dwayne’s straining cock, rubbing his hand briefly over the hard flesh. As his thumb skimmed across the top, smearing pre-cum in its wake, he scraped his teeth over his neck again.
“Can I claim you, Dwayne?” he whispered. He had to know Dwayne wanted this just as much as he did. No matter how much he needed this, he refused to force Dwayne into a claiming he didn't want.
“Yesss,” Dwayne hissed. His hands came up to grab Harvey’s head, his fingers clenching in Harvey’s hair as he pulled his head down to his neck. “Now, Harvey, do it now!”
Harvey tightened his fingers around the hard length in his hand, quickly stroking Dwayne’s cock as he sank his teeth into the man’s neck. His eyes drifted closed as he savored the sweet taste. Dwayne tasted just as he did when Harvey had kissed him, like honey and berries. It was a delicious flavor that he knew he could easily become obsessed with.
Harvey opened his eyes as extracted his teeth, licked the bite wound closed, and lifted his head, looking down in astonishment as Dwayne cried out. His hips lifted frantically, pushing against Harvey as he came, covering Harvey’s hand with shot after shot of pearly white seed.
“Fuck!” he whispered vehemently, feeling his own cock throb with the need to come. That was the sexiest thing he had ever seen. He lifted his hand to his lips, his tongue darting out to lick at some of the seed on his hand.
Oh damn!
Even this tasted like honey and fresh berries, just a bit tangier. It even had the cream to go with it. Harvey was doomed. It was as simple as that. Everything about Dwayne said that he was going to quickly become an obsession, if not a downright need—like breathing.
Harvey grinned as he scooted down Dwayne’s body. A moment later, Dwayne was crying out again as Harvey took his still sensitive cock into his mouth, his tongue cleaning up any remaining seed as he licked his cock up one side and back down the other.
His tongue swirled around the helmet, licking at the clear liquid that seemed to have multiplied as his other hand reached beneath Dwayne and gently massaged the man’s balls. He leaned a little closer, taking Dwayne’s cock further into his mouth as his tongue flattened and ran the length of Dwayne’s cock.
Harvey kept his mouth wrapped around Dwayne's dick as he grabbed the man's ankles and lifted them up further on the mattress. Dwayne's legs naturally fell apart. Harvey bobbed up and down on Dwayne's cock several times before lifting his head, grinning when Dwayne whined in protest.
"Do you like that, baby?"
Dwayne's dazed eyes just blinked down at him.
Harvey grinned then reached up and gripped Dwayne's thighs with his hand, spreading them and lifting them at the same time. He started licking at the puckered pink hole that twinkled up at him, pushing his tongue in then stroking it up over Dwayne's balls to his cock then all the way to the tip before moving back down and repeating the process.
Dwayne's body went stiff for a moment, his thigh muscles going rock hard, then he trembled almost uncontrollably. "Har-Harvey, please!" Dwayne wailed, his hands grabbing at Harvey’s hair. “Need…”
Harvey climbed his way back up the smooth body beneath him until he was straddling Dwayne’s body. He leaned down and stuck his tongue out, circling one taut nipple before sucking it in between his lips. He almost smiled when Dwayne’s heady cry filled the room.
He pulled the nipple into his mouth, gently biting down. It was like turning on an electrical switch. Dwayne went wild. His hips began thrusting up against Harvey. The harder he bit down, the wilder Dwayne became.
Hot damn! Dwayne liked to be nibbled on. Considering what everyone had been telling him, including Dwayne, that might be a good thing. It seemed there would be a lot of biting in Harvey’s future.
Harvey ran his hands down Dwayne’s back to grab his ass, gently massaging him with his hands. Damn! Dwayne’s ass was nice and tight. Harvey couldn’t wait to fuck it.
He grabbed the packet of lube he'd pulled from his pants and ripped it open before pouring some out on his fingers. He could feel the body above him tremble as he pushed a slick finger deep into Dwayne’s ass. No sooner had he pushed a finger in when Dwayne began humping his hips back for more.
“You like that, baby?” he asked when he heard a long moan. He reached over with his hand and pushed two fingers into Dwayne’s ass, dragging another moan from the man.
Oh yeah, he liked that.
Harvey grinned.
Just wait until he found his sweet spot.
Harvey watched eagerly as his stretched Dwayne, taking special note of what seemed to make him squirm. Two fingers seemed to be better than one. On a hunch, Harvey inserted a third finger, moving them around together.
Dwayne started moaning. “Harvey, you have to stop. I’m gonna—”
“I’ve got you, baby,” Harvey growled as he grabbed Dwayne’s hips and rolled the man beneath him. He wrapped his arms around Dwayne’s thighs and lifted his ass into the air, spreading his thighs apart. Dwayne whimpered, tilting his hips up in invitation.
Harvey's hand trembled as he poured the rest of the lube over his cock and spread it around before positioning the head of his dick at Dwayne’s hole. Watching the head of his cock press against Dwayne’s quivering entrance almost sent Harvey over the edge. Each inch of his cock sinking into Dwayne’s tight opening was a visual aphrodisiac.
It was one of the hottest damn things Harvey had ever seen.
He slowly thrust in so he could enjoy it as long as he could. Pulling out was just as good, but it wasn’t as easy. Dwayne’s inner muscles seemed to grip him tighter when he pulled out as if they didn’t want to let go of Harvey’s cock.
Harvey pulled out until just the tip remained then slowly pushed back in again. The shudders racking Dwayne’s body increased in strength. He leaned back and gripped Dwayne’s thighs tightly with his hands. Clenching his teeth at the pleasure he knew was about to come, Harvey thrust back into Dwayne.
He did this several times until he heard Dwayne whimper. As Harvey continued thrusting up into Dwayne’s tight body, he reached down and wrapped his fingers around Dwayne’s cock. He began stroking him.
“Oh yes!” Dwayne cried out, his movements beginning to become frantic.
Dwayne’s cries and whimpers filled the room, overshadowing their heaving panting. The harder Harvey rammed into Dwayne, the louder his cries became. Sweat dropped down both of their bodies, the sounds of their flesh slapping together with the cries of pleasure.
His hunger ate at him. He needed to see Dwayne's pleasure as much as he needed to bury his cock in the man's tight grasp. Both were as imperative as breathing. Dwayne's dazed eyes staring up at him, the tight grip of the man's hands on his shoulders, and the arch of his body all showed Harvey what he needed.
Harvey knew he wasn’t going to last much longer. The tight feeling of Dwayne wrapped around his aching cock was driving him out of his mind. Harvey lifted Dwayne’s legs and pushed them back against his chest. As he started driving his cock deep inside of Dwayne as hard as he could, he glanced down into the dazed face staring back at him.
“Sorry, baby. I couldn’t wait. You’re just so damn tight, Dwayne. I’m not going to last much longer.”
“Yes,” Dwayne groaned as he wrapped his legs around Harvey’s waist and his hands around his neck, pulling him down until their bodies were pressed together. Harvey moaned into his mouth, his thrusts becoming rapid and ungraceful. As he felt himself getting closer to release, he turned his head, nuzzling into Dwayne’s neck.
“Dwayne, please,” he whispered desperately.
Dwayne nodded and tilted his head back. Harvey roared as he sank his canines into Dwayne’s neck again, his hips snapping at lightning speed. He growled around the puncture wound in Dwayne’s neck as his cock hammered into Dwayne’s ass.
He reached down between them and grabbed Dwayne’s cock, stroking it until Dwayne was the one crying out. He continued to thrust into Dwayne until he heard him cry out, feeling his hot seed splash between them.
Dwayne’s inner walls clamped down around him, massaging his cock, gripping him in a velvety caress. Harvey roared as he climaxed, sending spurt after spurt of cum deep inside of his mate.
Harvey enjoyed the feeling of Dwayne’s body spasming around his cock as the man experienced another orgasm. Each little tremor rocked through him, prolonging his pleasure until Harvey thought he was going to pass out.
Licking the bite mark closed, he lifted his head and looked down at the sweet face below him, noting Dwayne’s closed eyes and heavy breathing. Harvey chuckled lightly, satisfied that he had given Dwayne as much pleasure as the man had given him.
“Are you okay, mate?”
 
Chapter Six
 
Dwayne wasn't sure he had an adequate answer for that. His world had just been turned upside down. He finally had the one thing he'd been dreaming of since the day he fully transitioned a year ago and realized Harvey was his mate.
And he was scared to death.
He suddenly had so much to lose, he wasn't sure what his next step should be. He and his friends had all talked about what it would be like to find their mates, and how happy they would be with them, but the reality of it was a little different.
Harvey had left him once before. There was nothing saying he wouldn't do it again, and Dwayne doubted the man would discuss it with him first. He certainly hadn't the last time.
"Dwayne? Baby?"
"I'm fine."
Maybe.
Harvey's hand curved around the side of his face. "I didn't hurt you, did I?"
"No." At least not physically. Dwayne's emotions were all over the place. He wanted to hope, but Harvey had hurt him in the past and he was afraid to hope. He was afraid of being hurt again.
Sweet jesus, he was terrified.
"Hey." Harvey pressed on Dwayne's face until they were looking right at each other. "Whatever it is, we can deal with it together. That's what mates do."
"Is it that easy, Harvey?"
Harvey's eyebrows lifted. "Easy?"
"Two weeks ago you were denying me. Now, you're all about us being mated."
Harvey's lips thinned.
Dwayne pushed away from Harvey and rolled to the side of the bed, swinging his legs over the edge. He gripped the blankets on either side of him as he tried to gather his thoughts and put them into words that wouldn't make him sound like he was whining.
"Dwayne?" Harvey's hand trailed down Dwayne's spine before a warm presence pressed up against him. Thick arms wrapped around him. "Baby, what's wrong?"
"It's hard for me to flip around and believe that you really want this after you left me the way you did before. You didn't even say good-bye. You just left."
That might have been what hurt the most. Harvey had left him without a word.
Harvey's sigh was accompanied by the heavy lift of his chest against Dwayne's back. "I know, and I'm sorry. I truly felt I was doing what was best for you."
"I understand that part, Harvey." Dwayne jumped to his feet and started pacing. It was too hard to think when pressed up against Harvey's naked body, especially when the man's cock was poking him in the back. "There are no guarantees in life, even less so if you're in a war zone. Every second your life was in danger. That's not the problem."
"Then what is?" Harvey asked. "We're mates now. That should make you happy, but you're not. If anything, you're more upset now than you were before I claimed you."
Dwayne stopped pacing to glare at Harvey. The man's head had to be as thick as a steel door. "You made a major life decision without talking to me about it, Harvey. How do I know you won't do that again?" Dwayne crossed his arms. "I'm younger than you, but that doesn't make me stupid."
Harvey jumped to his feet, his hands fisting. "I never said you were stupid."
"No, but you sure treat me like I don't have two brain cells to rub together."
Indignation flushed Harvey's skin. "I do not!"
"You do every time you make a decision that affects the both of us without talking to me first."
"One time, Dwayne." Harvey held up his finger. "I made a decision about us one damn time, and you're letting it affect our entire relationship."
"It was a big fucking decision, Harvey."
Huge.
"I did what I thought was right at the time."
"And next time?" Dwayne asked. "Are you going to make decisions for us for the rest of eternity, or will I be consulted at all? Maybe I should just stay at home like the good little woman and let you bring home the bacon, hmmm?"
"Oh, now you're being ridiculous, Dwayne."
Hair sprouted up along Dwayne's arm as he growled. "Ridiculous?" he shouted. "I'm being ridiculous?"
"Dwayne—"
Rage ran along his skin faster than the hair sprouting up along his arm. "Fuck you, Harvey."
He couldn't punch his mate no matter how angry he was, but he could damn well punch the wall. Dwayne clenched his fist then raised his hand in the air and started to swing. Before his fist could connect with the wall, he was grabbed and tossed down onto the bed. A heavy weight landed on top of him, crushing him into the mattress.
"Get off me!"
Dwayne tried to buck Harvey off when he didn't move. He tried to push Harvey off of him, but the man just grabbed his arms and pinned them to the mattress.
"Dwayne, stop."
Dwayne stopped struggling, but turned his face away and closed his eyes. Tears of anger and maybe sadness—definitely frustration—had sprung up in his eyes. He didn't want Harvey to see his weakness. The man already thought he was too stupid to think for himself.
"Please, baby."
Dwayne shuddered when hot breath blew out across the side of his face. A moment later, Harvey's forehead rested against the side of his head.
"Do you have any idea how happy I was when I discovered you were my mate? Even before you transitioned, I'd been drawn to you. I never understood why until that moment. God, Dwayne, I was so damn happy." Harvey drew in a shaky breath. "And I was so damn scared."
Dwayne opened his eyes and turned his head to look at Harvey. He was shocked to see his eyes swimming in tears. "Why were you scared?" he whispered.
He leaned in when Harvey's hand curled around the side of his face.
"You were everything I'd ever dreamed of in a mate. Smart, handsome, funny, strong. You were perfect. Once I knew we were mates, my obsession with you suddenly made sense. And knowing I was headed back into a war zone scared the daylights out of me."
Dwayne didn't know whether to give in to his overwhelming desire to kiss Harvey or his confusion at the man's admission. His confusion won out simply because he knew if he kissed Harvey, he'd never understand what the man was saying.
"I don't understand," he admitted.
"I could have lost you." Harvey's eyes squeezed shut for a moment. "Everything in me was telling me to claim you and make you my mate. There was nothing more in this world that I wanted, except I couldn't."
Dwayne's lips thinned as he pressed them together. He was trying to be civil and listen to Harvey's explanation. He wanted to scream and yell and give voice to the pain in his chest.
"I knew I had to go back to my base and finish out my tour. I faced danger every single second that I was there. It's the frontlines of a war zone. If I'd claimed you as I wanted, you would have been in as much danger as I was."
"I know that, Harvey." Dwayne had never disputed that fact. He even understood it. "That's not my problem. You—"
"If I had gone to you, even if it was to explain my reasons for not claiming you, if I had been anywhere near you, I would have claimed you." Harvey's jaw clenched so hard, a vein popped. "I wanted you so damn much, Dwayne. You were mine. My mate. I wanted to claim you more than I wanted to breathe. I just couldn't. So, I left. I got as far away from you as I could. I had to finish my tour of duty so I could come back to you."
That might make a slight difference.
"You could have called," Dwayne insisted.
Harvey shook his head. "If I had heard your voice…"
"You can't do that again. I'm an adult, Harvey. If you want this relationship to work, you need to respect that. No more making decisions without me."
Harvey pressed his lips together, but nodded.
"Promise me, Harvey." Dwayne knew if Harvey promised, he'd never break that promise. He was a man of his word.
"Dwayne—"
Dwayne grabbed Harvey's face and made the man look at him. "Promise me, Harvey."
Harvey sighed. "I promise."
Dwayne smiled. "Thank you, mate."
"Does this mean you forgive me?"
"I'm still not happy with what you did, but I forgive you."
"Does this mean you'll claim me?"
Dwayne quickly frowned. "I did claim you."
"Not yet you haven't." Harvey shook his head before rolling onto his back. He smirked as he spread his legs, the invitation obvious to even the most clueless of men.
Dwayne was not clueless, nor was he stupid. He quickly moved between his mate's thighs. "Are you sure about this?"
God, he hoped so.
"I never thought you'd let me…" He wasn't even sure he could say it. He was too afraid Harvey would change his mind. Harvey was what Dwayne considered a man's man. He had a masculine type presence seeping out of his pores.
Dwayne sucked in a quick breath when Harvey reached down and palmed his cock, gently squeezing the hard length.
"You don't think I want to feel this pound into my ass?"
Dwayne swallowed tightly. "Have you ever?"
Harvey grinned as he shook his head. "Nope. I was saving that for my mate."
Hot damn!
"Where's the lube?"
Harvey grabbed the lube and handed it over. Dwayne wanted nothing more than to give Harvey a blow job while getting him stretched out. He knew from personal experience it made things just a bit easier, but that would have to wait until after they both had a shower. Maybe he could convince Harvey to come back to the room for a little fun after they went to dinner.
Dwayne poured out a liberal amount of lube onto his fingers. He wanted to make sure Harvey was good and slicked up. He kept a close watch on Harvey's face as he slid his fingers between the man's ass cheeks.
Slowly, gently, he rimmed Harvey's puckered entrance. He edged around the tight little opening, moving closer and closer until he could press the tip of one finger in without resistance. He smiled at Harvey's surprised gasp when he pushed the entire finger in.
"How does that feel?" he asked.
"Weird."
Dwayne chuckled. Harvey was not wrong. Unless you were used to putting things in your ass—and most people weren't—it felt a little weird the first time someone did it to you.
Dwayne moved his finger around, pushing it in and out, until he could add a second finger. Just to be on the safe side, he dribbled a little extra lube in the crack of Harvey's ass. He wanted to make things as easy as possible.
He worked his fingers around until he could add a third one, and then a fourth just to be safe. By the time he pulled his fingers free, Harvey was flushed and clenching the sheets in a death grip.
"You okay there, mate?"
"Yeah, yeah." Harvey panted heavily. "I'm good. I'd be better if you got in there."
Ask and you shall receive.
Dwayne climbed to his knees and scooted up between Harvey's thighs. He poured more lube out onto his fingers then spread it around on his cock. "You know this would be easier on you if you got on your hands and knees."
"Is that where you want me?"
"I'll take you any way that I can get you. It's just easier on you the first time."
"I'd like to see you while you claim me."
Dwayne grinned. "I'm good with that."
Harvey still seemed a little nervous. His smile wobbled just a bit as he nodded. "Okay, I'm ready."
No he wasn't.
Dwayne leaned over Harvey and pressed a kiss to the man's lips. "We don't have to do this right now if you're not ready." He'd wait however long it took, no matter how aroused he was.
"No, I want to do this. I just…" The flush on Harvey's face deepened.
"We'll take it slow." Dwayne moved back to kneel between Harvey's thighs. "Grab your legs and pulled them up to your chest."
Once Harvey was in position, Dwayne pushed the head of his cock against the man's puckered entrance. He slowly pushed in until the head popped past the tight ring of muscles then leaned over Harvey and sank the rest of the way in.
"Fuck, Harvey, you're so warm and tight."
Hot silk.
Dwayne shuddered when Harvey chuckled. It made the muscles surrounding his cock contract. Had anything ever felt so good? He started moving, slowly drawing his cock out before pushing it back in.
"Go faster."
Dwayne grinned as he looped his arms under Harvey's thighs. Once he had a tight grip, he thrust forward, going as deep as he could. He froze when Harvey cried out and shuddered against him. Had he hurt his mate?
"Harvey?"
"Move!" Harvey snapped.
Dwayne snapped his hips, driving his cock into Harvey again and again. Sweat trickled down between his shoulder blades as he began a rapid pace of thrusting and withdrawing. When his balls tightened up against his body, Dwayne knew he was almost out of time.
"Harvey."
Harvey must have known what he wanted. The man tilted his head to one side, baring his neck. Dwayne growled as he struck, sinking his teeth into the soft skin of Harvey's throat. The moment hot blood rushed across his tongue, Dwayne heard Harvey cry out, then hot liquid splashed between them.
Dwayne groaned as his body gave into the pleasure racing through him. He jerked as his cock expanded, locking him into place inside his mate.
"Fuck, what was that?"
"I don't know, but it feels fantastic."
Dwayne stilled when he heard Harvey. He carefully withdrew his teeth then licked the bite mark closed before lifting his head. He knew he hadn't said that out loud. "Harvey?"
"Hmmm?" Harvey's eyes were closed, the man panting.
"Can you hear me?" he asked silently.
Harvey frowned as he opened his eyes. "Of course I can hear you."
Dwayne stared straight into Harvey's eyes. "Can you hear me now?"
"Of course, I can—" Harvey gasped. "Dwayne, I heard you speak, but your lips didn't move."
"I know."
"How?"
Dwayne shook his head. He really had no idea. "Do you think it's connected with…" He jerked his hips.
"Bears don't knot, Dwayne."
"Well, apparently, they do." Proof of that was buried deep within Harvey's ass. "Maybe it's because we both claimed each other."
"That would make sense. Rob claimed Casey, but I doubt Casey claimed Rob."
"Our parents would have told us about this if they'd known, right?" Dwayne had to believe that. "I mean, they wouldn't keep this type of information to themselves, would they?"
Harvey shook his head. "We would have been taught about it in bear training."
"Then why?"
"Just lucky I guess," Harvey said silently. "We have something no one else has."
At least no one they knew about.
"I wonder what else we don't know about?"
"I don't—" Harvey whimpered when Dwayne's cock softened and slid out. "Oh, I don't like that part."
Dwayne chuckled as he moved to lie beside Harvey. "I don't either."
Harvey grimaced as he glanced down at his sweaty and cum-covered body. "I need a shower."
"We both do." And Dwayne couldn't think of anything he'd like more at the moment than to see Harvey naked and wet. Maybe he could get in that blow job.
 
Chapter Seven
 
Harvey had an ache in his ass, but it was a good ache. It reminded him that his mate had claimed him. It also told him that Dwayne had forgiven his fuck-up. The man never would have claimed him if he hadn't.
He smiled as he reached up and feathered his fingers across the bite mark Dwayne had left in his throat. He'd known from the moment he discovered Dwayne was his mate that he wanted the man to claim him as much as he wanted to claim Dwayne.
He was proud of the claiming mark on his throat. He'd go around shirtless to show the world if he thought he could get away with it. If he wasn't so jealous of anyone looking at his mate, he'd make Dwayne go around without a shirt, as well.
"I think we're here," Dwayne said.
Harvey glanced up from his musing and looked toward the front of the truck. They were following behind Rob, Casey, Jeb, and Billy Ray, who were following the sheriff out to Alpha Kersey's house.
"Remember to be on guard no matter how welcoming they are," Harvey said. "Until we know we can trust these people, we have to be wary."
"That's a horrible way to live. You know that, right?"
Harvey nodded. "I do know, but that doesn't make it any less true."
"I suppose not, but that doesn't mean I like it."
Harvey didn't like it either, but it was a fact of life. "I saw a lot of it when I was overseas. People would be all friendly like, offer you hospitality, then blow you away when you let your guard down. And there was no telling the good guys from the bad guys. They came in all shapes and sizes. Not even age or sex were a factor. People do crazy-ass shit in the name of their beliefs all the time."
"Fuck, Harvey."
Harvey winced when he glanced at Dwayne and saw how pale his face was. "Hey." He leaned across the cab of the truck to cup the side of Dwayne's face. "That part of my life is over, remember? I just have to go back to sign my exit papers, and then I'm done."
"I guess it just kind of hit me how much danger you were in while you were overseas."
"There's always danger, Dwayne. We face it every day, especially being bear shifters. We live with a foot in two separate worlds. The human world and the shifter world. Both are dangerous."
"Damn, maybe we should find a deserted island somewhere and live there."
Harvey chuckled as he dropped his hand to Dwayne's thigh. "That might sound ideal, but we'd both go crazy inside of a week. Despite the many dangers out there, life is too short to cut yourself off to the wonders of the world. I mean, just think about it. What would you do without honey?"
"I'm a bear. I can find honey anywhere."
"True, but what about when you're not in bear form? Or if you want honeyed cinnamon rolls? Or fresh cooked salmon with a honey sauce? Or even just a jar of honey." Harvey smirked as he looked Dwayne up and down. "The things I could do to you with a jar of honey."
Dwayne moaned before reaching down to adjust himself. "Please don't say that right before I'm supposed to go into a house full of strangers."
"Sorry, babe."
Sort of.
Harvey liked knowing he could affect his mate so much. Of course, the guy could really have an obsession for honey. He was a bear after all. But Harvey didn't believe Dwayne's uncomfortable situation was due to that.
"This is not what I expected."
Harvey had no idea what Dwayne was talking about until he took his eyes off his mate and looked out the front window. "Holy shit."
He had expected them to be taken to a house. What he saw in front of him was a small village. Several houses sat in a square around a large grassy park. The park was complete with trees, grass, a small pond, a playground set, and a picnic area under a wooden pagoda.
"Nice."
"Do you think all these people are related to Alpha Kersey?" Dwayne asked.
"He did say that his grandfather bought the land for his family, so maybe?" Harvey really had no idea. Still, the place looked nice. There seemed to be an emphasis on community, which was kind of a clan thing.
Dwayne pulled the truck over and parked next to Rob and Casey. Jeb and Billy Ray were parked on the other side. Harvey climbed out then waited for Dwayne to join him before walking over to join the others.
He looked toward his baby brother to see how he was taking all of this. Rob had a shadow of a frown on his face as he looked around. He also had a tight grip on Casey. Harvey took that as a cautious interest in what they were seeing.
"Everyone needs to be on their toes," Harvey said when no one else did. "This all sounds good, and I hope it is, but be prepared in case it isn't."
Rob took on a guarded look. "What is your gut telling you?"
"They're keeping something from us." Harvey couldn't put his finger on why he felt like that, just that he did. "I don't know if it's something good or something bad, but they are definitely keeping something from us."
"That was my feeling, as well," Rob replied. "This all seems just a little too easy to me."
Harvey couldn't agree more. Rob was being handed an established bear clan on a silver platter. There had to be a catch somewhere. "I think we should listen to what Alpha Kersey has to say, but we also need to be ready to go if we need to."
"I never unpacked," Dwayne said. "My bag is still in the truck."
"Mine, too," Jeb agreed.
Billy Ray just nodded.
Harvey chuckled. "Well, I guess we were all kind of thinking the same thing then, huh?" His bag was in the truck, as well. He'd taken it out of the hotel with him when they left.
Casey pointed to the small group of people waiting on the steps of the largest house. "I think they're waiting for us."
"Stay frosty, people," Rob directed as he started for the house. He was all smiles by the time he reached the steps. "Alpha Kersey, thank you for having us."
"Welcome." The older man waved his hand toward the house. "Please, come in. My mate has been cooking for hours."
"Oh, I hope she didn't go through too much trouble."
"She enjoys putting on big spreads."
Harvey would believe that when he saw it.
He followed his alpha and alpha mate up the stairs and into the house. He scanned everything, every entrance and exit, anything that could be used as a weapon, anyone who might be a threat. He wasn't thrilled to see two men standing in the room near the front windows.
"Please, have a seat," Alpha Kersey said. "I'll get my wife."
Harvey walked over to stand behind Rob and Casey when they sat on the couch. It was his duty to protect them. He was still glad when Dwayne came to stand next to him. With his mate within reach, it would make it easier for him to protect all three of them.
As if they had already discussed it and done it a thousand times before, Jeb and Billy Ray took up spots close to the exit. If they needed to make a run for it, they needed a clear path to the trucks.
Alpha Kersey walked back into the room with an older woman that looked as if she had just stepped out of a "what a grandma looks like" contest. She would have easily won.
Her white hair was pinned up in a bun at the base of her neck, with wisps trailing around her rosy cheeks. Her eyes sparkled behind bespoke eyeglasses. A white apron was tied around her waist, covering the front of her blue checkered dress.
Alpha Kersey puffed out his chest when he introduced his mate. "This is my wife, Mary."
"Welcome." She had a wide smile on her face. "I hope none of you are allergic to rack of lamb."
"No, ma'am," Rob replied as he stood. He shook the woman's hand before gesturing to Casey. "This is my mate, Casey."
She shot her husband a startled look before smiling at Casey. "How do you do?"
"It's nice to meet you," Casey said. "Thank you for inviting us to dinner."
“We're glad to have you here," Alpha Kersey said.
"Why don't you get everyone something to drink, Albert," Mary said, "while I go check on dinner."
"Yes, dear." Alpha Kersey pressed a kiss to his mate's cheek before turning toward everyone. "What can I get you to drink?"
"I'll have a beer if you have it," Rob said. "Casey will have water."
"And your men?"
"They'll have water, thanks."
"Yes, of course." Alpha Kersey's smile was a little wobbly. "I'll just go get your drinks."
Harvey tried not to fidget once the alpha was gone, but the tension in the air was making his skin crawl.
"Do you think if I got a butter knife," Casey whispered as he leaned toward Rob, "I could actually cut the air?"
Sheriff Riley snickered before quickly covering the sound with a cough. "Sorry."
Harvey knew without looking that Casey's face was red as a beet. He hadn't meant to be overheard, but he was, and it broke some of the tension in the room. Harvey was still on alert, but his muscles weren't bunched up into tight little knots.
When Alpha Kersey walked back in, he had a small tray of drinks. He handed them out then grabbed the last beer for himself and sat down in a chair across from Rob and Casey.
"I'm not sure how much you got to see as you drove up. It's kind of dark out, but this is the main clan compound. There are some clan members who live in town or in outlying farms, but the bulk of the clan lives here."
"How many houses are here?" Rob asked.
"There are twelve houses in all surrounding the common grounds where the park is located. This house, the alpha house, is the biggest, but that's just because of all the functions we have to have and the number of visitors we get."
"Does Jasper live here with you?" Casey asked.
"No, Jasper has his own place back in town." Alpha Kersey's lips twisted in a deep frown. "Once he transitioned and finished his schooling, he wanted a little independence. Considering he was officially an adult once he transitioned, I couldn't deny him."
"And your uncle?" Rob asked. "Where does he live?"
Harvey was kind of interested in that answer, as well.
The alpha's frown deepened. "Ralph and his family own a house on the other side of town. They prefer living in town versus out here on clan grounds."
Harvey's gaze snapped to the sheriff when the man snorted. "You have something to add to that?"
"Ralph lives on the other side of town because it's as far from the alpha as he can get and still be a member of the clan. He doesn't like Alpha Kersey keeping an eye on him, interfering with his shenanigans."
Harvey grimaced. "He sounds delightful."
The sheriff snorted again. He seemed to do that a lot. "He's an ass."
"Thomas!" Alpha Kersey admonished.
"Oh, come on, Al," the sheriff replied. "Ralph is an ass. He was an ass to us when we were a teenager and he's an ass now, and he's teaching his boys to be just like him. You know how many times I've had to run them in because of some crap they've pulled. It's insane. They have so many community service hours racked up, I haven't had to pay anyone to clean the park in months."
Harvey couldn't wait to meet these guys. He was pretty sure if he took over the beta position of the clan—assuming Rob accepted the challenge idea—he'd run into Ralph and his boys. He'd be more than happy to help them stay on the straight and narrow path.
"Enough shop talk," Mary said as she walked in. "Dinner is ready."
Harvey waited until everyone stood and started for the dining room before following. Once Rob and Casey sat down, he took the seat on the other side of Casey. He was happy when Dwayne sat down next to him. Jeb sat down next to Dwayne. Billy Ray sat on the other side of Rob.
His stomach growled when Mary started bringing out the food and he got his first good whiff. He hadn't realized just how hungry he was until that moment. "This smells delicious, Mrs. Kersey."
The older woman smiled at Harvey. "Well, I hope you're hungry."
Harvey smiled back. "Oh, yes, ma'am."
He could still tell that the Kerseys were keeping something from them, but he couldn't fault their hospitality. The alpha and alpha mate were both exceedingly friendly, and Harvey wasn't getting any aggressive vibes from the sheriff or the two enforcers in the room.
Harvey waited until the alphas and their mates had been served before making sure Dwayne had food then getting some for himself. The sheriff, Jeb, and Billy Ray were last to fill their plates. The two enforcers didn't move from their spots by the windows.
Harvey kept his mouth closed other than to fill it with food as the others ate and talked. Most of the conversation revolved around Silver Lake and the clan. Nothing important was discussed, at least nothing Harvey deemed important. He could really care less about the May Day festival or how good the pastries were down at the new bakery.
By the time he set his fork down, he was ready to poke pencils in his ears. He hated small talk. That might have been why he went into the service. Things were pretty straight forward in the service. Officers barked out orders, and enlisted men followed them. They did not discuss pastries.
The dishes were quickly cleared from the table, then everyone headed back into the living room to have an after-dinner drink. Harvey stuck with coffee. He needed to have his wits about him in case anything happened.
"So," Rob said as he glanced sharply at Alpha Kersey, "what aren't you telling us?"
The alpha lifted his eyebrows. "I'm sorry?"
"If I accept what you're saying, you are basically handing me a well-run, established clan on a silver platter. As good as that sounded, there has to be a catch." Rob chuckled. "There is always a catch."
"I explained to you about Alpha King. I don't know what else you want me to say."
Harvey would have believed the man if he hadn't looked away.
Rob stood and then pulled Casey to his feet. Harvey quickly stood, as well.
"Thank you for a wonderful dinner, Mrs. Kersey," Rob said, "but it's time for us to get going."
"Wait, no!" Alpha Kersey jumped up.
"Tell them, Albert," Mary said sternly, "or I will."
Alpha Kersey's shoulders slumped as he sat back down. He clasped his hands together and rested his forehead against them for a moment before dropping his hands to the table.
Rob slowly sat back down, pulling Casey down beside him. "Alpha Kersey, what's going on? What don't you want to tell us?"
The alpha sighed. It was a sad, resigned sound. "Remember when I told you that there was no one to take over as alpha except Jasper, but he wasn't alpha material?"
Rob nodded. "I remember."
"There's one other person who could be alpha, but I'm trying to save my clan from him." Alpha Kersey swallowed tightly. When his wife sat beside him, he grabbed her hand before looking at Rob again. "Alpha King is our son."
Well, damn.
Harvey hadn't seen that coming.
 
Chapter Eight
 
Dwayne knew his mouth was hanging open, but he couldn't seem to shut it. Alpha King was Alpha Kersey's son? "Is he the oldest?"
Alpha Kersey nodded. "Yes."
Crap. That meant he inherited the alpha position by default. Dwayne was kind of reminded of Raymond Barker, who was next in line to lead his former clan. He was just as bad as Alpha King. Neither man had any business being in charge of anything.
"How did he get his own clan if he's next in line?" Rob asked.
"Him and a few of his buddies left the clan when I refused to turn the clan over to them. I was still spry enough then to beat him in a challenge and he knew it, so they left and established their own clan just outside of my territorial borders."
"How can he still inherit if he left?"
"I never officially banished him. No matter what, he is my son, and I kind of figured with him having his own clan, he wouldn't be interested in this one." Alpha Kersey's jaw clenched for a moment. "I was wrong."
"About six months ago, we started to hear rumors that our son was intending to take over this clan," Mary said. "It was right after Jasper transitioned."
"Do you think there is a connection?" Rob asked. "Or was the timing just a coincidence?"
"It's hard to say," Alpha Kersey replied, "but the timing seems too easy to me."
"Could someone have figured out what Jasper is and told your other son?"
"It's possible."
"Why didn't you tell me this from the very beginning?" Rob asked.
Dwayne couldn't blame the slight edge of anger he could hear in Rob's voice. He'd be angry too if he'd been lied to, even if it was a lie of omission.
"Would you want to admit your son is a monster?" Alpha Kersey asked.
"He wasn't always this way," Mary added in a small, sad voice. "He was a good boy growing up. It wasn't until he transitioned that he changed."
Dwayne frowned. "Did something happen?"
"His transition was normal," Alpha Kersey replied, "but after a couple of months we noticed he was overly aggressive toward the weaker members of the clan. When I confronted him about his behavior, he challenged me, stating he could better lead the clan than I could. He said I was too old and set in my ways."
"I assume you showed him the error of his beliefs?"
The alpha nodded. "After I put him on the ground and made him submit, we didn't have any problems with him until him and his friends left the clan."
"We didn't know where he'd gone for the longest time." Mary sniffled before wiping at her cheek. "It wasn't until the first refugees from his new clan escaped and came here, begging for sanctuary, that we put the pieces together."
"On my alpha's orders, I went there in my capacity as county sheriff. I gave him some bullshit story about putting the word out concerning some vandalism we'd been seeing around the county. I had no idea until I saw him that he was the new alpha."
"I went to see Jason after Thomas told me where he was. He didn't attack me. He couldn't. It would have been an unprovoked attack on another alpha. He told me to leave, and he threatened to kill me if I ever entered his territory again."
Mary gasped as she turned to look at her mate. Her rosy cheeks paled to a pasty white color. "You never told me that. Why didn't you tell me?"
"Oh, Mary, I didn't want to have to tell you Jason had threatened me. I didn't even want to admit it to myself, but I have no choice. If I don't act, he's going to take Jasper from us."
"No." Mary's hands covered her mouth.
"You know he will. He saw Jasper as weak even before he left the clan. If Jason ever learns about Jasper's true nature, he'll kill him just as sure as he's killed all the others."
Mary cried out as she jumped to her feet and ran out of the room. Dwayne winced when he heard a door slam shut a moment later. He felt for the woman. No parent should ever have to admit their son was a homicidal maniac.
"I'm sorry I didn't tell you the truth from the very beginning," Alpha Kersey said, “but I'm sure you can see why I need someone to officially challenge me."
Dwayne understood. It was basic clan law, something they all learned during their year of bear training. Clans were handed down to the firstborn unless there was a challenge loss, and then they were given to whoever won the challenge.
"I'm sorry about your son," Rob replied.
"Jason was lost to us the day he transitioned. I don't know what happened to change him the way it did, but the boy I raised, the boy I loved, doesn't exist anymore. What remains is a nightmare living in my son's body."
The man had tears in his eyes when he glanced up. "I know you haven't made up your mind yet about accepting my proposition. If you decide not to challenge me, I beg you, take Jasper with you wherever you go. I've already lost one son. I can't lose another."
"You realize if I take you up on your challenge I may have to fight your son?" Rob asked.
"I know." He didn't sound happy about it.
"If we fight, I doubt he'll submit to me. I may have to kill him."
Alpha Kersey drew in a stuttering breath. "I know that, too."
Dwayne felt bad for the guy, but not bad enough to tell Rob not to fight for all he was worth. They were bear shifters. Fights for dominance were one thing. Challenges to lead clans were almost always fought to the death.
"I am sorry, sir," Rob said.
"Albert." The man shot Rob a small smile. "Please, call me Albert."
"You need to understand that I am young," Rob started. "I only graduated three weeks ago. I wasn't even an alpha until Casey. And, while I've been through my bear training, I don't have alpha experience. I'm not sure I'd be much better for your clan than your son."
Albert actually smiled. "Just admitting your inexperience puts you miles ahead of Jason. He'd never admit a weakness. He despises anyone who is not strong like he is, although he doesn't like anyone who is stronger. He likes being the big man at the top of clan hierarchy."
He sounded like a complete ass to Dwayne. He'd run into people like that before. Raymond came instantly to mind. The two assholes were like carbon copies of each other.
Dwayne jumped up and stood with Harvey when the front door crashed open and a man came running in. He moved closer to Casey, intent on protecting the alpha mate if needed.
"Alpha Kersey." The man rushed to the alpha's side. "Sir—" He was panting heavily.
"What's wrong, Sean?"
"Jasper's been taken."
"What?" Albert shouted as he jumped to his feet. "What do you mean he's been taken?"
"Franny said she saw Jason and a bunch of his guys driving through town. When she told me, I raced over to Jasper's apartment just in time to see them shove Jasper into a car and drive off with him."
Albert's face paled. "Was Jasper alive?"
"I couldn't tell, sir."
"Thomas—"
"I'll gather some men, sir," the sheriff said. "Give me ten minutes."
Rob stood, pulled Casey into his arms, pressed a kiss to his lips, then turned to face Albert. "Alpha Kersey, I challenge you for alpha position of your clan."
"Shit, he's really going to do it," Dwayne sent to his mate through whatever bond thing had developed between them. He hadn't realized how useful it would become until now.
"It certainly looks that way," Harvey replied.
Alpha Kersey stared at Rob for a long, poignant moment. "I yield."
Dwayne let out the breath he hadn't realized he'd been holding. Holy fuck! Rob was the new alpha of the Silver Lake Clan.
Albert glanced at the two enforcers who had never moved from their spot. "Do you witness this challenge?"
"Yes, sir." Both men nodded as they answered.
"Go get the alpha mate."
One of the men hurried off through the kitchen. The alpha glanced at Dwayne, Harvey, Jeb, and Billy Ray. "Do you witness this challenge?"
"Yes, sir," Dwayne replied right along with the others.
He drew in a shaking breath. This was unreal.
"You okay, mate?" Harvey asked silently.
Dwayne sent Harvey a small smile. "I'm okay."
"Dwayne, I want you and Billy Ray to stay here and help guard Casey, Albert, and Mary." Rob pointed toward the front door. "No one comes through that door unless Albert knows them and gives his okay. Understood?"
Dwayne nodded.
"You're protecting my world, guys. If you need to get your fur on, do it."
Dwayne grinned. "Yes, sir."
"Harvey, Jeb, I'll need you to come with me. One of you needs to stay in human form so Dwayne can call us if there's trouble here at the house."
Dwayne shot Harvey a sharp look.
"Uh, that might not be needed, Rob," Harvey said slowly.
Rob raised his eyebrows. "I know Dwayne and Billy Ray are capable fighters, but we don't know what we're up against. We have to plan for every eventuality."
"No, I get that, but…" Harvey licked his lips as he glanced at Dwayne.
Dwayne nodded. "He needs to know."
"Know what?" Rob asked.
"I can talk to Dwayne," Harvey said.
Dwayne's eyes widened. "Seriously?"
That's what he was going with?
Rob's eyes rolled. "We can all talk to Dwayne, Harvey."
Harvey huffed. "I can talk to him in my head."
Dwayne chuckled when Rob's jaw dropped.
"You can what?" Rob finally asked.
"Dwayne and I discovered that we can talk to each other in our heads."
"I've heard about this," Albert said, "but I never thought to see it myself."
Dwayne quickly glanced toward the former alpha. "You know how this happened?"
"Well, I've heard rumors. I've just never met anyone who was double bonded." Albert's face flushed a little when he shrugged. "You can't double bond in a heterosexual mating. It only happens with…uh…same-sex matings."
Huh.
"What is a double mating?" Casey asked. "Rob and I are a same-sex mating. Can we be double mated?"
"Huh…" Albert glanced toward Rob then to Harvey.
Harvey's cheeks were flushed red when he replied, "It means we both claimed each other, Casey. In every way."
Casey's eyes rounded. "You mean…"
Harvey nodded. "In every way."
Okay, now Dwayne felt flushed.
Eyes huge, Casey gulped then glanced at up at Rob. "Oh, I don't know if I could…um…"
Rob chuckled before pressing a kiss to Casey's forehead. "We'll talk about it later, cub."
"But—"
"Later, cub."
Casey huffed.
It was cute.
"So, if I understand this right," Rob said, "you and Dwayne can communicate mentally through some sort of telepathic bond."
"It looks that way," Harvey said. "We've used it a few times since we discovered it."
"Does it work in your shifted form?"
"Uh." Harvey shot Dwayne a look. "We've never tried it. I haven't shifted since our last stop and trek through the woods."
"Well, don't you think that before we take off, we should know that?" Rob asked. "I'd hate to be in the middle of a battle only to find out it doesn't work."
Dwayne winced. "Battle?"
"Well, I doubt Jason is going to hand Jasper over just because I ask nicely."
"He could," Dwayne insisted.
Rob just stared at him.
Dwayne shrugged. "Well, he could."
Not that Dwayne actually thought that would happen, but he could hope.
"While that would optimal, I doubt it will happen. From what Albert has said, Jason doesn't seem like the type of guy to give up so easily."
"He's not," Albert warned. "He'll kill Jasper before he gives him up."
"Why do you think he took Jasper?" Dwayne asked. "Do you think he knows about him?"
"I think Jason took his brother as leverage against me," Albert replied.
"Leverage?"
"I suspect that at some point, I will be issued a challenge," Albert said. "Jason will hold on to Jasper to get me to submit to him and give up my clan."
"My clan now," Rob said firmly. "And I don't care if he challenges me. I'm still taking Jasper back."
Holy shit! Rob had a clan.
"Albert, you need to stay here," Rob said. "If Jason denied you entrance into his territory, you can't go there. As a member of my clan, I'm responsible for your actions."
Albert inhaled a shaky breath. "You're going to let us stay then?"
"I'm pretty sure I'm going to need a lot of advice to get up to speed on leading a clan. Who better than the former alpha?"
Albert smiled as he patted Rob's shoulder. "You're a good boy."
Dwayne tucked in his lips so he wouldn't smile at someone referring to the new alpha of the Silver Lake Clan as "boy." Once they were alone, however, he wasn't going to let Rob live that down. From the smirk on Harvey's face, he was thinking the same thing.
"I'll need the sheriff and a few of the others to go with us," Rob stated. "I'm not sure what we're going to face once we get there."
Dwayne was pretty sure they were going to face a fight, especially if everything they'd heard about Alpha King was true.
"Hey, I have a question," Dwayne piped in. "If your name is Alpha Kersey, how is your son named Alpha King?"
Albert sighed. "Well, it seems my son feels he is destined to be king of his clan, and maybe all clans if he truly has his way. He believes he is the best man to lead us all. He took the name King so everyone would know who he is."
What a dork.
"We better get going," Rob said. "We need to find Jasper before Jason does something truly stupid."
Dwayne was pretty sure it was too late for that.
He took a step closer to Casey, the spot where he was supposed to be. Not only did he like the little guy, but he'd been given the sacred duty of keeping him safe. He would not let his new alpha down.
His heart climbed into his throat as he watched Rob, Harvey, and Jeb head for the front door. As strong as he knew they all were, they were still headed into battle. There was a very strong possibility they were either come back injured or dead.
"Hey," Dwayne called out to Harvey. When the man turned, he smiled then whispered through their bond, "I love you."
He wanted to say it in case he didn't get the chance.
Harvey's jaw dropped. "You're telling me this now when I can't do anything about it?"
Dwayne chuckled at the shock on Harvey's face. He didn't understand how the man couldn't know how he felt. They were mates. "I guess you'll just have to make sure you come back."
Harvey started for the door, but paused and glanced back over his shoulder. "Just so you know, I love you, too."
Dwayne's eyes narrowed. "You're evil."
"Maybe." Harvey's deep chuckle rang through the air as he walked out. "But you love me anyway."
Dwayne grunted. The bastard was right. He did love him anyway.
He was still evil.
 
Chapter Nine
 
Leaving Dwayne after exchanging those all-important words left a bitter taste in Harvey's mouth, and yet, he knew he had no other choice. His duty right now needed to be to his alpha. Besides, Dwayne would smack him for leaving Rob to go into battle alone, and it wouldn't be one of those good smacks either.
The sheriff and several men were waiting for them outside. Harvey eyed each of them, wondering if they could be trusted. At this point, the only people he trusted were the ones he'd come with. The sheriff and the former alpha were in the top running, but that was pretty much it.
"Alpha Colton." Sheriff Riley gave Rob a respectful nod then tilted his head to show his submission to a higher-ranking clan member. "I have five men to go with us, all good, strong fighters."
"Will they listen to my orders?" Rob asked.
"Yes, sir." The sheriff narrowed his eyes and looked at each of the men. "I have informed them that you won the challenge against Alpha Kersey and now lead our clan. If need be, I can have the former alpha confirm my words."
Rob lifted an eyebrow as he eyed the five clan members. "Will that be necessary?"
"No, sir," all five men replied quickly.
Harvey would have been dead not to notice the slight shiver of fear in their tones. They didn't know what to think of Rob. Considering the man was six foot nine inches tall, most people didn't. And he was even bigger in his bear form.
Harvey wasn't surprised his brother had become an alpha bear. He was big enough to give even the strongest alpha pause. But better than that, Rob had a heart of gold. Granted, he was young and had a lot of growing to do, but he was still a good man. Harvey was proud of the man his baby brother had become and had no problem following the alpha anywhere, even into battle.
"We need to go, Alpha," Harvey said. The longer Jasper was in his brother's hands, the more possibility of harm being done.
"You can ride with me," the sheriff said.
Rob nodded. "Is there going to be a problem with you going in as the sheriff?"
"I'm following up on a report of a kidnapping. I dare anyone to question me."
"That's pretty handy." Rob gestured to Harvey. "You might need to take him on as one of your deputies so he can do shit like that."
The sheriff's eyes narrowed as he turned to look at Harvey. "You got any training?"
Harvey glared at his brother. "Yeah, I have some training, but just a little bit. They kind of require it when you're an Army Ranger."
Rob chuckled.
The sheriff's eyebrows lifted, both of them. "You're a little young to be an Army Ranger, aren't you?"
Harvey shrugged. "They liked me."
Truthfully, he probably was a little young, but he had excelled so much during his training that his superiors had sent him directly to the Army Rangers. They were not going to be thrilled he was leaving.
"There are some requirements you'll have to pass, but I'm pretty sure we can find you a spot down at the station."
Harvey was not reassured by those words. They sounded as if he'd be cleaning jail cells instead of fighting crime. Harvey raised his hand. "I'm good. Thanks."
"You don't want to be a deputy?"
"I'm not saying that, but right now, we need to concentrate on getting Jasper back, not my long term career goals. I don't even have a place to live. My mate and I need to do some talking before we make any decisions."
The sheriff gave a single nod. "Fair enough."
Once at the sheriff's vehicle, Harvey took the backseat, leaving the front passenger seat for Rob, with the sheriff driving.
"Tell me about Jason's clan territory," Rob ordered. "What kind of place are we walking into?"
"Jason set up his clan in the town closest to Silver Lake. I've always suspected that he did that with the intention of taking over his father's clan and combining them into one clan. I think his plan is to take Jasper out so he can't inherit then kill his father, leaving him the only heir to take over the clan."
Harvey snorted. "Guess he didn't plan well enough."
"Well," the sheriff said, "he is an idiot, so…"
Harvey chuckled. He was pretty sure he was going to like the sheriff. The man had an interesting sense of humor.
"Tell me about the territory," Rob demanded again.
"The town is about the same size at Silver Lake. The humans who live there are not aware of our existence as far as I know. We certainly never told them. There's a clan law about exposing us to humans."
"That's pretty much a law with every clan," Rob stated. "How you ended up with an entire town that knows is beyond me."
"It was our land before the town was there," the sheriff explained. "Our old alpha, Albert's grandfather, made it a rule that only people who knew about us could live here. That's one of the reasons the town has stayed so small all of these years."
"What about the clan home?"
"Jason has a big, fancy house on the edge of town. It sits up on a hill facing town with woods behind it. I've never been able to figure out how he paid for the place. The man doesn't work or have any discernible income coming in."
"Clan dues maybe?" Harvey asked. He knew some alpha required astronomical clan dues. Others just a little. It was kind of the measure of an alpha how much he required from the clan.
"Or he robbed a bank," the sheriff said. "With Jason, you can never tell."
"You don't sound like a fan," Rob pointed out. "Do you have personal history with him beyond being the beta of the Silver Lake Clan?"
"No, but I've been around since he was a boy, and Alpha Kersey and his mate were right. Until Jason transformed, he was a different boy, a good boy. Once he did, he was nothing but a headache. I can't tell you how thrilled I was when the man left town."
The more he heard about this guy, the less Harvey wanted to meet him.
"Jason has surrounded himself with a group of thugs who are nothing more than a bad movie biker gang. They don't need a reason to beat someone into the ground. They do it for fun. And they hate anyone who is different than they are."
"Bears?" Harvey asked.
"As far as I can tell," the sheriff replied. "After one too many run-ins with them, Alpha Kersey ordered them out of our territory."
"So, they broke the rules when they came to get Jasper?"
The sheriff snapped around to stare at Rob. "They took Jasper. Isn't that enough?"
"No, I meant beyond that. Obviously they broke the rules when they kidnapped the alpha's son. I'm trying to figure out what other rules they may have broken. The more information I have, the more leverage I have. Knowledge is power, Sheriff."
"Well, as far as I can tell, they came into our territory after being strictly forbidden to be here by our alpha, and there is no way they can refute what they've done. Alpha Kersey stated that every single member of their clan was banned from entering our territory without his express permission beforehand. He didn't give it."
"Do you have a file on Jason?" Harvey asked. "If this goes before the council, having evidence to back up our claims will help."
"I do, but I'll need Alpha Ker—" Sheriff Riley flushed as he glanced at Rob. "I guess I'll need your permission before releasing it."
Rob smiled. "You'll get used to it."
Harvey sure hoped his brother was right. Most new alphas didn't allow the old inner circle or alpha family to remain in the clan once they won a challenge. It had the potential to create ill feelings when clan members listened to the old alpha rather than the new alpha.
"There is one more thing you need to know about Jason," the sheriff said. "His men carry guns. They don't spend a lot of time in their shifted forms. They tend to fight their battles with human weapons."
Harvey growled. He knew what a bullet could do to the human body. He also knew what it could do to a shifter. And, while shifters tended to heal easier, they still bled the same, a bullet still hurt the same, and they could still die from a gunshot wound.
"Are there any families in King's clan?" Ron asked. "Because it sounds to me as if he's just running a gang, not a clan."
"There were a few women in the clan the last time I was there, but they are just as bad as the males, if not worse. Women have an innate viciousness men could never conceive of."
Harvey couldn't fault the sheriff's logic. He'd run into some female terrorists during his time in the service that put the men to shame. Men tended to fight for stupid causes like love or money. Women fought for a cause they believed in deep down in their souls.
Made him really glad he was gay and mated to a man.
The ride to Alpha King's territory took longer than Harvey would have liked. He worried about what the man might be doing to Jasper. He'd only known Jasper a little while, but from what he'd seen, he was a lot like Casey. Young, innocent, and submissive. In the hands of Alpha King and his gang of goons, he could be destroyed.
Harvey shuddered to think of what the man could do if he got his hands on Casey. "Babe? Everything still okay?"
"Yeah," Dwayne replied. "Everything is quiet here."
"Keep your eyes and ears open. I don't trust King not to try and pull something."
"I'll be careful, mate."
Harvey smiled despite the severity of the situation. "I like being able to talk to you like this."
"Better than a cell phone."
"Yeah, well, when I reach out and touch someone, I'd prefer that we be in the same room."
Harvey was surprised when Dwayne's chuckle came through their bond. He could even feel the man's amusement. That was an unexpected development. "Can you feel me?"
"Uh…"
"I'm serious, Dwayne. I could feel your amusement."
"Really?"
"Yes, really." Harvey rolled his eyes even though Dwayne couldn't see it. "So, can you feel what I'm feeling?"
"I'm not sure."
"Concentrate, Dwayne. This is important."
"Well, I can tell you're aggravated."
"Dwayne."
"I don't know what you want me to tell you here, Harvey. You're aggravated and anxious, scared, but you're also amped up for the fight. I don't know if I'm getting that from your feelings or because I know that's how I'd feel in your position."
"Okay, fair enough." Harvey's sigh was resigned. "We'll try again later when we're both not so on edge. I think that connection is important." He just had no idea why. He was actually a little scared to find out.
"I'll keep trying, Harvey. If something sticks out to me, I'll let you know."
"Don't try so hard that you forget to keep watch on everything around you." Harvey would be devastated if something happened to Dwayne because of something he'd said.
"I won't."
"Just be careful, love."
"Love." Dwayne chuckled, and a shot of warmth came through their bond. "I think I like that."
Harvey smiled, but didn't say anything more. What he had to say needed to be said in person. He watched out the window until they turned off the main road onto a driveway that led up to a mansion that was a bit smaller than what he'd been expecting after listening to the sheriff talk.
"Do you think we're expected?" he snarked when he saw the armed guards standing on the front steps.
"Remember to hold on to your temper." Rob had a weird sort of grin on his face when he glanced back at Harvey. "Until it's time to not hold on to your temper."
Message received loud and clear.
Harvey almost laughed at the wary looks he received as he climbed out of the car. He kept his mouth closed and tried to look as intimidating as possible. It wasn't easy considering he was a couple of inches shorter than his baby brother, but he still stood taller than anyone standing there.
"We need to see Alpha King," the sheriff said.
"Is this a police matter, Sheriff?" one of the men asked as he glanced toward Rob and Harvey. "Or a clan matter?"
"Both, actually," the sheriff replied. "There's been a report of a kidnapping. Your men were seen leaving the area at the time."
"It wasn't us."
Harvey almost snorted.
The sheriff placed one hand on the butt of the gun in the holster on his hip. "I need to speak to Alpha King."
"I'm afraid Alpha King isn't available at the moment," the guy replied.
The smirk on his face sent Harvey's senses into overdrive. What did this guy know that they didn't, and why in the hell was he so smug about it?
"Dwayne," he sent out through their bond, "is everything okay?"
"Yeah, why?"
"We're here, and I don't like the look on this jackass's face. He's too damn smug."
"Give me a minute to look around."
Harvey's chest tightened as he waited. He couldn't shake the feeling that they were missing something. Like he'd told Dwayne, this guy was way too smug.
"Nothing seems out of place, Harvey," Dwayne finally replied, "but I'll be extra cautious."
Harvey really appreciated that Dwayne understood how worried he was. "Let me know if your situation changes."
"You, too."
"I will." Harvey turned his attention back to the men on the steps. The main guy still had a smirk on his face, but there was something else. Harvey narrowed his eyes and started watching his every move, his every breath.
When the man's eyes darted to the left, Harvey knew he'd been right to watch him. He stepped partially behind Rob then glanced toward the left. He peered into the darkness, but didn't see anything except trees and shadows.
When a scream ripped through the night air, Harvey took off running. He didn't know who was screaming, but he doubted it was good. He paused when he reached the tree line, trying to get his bearings.
He lifted his nose into the air and drew in a deep breath. The strong metallic scent of blood flooded his nostrils. He started following the scent, moving faster and faster. He could hear footsteps behind him and knew the others were following him, but his main goal was to find out where that blood was coming from.
The sound of harsh whispers cut through the thick forest. It was coming from the same direction the scent of blood was coming from. Harvey knew that couldn't be good.
He ran faster.
"It hurts," someone cried out. The voice was laced with pure agony.
"Quiet!" someone else whispered. "They'll hear you."
That told Harvey everything and nothing all at the same time. When he broke through the thick underbrush, the last thing he expected to see was Jasper trying to free another man from a bear trap.
"Jasper." Harvey rushed over and dropped to a crouch next to the two men. "What happened here?"
He asked the question simply to give them something else to concentrate on. It was clear what happened. The young man had stepped in a bear trap. Harvey knew it was painful without even looking at the tears streaming down his pale face.
"Just hold still." Harvey stood. He placed one foot on the edge of the trap to keep it in place then reached down with his hands. Before he could grab both edges, Jeb was there, reaching for one side. "On three."
Jeb nodded.
"One, two, three." Harvey pushed with all of his might, pressing the teeth of the trap down and away from the young man's ankle. "Pull him out, Jasper."
Harvey grit his teeth and growled as he waited for the man's ankle to be pulled free. Once it was, he glanced at Jeb. "Ready?"
"One, two, three."
Harvey jumped back, barely escaping the metal teeth as they snapped back together. He breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that Jeb had escaped, as well. Unfortunately, they were all still in danger.
"Can you shift?"
"No." The guy almost cried when he said that. "They gave me something that keeps me from shifting."
"What?" Harvey snapped. He slowly panned to look at Jeb when the man growled. Jeb shrugged. Harvey frowned then looked back down at the injured man. "Have you transitioned yet?"
"Yes, a little over a month ago."
Okay, that meant the guy could shift. That was a good thing. It meant there would probably be no lasting damage to his ankle.
"I'm going to wrap your ankle for now. We'll talk to Alpha Kersey when we get back home and see if he knows what they might have given you. How's that sound?"
The nod was instant.
"What's your name? Mine's Harvey."
"Erik Thomas."
Harvey ripped off the bottom of his shirt and started tying it around the young man's ankle. "I know this hurts, Erik," he said when Erik whimpered, "but it's got to be done. We have to stop the bleeding."
Erik nodded rapidly, his lips pressed so tightly together, they were white.
Once Erik was all wrapped up, Harvey went to lift him. Jeb growled and pushed him out of the way, picking Erik up. Harvey lifted an eyebrow.
"I've got him," Jeb said.
"Okay." Harvey had no idea what that was about, and he didn't have time to question it. He had more pressing matters to deal with. "Jasper," he said as he turned to look at him. "Did your brother kidnap you?"
"He sent some of his guys for me," Jasper said. "I didn't want to go, but they made me."
"Did your brother tell you why he kidnapped you?"
Tears sprang to Jasper's eyes as he nodded. "He knows I'm an omega. He was going to sell me to the highest bidder."
Rage churned in Harvey's gut. "He was going to sell you?"
"That's what he does," Erik whispers. "He kidnaps and sells people, and he doesn't care if they are shifters or humans as long as he can make money off of them."
Harvey clenched his hands. "Where is he now?"
"I heard him tell one of his men that he had one more package to pick up before the next auction," Erik said. "The auction is tomorrow."
"How do you know all this?" Harvey knew he sounded suspicious, but he was. He'd never met this guy before, and he seemed to know just a little too much about what was going on.
A tear slipped down Erik's cheek. "I was to be auctioned off."
Well, hell.
 
Chapter Ten
 
Dwayne parted the curtain and peeked out into the darkness. He knew his nerves were strung tight because he was so anxious, but he couldn't help feeling as if the very air around him was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.
"Anything?"
Dwayne glanced over his shoulder to Casey then shook his head. "No, nothing, but…"
"Your nerves are strung tight."
Dwayne sighed. "Yeah."
"I spent a lot of years running from Raymond. I learned to have a sixth sense about danger. I also learned to listen to my gut when it was telling me something was wrong. You should listen to yours."
"I don't want to overreact just because I'm anxious about Harvey."
"Overreact, dude, please." Casey's eyes widened comically. "It might save our lives."
Dwayne chuckled.
"Have you heard anything from the others?"
"Harvey talked to me a little while ago. He wanted me to make sure to keep an eye out. He said something was up and he had a bad feeling." That was the condensed version anyway.
"You can really talk to him in your head?"
"Yeah." Dwayne smiled. "It's weird, but kind of neat."
"And you had to…" Casey gulped. "You know."
"I know your situation might be a little different because you're an omega, but things are pretty equal between me and Harvey. Of course, if that's something you've thought about, you should tell Rob. There shouldn't be secrets between you."
"Yeah, but…" Casey's eyes rounded again, only this time, it wasn't comical. It was more abject fear. "What's that?"
"What?" Dwayne turned to look out the window again. This time, when he looked into the darkness, he saw movement. "Get Albert and Mary. Let them know we have trouble."
"What is it?" Casey asked as he moved closer to the window.
Dwayne shot his arm out to stop him then swept him to one side. "Stay away from the windows, Casey. I'd prefer if no one knew you were here."
Casey frowned. "People already know I'm here."
"A few people know you're here. Albert hasn't announced the new regime change to the entire clan yet. For all they know, we're just visitors. With any luck, they'll all stay in their homes until this is over."
Casey's brow puckered as his frown deepened. "I'm not sure I understand your reasoning, but I'm an expert at having my ass handed to me. If you have a better way to do this, I'm all ears."
Dwayne couldn't help but chuckle. "Just stay away from the windows, do whatever I tell you to do, and if I say run, you run. Don't look back. Just run. I'll find you."
Casey instantly paled. "Okay," he said in a really small voice. "I wish Rob was here."
"Why don't you call him while I look around?"
Casey's tone was pitched a whole hell of a lot higher this time. "You're leaving me?"
"No, I'm going to make sure all the doors and windows are locked."
"Oh."
"Call Rob." He knew it would make Casey feel better to hear Rob's voice. He kind of felt the same way. "Harvey?" he called out through their bond. "I think we might have trouble here."
"What kind of trouble?"
"I'm not sure yet." He checked the windows in the living room before moving on to the kitchen. "It could be nothing, but there seems to be some activity outside the house. I'm going around checking the doors and windows right now. I want to make sure those inside the house are safe before I venture outside."
"Stay in the house, Dwayne. Board it up if you have to. This thing is bigger than we thought, and if who I think is there is really there, he's coming for Casey."
"He who?" he asked, but he suspected he already knew.
"It seems Jason has gotten into the slavery business. He's kidnapping people and selling them to the highest bidders. That's how he's been maintaining his lavish lifestyle."
"Holy fuck!"
"I don't think his parents know, Dwayne, so I'll leave it up to your discretion whether to tell them or not."
Dwayne rolled his eyes. "Gee, thanks."
"Let Albert and Mary know we're on our way back with Jasper and another young man Jason had kidnapped. We should be there soon."
"Be safe."
"Yeah, you, too." After checking the kitchen and pantry, Dwayne made his way through the rest of the first floor, checking to make sure everything was locked up tight. By the time he got back to the living room, Albert and Mary were there along with Billy Ray.
He sent Mary a small smile when he saw the worry marring her face. "I've heard from Harvey. They are on their way back with Jasper."
"He's okay?" Mary asked as she clasped her hands together and held them against her chest.
"He's fine," Dwayne replied then grimaced, knowing he needed to at least tell Albert what was going on. "Mary, can you take Billy Ray and go upstairs and make sure all the windows up there are locked up tight? We need to make sure there is no way for anyone to get into the house until the others get back."
"Is someone going to try and get into the house?" she asked.
"I hope not, but I don't want to take any chances." Dwayne waited until Mary and Billy Ray left the room before turning back to Albert. "Sir—"
"Just tell me, please. Is it Jasper?"
"No, sir. As far as I know, Jasper is fine and on his way back here."
"Then it's Jason."
"Yes, sir."
"What did he do?" Albert asked.
"Harvey says he's been kidnapping and selling people. That's how he's making his money."
"Sweet mother of mercy." Albert dropped his head back and stared up at the ceiling. "I never thought I'd say this about my own flesh and blood, but he should have been a stain on the sheets."
"Yes, sir." Dwayne winced. "Sir?"
Albert glanced at him again.
"Harvey believes Jason is on his way here to take Casey. I can't let that happen, sir."
"No, no, of course not." When Albert wiped his hand down his face, he looked older than his years, tired, and a bit resigned. "You do what you have to do to protect your alpha mate. That is your sacred duty. Your alpha expects it of you."
Those words were a little more formal than Dwayne would have liked, but he understood them, and even agreed with them on some level. But he'd protect Casey simply because the man was his friend and the mate of his best friend.
"Is there somewhere you, Mary, and Casey can hide?"
"Regretfully, nowhere my son does not know of."
"What about a room with no windows?" Dwayne asked.
"There's a half bath under the stairs."
"Maybe we can board it from the inside. It might give you the extra time you need until the others get back."
Albert lifted an eyebrow. "Are you expecting to die, son?"
"No, sir, but there are only two of us and I have no idea how many might be coming. As you said, my duty is to Casey, but it is also to you and your mate. If dying is what it takes to keep the three of you alive, then so be it."
Dwayne didn't want to die. He'd just claimed his mate and hoped to spend several long years with him. But reality was reality. If he had to die, this was as good a cause as any.
"Let me make a phone call."
Dwayne lifted an eyebrow when Albert began to grin. "What are you planning?"
"I was alpha of this clan. I am not without my resources."
Albert walked over to the phone that was attached to the wall. He grabbed it and started dialing. Dwayne walked over to stand next to Casey.
"Who do you think he is calling?" Casey asked.
Dwayne shook his head. "Not sure, but I suspect he knows what he is doing."
The man was an alpha after all.
"Did you talk to Rob?" Dwayne asked as he glanced down at Casey.
"Yeah." Casey's smile was a little sad. "He's on his way back."
"Then why the sad face?"
"I wish he was here now."
Dwayne could understand that.
"He'll be here." He just didn't know when, and that's what he needed to plan for. "There's a half bath under the stairs. When Mary gets back downstairs, I want you two to go in there and lock the door. Take a chair with you and wedge it under the door handle."
Casey shuddered. "This is real, isn't it?"
"Afraid so, Casey."
"This sucks," he grumbled. "Why can't people just leave us alone?"
"I wish I knew, Casey." He'd make millions with that knowledge.
He glanced up when he heard footsteps on the stairs. He gave Casey a little push. "Go on, get Mary and go to the bathroom. And keep your phone handy to call Rob if someone tries to get into the bathroom."
"Okay." Casey swallowed tightly before giving Dwayne a hug. "Be careful."
"I have to be." Dwayne grinned down at Casey, mostly to relieve the man's worry. "I have a hot mate headed back here. If I get hurt, I'll have to listen to him bitch instead of getting him to suck my dick."
Casey snorted. "I wonder if that would work with Rob?"
Dwayne chuckled as he watched Casey walk away. The idea had already been planted in Casey's head when they discussed the mating bond. He was pretty sure the idea was going to grow, and then Rob's whole life was going to change.
Dwayne had never understood people who refused to give and take during sex. Both were pleasurable when done with the right person. For Dwayne, that right person was Harvey. Sex with him, whether getting fucked or doing the fucking, was off the charts.
He walked over to the window again and pulled the edge of the curtain aside. Whoever had been moving about outside was either gone, or they had gone into hiding. Dwayne saw nothing but darkness.
That worried him.
"Help should be here in a few minutes," Albert said as he hung up the phone.
Dwayne glanced at the man. "Help?"
Albert wagged his eyebrows. "Told you I wasn't without my resources. In this case, those resources are loyal clan members."
Dwayne's eyes widened. "You called in your clan?"
"Well, technically, it's Rob's clan now, but yes. I called in the ones I know I can trust explicitly. They're going to come help us guard the house until the others get back."
"You're not worried about them getting hurt?" Dwayne asked. Albert shrugged, but Dwayne could see the truth in the old man's eyes. He was terrified. "Why don't you have them guard from inside the house? If we can keep Jason and the others outside until Rob and Harvey get back, then they won't have to fight."
"Let's hope you're right because I think they are here." Albert nodded his head toward the window. "That's Jason."
Dwayne swung around to look out the window again. He squinted into the darkness, just making out a tall figure before he stepped into the light cast by the moon.
Holy shit, he was big.
"He's got a few men with him, but I'm not sure how many." Dwayne could only see three other figures in the shadows. He hoped there weren't more. He didn't like the idea of having his ass handed to him.
"I suppose I'd better go out and see what he wants," Albert said.
Dwayne snorted. "We know what he wants."
He glanced back toward the half bath under the stairs before heading for the front door. "Trouble is on our doorstep, babe," he sent to Harvey. "You might need to hurry the hell up."
"Can you hold them until we get there?" Harvey asked.
"I'm gonna try to." Dwayne opened the front door and stepped out onto the porch.
Albert stepped up next to him. "Maybe he doesn't know Rob has taken over yet. Maybe I can reason with him."
"Let's hope."
Dwayne crossed his arms and tried to channel his inner alpha. He wasn't an omega like Casey, but he wasn't an alpha leader like Rob either. He was somewhere in the middle. A gamma bear. He could be proud of that fact. His place was established in his clan.
Jason's place…not so much.
"Jason." Albert nodded to his son when the man walked over to stand a few feet from the bottom of the steps. "Considering you banished me from your territory, I'm surprised to see you here."
"Give me the omega and I'll leave."
Dwayne stiffened. "He knows Casey is an omega. Harvey."
"How in the hell did he figure that out?"
"Someone had to have told him." It was the only way.
"I did tell you I thought he was coming for Casey."
"Yeah, but we didn't know for sure if he knew Casey was an omega or if he was just coming for him. Now we do."
"Stay frosty, babe."
Yeah, right, frosty.
"Which omega would that be, Jason?" Albert asked.
"You know who I'm talking about, Father. You had breakfast with him at the diner this morning." Jason folded his hands behind his back and began a leisurely pace back and forth in front of the steps. "Now, you can hand him over, or my men and I can come inside and take him, messing up Mom's clean house. The choice is yours."
"What happened to you, Jason?" Albert asked. "If your mother knew of the things you are doing, it would break her heart."
"I know," a feminine voice sounded behind them.
Dwayne winced when he turned to see Mary standing in the doorway. "Ma'am, you really shouldn't be out here. Please, go back inside."
"No." Mary stepped out onto the porch. "I want my son to explain himself. First he leaves the clan without a word and sets up another clan. Then he threatens his father. Now, he's kidnapped his own brother? What on earth are you doing, Jason?"
"I am not answerable to you, Mary."
Mary gasped. "Mary? Now I'm Mary?" Her voice started to rise. "I'm your mother. I carried you inside of me for nine months, and I gave birth to you."
Albert grabbed her arm and tried to pull her back. "Mary, please."
"No!" Mary shouted as she jerked her arm free. She took a couple of steps down. "Why are you doing this? What made you into this monster? Was it something I did? Something I didn't do? Your father and I love you so much, and you…you're just evil."
Dwayne saw Jason tense then heard the beginning of the man's roar. He shifted and dove toward the man just as he leapt at his mother with his claws extended. Dwayne howled when those claws raked down his side.
Instead of giving in to the agony gripping him, he turned and placed himself between Jason and Mary, growling. If Jason chose to leave, Dwayne would let him go. If he took a step toward the house, he was a dead man.
"Mary, go inside." Albert's tone brooked no disobedience.
Mary must have heard it, too, because she turned and hurried back into the house, but not before Dwayne heard her quiet sobs.
He growled again.
His hatred for Jason grew tenfold when the man sneered at him. Dwayne's own mother had passed away when he was a teenager. He'd give anything to have her back, to have a mother. For Jason to find such glee in causing his mother so much heartache was unconscionable.
Dwayne wanted to rip his head off. He couldn't, and he knew it. He needed to let Albert take care of this. The only time he could do anything about it was if Jason started the fight.
Then he could rip his head off.
"You need to leave, Jason," Albert said. "There's no one here for you."
"I'll leave after I get the omega."
"That's not going to happen, and if you try and force your way inside, Dwayne will kill you."
"Fine, old man, then I challenge you for leadership of the clan."
"I'm afraid that isn't going to happen either."
"You have to accept a lawfully given challenge."
"Normally, I would say that is true, but I am no longer alpha of the Silver Lake Clan. I lost a challenge to someone else."
Jason's eyes narrowed. His hands clenched. "Who?"
"Me."
 
Chapter Eleven
 
Harvey shot a quick glance at his mate as he stepped around the side of the house. He was glad they had decided to ditch the car and come in through the back way. Not only were they able to get Jasper and Erik inside without anyone seeing them, but they had the element of surprise on their side.
Harvey took up a spot on Rob's left while Jeb stood at the man's right. Dwayne was behind them. He knew without even seeing the quick step Jason and his goons took back that they made an impressive sight.
The sheriff had taken up a spot next to Albert, which was where he probably usually stood, so it made sense. The other men who'd gone with them fanned out between them and the porch. No one was getting inside that house.
"I believe you were asked to leave, Alpha King," Rob said.
"You're the new alpha?" Jason asked.
"I am, and the omega you seem so intent on getting your hands on is my mate. If you think I'm going to let you have him, you're stupider than you look."
Jason growled and took a step closer, telling Harvey two things. One, the man was stupider than he looked, and two, he was ruled by his anger. One thing the service had taught Harvey was to never fight angry. It gave his opponent too much power.
"I challenge you for the Silver Lake Clan," Jason said, "and once I win, I'm going to take your little mate and fuck him till he bleeds, and then I'm going to sell him to a whore house. I can guarantee you, he'll forget you even existed within a week."
Harvey was in no way surprised when his baby brother just grinned.
Rob waved his hand, gesturing for Jason to advance on him. "Bring it on."
Harvey stepped back to give the two men room as they shifted. When he felt a nudge, he knew who it was without even looking. He reached down and curled his fingers into Dwayne's fur.
"Are you okay, mate?" he asked, hoping the bond thing worked when one of them was in their furry form.
"Got some scratches on my side from that asshole, but they'll heal when I shift."
Harvey glanced down at him. He didn't have far to glance. Dwayne was an impressive size for a bear. "Are you sure you're okay?"
He smiled when the bear nodded.
The sound of a bear howling in pain was unmistakable. Harvey glanced up, wincing when he saw Jason had gotten in a good shot on Rob's flank. Rob whipped around and sank his teeth into Jason's leg. The ground shook as the two bears went around and around, each of them getting in a good amount of swipes and bites.
Harvey tensed when the shadows around them took form. He really hoped these weren't more of Jason's men.
"Relax, Harvey," Albert said. "Those are clan members I called in to help guard the house when we saw Jason. They won't interfere."
Harvey gave a nod, but he didn't relax. He doubted he would until the fight was over and Jason was either dead—he preferred dead—or went slinking home. Joining this clan seemed to be more hassle than it was worth. He really hoped that would change.
"Do you yield?" Albert called out.
Harvey jolted, realizing he had zoned out there for a moment. He prayed no one ever found out. He'd never live it down.
"Do you yield?" Albert asked again. "My alpha has won the challenge by your submission. Do you yield?"
Jason growled. It was a strangled sound, which made sense. Rob's jaw was wrapped around his throat.
"Please, Jason," Albert implored, "yield."
Jason jerked back so suddenly, Rob didn't have time to pull away or loosen his grip. The blood was already flowing from his neck when Rob stumbled back, shifting into his human form.
"Fuck!" Rob punched the dirt beside him.
Harvey walked over to squat next to his baby brother. "He was given several chances to yield, Rob. He's the one who jerked away from you."
"I didn't want to kill him, Harvey."
Harvey knew this was the first time his brother had ever taken a life. It would always weigh heavy on him. "You didn't have a choice, Rob. We're shifters. Sometimes the world we live in isn't a pretty place."
"It never should have gotten this far," Rob insisted.
"Harvey is right, Alpha Colton," Albert said. "My son was given every chance to surrender. He chose his path."
"I'm so sorry, Albert."
Tears streamed down the former alpha's face as he nodded. "We lost Jason a long time ago. This is but a shell of the man he once was."
"What is the meaning of this, Albert?" A man who looked like an older version of Albert stalked up to them. He was flanked by two very big men who didn't look as if their elevators went to the top floor. "How can you just forgive the man who killed your son?"
"Hold your tongue, Ralph," Albert ordered. "You have no idea what is going on here."
"I know exactly what is going on here. You just let some stranger murder your son in cold blood."
Harvey growled as he stood. "Watch your mouth."
"Or what?" Ralph snapped.
"Or I'll put my fist in your face and give you something else to do with your big fat mouth."
Ralph's face mottled as his head snapped back. Indignation filled his voice as he snarled at Harvey. "You can't talk to me like that. Do you know who I am?"
"Yeah, I do," Harvey replied, "and as beta of the Silver Lake Clan, and older brother to the new alpha, I can talk to you any damn way I please."
Technically, that was true, but his mother had taught him better. Ralph just irked him, and he wanted nothing more than to follow through with his threat and plant his fist in the guy's face. He didn't, but it took a lot of restraint.
Ralph paled so quickly he tottered on his heels. "New alpha?"
"Yeah, the guy you just accused of murder?" Harvey lifted an eyebrow. "He's now the alpha of the Silver Lake Clan and Alpha King's clan."
It was fun watching Ralph's eyes roll back in his head. He made a loud thud as he fainted and hit the ground. Harvey sighed and gestured to the two men who came with Ralph. "Take your father home. He can come beg the alpha's forgiveness in the morning."
"Yes, beta." The two men must have understood the precarious position they were all in. They lifted their father up and quickly carried him away.
Harvey turned toward the others who had gathered around. "Go home. Alpha Colton will be available for anyone who has questions tomorrow. Right now, he needs some rest and to spend some time with his mate."
There were some murmurs among the crowd, but it slowly broke up, everyone going their different ways. Once the crowd was gone, Harvey pointed to the men who had come with Jason.
"You have one choice, and only one choice. Get out of this town and do not come back. You have two hours to gather your things and leave. If I catch sight of you after that, I will end you. Is that clearly understood?"
When they started to leave, Harvey gestured to a couple of the men the sheriff had rounded up. "Go with them. Make sure they don't take anything that doesn't belong to them then escort them to the territory boundary."
"Yes, beta."
Harvey waited until they disappeared into the night before turning to look at his baby brother. "We need to take care of things out here so we can go inside and take care of things in there. You have a mate who is pressed so hard against the window, his face is going to go flat, and I have a mate who needs a little medical treatment. Get your butt up."
Rob drew in a heavy breath then stood, brushing his butt off. "Bitch, bitch, bitch. I thought I'd gotten away from all of this when I became alpha."
Harvey knew his brother was trying to lighten the mood, so he chuckled. "Not by a long shot, bro. If you wanted the easy life, you never should have made me your beta."
"Believe me, I'm already rethinking it."
Harvey grinned. "Just wait until I tell Mom. Her little baby boy all grown up with two clans to lead. She's going to drive you crazy."
Rob groaned. "Don't remind me."
"Too late."
 
* * * *
 
"So, what's going to happen to that slavery thing Jason was operating?" Casey asked. "Is the council going to do anything about it?"
"They're going to try," Harvey replied. "There weren't a lot of records, but what we did find at Jason's house have been turned over to the council. Maybe that will help them find some of the people Jason sold."
"What about Erik?"
Dwayne glanced across the room to where Erik sat curled up on a chair. Jeb stood over him as if guarding him from everyone and everything. Neither of them had said anything, but Dwayne was pretty sure they were mates.
"I think Erik is going to be staying here for the time being."
"Hey, Dwayne, do you remember someone from the clan named George Carver?" Rob asked as he walked into the room.
"Uh, not that I can remember."
"George wasn't a member of the clan," Casey said. "His aunt, uncle, and cousin were, but George just lived in King City. He wasn't a member of the clan." Casey shrugged when Rob shot him a look. "He had Alpha Barker's permission to be there, though."
"I remember Ford Carver," Dwayne said. "He was a couple of years ahead of us in school. Why?"
Rob held up his cell phone. "He just called me, said Alpha Barker gave him my number and told him to look me up. He and his mate are looking for a clan to join."
Dwayne's eyebrows lifted. "Is there a reason he didn't join the King City Clan?"
"His mate is human."
Dwayne blinked in surprise. "Huh." Well, that kind of explained why they didn't join the King City Clan. "Are you going to let him join our clan?"
"I want to meet him first, get a feel for the guy. I don't have a problem with clan members mating humans. I thought Casey was human when I first mated him. I just want to make sure he's a good fit for our clan."
"You might want to let the entire clan know that it's okay to mate humans under your rule, Rob," Albert said. "I've never had a problem with it, but I know there are those worried that you might."
Rob nodded. "I'll mention it at the clan gathering this weekend. It will be the first gathering of both clans coming together as one. I want to make sure everyone knows all my rules." Rob sighed heavily. "I just have to figure out what they all are first."
Albert chuckled. "I can help with that, son."
"I'd appreciate it. I'm in a little over my head here."
"I was too when I first took over, and I had the guidance of my father and grandfather. You'll get it."
"I sure hope so or this is going to be the shortest leadership in history."
"When are your parents going to be here, Rob?" Casey asked. "I'm sure they would be willing to help."
"I spoke to Dad last night, getting him up to speed on taking over the two clans and such. He said he and Mom would be here in another couple of weeks. They still had a few things they needed to wrap up in King City."
"I guess with all the new clan members coming," Jeb said, "it's a good thing your father knows the construction business."
Rob glanced at Jeb. "Are you sure you want to be a deputy? I'm sure Dad can find you a place on one of his construction crews."
"Naw, man, I'll leave the construction biz to you and Billy Ray. Harvey and I are going to be deputies for Silver Lake."
Rob snorted. "You just want to carry a gun instead of a hammer."
Jeb laughed. "You're damn right."
"When are you going to meet with this George guy?" Harvey asked.
"I asked him to meet me at the diner on Friday. If he's a good fit, I'll have him join the clan on Saturday, and he can run with us then."
"So, you don't need me right now then?"
"Uh, no." Rob frowned. "Is there somewhere else you need to be?"
Harvey nodded as he stood. "Yep."
Dwayne laughed as he was picked up, tossed over Harvey's shoulder, then carried into the guest bedroom they'd been given until they could find a place of their own.
He heard Harvey growl as the man tossed him onto the bed. Dwayne rolled onto his back and looked up at his mate, noting the clothes that were quickly being stripped from the powerful body before him.
Dwayne pulled his shirt off and tossed it over the side of the bed. He barely got the buttons of his pants undone before Harvey grabbed the bottoms and yanked them down his legs. He yelped as he was forced back onto the mattress. Before he could lift his head, Harvey settled his larger body over his.
Harvey's hands framed Dwayne's face. Dwayne could feel the tenderness in Harvey's grasp. Dwayne grinned when Harvey moved and he felt a hard cock press against his groin. Harvey claimed his lips in a magnificent kiss filled with passion and desire, love and reverence. Dwayne felt it all of the way down to his toes.
He also felt the hands that moved over his body softly caressing him, arousing him. Harvey seemed to have a small obsession with Dwayne's nipples. He kissed them, tugged on them, teased them with his fingers. Dwayne thought he might get them pierced.
"Harvey," Dwayne moaned when Harvey's lips moved from his nipples to his abdomen. He felt Harvey's tongue encircle his belly button. Dwayne giggled at the soft lick of Harvey's lips against him.
"That tickles."
Dwayne felt Harvey grin against his skin. Then Harvey's mouth moved further down. Dwayne's breath caught in his throat as he waited for Harvey's mouth to touch his hard cock. He waited and waited, then begged.
"Harvey, please," Dwayne pleaded as he humped his hips toward Harvey. He gritted his teeth when Harvey just chuckled at him. A moment later he felt Harvey's wet tongue lap against his pelvic bone.
Harvey wanted to torture him. Dwayne just knew it. He would drive Dwayne out of his ever-loving mind until he was a pile of goo. Harvey was well on his way to do just that. Dwayne could almost feel the very air around him moving over his sensitive skin.
Dwayne groaned. He felt flushed, hot, and needy. His hands clenched in Harvey's hair. He tried to direct Harvey to his aching cock. Harvey just licked at the tender sac below, missing Dwayne's cock all together.
Dwayne groaned in frustration. He really, really wanted to feel Harvey's lips wrapped around his cock. He knew it would take him right where he needed to go. He closed his eyes. He took several deep breaths to hold back the orgasm he could feel trying to break free. His body trembled for a moment, then he let the air in his lungs slowly release.
Harvey's hands moved back to his thighs. Warm breath blew across his balls until they drew up close to his body. Dwayne started panting. He didn't know what Harvey would do next, and it drove him crazy.
"Aaahhh," Dwayne cried out when Harvey gave Dwayne his wish. He wrapped his lips around Dwayne's cock. Dwayne's body shook and undulated against Harvey's larger form. Red-hot heat rushed through his body and came together in his cock.
Dwayne's body stiffened as Harvey's mouth sank down on his cock. Harvey swallowed it until Dwayne felt his nose brush against his short, curly hairs. Dwayne couldn't believe the hotness he felt, the exquisite pleasure. He'd felt heaven, and now he could die.
Or not, Dwayne thought as Harvey began to move his mouth along the length of his cock. When Harvey's slick fingers breached his ass, Dwayne was aware enough to wonder where the lube came from, but in enough ecstasy not to care.
He didn't know whether to push up into Harvey's mouth or down onto Harvey's fingers. Harvey solved that problem for him by pressing his fingers into Dwayne's ass at the same time he swallowed his cock. It let Dwayne concentrate on the incredible pleasure coursing through his body.
"Harvey, gonna…" Dwayne cried out as a heavy pressure built in his balls. It moved up to the base of his cock then erupted out the top as Dwayne found his release. Dwayne cried out over and over again as Harvey sucked down every last drop until Dwayne melted into the mattress.
Dwayne opened his eyes to see Harvey leaning over the top of him. Only when they moved did Dwayne realize that Harvey's slick fingers were still inside his ass. His breathing instantly went from calm and sated to rapid and wanting.
The fierce glint in Harvey's eyes only added to Dwayne's arousal. He could see desire and love shining brightly in Harvey's eyes. The hard, leaking cock pushing against Dwayne's thigh didn't hurt either.
Dwayne reached for Harvey. He slid his hands over Harvey's shoulders and down to cover his chest. He stroked his fingers through the small spattering of hair covering Harvey's muscular pecs then moved to pluck at his nipples.
Harvey growled deep in his throat. It thrilled Dwayne to his toes. He needed to know he could arouse Harvey as much as Harvey aroused him. Dwayne leaned up and tugged at Harvey's nipples with his lips.
He nibbled them with his teeth.
With his mouth engaged, Dwayne's hands were free to roam. He went back to caressing Harvey's chest, his neck. He stroked the strong, silky flesh of Harvey's arms and up over his shoulders.
He felt Harvey's body tremble. The muscles under his hands went stiff. Dwayne gasped as Harvey suddenly moved up to kneel between his thighs and pulled his fingers from Dwayne's ass. Dwayne could see the rigid control Harvey tried to maintain.
Dwayne's eyes fluttered closed as Harvey lined himself up and slowly sank into him. The moment froze in time. Dwayne opened his eyes to see Harvey above him, his body unmoving. He stared down at Dwayne, looking stunned, for what seemed like forever, and then he pulled his hips back.
"Harvey!" Dwayne exclaimed as Harvey impaled him with his cock, the full force of his body behind him. Dwayne stretched his hands up over his head and held them against the headboard to keep himself from being pushed up the bed.
Dwayne could see a small tic in Harvey's clenched jaw. The tight grip Harvey had on Dwayne's hips along with the intense look on his face told Dwayne that Harvey had finally lost his rigid control.
Dwayne brought his legs up and wrapped them around Harvey's back. He could feel Harvey slip in a little further the next time he thrust forward. He brushed Dwayne's sweet spot. Dwayne suddenly found his cock becoming interested again as it began to fill.
Dwayne wrapped one hand in Harvey's hair and pulled his head down for a kiss. The other hand roamed down Harvey's back. He heard Harvey groan as he dug his nails in and dragged them up Harvey's back.
Harvey's thrusts became more urgent. Dwayne couldn't believe how turned on he became when Harvey's body began to shake. The harder Harvey thrust, the more it aroused him until Dwayne felt himself moving toward something right along with Harvey.
Dwayne felt himself start to crest. He wanted Harvey to go with him this time. He fisted his fingers in Harvey's hair and kissed him harder, dominating the kiss, ravaging Harvey's lips. He could feel Harvey's response in every movement of his body.
Just when he didn't think he could hold back anymore, Harvey arched, tossing his head back as he let out a loud roar. Dwayne felt the sudden thickening of Harvey's cock as he came, shooting into Dwayne and triggering his own release.
Dwayne cried out as he filled the space between their bodies moments before Harvey collapsed down onto him. Dwayne sighed. He stroked his fingers over the strong ridges of Harvey's back as he waited for his breathing to return to normal.
After several moments, Harvey lifted his head to stare down at Dwayne, his gaze filled with reverence. He caressed the side of Dwayne's face.
"I love you, Harvey Colton." Dwayne smiled and leaned into the soft touch. "And that's the bear naked truth."
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