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  Love was never part of his plan…until it pounced.


  


  As heir to an old and proud heritage, Aubrey Reynolds works and lives for his family, his employees


  and his pack. Agreeing to watch after a visiting werewolf is no big deal—until he discovers the newcomer is his mate. His very male mate…which is a very big deal, indeed. Revealing his sexuality was never part of Aubrey’s well-ordered life plan.


  Much as he loved caring for his eight younger brothers, Matt Mahihkan knows it’s time to grab the


  opportunity to attend college in Atlanta. Realizing Aubrey is his mate should have been a delightful


  experience…except Aubrey treats him more like a dirty little secret than a lover. Yet Matt is a patient man.


  Aubrey can’t stay in the closet forever. Can he?


  In time, they settle into a comfortable, if complicated, routine. Until a rogue werewolf with an axe to grind forces Aubrey to add to the wedge of secrets driving him and Matt apart, leaving Matt exposed to


  danger…and Aubrey forced to choose between love and duty.


  


  Warning: Contains color abuse with a really bad sense of fashion, a southern accent from hell, sex on
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  eBooks are not transferable.


  They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.


  


  This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination or have been used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locale or organizations is entirely coincidental.


  


  Samhain Publishing, Ltd.


  577 Mulberry Street, Suite 1520


  Macon GA 31201


  


  With Abandon


  Copyright © 2011 by J.L. Langley


  ISBN: 978-1-60928-265-3


  Edited by Sasha Knight


  Cover by Angela Waters


  


  All Rights Are Reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.


  


  First Samhain Publishing, Ltd. electronic publication: March 2011


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  With Abandon


  


  


  


  J.L. Langley


  Dedication


  Dedicated to Kris Jacen and Kimberly Gardner. Thank you both for all your help and support, not just


  through this story, but well…everything. You have become two of my dearest friends. The two of you


  always make the time to read and give me an opinion. I know you both are probably sick to death of this story, having seen it in so many stages of completion, but y’all always made time.


  As always, thank you to Andre for everything. You’re my rock. I love you. And to my wonderful


  critique partners for all their emotional support.


  Chapter One


  Kill me now!


  Matt laughed at the text message, startling a few of his fellow passengers exiting the plane in front of him. He enjoyed Aubrey’s texts.


  After stepping to the side of the jet bridge, allowing other passengers to pass, Matt stood his suitcase up and typed back. Y? He hit send and got moving again. His excitement grew with each step. Not only was he about to start college, he was finally going to meet his new friend in person.


  When he’d enrolled in Georgia State, his friend Keaton arranged with his family for Matt to spend full


  moons with them. On a whim, Matt had texted Keaton’s older brother, Aubrey, to introduce himself and


  ask about the weather in Georgia. They’d hit it off and communicated by text ever since. Aubrey had even volunteered his spare room to keep Matt from paying for an apartment on campus.


  As Matt stepped into the terminal, tugging his suitcase behind him, his phone chimed again.


  Boredmeeting zzzzzzz.


  Regardless of what Keaton said, Aubrey’s sense of humor was great. Uh-oh. The grin slipped off


  Matt’s face. If Aubrey was still in his board meeting, he wasn’t greeting Matt at the airport. Darn it.


  As if Aubrey had read his mind, the phone alerted Matt to another message.


  Tara is meeting u @ the a/p. silver cadillac xlr-v. parking garage across from south terminal. gate s5.


  tall, drop-dead gorgeous brunette.


  Tara was, according to Keaton, Aubrey’s fiancée and a former Miss Georgia. Hefting the bag farther


  up on his shoulder and dragging his suitcase, Matt searched for an exit. The place was busy and appeared to have nothing but gates to the planes. The only outside he saw led to the runways. Weird. Or perhaps it


  wasn’t. He’d never been out of New Mexico. Maybe all airports were like this.


  Matt strolled up to the counter of a gift shop and waited for one of the two ladies working there to


  look his way. “Excuse me.”


  A pretty black girl about Matt’s age smiled at him. “What can I do for you, sugar?”


  “This is going to sound like a really silly question, but how in the world do I get out of here?”


  She shook her head. “Not silly at all. I assume you mean how do you get to your ride?” Noting Matt’s


  nod, she pointed toward the left. “Head all the way to the end and take either a right or a left.”


  “Thank you.” As he walked off toward his destination, his phone alerted him to a new text message.


  Matt didn’t recognize the number.


  With Abandon


  What r u wearing?


  Huh? Matt blinked at the phone, sure he’d read it wrong. Wasn’t that how phone sex started? He


  wasn’t dating anyone.


  This is Tara. I had 2 park far so I came in.


  “Oh.” Matt responded, white polo, blue jeans, black sneakers.


  She answered back with, Hmm, not real helpful. Other stats? I’m in a red Falcons ball cap, black


  tank & denim shorts. Black hair in a ponytail.


  Matt typed, short black hair, 5’9”. Black duffle and black rolling suitcase.


  Awesome. I’m just getting 2 baggage claim area. C u in a few. Look 4 me.


  A little farther down the concourse, he spotted moving sidewalks and jogged toward them. “Cool.”


  People walked instead of waiting for the conveyor belt to move them forward, so Matt took a few steps. It was like traveling at supersonic speed, like he was Flash or someone. “Awesome.” Chuckling, he picked up his pace and took a couple of pics of the sidewalk with his phone. He got some video too. The end of the sidewalks came way too soon. Matt put his phone away and continued to make his way to the end of the


  terminal.


  Up ahead, escalators led to the baggage claim. Matt stepped onto the escalator and checked his voice


  mail. There were no new messages. Since he had the phone out, he looked to see if his movie of the moving sidewalk recorded.


  The rubber soles of his shoes squeaked to a halt on the metal grid at the end of the escalator and Matt tumbled forward. He flailed for several seconds and belly-flopped on the ground. He whacked his chin on the floor and his phone flew from his grasp. Ow. His luggage fell next to him, and the bag over his shoulder splatted on his back.


  Before he could pick his idiot self up off the floor, the most wonderful scent in the entire universe


  tickled his nose. The woodsy aroma held a hint of spice and vanilla.


  “Oh my God! Are you okay?” a husky female voice asked.


  Matt’s cock began to harden. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeper. A soft flowery smell drifted by


  as well.


  When he opened his eyes, a pair of feet in black flip-flops with little skulls and crossbones on them


  filled his line of vision.


  Oh crap. He sniffed again. The arousing scent grew stronger. His prick hardened into a full-blown erection, and that was saying something, as bad as his chin and his pride hurt. Oh crap, oh crap, oh crap.


  He wanted to roll himself in that heavenly aroma.


  Mate, his mind whispered.


  No, Matt’s conscience shouted.
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  His stomach clenched painfully, and he became lightheaded. “This can’t be happening, this can’t be


  happening, this can’t be—” Matt glanced up and up and up long tanned legs to a pair of ragged, blue-jean cutoffs covering curvy hips and hanging just below a tiny waist. Farther up a black tank top concealed generous breasts. Her hair was black and pulled into a ponytail beneath an Atlanta Falcons ball cap.


  “Tara?”


  “Matt? Is that you?” She squatted, offering him a delicate hand. “Are you okay?”


  “Feeling rather stupid at the moment but okay. Thanks.” Matt jumped to his feet, a little dazed, a little sore, a lot embarrassed and confused.


  Tara retrieved his phone while he got his luggage and readjusted the duffle on his shoulder. That’s


  when he got his first look at her face. Aubrey was right, she was drop-dead gorgeous. Her features were as refined as the rest of her, and she wasn’t wearing even a hint of makeup. She wasn’t at all what he’d


  expected.


  A sunny smile lit her face, making her even more beautiful. She epitomized femininity, even if she


  was every bit as tall as Matt. Up close, there was no doubt the spicy scent belonged to her. Heat suffused his neck and face.


  “Out of the way, moron!”


  Jolted out of his initial shock by a man barreling past, Matt glanced around and realized he’d stopped


  right in the middle of the walkway.


  “Fuck you, asshole,” Tara called after the man with a Southern accent so charming Matt almost


  missed the fact that she’d cussed at the guy. Tara sighed. “People are rude. Are you okay, Matt?” She


  motioned for him to start walking and handed his phone over.


  Come on, Matthew, pull it together. Placing one foot in front of the other, concentrating on not freaking out, Matt made his way to the baggage carousel. Swallowing down the lump in his throat, he


  smiled at her—he couldn’t not because she smiled at him—but over and over he kept thinking this can’t be happening. Yet it was. His eyes didn’t always see the way they should, but his nose worked just fine.


  “Matt?” She studied him as the buzzer sounded and the carousel started moving.


  “Sorry. I’m kinda dazed. I feel like a complete idiot. I was checking to make sure my phone recorded


  the moving sidewalk. I wanted to show it to my little brothers. I have eight brothers, and my younger


  brothers would think that was really cool and—oh my God, I’m babbling.”


  She giggled and wrapped her hand around his forearm. “Don’t worry about it. If you’re sure you’re


  okay, we can forget about the whole thing.” She quieted for a few seconds and let out a low whistle. “I’m gonna smack Keaton right upside the head when I see him though. He didn’t tell me you were so adorable.”


  Matt’s cheeks heated more as he watched a few bags move past. “Thank you.” She thought he was


  adorable?


  “Nine boys, huh?”


  8
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  “Yeah. I’m the oldest.” Matt’s bag appeared out of the opening, and he prepared to grab it as it came


  by.


  She reached for the bag on his shoulder. “Let me help you carry some of this stuff. You look a little


  shell-shocked.” She dipped under the weight of the bag, and her eyes widened. But she straightened,


  determined to take it.


  “It’s kinda heavy. I can get—”


  Arching a brow, she took the rolling case from Matt. “Not a chance, gorgeous. You’re a guest. I’m


  getting these bags. You get the other.”


  Matt retrieved the larger suitcase off the carousel and motioned for Tara to lead the way. It was silly letting her haul two bags when he only carried the one, but she wasn’t the typical delicate flower. He got the impression if he argued, she’d argue back. This woman had been Miss Georgia? “Um, thanks.”


  “You’re welcome. How was your flight?”


  “It wasn’t bad. I couldn’t figure out how to get out of the darned airport though.”


  “Yeah, it’s a little strange. You have to go all the way to the end of the concourse to get to the


  terminal.” They headed out into the warm Georgia sunshine, and she pushed her ball cap lower over her


  eyes to block the sun. “Listen, it looks like Bree’s stuck in Macon. How do you feel about going to lunch with me before I take you to get settled into your new place?”


  “Bree?” Blinking at the brightness, he tried to still the rapid pounding of his pulse. He wished his


  stupid boner would go away.


  “Yeah, that’s what I call Aubrey.”


  His wish came true. At the reminder of Aubrey, Matt’s erection dwindled like he’d jumped into a vat


  of ice water. It was bad enough that he didn’t know what to do about Tara, but how would Aubrey take the news that his fiancée was Matt’s mate?
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  “I’ll suck you so good you won’t know what hit you.”


  Aubrey stumbled, catching the toe of his dress shoe on the thick burgundy carpet. His stomach


  tightened, and his dick tried to perk up, but he kept walking. Carson Lopez could likely suck the chrome off a ball hitch if he put his mind to it. The man had a mouth like a dockside whore. To say Aubrey was


  tempted was an understatement. Not only was Carson slim, brunet and handsome—Aubrey’s type—but


  Carson was safe and had as much to lose as Aubrey if anyone found out about them.


  Aubrey hesitated for a split second. No matter how badly he wanted to, he couldn’t. He had things to


  do, namely getting one Matthew Mahihkan settled in and ready to go to college next Monday.


  “I can’t.”


  They rounded a corner and strolled toward the elevator.


  Carson leaned close and whispered again as they stopped in front of the inlaid walnut doors. “Come


  on, you want a quickie as much as I do. Admit it.”


  Glancing at his watch, Aubrey hit the down button. “Ah hell, it’s not a case of admitting it, but I can’t, I’m sorry. I was supposed to be back in Atlanta two hours ago.”


  Carson turned to face Aubrey and waggled his eyebrows. “I’ll make it worth your while.” His voice


  took on a singsong tone that made Aubrey chuckle.


  “I have absolutely no doubt ab—”


  “Ahem.” Carson scooted backward and his gaze strayed past Aubrey’s left shoulder. The scent of his


  lust took on a tangy, nervous quality. “CEOs at six o’clock,” he mumbled. Pulling his laptop case in front of his groin, he asked, “Did you rent a box for the Falcons games this season?”


  Aubrey smelled the two board members before he heard or saw them. One was human, the other was


  the only fellow pack member in the company, Orin Boskie. Great. Just what Aubrey needed, a wolf who could smell Carson’s arousal. Oh well, at least he hadn’t let himself get worked up. As far as the other wolf was concerned, Carson was young and human. The wind could blow and get him aroused.


  Aubrey caught the words “too young” and “untried” before turning his attention back to Carson.


  “Nah, last season Tara and I ended up staying at my place to watch the games more often than not. I


  decided it was a waste of money. Besides, my dad rented a box for company use again.”


  “Reynolds. Lopez.” Ralph Katchum drew up beside them.


  “Boskie. Katchum.” Carson nodded a hello.


  With Abandon


  Aubrey tipped his chin in acknowledgment. “Ralph. Orin.” He’d always been taught to call his elders


  by the more formal address, mister or missus—as were most Southern children—so the personal address


  made it much harder for the men to be dismissive. And hopefully it kept the fact that he was now head of Reynolds Inc. foremost in their minds.


  “Gentlemen.” Sidling up to Katchum, Boskie bobbed his sandy-brown head and lifted the hand that


  wasn’t holding his briefcase.


  Where the hell was the elevator? Aubrey had been cooped up with these two and their reluctance to


  agree on the new agenda all morning. He shifted his weight, leaning a bit closer to the green marble wall next to the doors. It shouldn’t be taking this long. They may be on the top floor, but it was a private elevator.


  As if reading Aubrey’s mind, Katchum pushed the button. The newspaper he’d held under his arm fell


  to the floor in front of him. “Well, damn.” He began to stoop, but his knees popped and creaked, making him straighten back up.


  “Here, let me get that.” Aubrey knelt to retrieve the paper. The big bold headline read, Dennison


  resigns after sex scandal. Skimming the page, Aubrey stood. James Dennison was a CEO of a rival company.


  “Damned sad state of affairs.” Katchum pointed at the paper. “He was a hell of a businessman. A real


  asset to Glencorp.”


  “Yes. Nice man too.” Aubrey had met Dennison a few times at fundraisers. Aubrey frowned and tore


  his attention away from the print, rolled the paper up and offered it to the older man.


  Katchum waved it away. “Keep it. I’ve read it.”


  “Thank you.” Aubrey tucked the paper into the open pocket of his laptop bag. “When did this happen


  with Dennison?”


  “Where’ve you been? It’s been going on for the past two days.” Boskie scoffed and rolled his eyes.


  The reaction was more fitting to a teen than a fifty-year-old man. He must be spending too much time with his granddaughter.


  Aubrey clenched his teeth. He’d been busy planning for the board meeting and Matt’s arrival. He


  hadn’t caught the stocks much less the news in a couple of days.


  Boskie continued, oblivious to Aubrey’s reaction. “He got caught in his office with an intern. A male intern.”


  Katchum nodded. “They were going to fire him for gross misconduct, but he resigned before anything


  could come of it. Such a shame after twenty-four years with the company. The board probably would’ve


  left it be if he’d been having an affair with a woman. Just last month one of the other CEOs was in the news for having an affair with his secretary and he wasn’t even reprimanded.”
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  “Serves him right if you ask me,” Boskie sneered. “The man is stupid. This is Georgia, not California.


  That stuff doesn’t fly here.”


  The elevator dinged and slid open. Aubrey said a silent thank you. He hated listening to that crap. As


  the other men filed into the elevator with their backs to him, Aubrey closed his eyes for a moment. It wasn’t fair. If he remembered correctly, Dennison was unmarried. It wasn’t like he’d been committing


  adultery. That was big business in the South for you though. Aubrey willed his anger to recede and


  followed the others.


  As the doors slid closed, Boskie cleared his throat and pushed the number one on the control panel.


  He focused his attention past Aubrey to Carson. Boskie was quiet for several seconds. His gaze strayed downward, lingered slightly and ambled back up. “How do you like being assistant manager here at the Macon Buchanan, Lopez?”


  What the—? The hair on the back of Aubrey’s neck and arms stood up, making him suppress a shiver.


  The air was suddenly way too thick to breathe, and Aubrey cleared his throat. It’s coincidence.


  “I like it very much.” Carson fidgeted, rustling the fabric of his suit. “The staff here is fantastic, a pleasure to work with.”


  Aubrey rolled his shoulders to release the tension in them. Boskie may have his offices here, but he


  couldn’t possibly know about Carson’s sexual preference. Carson was as careful as Aubrey was.


  “It’s always been my favorite of the chain as well.” Boskie brought his briefcase in front of him,


  holding on to it with both hands.


  Shifting his laptop bag to the other shoulder, Aubrey took a deep breath. Inside the closed area,


  werewolf sense of smell was more of a curse than a gift. Katchum had applied a little too much aftershave this morning and Carson’s nervousness reeked in the small space. There was also a hint of arousal…and it wasn’t coming from Carson. Aubrey swallowed hard, trying to keep the surprise off his face. Good grief, he’d stepped into The Twilight Zone.


  Somehow, Carson ended up right behind Aubrey. The heat of his body radiated against Aubrey’s back


  and a breath of warm air flowed over his neck. Boskie stared at them, but when he noticed Aubrey


  watching him, he looked away.


  Why was Boskie acting strange? Aubrey’s palms grew sweaty, and his throat clogged up. Had he


  given himself away? He put distance between himself and Carson. This uncertainty wasn’t like him. All that talk about Dennison being forced to resign had him jittery. He tugged at his tie. He had to do


  something to cover the scent of his unease. “It’s hot in here.”


  Katchum nodded. “It is.”


  Aubrey glanced at Carson. He wore a blank expression and outwardly no one would know he was


  uncomfortable.


  Stepping forward, Aubrey nearly mashed himself against the control panel. He needed space.
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  Finally the elevator stopped and the doors opened.


  Aubrey couldn’t leave soon enough, but he allowed Katchum and Boskie to exit first. They moved


  aside for Aubrey and Carson to follow. Before the execs left, both turned and offered their hands to Aubrey to shake.


  After Katchum made his escape, Boskie slapped Aubrey on the shoulder and stretched his neck,


  baring it slightly. The move was nearly imperceptible. No one watching would think anything of it, but Aubrey noticed the sign of respect. As Boskie left, he called over his shoulder, “Tell your old man I said hello and to give me a call. We should plan an outing of golf.”


  “Will do.” Aubrey gritted his teeth. The asshole had just cut Carson, pretending like he didn’t even


  exist.


  Carson sidled up to Aubrey again. “Let’s do golf,” he mocked quietly.


  God, Aubrey hated golf. “Let’s not. Why do old men think golf is the end-all be-all to business


  associations?”


  Laughing, Carson started them moving. His unease had evaporated entirely. “No clue. What is it


  you’re dying to get back to Atlanta for? You seem distracted.”


  “I have to meet a friend.” Aubrey should ask Carson about what happened back there, but he wasn’t


  quite sure how to bring it up. Would Aubrey have even noticed Carson’s anxiety if not for his werewolf senses?


  “Uh-huh.” Carson’s smile widened.


  “Not that kind of friend.” Of all people, Carson should know Aubrey didn’t have those kinds of


  friends. It was safer that way. All the rest were one-night stands. No names, no ties. Aubrey liked it that way. Carson was an exception, but still he was only an acquaintance. They didn’t hang out or anything.


  Aubrey’s phone chimed, indicating a new text. He pulled his reading glasses from his jacket pocket


  and put them on before taking his phone out.


  The text read, OMFG! He’s gorgeous.


  “Tara.” Aubrey had no idea what Matt looked like, but odds were good that since he was from


  Aubrey’s brother-in-law’s former pack Matt was Apache.


  “Are you really going to marry her?”


  “What?” Aubrey lowered his phone and gave Carson his full attention.


  “Every time you mention her you get this huge grin on your face.”


  He did? Aubrey shrugged. “Tara and I—”


  His phone chirped again. He pulled it up and read it.


  I really really like him. He’s a sweetheart. Which Aubrey had already figured out from the texts and Keaton’s glowing praise.
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  Aubrey rolled his eyes. “I have to go rescue Matt from Tee. She thinks he’s gorgeous.” He stuffed his


  phone back in his pocket and took his glasses off, doing the same with them.


  Carson followed. “Ah. Don’t want someone honing in on your girl, eh?”


  No, that wasn’t it at all. Aubrey waved to Carrie at the front desk and headed out the automatic doors.


  He wasn’t jealous. Was he? He didn’t think he was. What if Tee and Matt dated? It wouldn’t mean they


  wouldn’t want him around. “No seriously, I need to rescue Matt.”


  Carson shrugged. “Oh, so it’s the other way around. Don’t want her honing in.” His voice held a hint of amusement.


  Aubrey gawked at him.


  Laughing, Carson smacked him on the shoulder. “I’m kidding. Oh man, you should see your face.”


  Aubrey groaned. “Asshole.”


  Carson laughed harder.


  Stopping at the trunk of a black Jetta, Carson fished in his jacket pocket. The trunk of the car opened, and he turned his back to Aubrey to stow his laptop case. He shut the trunk and stepped closer to Aubrey.


  “Have fun with your friends. Maybe we can get together next time you’re in town.”


  “Yeah, sure.” Aubrey waved and headed to his car. Jealous of Tee? Aubrey snorted. That was


  ridiculous. He didn’t even know Matt. He had an odd affinity with Matt, but they’d only talked through text messages. Aubrey couldn’t pick Matt out of a lineup or recognize his voice. Just because a person clicked with someone didn’t mean they knew them. Technically, he and Matt weren’t even actually friends yet. Not really…


  


  


  “If you don’t fuck her, I swear I’m disowning you.”


  Clutching the phone to his ear, Matt stared out the bedroom window at the city below. He had the


  urge to bang his head against the glass. Here he was, way out of his element, in an apartment that cost more than his dad made in a year, with a woman who was his newly discovered mate, and the one person he’d


  called for help couldn’t be serious. “Logan—”


  “She’s fucking hot. I’m looking at a picture of her when she was Miss Georgia on the internet right


  now and—”


  Sterling, Logan’s best friend, said in the background, “You’re an idiot, Logan. Give me my phone


  back and stop surfing the net on it. He’s gay for crying out loud. It goes against his nature.”


  “Nature? What’re you talking about? It has nothing to do with— That is fucked reasoning. He’s a


  wolf, and his nature is to be with his mate. The whole wolf-mate thing overrides the gay thing.” Logan


  groaned like he was put out at having to explain it to Sterling. “Matt? Listen, just go with it, okay? I mean, if she’s your mate, then she’s your mate, what can you do about it?”
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  Matt nodded, before realizing his brother couldn’t see him. “Yeah, I know it’s just—” Now he wasn’t


  sure. He had an inkling his situation may be a lot more complicated than he’d first thought.


  When he’d walked into the apartment, the scent of his mate knocked his breath out of him. His eyes


  blurred for a moment, threatening to change, but he blinked the shift away. Why did his reaction to her keep fading and strengthening? Any time he was in an enclosed space with her his reaction to her scent intensified.


  “No, no, no,” Sterling interrupted again. “That isn’t right. He’s gay. Period. End. Of. Story. He should have a guy for a mate.”


  A horn honked in the distance and Logan let out a long, dramatic sigh. “That doesn’t mean anything.


  It doesn’t work that way. We don’t get to choose. And believe me, I’m not exactly thrilled with that either.


  I swear…if you two jinx me and I end up with a male mate, I’m going to— Well, never mind, the point is


  you can’t choose your mate. No one can.”


  “Of course not, but you wouldn’t have a mate who didn’t suit you.” Sterling sounded outraged.


  Matt nodded his agreement with Sterling and turned toward the bed, putting his back against the floor-


  to-ceiling window. His suitcases sat on the floor by the elaborate iron footboard, and his bag lay on top of the blue comforter. Should he unpack? Would Aubrey want him to stay after Matt told him about Tara?


  There was a rustling, some cussing and Sterling asked, “Matt?”


  “I wasn’t done talking,” Logan shouted. “Give that back.”


  There was more rustling. “Piss off.” Sterling’s voice held a hint of amusement. “Matt?”


  “Yeah, I’m here. What’s up, Sterling?” Matt plodded to the bed, shoved his bag aside and sat down,


  gazing out the window again.


  “Is there any way you could be mistaken?”


  “Sterling, you aren’t helping,” Logan groused in the background.


  Turning back around, Matt lay on the mattress, staring at the pristine white ceiling and recessed lights.


  “I don’t know. My sense of smell has always been pretty good. But my reaction to her is on-again, off-


  again. Is that normal? I mean, my dad doesn’t walk around with his eyes shifted all the time. Remi and Jake don’t either.” Come to think on it, Matt’s eyes hadn’t actually shifted. Matt got up and paced to the window again. He couldn’t sit still.


  “Yeah, the more you’re around them the easier it is to control your body. Man, this sucks. It just


  doesn’t seem right.” Sterling sounded sad. “Even when Remi tried to convince himself he wasn’t gay, the fates, or whatever, knew otherwise. They gave him Jake. And there’s me and I got Rhys. And—”


  “And Chay got Keaton,” Logan stated in his I’m always right tone. “You can’t choose. Now give me the damned phone back.”


  Matt grinned despite the situation. His younger brother was so overtly dominant it was ridiculous.


  Matt half-expected him to beat on his chest and grunt instead of talking. God help Logan’s mate when he


  


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  15


  J.L. Langley


  found one. It was surprising Logan hadn’t ripped the phone from Sterling’s hand already. He must be


  driving.


  Matt pulled the phone away from his ear and checked the time. Noon. He’d forgotten to change to Eastern Time. Matt changed it and put the phone back to his ear. This move was proving to be an


  adjustment in more ways than one. He wasn’t just going to have to adjust to living in Atlanta and going to school. He was going to have to adjust to having a female mate, because Logan was right. Destiny may


  have given Jake to Remi and Rhys to Sterling. One could even argue that Keaton got Chay, but there was


  Chay. Chay wasn’t gay and he’d ended up with Keaton.


  “Hey, bro? You okay?” Logan’s voice softened.


  “Yeah, I’m good. I guess I just needed to hear it from someone else.” Chay was content. Keaton may


  not be his preferred gender, but he loved Keaton and Chay was truly happy. Matt crossed the room and


  flopped down on the bed again. “Don’t tell anyone about this. Tell Sterling to keep quiet too. I don’t want anyone to know yet.”


  For several seconds only the sound of wind rushed over the phone speaker—they must have the top


  down in Logan’s car—then Logan asked, “What’s it worth to you?”


  “Logan! I swear I’ll kill you.”


  Logan cackled, and it was downright evil.


  He might’ve laughed too, but his brother’s mirth was like having the rug jerked out from under him.


  Matt hadn’t had a prayer of beating Logan up since he turned fifteen. “I mean it, Logan. I’ll tell Dad about you sneaking out last year to meet that girl in Sandoval County.”


  “All right, you win. I won’t tell.” Logan sounded amused rather than threatened. Which probably


  meant he’d had no plans on telling Matt’s secret in the first place.


  A soft, floral scent drifted into the room and a knock came from behind him. Pushing up on the


  mattress to his elbows, Matt turned to find Tara standing in the doorway.


  “Bree is on his way up now. I’m going to head out so I can get in the elevator when he gets here.


  Maybe I can get out without him realizing I stole his Falcons cap again.” She adjusted the cap, pulling it lower over her forehead. “I just wanted to say bye.”


  “Holy shit,” Logan interrupted. “Is that her? She has a sexy voice.”


  Matt’s stomach plummeted. She was leaving? “Hold please.” As he stood, Matt pulled the phone


  away and covered it with his hand. He made his way around the bed to Tara.


  She hugged him and kissed his cheek. “I’ll call later to check on you. Maybe we can get together and


  do something before you go to school on Monday. I think Bree took off work tomorrow to help you get


  settled in, but maybe we can go do something Saturday?”


  Yeah, if I’m still here. Matt forced a smile and hugged her back. “I’d like that.” He was reluctant to let her go, which was odd, but the space would do him good. He needed time to think.
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  “Okay, I’ll let you finish your conversation. Aubrey should be here in a few.” She waved and strolled


  out the door.


  Matt pulled the phone to his ear. “I should go.”


  The front door of the condo closed.


  “Don’t do anything yet,” Logan said. “I have money put away for college. We can use that to get you


  an apartment over there if need be.”


  “No way. I’m not taking it. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll come home or maybe look into another student


  loan.”


  Logan sighed, sounding put out. “Just don’t do anything yet. Try and get a feel for Aubrey before you


  say anything.”


  “I’m not. I’m going to sleep on it and get my bearings.”


  “Good. Call me before you spill the beans to anyone, and let me know what’s what.”


  The front door clicked open.


  “I will. I’m gonna tell Tara before I tell—” The alluring woodsy scent he’d detected off and on all day sucker-punched him. Matt’s eyes shifted, his canines exploded through his gums and the breath whooshed


  from his lungs. His cock hardened and his head spun.


  “Matt?” an unfamiliar masculine voice called. “I’m— Oh shit.” The smell of arousal carried through


  the open door of the guest bedroom.


  Matt stumbled to the door, his brain trying to process what had just happened.


  “Matthew?” Logan asked hesitantly.


  A man in an expensive-looking business suit, his tie hanging loose around his neck, his jacket and a


  laptop case over his right arm stood in the living room. He held keys in his left hand. They dropped to the floor as his lupine eyes met Matt’s.


  “Matt, talk to me,” Logan persisted. “What’s wrong?”


  It snapped Matt out of his daze somewhat. “I’ll have to call you back, bro.” He hit end on his phone. It slipped right out of his numb fingers, clattering onto the hard wood. “Aubrey?”


  The man nodded, seemingly as shell-shocked as Matt. “And your mate, apparently.”
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  Disconcerting as it was, it would seem Aubrey’s body was no longer his. Instinct had taken over as


  soon as he’d stepped into his condo and gotten a good whiff of Matt. Aubrey’s eyes had shifted, his canines dropped and his damn prick was hard as a rock. The one thing he never wanted to happen had just


  happened. He’d found his mate. He took a deep breath and tried to compose himself. The breath didn’t


  help, it only overwhelmed his senses more. His ab muscles tensed, making it hard to breathe. His insides hurt, his stomach flip-flopped and his whole body broke out in a fine sweat. He’d connected with Matt too fast, but he’d ignored the warning sign.


  “Hi, um, I’m mate—” Matt gulped air and his eyes widened so big Aubrey feared hyperventilation


  was imminent. His face grew blotchy, and even in black and white the blush was obvious. “I mean Matt.”


  Slapping a hand to the side of his forehead, he dropped his gaze. “I guess you figured that out already, huh?


  I mean, I doubt you come home to strange men in your place all the time. Not that I’m strange or


  anything… You did invite me but…never mind.” He shrugged and turned toward the guestroom. “I’ll just shut up and get my things and—”


  “Wait.” Aubrey’s chest tightened painfully, overwhelmed with despair. His body didn’t care what his


  mind wanted or didn’t want. He tossed his jacket and laptop on the couch in his hurry to get to Matt.


  Grabbing Matt’s arm, he swung him around. “You cain’t go.” Good God. Not only did he sound desperate, but the Southern accent from hell that he worked hard to contain had put in an appearance. Swallowing the knot in his throat, Aubrey released Matt. It’d be better for all involved if Matt left and they both just pretended this hadn’t happened, but his conscience and sense of duty wouldn’t let him. “I offered you a place to stay while you go to school and that stands. I don’t want you to leave unless you really want to, but first we need to talk.”


  Matt nodded. “Okay. Yeah. We probably should, huh?” As if in a trance, he walked to the couch and


  took a seat. A zombie couldn’t have done it better. He stared off into space for a few seconds before


  looking up at Aubrey.


  Aubrey stood transfixed. He hadn’t registered Matt’s looks due to the shock of their bond, but now a


  whole other kind of shock hit him. Matt had short wavy black hair combed back off his forehead with a


  side part. His skin was tan, and he had the expected Native American high cheekbones. Not a single freckle or blemish marked his smooth complexion now that the blush was gone. He had thick arched brows and a


  long straight nose. Not too long though—it fit the rest of his features.


  With Abandon


  His eyes were lighter than the dark brown expected from a man with an Apache heritage, but Aubrey


  couldn’t determine the exact color with his own eyes shifted. He blinked, but it didn’t help. Instead his gaze landed on Matt’s mouth. Good God, his mouth was amazing. Aubrey’s cock jerked at the sight. The pull of arousal intensified and he began to ache with need. Matt had the most beautiful mouth he’d ever seen, a perfect cupid’s bow. They were a man’s lips though, nice and thick. It didn’t take much imagination for Aubrey to picture those lips swollen from use. He shook his head to clear it. “I need a drank.” He turned toward the bar. “You wont—ahem, want one?” Damn nerves.


  “Um, I’m not old enough…”


  Right. He would turn twenty in a couple of months. A little over ten years separated them.


  Technically, in werewolf culture, Aubrey was now responsible for Matt. No one in their right mind would challenge Aubrey’s guardianship of the younger wolf, not even Matt’s parents.


  “You can have a drink if you want one, because you aren’t going anywhere anytime soon.” Aubrey


  stepped behind the mahogany-and-granite wet bar and pulled a single malt glass out of the cabinet. He


  grabbed the Glenlivet 1972 off the shelf behind the bar and poured himself a splash, studied it for a second and poured more. Setting the bottle down with a thud, he tossed back his drink, or tried to. The rim of the glass hit his canines with a clink, but somehow the alcohol ended up mostly in his mouth. Only a few


  dribbles spilled on his shirt.


  Watching from the couch, Matt winced. “Stupid teeth.” The tips of his own canines peeked out from


  beneath his top lip.


  Squeezing his eyes shut, Aubrey let the scotch slide down his throat, savoring the burn. “Ahh.” His


  teeth shrank back to normal, and when he opened his eyes he saw pink. Matt wore a pink shirt? Gay.


  Aubrey nearly groaned at himself. Keaton had told Aubrey he was pretty sure Matt was gay when he’d asked if Aubrey would watch after Matt. It hadn’t mattered to Aubrey then and it didn’t now. Except it sort of did…


  Denying Matt made Aubrey even more of a jerk. A male mate would be no big deal to Matt. But


  maybe Matt didn’t want a mate at all because he certainly didn’t look like it was no big deal.


  Retrieving another glass, Aubrey splashed a couple fingers of whisky into it. Holding it out, he


  sloshed the scotch a little in invitation. “Here. This helps.”


  Cocking his head just a tad, Matt furrowed his brow, shrugged and stood. “Okay.”


  Aubrey poured himself some more. Matt was taller than him by a couple of inches, around Tara’s


  height. He’s just your type, ole man. Like he didn’t have enough problems without adding his sexual preferences into the mix. Matt was quite simply beautiful…and young and male and— Shit. There went his eyes again. He supposed it was an improvement though, because his teeth remained human.
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  Taking the glass, Matt sat on the barstool opposite Aubrey. He swirled the drink and frowned. A small


  shiver racked his lithe body. Matt’s heart rate galloped ninety to nothing, and the smell of unease


  overpowered the scent of both of their arousal.


  Aubrey tensed. “Go ahead, Matt. It’ll relax you.” Bowing his head, he rubbed his temples and waited


  for Matt to take a drink.


  Matt swigged the glass back and choked. His face turned blotchy again.


  Aubrey winced. The urge to do something was strong, but he knew there was nothing he could do.


  Watching Matt’s distress made his eyes go back to normal though.


  When finally the coughing died down, Matt took a deep breath. He had tears in his eyes, but they


  were human and his teeth were no longer visible below his lip. “Man. What is that stuff?”


  “Good ole scotch whisky. Cures what ails you,” Aubrey poured himself some more. He grabbed


  Matt’s glass. “Maybe you should switch to water or something.”


  Matt frowned. Rather than seeming fierce, he looked like an annoyed puppy. It was cute and brought


  to mind Keaton’s dog, Pita, tugging on someone’s pant leg. “No. Give me some more. I’m not a complete


  puss.”


  Chuckling, Aubrey added some liquor to Matt’s glass. “Try sipping this time.” He snagged a barstool


  and brought it behind the bar so he could sit facing Matt. He propped his arms on the bar and watched the glimmers of sunlight filtering in through the spaces between the closed vertical blinds. The silence


  stretched for several moments as Aubrey lifted his glass and sniffed the deep, crisp smell of alcohol. After taking a sip he set the glass down.


  “I thought Tara was my mate.” Matt frowned at his scotch and swished it side to side. He glanced up


  at Aubrey, making eye contact. Matt’s eyes were a deep blue, the color of a night sky in the country.


  “Boy, did you get screwed.”


  Matt shrugged one shoulder. “I was afraid to tell you. I thought you’d hate me.”


  “I wouldn’t have hated you.” The tightness in Aubrey’s chest eased but his conscience cringed. He


  didn’t want to hurt Matt. “I’m just sorry you got gypped. The truth sucks, huh?” Matt and Tee would look great together. Black-haired Barbie and Ken.


  “Nah. Not really. Tara would’ve made a whole other set of problems.” Matt took a sip and gave


  Aubrey a goofy little lopsided grin. It was endearing as hell. “And not just because you’re engaged to her.”


  He should just lie and tell Matt the reason there could never be anything between them was because of


  a commitment to Tara. Matt would probably be relieved, and he’d never have to learn that Aubrey was gay.


  He nodded, but what came out of his mouth was, “Tee, isn’t my fiancée.”


  “What?”


  “Tara is my best friend, but there’s nothing and never has been anything between us. Everyone just


  assumes, and we’ve never felt the need to correct the assumption.”
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  “Well, there is still the fact that she’s a girl.” Matt wrinkled his nose. “That would’ve been weird.”


  “Keaton said he thought you were gay.”


  Matt tilted his head. “He did?”


  “He wasn’t sure, but given our past he thought it best to mention it.”


  “Your past?”


  “It’s a long story, but Keaton thinks I tried to beat him up because he’s gay.”


  Matt’s eyes widened. “Oh no. I forgot about that.” He slapped a hand over his mouth and wilted. “I


  didn’t think my being gay would even come up, and Chay said that you’d gotten over it and—”


  “It’s not true, Matt. I don’t know what you heard, but I didn’t beat my brother up for being gay. For


  crying out loud I ripped another wolf’s throat out for him. Does that sound like something a person would do if they hated someone?”


  “Um…no. You killed someone?” Matt asked with avid interest.


  “I had no choice. He shot Chay and wouldn’t have stopped until Chay and Keaton were both dead.”


  “Oh. I’m glad. I like Keaton and Chay. That was very brave of you.”


  It hadn’t been bravado, it had been terror. “I guess.”


  Looking down, Matt bit his bottom lip. He ran his finger around and around the rim of his glass.


  Finally, he picked it up, finished it off and met Aubrey’s gaze. “Where does that leave us?”


  Aubrey hated himself for what he had to say, but he couldn’t give Matt false hope. He tossed back the


  rest of his drink, hoping it would lend him strength. “I don’t know, but I want you to stay.” He wanted to lick that full bottom lip Matt had held between his teeth too. “Other than that…” He shrugged. “I can’t afford a mate in my life, Matt, but I’d love to have another friend.”


  


  A phone rang, startling Aubrey out of scrutinizing his socked feet. He glanced up and around from his


  position on the floor. The phone rang again. Odd, the sound came from floor level, not up high. Extracting his shoulders from the front of the couch he’d been using as a backrest, he peeked under the coffee table.


  Where the hell was that ringing coming from? It sounded like an old dial telephone with real bells. His home phone made more of an electronic ring sound and his cell played, “You Ain’t Just Whistlin’ Dixie ”.


  “I got it,” Matt said from his sprawl on the couch but made no move to get up. Instead he turned his


  head, which slid off the cushions, nearly taking the rest of him with it.


  Obviously, Matt wasn’t used to alcohol. Maybe he should’ve been cut off after the third one. Oh well,


  it wouldn’t last long with werewolf metabolism being what it was. “What is it and where is it?”


  The bells stopped only to start up again a minute later.


  Aubrey pushed Matt’s dark head back onto the cushions, unable to resist giving him a quick scratch


  behind the ear. Matt wouldn’t remember it anyway.
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  Matt’s shoulders ended up next to his ears, and his right foot kicked a couple of times. “Ooh ooh


  ooh…”


  The lupine reaction was just too cute but not conducive to getting answers. Pulling his hand away,


  Aubrey turned his attention to the floor between the couch and the bar. “Matt, is that your phone?”


  “Yep.” Matt lifted his head off the sofa and slapped around his waistline in a halfhearted search


  before letting his head fall back down. “No clue where it is though.”


  It wasn’t anywhere in the vicinity of the couch, TV or coffee table. “Okay, this shouldn’t be that hard.


  We’re wolves, for crying out loud. Pinpointing sounds isn’t difficult.” Aubrey heaved himself up from the floor.


  The phone stopped.


  “Drunk wolves.” Matt giggled. The sweet, innocent melody echoed through the apartment. Was Matt


  always this uninhibited or was it the booze?


  Aubrey shook his head. “I’m not drunk.” He never let himself get so wasted that he was careless


  anymore. At one time he’d been a party animal, trying to drown his problems, but that was years ago. He envied Matt the ability not to care, not to have to keep his guard up. Aubrey would give just about anything to have some of that innocence back.


  The ringing started up again.


  Aubrey wrenched his brain out of la-la land and followed the sound to the phone in the middle of the


  floor between the couch and the front door. Now he remembered. Matt had dropped it when they’d first


  seen each other some three hours earlier.


  Swooping down and retrieving the cell as it rang for a third time, he hit the call button before whoever it was hung up or the call went to voice mail. “Hello?”


  “Who’s this?” The voice was a little surprised, gruff—like whoever it was didn’t appreciate Aubrey


  answering Matt’s phone—and male.


  Aubrey ground his teeth together and his right eye twitched. Who the hell was this and why was he


  calling Matt’s phone and acting all possessive? If Aubrey had been in wolf form, his hackles would’ve


  risen. “Aubrey Reynolds. Who’s this?”


  “Oh hey.” The caller’s tone lightened immediately. “This is Logan. Can I talk to my brother?”


  Ah, Logan. Aubrey relaxed marginally. Which one was he? Aubrey needed to learn which of Matt’s


  brothers were which. That was something he should know about his mate even if they weren’t really mated.


  But he had the next several months to figure that out.


  Sprawled on the couch, Matt wiggled his fingers in front of his face. What was he doing?


  Aubrey suppressed a chuckle. “Yeah, just a sec.” Taking the phone away from his ear, Aubrey headed


  toward Matt. “It’s Logan.”


  Matt blinked up at him and flopped his hand out, palm up.
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  Aubrey gave him the phone and Matt put it upside down to his ear. “’Lo?”


  “Matthew?” The concern in Logan’s voice came through loud and clear.


  No doubt Matt heard his brother, but Aubrey took the phone and turned it the right way.


  “What?” Matt scrunched up his brow and gave Aubrey a heart-stopping grin. “Thank you.”


  Sitting on the arm of the couch over Matt’s head, Aubrey smiled down at his mate. “You’re


  welcome.” It would be easy to bend down and kiss him. What would he kiss like? Would he throw himself


  into the kiss? Or would he be shy and reserved, willing to follow Aubrey’s lead?


  “What’s going on? Are you okay?” Logan demanded.


  Nodding, Matt kept his eyes on Aubrey. “Yup.”


  Before he realized what he was doing, Aubrey brushed a lock of black hair off Matt’s forehead. His


  soft skin was such a striking color. Not many people had as smooth a complexion as Matt. He was


  amazing, and Aubrey’s fingers itched to touch him everywhere. Keeping his hands to himself was going to be harder than hell.


  “Why didn’t you call me back? And why do you sound weird?” The younger Mahihkan—Matt was


  the firstborn—sounded more like an older brother.


  “Had a few drinks. It’s all good.” Matt nodded again, dislodging the phone from his ear.


  “Give the phone back to Aubrey.”


  “’Kay.” He held the phone out and wiggled it at Aubrey.


  Frowning, Aubrey took the phone. “Hello?”


  “What’re your plans?”


  “I beg your pardon?” Aubrey clenched his teeth again.


  “Matt doesn’t drink.”


  That much was obvious. Matt fiddled with something near Aubrey’s leg, grabbing it with his thumb


  and forefinger.


  “I want to know he’s not going to end up dead in an alley.” Logan paused for a few seconds. “Let me


  be more specific. If something happens to Matthew—”


  Aubrey squelched down a warning growl, fighting the surge of adrenaline. He couldn’t tell Logan to


  butt out. Officially, Aubrey wasn’t in the position to say what Matt could and couldn’t do without


  acknowledging to the world that Matt was his mate. He wanted to beat his head against a wall and maybe


  Logan’s too. He was going to have to control the possessive tendencies toward Matt. Matt’s brother was only looking out for him. Aubrey would be the same way if it were Keaton. Of course, Keaton would get


  all pissed and give Aubrey hell for it, but still… “Your brother is fine. He’s not going anywhere. I’m taking care of him.”


  The leg of Aubrey’s gray slacks pulled tight and puckered over his knee. What the hell?


  


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  23


  J.L. Langley


  Matt held a string, still attached to Aubrey’s suit pants, in front of his face. His eyes crossed as he stared at it and continued pulling.


  “If you are trying to undress me, there are easier ways to do it.” Swatting Matt’s hand away, Aubrey


  chuckled and got up from the arm of the couch.


  Giggling, Matt rolled to his stomach, surveying Aubrey like a puppy about to pounce.


  “O—kay…” Logan commented, with a trace of humor in his voice. “We should’ve sent him away to


  college earlier. It’s nice to know he’s cutting loose some.”


  Oh shit. That hadn’t sounded good at all. What if Logan suspected something? An icy tingle plunged down Aubrey’s face and neck. “Sorry, there was a loose string on the knee of my pants that Matt decided to pull.” As a save it was kind of lame.


  “Well damn. I hoped he was turning into a real wild child.” Logan snickered. “Seriously…just take


  care of him, okay? Getting him drunk is a good start, but while you’re at it why don’t you see if you can get him laid too.”


  Freezing halfway to the kitchen, Aubrey tightened his hand on the phone. The image of Matt spread


  out on Aubrey’s big sleigh bed, naked and flushed with arousal, speared into his mind. His cock hardened, his throat went dry and his eyes blurred. “Yeah. Well, I’ll see what I can do.” Aubrey blinked. When he opened his eyes everything was monochrome.


  Logan’s laugh taunted him. “Later. Tell Matt I’ll call him tomorrow.”


  The line went dead.


  Jerking the phone from his ear, Aubrey rubbed his eyelids with his finger and thumb. When he opened


  them again the rich burgundy of the candle on the kitchen bar and the soothing beige of the backs of the barstools greeted him. Logan was going to be a problem. How close were he and Matt? Would Matt tell his brother that he was Aubrey’s mate? Once upon a time Aubrey might have told Keaton, if things hadn’t


  changed drastically between them.


  A shuffling came from behind Aubrey as he set Matt’s phone on the cold granite countertop. He


  ignored it and headed to the fridge. As he reached for the handle a fuzzy reflection appeared in the stainless steel, and Matt’s scent teased him. Aubrey yanked the door open. “Let’s get you something to eat to absorb some of that alcohol.”


  “I think it’s wearing off because I’m getting a headache.”


  Yeah, he would. Aubrey took out the deli ham, roast beef, mustard and Swiss cheese. “In my


  bathroom, in the medicine cabinet above the sink, there’s aspirin, Motrin, Tylenol and anything else you might want.” He retrieved the lettuce and tomatoes.


  “Are you mad at me?” Matt asked.


  After setting the stuff for sandwiches on the counter and closing the fridge, Aubrey turned. “No. Not


  at all. I was just thinking. I’ve got a lot on my mind.”
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  Matt nodded and wobbled a little. “Yeah, I guess it’s not every day you find out you have a mate,


  huh?”


  Aubrey steadied him, relieved at having something to do rather than explain himself. “Whoa. We


  need to get some food in you.” He marched Matt backwards without letting go of him, kicked a barstool out from under the bar and urged Matt into it. When Matt sat, Aubrey turned to go back to fixing them food, but Matt caught his hand. Glancing down at their entwined hands, Aubrey stared in fascination. Matt’s


  hands weren’t any bigger than his, but his fingers were longer. His hand was warm, the grip loose, hesitant.


  “What were you thinking when I was talking to Logan?” Matt’s head tilted a fraction. “You had this


  look on your face…”


  That you were beautiful. That I wanted you. That it’s going to be hard to keep from touching you.


  Aubrey thought all those things, but he didn’t dare admit them. He squeezed Matt’s hand, reluctant to


  release it. For several seconds they just stayed there staring at each other.


  Matt’s scent changed, taking on a muskier, lustful smell. He licked his lips, drawing Aubrey’s


  attention to them. They were so prettily shaped and pink.


  Aubrey leaned forward, and Matt followed suit. His moist, slightly alcoholic breath tickled Aubrey’s


  chin as Matt closed his eyes. He feathered a caress over Aubrey’s other wrist and slid his fingers down to twine with Aubrey’s. It was like a moment out of time. Aubrey’s body, which had never completely


  recovered from the image of Matt in his bed, craved stimulation. Everything but Matt ceased to exist. His warm, exotic scent laced with the spicy sent of arousal. His body heat, the thrum of his pulse, were all like a siren’s song.


  Their breaths mingled and their lips brushed together. Aubrey tilted his head to deepen the contact.


  A sharp trill intruded, breaking the spell. Aubrey jerked back like he’d been shocked by a jolt of


  electricity. Damn. What had he been thinking?


  Blinking, Matt raised his head and turned it, looking for the sound. A blush stained his cheeks while


  he fidgeted and took a sudden interest in his hands. “Sorry,” he whispered.


  Aubrey retrieved the cordless phone from the counter next to the fridge and cleared his throat. The


  caller ID read: Stuart, Tanner. Tanner came from a long line of wolves who had been a part of Aubrey’s pack for generations. Aubrey groaned and clicked talk. “Hello?”


  “Aubrey? Listen, your dad said we should direct all calls to you, and I have a bit of a situation here.”


  Tanner sounded amused rather than upset.


  “What’s up, Tanner?”


  “Well, it’s kind of a long story.”


  Of course it was. Nothing with pack was quick. “Go on.” Aubrey glanced back at Matt.


  Matt sat at the bar still looking poleaxed.
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  Tanner cleared his throat. “Me, Jason and Corde went out last night. We had a few drinks, and one


  thing led to another and we ended up back at Jase’s house.”


  Uh-oh. Tanner and his friends were good ole country boys, the kind who had gun racks in their trucks


  and Copenhagen rings on their jeans. They were simple, easygoing and practical, unless they were


  drinking.


  Aubrey brought the sandwich stuff to the island bar where Matt sat and began fixing them both a


  sandwich. Where the hell was his dad? Where was Tee’s dad for that matter? Jarred Brandt was the pack


  Beta. He should be handling this if the Alpha wasn’t available. “And?”


  “We had a bit too much to drink and Corde—”


  Someone—probably Corde—grumbled in the background, proclaiming the whole ordeal to be


  “Damned stoopid.”


  Aubrey didn’t have a clue what took place, but already he was inclined to agree since alcohol was


  involved. “What happened?”


  “Long story short?”


  Matt started helping Aubrey with the food. He put mustard on the bread and above the bread he


  pantomimed spreading the mustard.


  Pointing at the drawer with the knives, Aubrey leaned against the cabinet. “Please.” The shorter the better.


  “Corde peed on Jase’s house, and now Jase is all mad and—”


  “What?”


  Matt froze at the open knife drawer. He slapped a hand to his mouth. His shoulders shook, but he


  effectively muffled the laugh.


  “He—”


  “Peed on Jase’s house. Yes, I heard you. Put him on the phone.” Pinching the bridge of his nose,


  Aubrey shook his head, unable to decide between laughing and crying.


  “Tell him we’re wolves, not dogs,” Matt whispered. His cheeks tinged bright red from holding back


  his mirth.


  Exactly. Aubrey groaned. “Just shoot me.”


  Matt’s shoulders shook harder.


  “Umm…hello?” Corde sounded like a repentant child.


  “Peeing outside? What are you, six?” Aubrey asked.


  The dam broke, figuratively speaking. Matt threw down the knife and ran into the guestroom,


  slamming the door. Loud belly laughs followed.


  Aubrey bit his bottom lip to keep from joining in. “Dude. No. Just no. What were you thinking?”
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  “Me? Why is Jase acting like such an ass? This is ridiculous. I can’t believe he’s mad. He was as


  drunk as I was. It’s not like—”


  “Like you marked your territory on his house?”


  There was silence.


  “Well?”


  “Shit! I didn’t think of that.”


  Tanner laughed in the background almost as loudly as Matt.


  Aubrey let the smirk slide into place, fairly confident he could hold back his laughter now. “Go


  apologize.”


  “Yes, sir.” Corde hung up.


  Aubrey tossed the phone back onto the counter and picked up on making sandwiches where Matt left


  off.


  The guestroom door cracked open, and Matt peeked out.


  His joy was infectious and called to something deep inside Aubrey. “You can come out now.”


  “Did he really do that?” Matt perched himself on the barstool and watched the food preparation.


  “Someone needs to go back to werewolf school. How is it that some wolves are in tune to their natures


  while others are oblivious?”


  “Corde’s a made wolf. He survived an attack up in Montana a few years ago.”


  “Yeah? That’s pretty rare. Remi and Sterling are the only made wolves I know.”


  Aubrey nodded. Chay’s best friend, Remi, had a hard time learning to be a wolf. “I think it’s different for made wolves.”


  “Don’t they have the same urges and instincts? Remi seems to and I know Sterling does.” Matt


  propped his elbow on the bar and rested his chin in his hand. His face scrunched in thought.


  “I think so, but they can ignore it easier. Being a wolf to us is ingrained. We grew up knowing what


  we are, they didn’t. We accept our instincts and trust in them, they fight them.”


  The contradiction of the statement didn’t escape Aubrey. Being a wolf was a proud heritage, yet here


  he was fighting the innate attraction to his mate.
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  Matt woke the next morning to silence. Weird. There were no squabbling boys, no slamming doors or a parental unit yelling for everyone to quiet down—which he’d never understood anyway. Shouting did not beget peace—it spawned pointed fingers and a shifting of blame.


  Sitting up in bed, he stretched. He could get used to this. He glanced at the door to his private


  bathroom. No waiting in line, no hoping the water was warm by the time he managed to get a shower, no


  toothpaste in the sink. With a smile on his face, he lay back down and listened to absolutely nothing.


  Actually, now that he concentrated, there was a vague sound of cars. But it was distant enough he


  figured if he wasn’t a wolf and wasn’t straining to hear, he wouldn’t. In fact, it was so quiet that he doubted Aubrey was even up yet. Maybe he could surprise his mate with some homemade cinnamon rolls.


  Assuming he could find the ingredients. It didn’t matter. Surely there was something in the kitchen he could cook.


  Throwing the covers off, he swung his legs out of bed and staggered to the adjoining bathroom. He


  grinned at himself in the mirror on his way to the toilet, not even caring that he was a goof. The fact that his mate couldn’t be his mate in truth didn’t seem so bad at the moment. The only thing standing in their way was Aubrey’s sexual preference. And Matt was pretty sure with time he could overcome that.


  After brushing his teeth and splashing water on his face, he put on some jeans and a T-shirt. He


  sniffed, expecting his mate’s scent to be close. It wasn’t. Aubrey was definitely still in the apartment, but he wasn’t in the bedroom next door where he should be.


  Matt ventured into the living room. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. Aubrey’s scent was


  stronger now. It emanated from across the apartment. He followed his nose past the foyer.


  Thump, thump, thump.


  He jumped and slapped a hand to his chest. Good grief, a person would think he was a cat instead of a


  wolf. He shook his head at himself. Remaining still for a few moments, he let his pulse slow and waited to see if the knock at the door brought Aubrey out from wherever he was. It didn’t.


  The rapping sounded again in a more rapid fashion.


  Hurrying to the door, he sniffed. The unfamiliar scent held the blandness of a human male and a sharp


  essence of…nervousness? Should he open it?


  The banging grew more erratic.


  He unlocked the deadbolt and opened the door.


  With Abandon


  “Oh.” A handsome Latino man stood with his fist raised to knock again. His dark eyes widened, and


  the smell of his unease grew. Even though he was only about 5’ 5”, his features proclaimed him older than Matt. His suit was rumpled, like he’d slept in it, and his tie gaped at his neck. Was he someone Aubrey worked with, or a friend?


  “Hello.” Matt smiled, trying to put the man at ease and figure out who he was to Aubrey.


  “Hi, is Aubrey here?” Leaning to the side, the man peered past Matt into the apartment. “Tell him it’s


  Carson. I really need to speak to him.”


  Matt was stumped. What should he do? This wasn’t his house, and he had no clue where Aubrey was


  at the moment. Was he expecting this guy?


  Carson’s shoulders slumped and the smell of nervousness kicked up a notch.


  “Can I tell him what this is in regards to?”


  Carson’s smile was slow to come, but genuine. “It’s a personal matter. I would’ve called, but it’s


  important, and I thought Aubrey would want to talk face-to-face.”


  Matt hesitated for only a second. The man called Aubrey by name and not Mr. Reynolds, so there


  must be some familiarity, right? Stepping back, he motioned for Carson to come in.


  Carson hurried inside and the anxious aroma eased. “Thank you. I hate to interrupt, but it’s


  important.”


  “You didn’t interrupt anything.”


  Carson’s brows shot to his hairline. He looked Matt up and down. “Oh.”


  “I just got up. Why don’t you have a seat on the couch, and I’ll go see if I can find Aubrey.” After


  watching the man seat himself on the sofa and study the room, Matt followed Aubrey’s scent to a hallway behind the kitchen. He hadn’t noticed this area yesterday. He’d seen the open bathroom door, but not the hallway beyond the bathroom. There were a couple more rooms too. Wow, the condo was huge.


  The first room on the left was a weight room with a good view of downtown Atlanta. Well, that would


  explain the hard, toned body his mate sported because judging from his brother it didn’t run in the family.


  The next door was closed. Matt hesitated, wondering if he should knock. Even though the alluring,


  spicy scent was behind this door, there was no sign of activity. He frowned. He didn’t want to disturb Aubrey, but he couldn’t help the sense of urgency Carson had instilled in him.


  With a little scratch of his fingers, he waited half a second before he pushed the door open. Patience


  had never been Matt’s particular virtue, and he wanted to unravel the mystery of Carson’s presence. The room was an office. A big office, or maybe it was a library. Two of the walls were lined with bookshelves, even though they were only about half full of books. The third and fourth walls were graced with floor-to-ceiling windows covered with dark vertical blinds. A desk faced the door. A couch and coffee table were perpendicular to the desk and faced the windows.
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  Aubrey lay sound asleep on the couch, wearing a pair of wire-rimmed glasses. He still wore the


  clothes he’d been in last night, with a laptop on the table beside him and a cordless phone on his chest.


  Matt hurried over and carefully lifted the phone. He set it on the table and glanced down at Aubrey. It was odd, but he managed to look older, more mature, with similar features that made his younger brother look like a teenager.


  Gently he rubbed Aubrey’s shoulder. “Aubrey? Aubrey, wake up.”


  Aubrey’s long lashes fluttered a few times then he squinted up at Matt. A slow grin spread across his


  face, and he blinked several more times before opening his eyes half-mast. “Hi.”


  “Good morning.” Matt smiled back. “You look good in glasses.”


  Aubrey sat up. “Thanks. Can’t read without them. Pretty strange for a wolf, but it runs in the family.”


  He took the glasses off, set them on the arm of the sofa and rubbed his eyes.


  “Not really. Chay says that human eyes are quite a bit different from wolf eyes.” Matt shrugged.


  “Yeah, he told me that too. Went into a long drawn-out vet explanation and I zoned.” Yawning,


  Aubrey stretched his hands over his head. His back popped, and he winced. “What time is it? I had a bout of insomnia last night and came in here to work. I must have fallen asleep.”


  “Yeah. I followed your scent.”


  Aubrey patted the sofa next to him.


  Matt shook his head. “I hated to wake you, but there’s someone here to see you. I didn’t know what to


  do. I wouldn’t have let him in except he said it was important. He said his name is Carson.”


  Aubrey stopped in the middle of rolling his shoulders. His face went blank, and the last remnants of


  sleep fell away as he met Matt’s gaze. “Carson?”


  Uh-oh. “You don’t know a Carson? Did I mess up? I can make him leave. I’m sorry. I—”


  “No, it’s okay.” Standing, Aubrey clutched Matt’s arm and squeezed. “You did fine, Matt. I know


  him. I was just surprised.” Aubrey let go of Matt and stretched some more. As he turned his face toward the open door, his nose twitched. He was a typical wolf, scenting the air. “Did he say why he was here?”


  “No. Should I go ask?”


  “I’ll talk to him. Come on.” They walked together to the end of the hall, and Aubrey stepped into the


  bathroom. “Go ahead and tell him I’ll be there in a few minutes.” He closed the door, leaving Matt to


  wonder if he’d done the right thing. His mate didn’t seem mad, but he didn’t seem like he wanted to speak to Carson either. Hmmm…


  Carson turned to look at Matt as he entered the big open space that consisted of the kitchen, den and


  dining room.


  “Aubrey will be right out.”


  Carson nodded. “Thank you.” His gaze traced up and down Matt again.
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  “You’re welcome.” Matt headed to the kitchen, trying to put Carson out of his mind for now. Should


  he offer Carson a drink? Would Aubrey want the man staying long enough to finish a drink? Matt decided


  to wait and take a cue from Aubrey when he arrived.


  Matt opened the fridge. Apparently Aubrey didn’t share his brother’s legendary aversion to cooking


  because the refrigerator was fully stocked. Next, Matt located the pantry. It too was loaded.


  He searched through cabinets for the things he needed to make homemade cinnamon rolls. If he could


  find some yeast… There. Yes. All the other ingredients were normal stock kitchen items.


  The bathroom door down the hall clicked open, and within a few moments Aubrey appeared.


  Despite his pep talk about not caring, Matt found himself watching the living room out of the corner


  of his eye. Carson stood as Aubrey came into the room.


  “Carson?”


  “I’m sorry for turning up like this, but I needed to talk to you. I have a problem.” Carson waited for


  Aubrey to come to the couch before resuming his seat.


  Matt pulled the mixer out of the bottom cabinet and plugged it in, trying to pretend like he wasn’t


  eavesdropping.


  “What’s wrong?” Aubrey asked.


  Carson lowered his voice to a whisper. “Is it okay to talk in front of him?”


  It didn’t take a genius to guess that “him” was Matt. Which piqued Matt’s interest. He opened the


  refrigerator door in search of eggs. It dawned on him that Aubrey was hesitating. If Aubrey wanted him to leave…


  “Yeah. Matt’s cool. What’s going on?”


  Matt let out the breath he’d been holding, knowing full well that Aubrey could hear it.


  “I did something stupid.” Carson hesitated. “I slept with Boskie.”


  “You did what?”


  Wincing at Aubrey’s cutting tone, Matt assembled all the other ingredients he’d need for cinnamon


  rolls. After a few minutes Matt learned that Carson worked for Aubrey in some capacity, and Boskie was a CEO with Reynolds Inc. Carson had tried to break the affair off, and Boskie threatened to fire him. Boskie was apparently married with three children and old enough to be Carson’s father. Ouch. Matt didn’t envy Aubrey having to deal with the situation, but it took a load off Matt’s mind. He didn’t know what he’d


  expected, but the truth of the situation had him feeling more at ease. While letting the bread rise, he cleaned up his mess and pretty much stopped listening to the conversation.


  He was putting the pan in the oven when Carson’s voice lowered to a whisper again. “No wonder you


  didn’t want a blowjob yesterday. I wouldn’t have either if I’d had him waiting at home for me.”


  A knot formed in Matt’s stomach, knocking the breath out of him. Aubrey was gay?


  Matt met his mate’s startled gaze over the kitchen counter as the pan clattered to the floor.
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  “Matt?” Aubrey stood, ignoring Carson. Damn it. He should’ve told Matt the truth. He’d hoped


  Carson wouldn’t give anything away. But Carson obviously put two and two together. Would other people


  recognize his and Matt’s bond? Jesus, he couldn’t even go there right now. He had to fix things with Matt.


  Had he really thought it would hurt Matt less if he let Matt believe he was straight?


  “Sorry.” Matt’s voice cracked as he turned away. He squatted to pick up the contents from the tray


  he’d dropped and started rambling. “It slipped out of my hand. Only a few fell on the floor. I’ll cook the rest. Would you two like something to drink? I found oranges. I can make orange juice, or there’s tea.


  There’s water and Cokes too. Or I can just…” Matt ducked his head much lower than necessary to see the


  mess on the floor.


  Shit, shit, shit. Aubrey darted around the couch and the kitchen counter. He caught Matt’s hand as he reached for the last dropped cinnamon roll. “Matt?”


  Matt looked up, eyes like a deer in headlights. He wore the exact expression he’d had upon


  discovering Aubrey was his mate, only this time the scent coming off him wasn’t anxiety. It was despair.


  Aubrey hated himself at that moment. Nothing had changed, yet everything had. The reasons they


  couldn’t be together still existed, but he had to make things right. He’d have to find a way he and Matt could continue to be around one another. Matt made him happy, even in the short time he’d been here.


  Before he’d discovered their connection Aubrey anticipated Matt’s texts…a little too eagerly. He’d gotten so wrapped up in waiting for responses from Matt he’d fallen behind on some of his work. He hadn’t even been able to find himself a new executive assistant after his last one quit the week before because he’d been happily preparing for Matt’s arrival.


  “I’m sorry,” Matt whispered as he stood. “I don’t expect— You don’t have to—” His gaze dropped to


  the floor again, and he turned his back on Aubrey. He put the pan in the oven and went to the pantry.


  The hollow ache in his chest strangled Aubrey. He was already used to seeing Matt’s exuberance.


  After standing, Aubrey did the only thing he could think of at the moment. He went after his mate.


  Matt tossed the ruined rolls in the trash.


  Aubrey caught his shoulder and made Matt face him. He lifted Matt’s chin, forcing eye contact. “The


  problem is me, not you. Never forget that. Never.” He slanted his mouth over Matt’s, taking the kiss that he’d wanted to take last night.


  Matt just stood there, his mouth ajar and his arms at his sides. He even stiffened slightly, but Aubrey didn’t relent. Cupping the back of Matt’s head in his hands, Aubrey tried to coax him to return the kiss.


  Outwardly, Matt remained unmoved, but his scent intensified and his breath grew choppy. He


  squeezed his eyes shut.


  Aubrey caressed the back of Matt’s neck with his fingers. He was close to begging.
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  Finally, a soft cry escaped, and Matt kissed back. He tentatively touched his tongue to Aubrey’s, and


  his hands hovered over Aubrey’s hips.


  Aubrey let his shoulders relax and closed his eyes. The ache in his chest eased as Matt’s resistance


  shattered. Aubrey’s cock stiffened and his teeth threatened to drop.


  His plan backfired on him.


  He’d meant only to ease Matt’s fear and show Matt that he was desired. But as Matt’s head tilted and


  his fingers curled into Aubrey’s shirt, there was no turning back. He’d have Matt if it was the last thing he did.


  Whimpering, Matt submitted and allowed Aubrey to lead.


  Aubrey pulled away and stared up at his mate’s bemused face. Matt’s mouth was parted, his red lips


  shining with saliva. A soft sob puffed across Aubrey’s face, and Matt’s hands trembled at Aubrey’s waist.


  “Gawd, sugar. You’re somethin’.” He grabbed Matt’s hand and placed it over his heart. “Ya make my


  heart race just bein’ near you. I wont you, Matt.” He used his thumb to trace Matt’s bottom lip and kissed him again.


  Never opening his eyes, Matt stayed there with his palm against Aubrey’s chest and kissed back. He


  wasn’t demanding, just content to feel and follow. His canines grew, hitting Aubrey’s lip, and Aubrey growled low in his throat. He’d always been an aggressive lover, but something about his mate’s sweet, innocent surrender made him even wilder than normal. He wanted to throw Matt to the floor and ravish him right here on the cold, hard kitchen tile. He tugged Matt closer, slamming their bodies together.


  Matt gasped.


  “Dios mio! That’s hot. Don’t suppose you’d let me join in, would you?”


  Stiffening, Matt blinked open his eyes in surprise, and he lifted his lips from Aubrey’s.


  Motherfucker. Aubrey had completely forgotten Carson was here.


  Matt tried to move away, but Aubrey held tight. He urged Matt’s head down and rested their


  foreheads together, giving them time to compose themselves. “Let me get rid of him, sugar. We need to


  talk.” He took a few deep breaths and rubbed Matt’s cheek with his thumb before lowering his voice so


  only Matt could hear. “Calm down, darlin’. Your canines are peeking out. It’s sexy as hell, but we can’t let Carson see. Go to my room and wait for me.”


  Matt nodded and walked past Aubrey without a word. When the door clicked shut, Aubrey turned his


  attention to Carson.


  Carson watched him with a lecherous gleam in his eyes. He reached down and blatantly adjusted his


  cock. “I love how you get that growly tone, and you forget to try and hide your accent when you get turned-on.”


  Catching himself before he snarled, Aubrey arched a brow. “Don’t push it. You’re not my favorite


  person at the moment.”
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  Carson winced, clutched his hands together and pushed them between his knees. “Sorry, I didn’t mean


  to cause problems with you and Matt. I’d forgotten that you were getting a houseguest. I just didn’t know what to do about Orin.”


  That made two of them. “Call in sick for the rest of today, Monday and Tuesday. That should give me


  enough time to figure out what the hell to do about this. Don’t talk to Boskie until I get back to you.”


  Boskie was going to be a problem. Now his behavior in the elevator yesterday made sense. He’d been


  warning Carson to keep his mouth shut. Boskie was ruthless and if he had it in for Carson—and Aubrey


  suspected he did, the man didn’t like rejection—it wouldn’t even matter to him that he stood to lose more than Carson if anyone found out. He’d deny everything, and being that he was a married man, everyone


  would believe him. “Get out of here and stay out of trouble.”


  “Okay.” Carson nodded and stood. Head down, he shuffled to the door. Man, Aubrey was batting a


  thousand today, but he’d be damned if he tried to unruffle Carson’s feathers.


  Once he’d escorted Carson out and locked the door, he leaned against it and closed his eyes. Time to


  pay the fiddler. Man, he sure hoped Matt would give him a fair hearing. Not that he deserved it.
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  Matt closed his eyes and took a deep breath before sinking down in the bathtub. He let the warm


  bubbly water close around his upper body and head. If not for the cool air on his raised knees, he might’ve been able to forget his whereabouts and lose himself in the cocoon he’d made out of the big garden tub.


  Everything had seemed clear-cut and simple when he’d gotten out of bed. His only worry had been to


  get his mate to fall for him, but now… Now, he was in way over his head. Too bad he couldn’t wash away


  his troubles as easily as he’d washed away the flour and cinnamon on his hands.


  Muted thuds came closer and finally stopped. He got the niggling, someone-is-watching-me feeling.


  His respite was over, but he didn’t want to come up for air. It’d be easy to just stay here until his lungs burned and Aubrey lost patience and went away. Would he go away? Matt didn’t know. At this point he


  didn’t know anything. No, that wasn’t true. He knew for certain he didn’t want unrequited love and a one-sided relationship. If that was all he could have, it’d be better for them to part ways now. He straightened his legs, pushing his back up the slope of the tub until his head and shoulders were out of the water.


  A warm hand softly wiped away the bubbles from his face as Aubrey chuckled. “I didn’t even know I


  had bubble bath.”


  Blinking his eyes open, Matt slicked his hair off his forehead. “I found it in the cabinet under the


  sink.”


  Aubrey nodded and took a seat next to the tub. “I can’t remember the last time I took a bath, much


  less with bubbles.”


  “Me either. In my household it just pisses everyone else off because you’re wasting time hogging the


  bathroom.” Matt lifted some suds to his lips and blew. It was an obvious delay tactic, but he didn’t care. He couldn’t look at Aubrey. He was…embarrassed. He knew he shouldn’t be—none of this was his fault—but


  it didn’t matter. His stomach was tied in knots, and his mind whirled. How pathetic did you have to be to make your mate pretend to be straight to keep you away?


  “I’m sorry, Matt. I should’ve told you.”


  Matt didn’t say anything. If he spoke, his voice would crack and all his insecurities would come


  spilling out, and dang it, he still had his pride.


  “I owe you an explanation.” Aubrey caught Matt’s chin, tilting his face up. “Look at me, sugar. Tara


  is the only one who knows. The only one. My family and friends haven’t got a clue. I’ve hidden it all my J.L. Langley


  life, and I’m damned good at hiding it. No one even has an inkling, and that’s the way I need to keep it. I was trying to protect you, not hurt you.”


  “By lying to me? How is that protecting me? If you don’t want me, that’s fine. I can live with that, but I thought you at least wanted us to be close. To be friends. You didn’t have to make me think the reason was because you’re straight.” Oh, way to go, Matthew. Matt jerked his chin out of Aubrey’s grip. So much for pride.


  Aubrey sighed and laid his head sideways on the arm he’d rested along the edge of the tub. “I’ll break your heart,” he whispered almost to himself. He caught Matt’s gaze. A lock of golden hair fell over his left eye. “I’m not worth it. You deserve better. I should’ve let you leave yesterday as soon as you got here, but…”


  He looked defeated and sad. Matt couldn’t help but respond. “But what?”


  “But I’m not sure I’m strong enough to let you go.” Aubrey dipped his fingers into the water and


  swirled them, his attention on them completely. After a few seconds he looked up. “I should let you leave and get on with your life. It’ll be better for you.”


  “Why don’t you let me decide that?”


  “Because I’m your mate and it’s my job to take care of you.” Aubrey said it matter-of-factly. If it


  hadn’t been for the seriousness of the conversation, it would’ve been funny considering he’d just said he didn’t want a mate.


  “You said you don’t want a mate…or is it just me?”


  Aubrey shook his head. “It’s not you. If I’d wanted a mate…if I could’ve chosen, I don’t think I


  could’ve chosen better. But I can’t be gay. It’s not possible.”


  “But you are gay.”


  Sighing, Aubrey nodded. “I cain’t…” His voice trailed off, and he stayed quiet for several moments.


  “Even at sixteen I knew to keep it secret. I told my parents I was going out with friends and drove two hours down to Jacksonville to go to a gay bar. I had to tell my friends I was seeing some girl in Macon so they wouldn’t accidentally call looking for me. By the time I turned eighteen sneaking out of state to pick up men had gotten old. I was sick to death of parading one girlfriend after another in front of my friends and parents. I was going to stop pretending, but then—” He groaned and shook his head. “Keaton comin’


  out first pretty much stilled my hand. I knew then that I couldn’t live the way I wonted. Gawd, I was mad at him for that. With that one admission he sealed my fate.” He laughed, but there was no humor in it. It sounded rusty and mocking. He looked up at Matt again. “Now I’m just glad he’s happy. Glad he can love


  who he wants.”


  “I don’t understand. I’m trying to, but… Why does your brother being gay have anything to do with


  you?” Matt was even more confused now than before. Aubrey obviously thought this was a major thing.


  Whatever his reasoning, he believed it. It took a lot of the sting out of what he’d done. Aubrey truly hadn’t 36
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  wanted to hurt him. Maybe there was a chance for them. Maybe he could make Aubrey see that him being


  who he was wasn’t a bad thing.


  “Without my brother around to shoulder some of the load, I have to be the one to carry on the


  Reynolds name, the business, Reynolds Hall, even the pack. My family has such an amazing and proud


  history.” His voice took on a dreamy, wistful quality. Matt had heard it before when Keaton spoke of his ancestral home. “I can’t be the one who drops the ball. I never asked for the job, but it’s mine and I won’t turn my back on it. I’d always hoped Keaton would take over the pack at least, but it didn’t work out that way. In all fairness, I never should’ve expected it of him in the first place. It’s my responsibility and what I was raised to do.”


  Matt pulled his legs up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them, resting his chin on his knees.


  He understood responsibility and not letting down loved ones.


  A finger ran down his forehead, soothing out the furrow. Matt hadn’t even realized he’d been


  frowning. Aubrey grinned. “You don’t get it do you, sugar?”


  Matt shook his head. He closed his eyes and laid the side of his head on his knees. His bubbles were


  disappearing. What a stupid thing to be aware of at such a time. He’d gone goofy.


  Aubrey carded his fingers through Matt’s wet hair. “This is the Deep South, Matt. Men in my world


  are not tolerant. No one wants to do business and risk millions with a fag. Too many people depend on me making money so they can have a paycheck. Being queer is seen as a weakness. Would you trust millions


  of dollars to a man you considered weak?”


  “It’s not right. They should see you for your abilities. They’ve done business with you in the past,


  they know—”


  “They’ve done business with my dad.” Aubrey rubbed Matt’s cheek with his knuckles. “I have to


  prove myself. It doesn’t matter that I’ve pretty much run the show for the past two years by myself. My dad’s name has been on all documentation. He’s been seen as the front man.” He froze, staring right at


  Matt. “That’s how things are. That’s how they will always be. Can you deal with it? With me?”


  Matt fully believed that in time people would realize that Aubrey was good at running the company.


  Eventually he’d be able to stand on his reputation and not the prejudices of others. Could Matt be patient until then? He turned his face into the caress, enjoying the feel of being stroked and petted. He could get used to this. He wanted to get used to this. Would Aubrey always be this affectionate? It gave Matt hope, but— “What about Carson?”


  “What about him?”


  “He’s your…what?”


  “Employee.”


  Matt’s eyebrows shot up in disbelief. Carson was good-looking.


  Aubrey blushed. “We don’t have a relationship.”


  


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  37


  J.L. Langley


  “You’re friends?”


  “Not really, no. I mean, I like Carson just fine, but we don’t hang out or anything like that.” Aubrey


  sighed. “It was only sex and very infrequently.”


  Matt nodded, hoping Aubrey didn’t spy his hesitancy. “Okay.”


  “Okay? You’re gonna have to be more specific, darlin’.” Pulling his hand away, Aubrey cocked his


  head to the left, looking lupine. “What does okay mean? Okay, you understand why I didn’t tell you? Okay, you’re not mad ’bout Carson? Or okay you’re gonna stay?”


  If not for the sudden scent of unease, Matt would’ve thought Aubrey didn’t care about the answer. It


  put Matt on the spot because he didn’t know if he was ready to make this decision. “No more lies?”


  “No more lies.”


  He knew what Aubrey was asking. He wanted Matt to stay and commit to a relationship. A secret


  relationship. Funny, a few hours ago Matt would’ve jumped at the chance. But now? Matt took a deep


  breath and tried to push away his worry. A person only had one mate, and you had to give trust to get it in return.


  His face, or perhaps his scent, must have shown his resolve, because Aubrey’s face lit up and he


  reached for Matt.


  Chuckling, Matt leaned forward, offering his lips as Aubrey’s hand closed over his bare shoulder.


  Time to seal the deal with a kiss. Yeah, he was corny, but the show of happiness from his mate was encouraging.


  The next thing he knew, Aubrey’s lips were on his. He kissed Matt with as much passion as before


  when they were in the kitchen, but this was different. It wasn’t coaxing. Aubrey’s tongue dove in and took possession like he had every right.


  Matt’s stomach knotted in a bundle of nerves, but it didn’t stop his cock from getting hard. This kiss


  was more intense somehow, more real than before. Because you’ve committed yourself fully. For better or worse. He shivered against the desire and leeriness racing through him at that thought.


  It was like Aubrey had flipped an internal switch and decided they’d be together. Even though Matt


  wanted to be with his mate, he couldn’t just pretend everything was perfect. He needed to talk more.


  Pulling back, Matt rested his forehead on Aubrey’s shoulder. In the back of his mind, he could practically hear his brother telling him to stop acting like a chick, but he couldn’t help it. He couldn’t separate his feelings like Logan could. He wanted to go into this with his eyes wide open.


  Aubrey wrapped a hand around Matt’s prick.


  Matt nearly jumped out of the water. The touch kinda scared him and not just because he hadn’t


  noticed Aubrey putting his hand in the water.


  Scooting away, Matt batted at the hand holding him. “Wait!” In his haste to get away he pulled


  himself off balance and slipped. He landed on his back with a splash.
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  “Whoa.” Aubrey scrambled to grab him and help him sit upright.


  A clump of bubbles slid down Matt’s cheek.


  Aubrey sat back and released Matt. “What’s wrong? I thought you said you’d stay.”


  Matt nodded, trying to get his pulse to stop racing. His mind was made up. He just hoped Aubrey


  would understand. “I’ll stay, and we can try and make this work, but I have a condition. Two actually.”


  “Name your conditions, sugar.”


  “No more lies. You know that one, right?” Rivulets of water ran down Matt’s hair onto his face, but


  he looked so serious Aubrey didn’t dare smile.


  That was reasonable. Aubrey nodded. Hell, it was expected and didn’t even have to be said again, but


  for some reason Matt thought it did and that bothered Aubrey. Before he could reassure his mate, Matt


  rushed on.


  “I don’t want a relationship like my parents’. I can’t live with the constant drama and the lack of


  trust.” Matt worried his bottom lip and took a big gulping breath before saying, “They hate each other. All they have in common is sex. I swear the only time they aren’t yelling at one another is when they’re in bed.


  And because of that I think we should take things—you know the physical stuff—slow.”


  No sex? Once Aubrey had made up his mind he was keeping Matt, he’d thought to enjoy the perks that came with being mated. It was the ideal situation. Matt was here under his roof and had a valid excuse to be here. For the next four years no one would question Matt living with him. He hadn’t quite decided what to do after Matt graduated, but he had four years to come up with a solution. Logically, Aubrey’s brain got the abstinence request, but his body was already planning a protest using his erection as a damned picket sign.


  He held back a groan and nodded to his mate. What else could he do? “Okay.”


  “You’re mad, aren’t you?” Matt rested his hand over Aubrey’s arm and bent until he met Aubrey’s


  gaze. “Please don’t be mad. It’s just a lot to deal with at once, and sex never fixes anything. From what I can tell it makes things more complicated.” Matt shivered and pulled his knees back to his chest, reminding Aubrey how young he was.


  “I’m not mad. And you’re right, sex complicates things.” Damn it. He respected Matt for wanting more out of their mating than what he witnessed growing up. And just maybe they could have what


  Aubrey’s own parents had, even if it did have to be their secret.


  Matt grinned, looking a little surer of himself. Another shiver racked his body. The bubbles in his bath were starting to dissipate.


  “You’re cold.” Aubrey stood and turned to the linen closet. He got down a big fluffy towel and


  switched on the bathroom heater before returning to the tub. He held out the towel. “I’d put it on the towel warmer, but you’re freezing now.”


  “Towel warmer?” Matt sounded intrigued and surprised at the same time.
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  Aubrey pointed to the towel rack a yard away on the wall beside the glass shower. “There’s a little


  switch to turn it on in the inside of the post coming out of the wall.”


  “Cool.”


  Aubrey wiggled the towel. “Out.”


  Matt frowned. “I can dry myself.”


  “Didn’t think you couldn’t, sugar, but you said nothing about touching so I’ll take what I can get.”


  “Uh-oh.” Matt giggled.


  Aubrey chuckled. Would he ever get used to that giggle? He hadn’t planned on groping Matt. He only


  wanted to make him warm.


  Standing, Matt held his arms up.


  Aubrey couldn’t help it—like a magnet he zeroed in on the magnificent, slender form. Matt had


  smooth tanned skin with very little body hair. Matt had a nice prick too. Semi-erect, it was mouthwatering.


  Fidgeting, Matt reached for the towel. His stomach tensed and drew Aubrey’s attention to his navel. A


  trail of dark hair led from above his cock right up to the shallow indention of his belly button and stopped.


  Aubrey’s whole body tightened in anticipation. His cock grew so hard it was uncomfortable. Matt


  may want to keep things platonic between them for now, but Aubrey was going to get a hold of that


  gorgeous bod if it was the last thing he did.


  Goose bumps rose on Matt’s skin, bringing Aubrey out of his study. “Come on.” He shook the towel,


  and Matt stepped into it and Aubrey’s arms.


  Oh, that was nice. Aubrey wrapped the terrycloth around his mate and pulled their bodies together.


  Aubrey wanted to hold him, but Matt’s teeth chattered and cut the pleasure short.


  Aubrey rubbed him dry, vigorously trying to get the water off him and get him warm.


  After a few moments, Matt took the towel and dried his hair with it without an ounce of


  embarrassment for his naked, semi-aroused state. He was a typical wolf in that. “Thank you.”


  Aubrey wondered if Matt knew how close he was to being thrown over Aubrey’s shoulder and


  whisked away to the bedroom. “For what?”


  Looking bashful all of a sudden, Matt shrugged. “For agreeing to try and work through things.”


  Had anyone ever thanked him for something so simple? Something that was a given? Aubrey cupped


  Matt’s cheek, reluctant to let him go. “Thank you for giving me a chance.”


  Matt swallowed, making his Adam’s apple bob. He nodded, and his long lashes fluttered over the


  deep blue pupils.


  The color bled out of Aubrey’s vision until he saw in monochrome. He swallowed and closed his


  eyes.


  The tangy scent of Matt’s arousal increased. “Um, I better get dressed.”


  “Yeah,” Aubrey said without opening his eyes. The less he saw of that lush naked body, the better.
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  Matt’s body heat disappeared as he walked away. Only seconds later, there was a thud, a “whoa”


  followed by a bigger thud, then laughter.


  Opening his eyes, Aubrey rushed to his room.


  Right outside the bathroom door Matt lay sprawled naked on the floor by Aubrey’s bed. His clothes


  were strewn from the pile they’d been in when Aubrey had stepped over them to go into the bathroom. The damp towel was clear across the bedroom, a good three feet from Matt. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened. “Are you okay?”


  Giggling, Matt nodded, making no move to get up from the spread-eagle. Given the position, he must


  have tripped and rolled.


  Matt’s clumsiness, or rather the barrage of laughter that ensued as a result of the fall, should’ve


  dwindled Aubrey’s erection, but it didn’t. Matt’s ability to laugh at himself was just about the sexiest thing Aubrey had ever seen. Not five minutes ago Matt had sat in the bathtub unsure and nervous, and here he


  was sprawled on the floor, cackling like a hyena.


  Aubrey smiled. Matt made him forget his everyday stress. Matt’s joy of life was addicting, something


  Aubrey could come to depend on if he let himself.


  Aubrey shrugged off the thought. He needed to get Matt dressed before he lost his mind. There was


  just way too much temptation. “Ma—” A burning smell tickled his nose. “What’s that smell?”


  Matt’s nose wrinkled, sniffing, and his eyes widened. “Oh no.” He scrambled to his feet and ran, still


  naked—what a nice view—out of the bedroom.


  When Aubrey reached the kitchen, Matt stood in front of the oven, wearing nothing but an oven mitt,


  frowning at a pan of burnt cinnamon rolls in his hand. Aubrey couldn’t help it, he started laughing. Life with Matt around was going to be an adventure.
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  Matt tilted his face up into the bright sunshine and let the heat thaw him as he stepped free of the


  lecture hall. He shrugged his backpack farther up his shoulder and rubbed his arms. Why were classrooms always cold?


  The cheery bloop sound signaling he had a text rang out as the heavy door banged shut behind him.


  Not now. He groaned and flowed with the stream of fellow students anxious to leave the building.


  Descending the steps, he headed toward a less-crowded patch of sidewalk. He was going to have to


  tell his brother that Tara wasn’t his mate. He couldn’t put it off any longer. If he did, his phone was going to drive him batty. Logan’s tenacity was legendary. Matt had managed to put Logan off for three days


  already by telling him Matt was still feeling his way on how best to break the news. Yesterday, Logan


  started demanding Matt figure out what he was going to do and do it. And now Logan’s patience had run


  out. Matt knew his brother was worried, but he couldn’t tell Logan the truth yet and he didn’t want to


  outright lie either.


  Trying not to pout, Matt reached into his pocket for his phone. Maybe he could distract Logan by


  telling him about the ride to school. Squinting against the sun, Matt ambled toward the parking lot where he’d left his white steed, aka Aubrey’s new pearl white Ducati. Matt knew it was pearl white because he’d asked what the color was called. It wasn’t every day a guy got to drive a brand-new motorcycle. Matt


  smiled. Aubrey had shown Matt three vehicles yesterday—the Caddie, a Lincoln and the motorcycle—and


  held out the keys to each, giving Matt his pick. Matt tried to refuse, public transportation was fine with him, but Aubrey was a force to be reckoned with when he wanted something.


  The phone chimed again.


  “Oh shut up, you,” Matt mumbled, dread washing over him. He didn’t want to lie to his brother.


  Glancing down at the phone, Matt read, well? when r u going to tell them?


  So much for distraction, Logan got right to the point. Matt texted back, i was wrong shes not my mate.


  Maybe, if he was lucky —oh, please let me be lucky— Logan would leave it at that.


  “Nice socks,” a deep male voice said from close behind. The tone didn’t sound sarcastic, but it was threaded with amusement.


  Huh? Dropping his phone hand by his side, Matt glanced down at his hopefully khaki socks and black dress shoes. He was pretty sure his shorts were khaki—he’d asked his dad about them when he’d bought


  them—and his shirt was definitely a light blue. The shoes were without a doubt black, but he wouldn’t bet With Abandon


  money on the socks. Guh. He hated color blends. They gave him fits. Greens and reds looked tan to him.


  Oh well, it was too late for a color check now. He’d have to go with it. The odd looks from people thinking him eccentric were better than the pity and the descriptive narrative of every color in the rainbow when they found out he was color-blind.


  Turning around, he stared right at a cleft chin and square jaw. Matt suppressed a shudder and stepped


  way back, putting a good two feet between himself and the looming mountain. The guy had muscles on top


  of his muscles. Big men always reminded him of grade school. Even though he’d grown in size his brain


  still firmly associated big with being a bully. “Um, thanks.”


  The guy stuck out his hand. “I’m Jordan. You’re in my psych and speech classes.”


  Matt had noticed him in the lecture halls, but only because he was the only other wolf in any of Matt’s classes. Jordan wasn’t a guy who would normally draw Matt’s eye. He avoided the jock types at all costs, well except his brothers and Sterling. Keeping away from Logan, Chris, Johnny and Sterling would be


  close to impossible. Besides, they weren’t typical.


  Taking the offered hand, Matt shook it. This larger wolf was no stronger than him. So, to keep from


  showing his neck, Matt stepped back another foot instead of lifting his head. “Matt. Nice to meet you.”


  Smiling, Jordan glanced down at Matt’s socks. “Seriously. That’s cool. Not many people are brave


  enough.”


  Oh great. Matt tried not to look embarrassed. Hopefully the heat in his cheeks would be confused with


  the sun and not a blush. The stupid socks were probably bright orange or fluorescent pink or some other hideous color. Not that he had a clue what those colors looked like, but if they were as bad as his dad described, he didn’t want to be wearing them. He shrugged and offered what he hoped was a smirk. “I like to be different.”


  “You’re definitely different. Not what I expected.”


  “Umm…thank you.” I think.


  “Are you in the Atlanta pack?”


  Matt shook his head. “I’m from New Mexico. I’m a guest of the Savannah pack while I’m here.”


  “I’m hunting with the Atlanta pack. They have a few areas outside city limits where they meet.”


  “Yeah? I haven’t been to Savannah yet, but I’m staying with the Alpha’s son here in town. His


  brother is my mentor and a good friend. He was in my first pack.”


  “That’s cool. What’s your major? I’m here for football.” Jordan shrugged. “And economics.”


  “And economics?” Matt chuckled. Football didn’t surprise Matt, but the economics did.


  Bloop.


  Speaking of football and jocks… Matt ignored the text message.


  “Yeah, my dad is a broker back in Tennessee. I figured I’d go with what’s familiar. What about you?”
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  “Criminal justice.” Matt blocked his eyes from the sun with his hand as Jordan shifted out from in


  front of its glare.


  “I wouldn’t have pegged you for the law-enforcement type.” Jordan noticed he’d been blocking the


  glare and sidestepped, getting in front of the rays again.


  “What? You don’t think cops wear these kinds of socks?” Matt teased.


  Jordan’s lips twitched. “Nope.” He adjusted his black backpack, making the keys hanging out of the


  side pocket jingle. “Where’re you headed?” He held out his arm, indicating Matt should walk. He seemed


  harmless enough, so Matt continued toward his—er, Aubrey’s, bike.


  “Psychology was my last class. I’m headed home.”


  Bloop.


  Matt groaned but didn’t lift the phone.


  “Do you need to get that?”


  “It’s just my brother making a pest of himself.”


  Jordan laughed. “Lucky you. I don’t have any siblings.”


  “No, lucky you.” Matt glanced at the phone and read Logan’s messages. u just figured this out? The second bubble contained, how did u get it wrong? and how do u know?


  Darn it. He should’ve known Logan wouldn’t let it go.


  “So if you aren’t doing anything, how about a bite to eat? I’ll buy.” Jordan gave Matt a little wink.


  Matt stumbled, his foot slipping off the curb he hadn’t realized was there. Was Jordan asking him on a


  date?


  Jordan grabbed his arm to steady him.


  “Thanks.”


  “Welcome.” Jordan let go of Matt’s arm. “What do you say? Wanna go to lunch with me? Maybe we


  can share stories about our packs. I’d love to hear more about the Savannah pack and your home pack.”


  “I, uh…” Matt shuffled his feet and glanced down at his watch. He’d told Aubrey he’d be home right


  after classes let out. “Um, maybe some other time?”


  “Oh. Okay, I’ll hold you to that. I haven’t met any other wolves since I’ve been here. Well, at school I mean. I’ve met several at pack meetings. It’d be nice to hang with another wolf.”


  The guy just wanted to be friends. How cool was that? Matt stopped at the Duc and rearranged his


  backpack, strapping it to the seat. “Yeah sure. Maybe we can have lunch tomorrow?”


  “Yeah. That’d be cool. Wanna meet outside the— Oh man, is this your bike?” Jordan walked around


  the motorcycle, studying it. “Freaking awesome, man.” He paused at the back of the bike before letting out a whistle and shaking his head. “You surprised me again. I expected some little economy car.” He


  chuckled.
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  “It’s my ma—roommate’s.” He could’ve kicked himself. Keeping his mating a secret was going to be


  harder than he thought.


  Jordan’s eyes widened slightly, but just as quick it was gone and Matt had to wonder if he’d caught


  the near slip. “And he lets you drive this? He must be really cool. Do you even have a motorcycle license?”


  Matt nodded. “I got my motorcycle license before I got a regular license. I ride my dad’s Harley all


  the time at home.”


  “Yeah?” Jordan’s voice rose along with an eyebrow. “I’ve always wanted a motorcycle. Let me see


  your phone.”


  Without even thinking about it, Matt held his phone up to show Jordan.


  Jordan took it and started pushing buttons. “Here’s my number.” He finished and showed the entry to


  Matt. Jordan Ackart.


  Matt took his phone back, trying to decide how he felt about a stranger grabbing it and putting his


  number in the memory. Wasn’t that pretty forward? Was it a lack of privacy or something? Or maybe it


  was a wolf-camaraderie thing. Having never been away from home, Matt hadn’t encountered others who


  weren’t pack other than Aubrey, but they were mates and that didn’t count.


  “Seriously, Matt, I’d love to get the chance to know you better. Call me. We can just hang out.”


  “Uh, okay.”


  Jordan turned to go but stopped. “Call me tomorrow before lunch, and we’ll meet up?”


  “Sure.” As Jordan walked off, Matt put the helmet on and straddled the Duc.


  As luck would have it, or rather bad luck would have it, his phone chimed before he could stuff it in


  his pocket. He thought about putting it away but pulled it up into view instead.


  dont ignore me, matthew, its rude! what gives?


  He squeezed his eyes shut for a few seconds and typed in ive been stopped up. allergies i guess. Matt squelched down the guilt bubbling up inside making his stomach hurt. He’d never lied to Logan before. He started the engine, trying to convince himself it was for the best.


  


  “Boskie, Boskie, Boskie…” Aubrey shook his head and swiveled his chair around to look out the


  window. He had no idea how to deal with this situation. And even if he did, at this point there wasn’t


  anything he could do short of calling Boskie and telling him to back off.


  Aubrey spun around to his laptop. Carson’s smiling face stared back at him. Carson’s personnel file


  was spotless, and Boskie hadn’t made good on his threat because Carson was still employed. Likely if


  Boskie even hinted at firing Carson, it would raise questions. All Carson’s yearly reviews were exemplary.


  He’d gotten a raise every year he’d been with Reynolds Inc. His boss described him as hardworking,


  innovative and intelligent. There were no two ways about it, Carson was a real asset to the company.


  Running his hands through his hair, Aubrey sat back. Maybe this mess will just blow over on its own.
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  The familiar scent of jasmine wafted through the air followed by, “Knock, knock.”


  He glanced up as his mother swept into his office. “What’re you doing here?” Smiling, he bolted out


  of his seat and around his desk to meet her at the door. He hadn’t seen or heard from her since the last full moon.


  A variety of shopping bags rustled from around her wrists, but it didn’t stop her from throwing her


  arms around him and going up on her tiptoes to kiss his cheek. “We came to see if you wanted to have


  lunch with us.”


  “Dad’s here?”


  Right on cue, his dad staggered in, weighted down with even more shopping bags. “Hi, son.” Dad


  gave him a goofy grin, set his armload on one of the chairs in front of Aubrey’s desk, then took Mom’s place squeezing the breath out of him and pounding him on the back. “You hungry?” He stepped back from


  the embrace, looking Aubrey over.


  Aubrey nodded and checked his watch. 11:48 a.m. “Sure, I could eat. To what do I owe this honor? I


  know it wasn’t to see me.”


  Mom had piled her purchases on top of Dad’s in the chair. “Who says?” His mom chuckled and


  pinched his cheek. “Can’t we come eat lunch with our oldest son?”


  “Of course you can, but isn’t four hours an awful long drive for a meal and my company?” He pointed


  at the contents of the chair. “And what’s all this? You bringing me gifts too?”


  Mom chuckled again. “This is for our trip. I needed an evening gown.”


  “That’s a hell of an evening gown if it takes that many bags to carry it.” Aubrey smirked. Some things


  didn’t change. His mother couldn’t buy just one of anything.


  “She needed new shoes, jewelry and a purse to go with the new dress. Oh and a new suit, tie, shoes


  and cufflinks for me so I’d match. Then we both needed whole new casual wardrobes because the new


  eveningwear made our old stuff look shabby.” Dad put his hands on Mom’s shoulders and pulled her in


  front of him. He shook her and pretended to choke her.


  She stuck her tongue out the side of her mouth. “Don’t make me beat you, Howard.”


  Aubrey laughed. They always played like that, and it never ceased to add a warm glow to his insides.


  Their obvious love for one another had always been a sort of mental security blanket to him. They were


  everything parents should be. “So, where is this trip to?”


  “An Alaskan cruise. We’re going for our anniversary. Martha and Thompson are leaving for their


  vacation a few days after us, so your brother and Chay decided to take time off and come stay at Reynolds Hall and look after everything. You should take their friend out to see them while they’re here.” Mom’s brows rose a little bit. “Oh, did he get here okay? Did you get him settled in?”
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  Aubrey smiled before he even thought about it. Funny how only the mention of Matt could do that.


  “Yes, and yes. His name is Matt and you’ll meet him next weekend when we come out to hunt. You will


  both adore him. He’s a great guy.”


  Mom nodded. “Yes, Keaton says he’s a good kid. Very sweet.”


  “And he cooks.”


  “Aubrey Ian Reynolds, don’t you dare take advantage of him.”


  Aubrey laughed. If she only knew how many different ways he wanted to take advantage of Matt.


  “Speaking of cooking, where are we going to eat?”


  “Let’s just go downstairs and eat in the restaurant,” his dad answered.


  “Okay, the restaurant it is.”


  His dad motioned toward the chair and slipped his hand down, holding Mom’s. “Can we leave all this


  in here? We didn’t want to detour to the parking garage before we came up.”


  “Sure. I’ll lock up.” Aubrey motioned to them to go ahead and secured the door. They headed to the


  elevator with his parents holding hands beside him.


  “Your father and I have been talking…”


  Aubrey groaned. Those seven words never preceded anything good. He glanced back at his office


  door.


  Dad pushed the elevator button. “It’s too far. You’ll never make it.”


  With a ding, the mirrored doors slid open.


  “I might if I shove the two of you into the elevator first.” With a smirk, Aubrey followed his parents


  into the elevator.


  Mom smacked his arm playfully. “Then you’d get a whoopin’.” The doors closed and she pushed the


  first-floor button. “What did I ever do to get two such ornery boys?”


  “Is this where we inform her that Keaton and I take after her?”


  Dad chuckled. “Probably not. She’d just deny it anyway.”


  “Oh you just wait until you have your own kids.” Mom wrinkled up her nose. “They’ll be just like


  you.”


  “Uh-oh. It’s the mom curse.” Dad snickered. “You’re doomed.”


  “Her mom must have put the same curse on her,” Aubrey teased.


  Laughing, Mom swatted at him again. “She must have, you brat.”


  The doors opened.


  Aubrey held his arm out toward the lobby. God, he loved his parents. “Shall we?”


  They reached the restaurant and were greeted immediately. Being head of the company did come with


  its perks. Maybe he shouldn’t, but he liked the feeling of importance. He was accustomed to it.


  “Ah, Mr. Reynolds. Table for three?” the maitre d’ asked with a smile.
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  Aubrey returned the gesture. “A booth in back if you please.”


  “Yes, sir.” He took up three menus. “Right this way.”


  As they sat down at the table, Mom said, “As I was saying before you distracted me in the elevator…”


  Oh no. She was dramatically pausing. Aubrey had the urge to stick his fingers in his ears and chant,


  Lalalalala.


  “Your dad and I were talking, and we think you should settle down and get married.”


  Aubrey didn’t groan, but it was a close call. “You’ve thought that for the last six years.” He unrolled his napkin and put it in his lap.


  “Yes, but—” Biting her bottom lip, she turned her head to look at Dad.


  Dad sighed and frowned a little. “All the men in our family, your mother’s and mine, found their


  mates before their twenty-sixth birthday. You’re almost thirty-one, son.”


  Guilt gnawed at Aubrey until finally a familiar numbness settled over him. He’d heard all this before.


  Mom grabbed his hand and squeezed.


  Dad swallowed hard. “The thing is, we don’t think you have a mate.”


  Aubrey sat there stunned. They’d never told him he didn’t have a mate before.


  “Reynolds Hall needs an heir. And there’s been a Reynolds running the company since the first


  Buchanan was opened,” Mom whispered.


  He yearned to tell them about Matt. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The longing to just


  reach out and clasp a future with Matt by blurting out they were mates was overwhelming but fleeting.


  What good would it do? Mom’s words had said it all. A rustling sound made him open his eyes.


  Dad had opened his menu, but he didn’t take his gaze from Aubrey’s. “Son, you do so much already


  and I know you have a lot to think about, but with your brother being mated to Chay—and we love Chay,


  you know we do—we can’t take a chance on either Reynolds Hall or Reynolds Inc. going out of the family.


  You aren’t getting any younger, Aubrey.”


  What was there to say? He’d known this was part of his duty nearly from the cradle. Having found his


  mate didn’t change anything. Matt was unsuitable. He couldn’t give the Reynolds dynasty an heir.


  Mom busied herself arranging her napkin in her lap, avoiding his gaze.


  Dad glanced at his menu. The scent of anxiousness, or was that nervousness, surrounded them both.


  Aubrey nodded, trying to ease their discomfort. He’d known this was coming for a long time now.


  “Even if she’s not your mate, Tara would make a wonderful mistress for Reynolds Hall,” his mom


  offered with a weak smile. “You should stop holding off and go ahead and marry her.”


  It was the perfect solution for him, but he’d never do that to Tara. He wanted her to be happy and


  have a love like his parents had, not simply the loving friendship he could offer her. He wiped his clammy hands on his slacks. Perhaps he wasn’t quite as detached as he wanted to be, but just because he suffered 48
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  didn’t mean his parents had to. They’d given him their best since the day he was born. He could do no less for them.


  “I’ll see what I can do. With any luck you can start planning a wedding at Reynolds Hall by the


  beginning of next year.”


  


  “Why’s it dark in here?” Matt stumbled into the apartment and closed the door behind him. He


  dropped his backpack in the foyer and stepped down into the living-room area. “Hello?” Aubrey should be home, but it was very quiet. Matt lifted his nose and sniffed. Yes, Aubrey was here, as was Tara, and there was meat cooking. Yum. Aubrey had started dinner. “Au—”


  Something hit Matt smack-dab in the middle of the forehead, startling him into stumbling back a few


  steps. “Ah!” He almost fell on his butt when his heels came into contact with the foyer step. He ended up doing the flapping-arms thing for a good ten seconds and finally caught his balance. When he was able to touch his head, he came away with a suction-cupped foam dart like the ones in his younger brothers’ Nerf guns.


  “Yes. ” Aubrey’s triumphant shout echoed from somewhere inside the dark apartment.


  A feminine giggle preceded a light being flicked on. “Good shot.” Tara stood by the end table with


  the lamp, holding a yellow and blue plastic rifle, or at least what Matt thought was blue and yellow.


  There was a crack, a clicking sound and a barrage of darts flew in her direction.


  “No fair. Time out. Time out.” She dove behind the couch.


  “Lime green?” Aubrey popped up from behind the end of the kitchen island with a Nerf machine gun


  in hand and tilted his head in a quizzical manner. His gaze was directed at Matt’s feet.


  Matt tossed the dart toward Tara and glanced down at his socks as he continued into the living room.


  “I was wondering what color they were.” He sighed. “I’m beginning to think I should’ve played the what color is this game with Eddie before I packed.”


  Tara peeked around the couch, spotting Aubrey with his weapon lowered, and she stood. “I’ll go


  through your clothes for you if you want, but Bree has better taste than I do. I’ve been known to mismatch my own clothes.”


  “Well you can’t do any worse than I do.”


  Aubrey frowned at Tara. “On purpose.” He returned his attention to Matt. “She does it to annoy her


  father. You’re color-blind?”


  “I can’t see reds and greens.”


  Chuckling, Aubrey came forward and leaned on the back of the couch. “Guess that explains the pink


  shirt. But what’s with the dress shoes and shorts?”


  Matt strode past the two Nerf assassins and tossed the Ducati keys on the bar separating the kitchen


  from the living area. “Pink is the bane of my existence. But dress shoes with shorts is stylish.”
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  Aubrey’s eyebrows shot up. “If you say so.”


  “You sound like my dad.” Matt shrugged it off. So he had a unique sense of style, sue him. “What’re


  you two doing?”


  “Playing. We started doing this occasionally when someone…” she jerked her head toward Aubrey,


  “…has a rough day and needs to unwind.”


  “You had a bad day?” Matt pulled out a barstool and sat facing Tara and Aubrey.


  “No worse than it’s been for the past month. I really need to hire another executive assistant. Speaking of…how was your first day?” Aubrey appeared nonchalant, but Matt detected a hint of something… Had


  Aubrey’s day been worse than he was letting on?


  “Well? What did you do at school?” Tara asked, jostling Matt out of his concern.


  “I got asked on a date.”


  After dropping the gun behind him onto the couch, Aubrey crossed his arms over his chest and


  scowled.


  A little thrill shot through Matt. Oops, he’d worded that wrong, because it hadn’t been a date date.


  But it was nice to know his mate was possessive of him.


  Tara tossed her gun next to Aubrey’s and got up, coming toward Matt. “You said no, didn’t you? I


  mean you just got here and—” She looked at Aubrey and bit her bottom lip, then looked back at Matt.


  “Maybe you should wait and see if you get any better offers.” Blushing, she glanced back at Aubrey and


  fidgeted in place.


  She was hinting that they should get together? Aubrey obviously hadn’t told her they were mates. She


  also didn’t appear to know that Matt knew Aubrey was gay, but she was definitely matchmaking. Matt


  smiled. “Actually, it was just a friend type of date and I agreed to lunch. I have no intention of dating the guy.”


  Tara hadn’t outted Aubrey thus far, even to Matt, which meant she was trustworthy. Would Aubrey


  tell her? Matt rather liked the idea of her knowing.


  “Matt knows I’m gay,” Aubrey said with a smirk, coming to the same conclusion about her


  motivation. To Matt he added, “Subtle isn’t she?”


  “Oh good.” She beamed at them and rubbed her hands together. “The two of you have quite a bit in


  common. Don’t you think?”


  “She’s going to drive us insane with trying to get us together.” Matt caught Aubrey’s gaze.


  Aubrey stared back. “Probably, but it’s up to you. Given my request for secrecy, I have no right to


  divulge information.”


  At least he wasn’t asking more of Matt than he himself was willing to give, but the reminder stung


  after withholding their relationship from Logan. “I lied to my brother today.” He didn’t like lying to people 50


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  


  With Abandon


  he cared about, and he wasn’t about to hide his pain from Aubrey. He just hoped Aubrey didn’t think he


  was pressuring him.


  Turning her head, Tara pulled out the stool next to Matt. “About what? You lost me, what’s going on?


  I thought you and your brother were close?” She sounded sincere and looked so crestfallen that Matt’s


  tension eased a bit. She cared about him. His initial bond with her wasn’t a fluke. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but he’d promised Aubrey not to tell. Was Aubrey just trying to appease Matt or did he want Tara to know?


  Aubrey’s attention never wavered from Matt. He didn’t smile, but he winked. “Matt is my mate, Tee.”


  “What? Ohmigod!” Tara laughed. “That’s awesome.” She did an impromptu tap dance in place and


  threw herself at Matt’s side, nearly knocking him off the barstool.


  Taking a deep breath, Matt let it sink in. It didn’t feel as much like a dirty little secret now. It was like getting something off his chest, but had he pressured Aubrey into telling?


  Aubrey must’ve sensed Matt’s reluctance, because he came forward, rested his hands on Matt’s thighs


  and dipped his head to catch Matt’s gaze.


  The tension left Matt’s shoulders and happiness bubbled up inside him. This was going to work. He


  just knew it. In time, Aubrey would be comfortable enough to tell everyone.


  Tara was oblivious, still dancing around at Matt’s side with her arms looped over Matt’s neck. “Oh,


  this rocks. I’ve been telling him for years he’d have a guy for a mate. Especially after Keaton found Chay.”


  “Tara?” Aubrey asked softly, almost hesitantly. “It has to stay a secret. That’s why Matt didn’t tell his brother.”


  Dropping her arms from Matt’s neck, Tara stepped back and frowned. “You cannot keep this a


  secret.” Nervousness and regret were written all over her face. “This is a good thing.” She glanced at


  Aubrey and shrugged before looking back at Matt. “Oooh, I knew the minute I met Matt he’d be perfect.


  Isn’t this a good thing?”


  Aubrey nodded. “But you know better than anyone what my life is like.”


  The despondent look Tara turned on Matt shouldn’t have made him feel good, but it did. She was on


  his side.


  “It’s okay. I understand his reasoning. I’m glad you know, Tara.” Wrapping his arms around Aubrey’s


  and Tara’s waists, he pulled them all together in a group hug. Only he was too forceful and made them all bonk heads. “Ow.”


  “I just want you both to be happy.” She looked at Aubrey and slid her arm farther around Matt’s back.


  “You deserve to be happy, Bree. All the secret one-night stands and sneaking around, hiding who you are, isn’t good for you. It’s made you bitter and resentful.”


  Aubrey kissed Matt on the lips and looked at Tara. His scent proclaimed him embarrassed and


  nervous. It was no surprise when he pulled out a dart pistol tucked into his waistband and shot her with it.
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  “You bastard,” she growled and dove for her abandoned gun.


  Matt was in the middle of a war, being pelted with little foam bullets. Laughing, he jumped off the


  stool and dove behind the island. “No fair. I’m unarmed.” If he could get the Nerf machine gun Aubrey left on the couch… Glancing around the edge of the bar, he looked for the other two combatants.


  Aubrey peeked around the dining room table and saw Matt looking. His eyes twinkled. “Do you really


  think you’re fast enough?”


  Matt didn’t answer. He took off across the floor headed toward the couch.


  Aubrey closed in behind him.


  Darts flew at them both from the foyer.


  As Matt reached the gun on the couch, Aubrey hit him in the back, taking him to the ground between


  the couch and coffee table. The gun clattered to the wood floor in front of them, and Aubrey scrambled


  over the top of Matt to grab it.


  Crawling forward, Matt gripped the plastic handle at the same time. Laughing, they ended up rolling


  into the coffee table. Somehow Matt landed on his back, holding the machine gun over his head out of his mate’s reach.


  “Using the height advantage, eh?” Aubrey stared down at Matt, face-to-face. “You have long damned


  arms.”


  Matt chuckled. “Yep, what’s it to you, shorty?”


  Aubrey grinned. “Shorty?”


  “Mmm-hmm.”


  Aubrey narrowed his eyes and arched one golden brow. He straddled Matt’s hips. Before Matt could


  wonder what he was about, Aubrey sat up and began tickling him.


  Matt was used to playing with his brothers and guarding himself against tickle fights, but he never


  would’ve thought Aubrey had it in him. Matt laughed so hard he could barely breathe. He loved seeing his mate like this. It made Matt’s heart swell. He could put up with a lot for this.


  Abruptly, Aubrey stopped tickling him and his mirth faded. He stared at Matt for several seconds


  before leaning forward.


  Matt stared back, caught by the fire in those blue eyes. A little tingle started in his stomach, and his breath hitched. He couldn’t have looked away if he wanted to.


  Aubrey’s erection mashed into Matt’s belly and he slanted his mouth over Matt’s. He fed a loud,


  rugged groan between Matt’s lips along with his tongue. The weight of Aubrey’s body was an erotic treat.


  It was as exciting as it was comforting.


  Clutching his mate’s back, Matt returned the kiss with equal abandon. His own cock hardened, and his


  balls drew taut. Pushing his hips up to try and get more pressure only intensified the feeling.


  As suddenly as the kiss started, it ended. Aubrey sat up and glared over the couch, rubbing his ear.
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  Dazed, Matt panted for breath. No. He didn’t want it to end.


  “I’m just protecting Matt’s virtue.” Tara giggled.


  Aubrey growled at her before standing and holding his hand down to Matt.


  Matt stared at the hand, trying to get his mind to start working again. He was so hard he was going to


  explode.


  “Now she’s playing chaperone? I thought she wanted us together.” Aubrey’s voice was low and


  rough…sexy.


  “I do. And I’m never opposed to two hot guys making out, but…ewww. It’s like watching my brother,


  well if I had a brother.”


  Matt barely registered Tara’s objection. What had he done? He’d totally forgotten his vow to abstain from sex until he knew Aubrey better. His normal levelheadedness and rational thinking had deserted him.


  It was kind of scary how overwhelmed he’d been. He’d completely lost control. Just like his dad. His dad always talked a good game about how he was going to lay down the law to Mom…until she got him alone.


  Matt wasn’t going to be one of those guys who thought with their dicks.


  Matt chuckled nervously. “Should we be insulted or honored?”


  He owed Tara one.
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  With a raging boner that was becoming his normal state, Aubrey stared at his laptop screen without


  really seeing it. Keeping away from Matt plain sucked. He kept remembering Matt playing with him and


  calling him shorty. Aubrey grinned. No one called him short. Not that he had a Napoleon complex or


  anything, but given who he was, the power he wielded in business and in his pack, people just didn’t do it.


  It hadn’t fazed Matt though. It was refreshing and made Aubrey’s chest swell with pride. No wonder


  Aubrey had gotten carried away and practically molested Matt in the middle of the living room floor.


  Gawd, his prick ached just thinking about it.


  Aubrey turned his chair to stare out the window behind him. The way Matt had looked at him, so open


  and in awe like he could see through everything right into Aubrey’s very soul, had made something in


  Aubrey snap. That look could be dangerous. He wanted that. Even knowing it couldn’t be permanent, he


  longed to have someone who understood him so well.


  Matt had forgotten all about wanting to wait last night. Oh boy had he. Aubrey rubbed his prick


  through the thin pinstriped suit pants. Had Tee not been there to shoot him in the ear, he was certain he and Matt would have been naked in a matter of minutes. Matt had been a wild man, pressing up against Aubrey, moaning into his mouth and clawing at his back. Aubrey shivered. God help him when he finally got his


  mate in bed. They’d both go up in flames.


  A soft knock rapped on the door.


  Aubrey jerked his hand away from himself. Man, he was going to have to find some time alone this


  evening. It wasn’t like him to be this wound up at work. In fact, he’d been here three hours and hadn’t accomplished a damned thing. “Come in.”


  The door cracked open and Eleanor, the assistant manager of the Atlanta Buchanan where Aubrey’s


  office was housed, peeked in. “There’s a package for you. It was left at the front desk. The concierge


  signed for it.” She came forward, holding out a small cardboard box toward him. “I also have some


  messages. The operator has been directing your calls to me.” She laid several pink slips of paper on his desk as she passed the package to him.


  “Oh, that was fast.” Aubrey smiled, already knowing what was in the box. He’d ordered it late last


  night with next-day delivery, but he’d expected it to be sometime tonight when the package arrived.


  “If you’ll give me a few tips, I can make appointments for you. I’ve had several calls in that regard


  today. Something about the renovations?”


  With Abandon


  Oh man, he needed to hire a new assistant. Eleanor had been doing things for him since his EA quit. It


  wasn’t fair for her to have to do two full-time jobs. “Remind me to give you a bonus.”


  She smiled. “I can do that.”


  Aubrey chuckled. “Don’t worry about the appointments. Just have the front desk take messages and


  I’ll call them all back.”


  “Will do. Let me know if you need anything.” With a wave, she left his office, closing the door


  behind her.


  Aubrey pulled his top drawer open and found a letter opener. Putting the box into his lap, he cut the


  tape. What would Matt think of this? He liked gadgets. He’d used the towel warmer every day since


  Aubrey showed it to him, and he constantly fiddled with the automatic hand sanitizer dispenser in the


  kitchen. Matt had the most germ-free hands in Georgia.


  The door opened and clicked shut immediately.


  Aubrey jerked his attention from his task, just as the scent of fear sucker-punched him.


  Carson plastered his back against the door. He was dressed as elegantly as ever, without a hair out of


  place, but his face was drawn and there were bags under his eyes. The feeling of impending doom skittered up Aubrey’s neck. What was Carson doing here in Atlanta again this soon? He lived and worked in Macon.


  Hadn’t Aubrey told him to call in sick?


  “Are you okay?”


  Taking a deep breath, Carson nodded. “I know you told me to call in today too and I did, but I had to


  go to my office and get some stuff.”


  “And?” This didn’t sound good.


  “And he cornered me.”


  Aubrey was beginning to wonder about Boskie’s sanity. Then again, maybe it was just balls. Boskie


  had a lot of balls. He thought he was above the rules.


  “I don’t even know how he knew I was there unless he had someone call him when I came in. He


  keeps calling me and coming to my apartment. I don’t know what I’m going to do. I’m ready to move. I


  can’t work at the Macon hotel with his office being there. It just won’t work.” His shoulders slumped, and he heaved a sigh. “I fucked up big time. I’m sorry to lay all this on you, but I don’t know what to do. And I heard him trying to talk someone out of those changes you want to implement and—” He shrugged. “I had


  to tell you. That’s why I’m here.”


  “Whoa, back up. When did you hear this? Start from the beginning. Get over here and stop clinging to


  the door like someone’s going to bust it down any minute. Wait.” Aubrey sniffed but didn’t smell the other wolf. “He’s not following you, is he?” Maybe this was way more serious than Aubrey had first thought.


  Was Carson actually scared for his life? Or just his job? And what did this have to do with Aubrey’s


  changes?
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  “No. He didn’t follow me here, at least I don’t think he did, but he has been following me. He told me


  flat out that I wasn’t in a position to refuse him anything. And he wasn’t allowing me, allowing me…”


  Carson’s voice took on a higher pitch and quivered slightly, “…to call our relationship quits. Can you believe that?”


  “Actually, yeah.” Aubrey motioned for him to come sit in the seat opposite the desk. He took his


  glasses off, laid them on the desk and went back to opening the box. “Boskie is a competitive bastard and hates being told no. He’s a control freak.”


  “No shit.” Carson flopped down in the seat. “Wish I’d known that when I agreed to let him fuck me.”


  “The beginning, Carson. Start at the beginning. What happened today when you went in to your


  office? I assume he’s been calling all weekend?”


  Carson nodded. “And coming by my apartment.”


  For the second time in less than an hour a pang of guilt hit Aubrey. This mess wasn’t his fault, but he fully admitted it could’ve easily been him in this situation. He knew better than to get involved with a coworker just like Carson did. But maybe because he and Carson had gotten along so well, Carson thought it could work with someone else?


  “Okay, I went into the office to get some papers I needed to look over. The invoices for the changes in the lobby you’re making. Well, next thing I know Orin has me bent over the desk with my hands wrenched


  up behind my back. He was hard as a damned rock and making certain I felt it. He told me to quit acting like a child and stop ignoring him. In no uncertain terms he made it clear that I had no choice in the matter and that we were going to continue seeing one another.”


  This was seriously fucked up. Aubrey wondered briefly if he should tackle this problem through the


  pack. He motioned for Carson to continue and set the box with Matt’s gift on his desk.


  “Then his cell phone rang and he let go of me. He started talking to someone about how he didn’t


  think the changes were necessary and that money would be better spent opening new hotels. I didn’t stick around after that. He got caught up in his call, and I made a break for it.”


  It wasn’t a surprise Boskie didn’t agree with Aubrey’s proposal. He’d said as much to Aubrey’s face.


  At this point, Aubrey didn’t think that Orin had connected Aubrey and Carson’s association, or rather former association, but— “Does he know about us?”


  “No!” Carson shook his head vehemently, mussing his hair. “Oh man, no way would I tell someone


  about you. I swear it.” Carson dipped his head again and blushed. “I didn’t mean to tell Matt, it just kind of slipped out because I thought the two of you were lovers.”


  Carson didn’t have the usual telltale signs of lying. His scent hadn’t changed. It still didn’t fix the problem though.


  Aubrey was going to have to tread carefully with Boskie. He couldn’t have his CEO, not to mention a


  pack member, threatening people. Keeping an eye on Carson seemed the best way to deal with this at
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  present. Maybe if Carson was out of sight things would calm down? Aubrey mentally patted himself on the back. My man, you’re a genius. “Are you serious about relocating?”


  “Yes. At this rate, yes.” Carson’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He scares me.”


  “I need a new Executive Assistant.”


  “Lateral move?”


  “No, a promotion. I’ll give you a raise and a relocation budget.” It was a smart move and not just to


  keep an eye on Carson and ensure their former relationship stayed a secret. Aubrey could see Carson as a CEO of Reynolds Inc. in a few years. The man’s record spoke for itself and Carson already had his MBA.


  On top of all that, Aubrey could trust Carson. This current predicament notwithstanding, Carson made good decisions and worked hard.


  “You’ll be able to learn the executive side of things at Reynolds Inc. If you want to advance, I think


  it’s a smart move, more visible. And Boskie won’t bother you if you’re working for me directly.” At least Aubrey hoped not. If he did, Aubrey was going to have to escalate things within the pack and deal with this as a werewolf issue. He couldn’t tell Carson that though.


  “Seriously?” An expression that bordered on astonishment and gratitude lit the younger man’s face.


  For the first time since he entered the office he relaxed a little.


  “Yes. You’re more than qualified. You can do more than a regular EA, and I plan on using you


  accordingly. It’s a win-win for both of us.”


  Carson gave Aubrey a wobbly smile, but his scent proclaimed relief. “Thank you. I don’t know what


  to say… I— Thank you. I promise you won’t be sorry.”


  “I know. Start looking into a place to live here in Atlanta. You can use a suite here at The Buchanan


  until you find something. I want you to start as soon as possible. I’ll handle everything with the Macon branch and talk to the manager.”


  Everyone knew Aubrey was looking for a new EA. It made sense someone from within would apply.


  Boskie had no reason to push things further. All that sounded reasonable. Aubrey just hoped it worked.


  Carson leaned forward, trying to peer in the box. “What is that?”


  “A color identifier.” Aubrey dug through the foam peanuts and pulled out the little black box.


  “What?” Carson looked at Aubrey like he’d sprouted another head.


  “I bought it for Matt. You point this end at something and it will tell you the color.” He pointed the


  gadget at his tie and pushed the button.


  “Dark red,” the electronic voice announced.


  Oh, that’s too cool. Aubrey grinned. The question was, who was going to drive who crazy with it? He pointed it at Carson’s shirt and pushed the button.


  “Pale gray.”
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  Carson chuckled. “Yeah, you definitely need help. I’ll start by ordering Matt flowers from you or


  something.”


  Aubrey froze with the identifier halfway to his own shirt. That was exactly what he didn’t need. There


  could be no hint of a relationship with Matt. “As far as anyone knows Matthew is my roommate. A friend


  of my brother’s who needed a place to stay while going to college.”


  He set the black box down and sank into his chair. “Go home and get what you need to be at work


  tomorrow. I’ll call downstairs and arrange a suite for your use.”


  As Carson left, Aubrey laid his head back on his chair and stared up at the ceiling. His conscience ate at him. He should be looking for a wife, not playing with Matt. Was it so bad that he wanted to enjoy Matt for a little bit? He could let Matt go when the time came. He had no choice, and he always did what had to be done.


  


  “Do you know any gay bars in the area?”


  Matt completely missed the last step out of the lecture hall and would’ve face-planted if Jordan hadn’t grabbed his arm to steady him. Not only had he not expected that question, he hadn’t realized Jordan was gay. “Um, no. Sorry not my thing.” Maybe he was prudish, but going to a bar to pick up guys was as


  foreign to him as ballet or opera. Did he seem like the type to do such a thing?


  Letting go of Matt’s arm, Jordan frowned. “Aren’t you gay?”


  “Uh, yeah. I’m not into the whole bar scene though.” Matt frowned. Why does everyone seem to know


  I’m gay? First Keaton, now Jordan. “I didn’t know you were gay.”


  Jordan shrugged. “I’m bi, I guess.” Holding the door, he let Matt go outside first. “Don’t tell me


  you’re saving yourself for your mate or something.”


  With my parents as role models? Hell, yes. Matt snorted and tilted his head toward the gray, gloomy sky.


  “Hey, to each their own. I just figured I’d have fun while I was here before I go home and have to get


  married.” Jordan’s tone was on the cynical side in Matt’s opinion.


  Matt jerked his attention from the darkening clouds to Jordan. “You’re getting married? You have a


  mate back home?” Matt hadn’t thought he did, but if Jordan were getting married…


  “No.” Jordan blinked. “I haven’t actually picked out a wife or anything, I just know I’m going to


  when I get home. I’ve got to have kids and a family. It’s what’s expected…ya know?” Jordan paused for a second. “Besides, my mate is dead.” He gasped and shook his head, like he’d surprised himself. He flushed and rubbed his arms. “Wow, it’s getting cooler.” He rushed on like he hadn’t seconds before revealed such a heartrending personal thing.


  Oh God, how horrible. Matt was chilled too, but not because of the weather. “I’m so sorry.” He wanted to ask how Jordan’s mate had died, but he obviously didn’t want to talk about it. What must that be 58
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  like? Matt had just found his mate, but already he knew he wouldn’t want to be without him…not like that at least. He wanted to call Aubrey, to talk to him and make certain he was okay.


  “Er, thanks. I can’t believe I blurted that out. You’re so easy to talk to,” he grumbled. Shrugging, he lightened his tone. “I try to look on the bright side. At least now I get to pick my mate.” Stuffing his hands in his front pockets, Jordan continued out to the parking lot, keeping pace with Matt.


  Once, he’d have thought getting to pick was the better deal too, but now he wasn’t so sure. He


  touched Jordan’s arm, slowing their forward progress. “If you need someone to talk to…”


  Stopping, Jordan furrowed his brow and stared right at Matt.


  A whiff of uneasiness tickled Matt’s nose and disappeared. Oh no, he hadn’t meant to make Jordan


  more uncomfortable.


  Jordan stayed there for several seconds, then the corner of his mouth inched up, so slight it was almost unnoticeable. “Thank you,” he whispered. Shaking his head again, he started walking. “Having a guy for a mate was a headache I didn’t need. No one would have understood.” Jordan hitched his backpack farther up on his shoulder. “What about you?”


  “My dad is the coolest guy on earth. He’d rather cut off his arm than force me to be something I’m


  not.” He couldn’t imagine not being himself. His chest burned with empathy. Poor Jordan. He’d lost his mate and he had to hide his true nature.


  “You’re lucky. What about your friends and pack? What about the guy you’re living with? Does he


  know you’re gay?”


  “Aubrey? Yeah, he knows. I think my pack knows too and—” Matt bit his bottom lip, embarrassed to


  admit that he didn’t really have any friends. Tara was sort of his friend, but she was Aubrey’s friend first, so did that count?


  “And?”


  “And I don’t have any friends who aren’t family or pack.” Matt’s cheeks heated.


  “If I find a gay bar, you wanna go with me?” Jordan asked with a hint of amusement.


  Maybe Matt did have a friend. “No way. You’re on your own, dude.”


  Jordan chuckled. “You’re really cute when you blush.”


  Matt groaned just as the chime indicating he had a text went off. Saved by the bell. He retrieved his


  phone.


  There was a message from Tara. Get home, it’s about to come a gully washer.


  Matt blinked and read it again. “What the heck is a gully washer?”


  Jordan grinned. “A rainstorm, and it’s pronounced gully worsher, not washer.”
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  As Matt stepped into the apartment, thunder rattled the glass and lightning crackled across the sky.


  “Good God.” It sounded awfully loud this high up. He tossed the motorcycle keys on the table in the foyer and dropped his backpack on the couch. Talk about timing.


  He crept closer to the wall of windows. Something about the ominous clouds lent an otherworldly feel


  to the room. The way the apartment was dark except for the dim light of outside was mysterious, maybe


  even a little spooky. It grew darker by the second. Black thunderheads dominated what was left of the clear afternoon, and he had a perfect view of the quickly approaching rain.


  The phone rang as Matt started to sit on the floor. “Ack.” Matt slapped a hand to his chest. “Geez.”


  Backtracking, he snagged the phone and a pillow off the couch. The caller ID read: Ridgecrest, Corde.


  Corde? Wasn’t that the wolf who peed on the other guy’s house?


  Matt pushed the talk button before the phone rang a second time. “Hello?”


  “Hello? Is Aubrey there?”


  “Aubrey isn’t home yet. Can I take a message and have him call you back?” Matt rounded the dining-


  room table and tossed the pillow on the floor right in front of the window. The beauty of nature loomed before him, and his excitement grew. The hairs on the backs of his arms stood on end with all the electricity in the air.


  “Are you the guy who helps Aubrey’s brother with the pack kids in his new pack?”


  Matt winced. He should chastise the other wolf for mentioning wolf culture without knowing to


  whom he was speaking. He didn’t want to end up a lab rat because of a newly made wolf’s carelessness.


  But it wasn’t his place. He settled himself on the floor on his stomach. “Yes. I’m Matt. Corde, right? You called last week?”


  “Yeah. Umm… Hi, Matt.” He hesitated for only a breath and started again. “You heard about the


  situation the other night?”


  “I did. How’d that turn out?” Hmmm, maybe he’d found at least one way he could help lessen the


  load in his mate’s life. This was a way for him to be useful.


  “Well, that’s why I’m calling.”


  Lightning struck a high rise across the street, or rather the rod on top of it, making Matt flinch. Was it safe to be this high up in such a storm?


  “Jase still isn’t speaking to me.” Corde didn’t sound happy about it.


  Matt wasn’t surprised. Just from what he’d learned the other night he’d surmised that Jase was a


  stickler for werewolf etiquette. “Try taking him a steak.” Matt pressed his forehead against the cool glass, trying to look down to street level.


  “Seriously?” Corde sounded incredulous.


  “Yes, seriously. When you take it to him make sure you offer your neck in submission as you


  apologize.”
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  “I’m not submissive.” The grumbling tone shouted proud redneck about as loudly as the peeing


  incident.


  Matt suppressed a chuckle, knowing Corde wouldn’t appreciate it. “It doesn’t matter. He’s the more


  experienced wolf. You were made, right?”


  “Yeah.”


  “It’s a respect thing. He sees you as a less-dominant and less-experienced wolf, which is probably


  why he didn’t accept your apology. Trust me. I come from a long, proud line of wolves. I know wolf


  culture inside and out.” Wolves were a lot like children at times. Through trial and error, Matt had learned that when dealing with kids and wolves, keeping things simple was often the best approach. Both kids and wolves dealt in emotion and instinct first, logic second.


  “Okay, I’ll try that. Can I call you back if it doesn’t work?”


  The lights from the surrounding buildings came on as the darkness took over the sky completely.


  Mesmerized, Matt nodded and realized he was on the phone. Doofus. “Sure.” Matt gave Corde his cell number and told him goodbye.


  “Thanks.” The line went dead.


  No sooner had Matt hung up the phone the front door clicked open.


  “Matt?”


  “In here.”


  A light flicked on, adding a tiny glare to the window, and keys jangled. “I’m glad you got home


  before the rain started.”


  Rolling onto his back, Matt watched Aubrey stroll toward him. “Tara texted me and demanded I head


  home to avoid the gully worsher.”


  Aubrey hesitated for a second, then he chuckled. “Yeah, that sounds about right.” He set down his


  laptop case and continued toward Matt with a box in his hand. “She teaching you the local dialect too?”


  “Yep. She show is,” Matt teased.


  Aubrey snorted. “That’s Tee for you. She’s show nuff a reg-lar jawjah peach.”


  Wow, that accent was hot. It wasn’t in the least fake sounding coming from Aubrey like it had been


  when Matt was doing it.


  “It’s a great view, isn’t it?” Aubrey sat beside Matt and stretched his legs out in front of him, to where his feet were even with Matt’s head. He set the box on the ground next to them.


  “It’s gorgeous.” Matt sat up, wanting to greet his mate, but not knowing how or what Aubrey


  expected. They were very close now and already Matt’s heart raced with the thrill of his mate’s nearness.


  “What’s in the box?”


  “A surprise.” Shrugging off his suit jacket, Aubrey started on his tie. When both pieces of clothing lay on the floor, he loosened the top two buttons on his shirt. A small patch of blond hair poked out of the dress
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  shirt. Matt had yet to see his mate shirtless and he wanted to. Aubrey’s muscle tone was obvious by his wide shoulders, but knowing and seeing were two different things.


  “For me?” Matt licked his lips and shook his head. His throat was suddenly dry.


  “Oh damn, sugar.” Aubrey groaned and caught the back of Matt’s neck, dragging him close. He


  slanted his mouth over Matt’s and swept his tongue between Matt’s lips.


  The kiss mirrored the storm blowing outside, the intensity fierce. Matt’s cock hardened and his teeth


  lengthened. The desire flared into a burning need.


  With little urging, Matt straddled Aubrey’s lap. He wrapped his arms around his mate’s shoulders,


  throwing himself into the kiss. His cock ached for attention, and his heart pounded. His body had a mind of its own. The arousal consumed him, and he yearned to ease it.


  The intense longing frightened him as much as it made him ache. With one last swipe of his tongue,


  Matt pulled back, panting.


  Aubrey moaned, still holding Matt’s face. His breath painted across Matt’s chin. They stayed


  motionless, only their chests heaving in and out. The way Aubrey held his face so tenderly, comforted as much as it inflamed. Matt could almost let himself believe this was special and that Aubrey cherished him.


  A loud crack of thunder rattled the windows.


  They both started, and Aubrey chuckled.


  Finally, Matt opened his eyes. A drop of dark liquid welled on Aubrey’s bottom lip where his fangs


  peeked out.


  Aubrey blinked, and his eyes shrank back to normal.


  Matt’s own eyes had changed and the lust still pulsed through him, demanding to be assuaged. Shame


  at having been so weak as to give in to his instincts gnawed at him. He swiped his thumb across Aubrey’s mouth, wiping away the blood. “Sorry.”


  “It’s all right.” A smirk curved Aubrey’s lips. “But you have got to stop attacking me like that.”


  “Me?” Matt chuckled and began to relax. The playful tone of Aubrey’s voice worked wonders on


  Matt’s discomfort. He crawled off his mate’s lap, determined to ignore the throbbing ache in his groin and in his chest.


  “Yeah. I’ll give you what I bought you anyway. No need for payment,” Aubrey teased. Reaching into


  the cardboard box, he pulled out a little black plastic thing.


  “What is it?”


  Aubrey pointed it at Matt’s shirt and pushed a button.


  “Lavender,” the thing announced.


  “Oh wow. How cool. It tells colors?” Wait. Matt frowned. He had on a light blue shirt. He groaned and slapped a hand to his forehead. “My shirt is lavender?”


  Aubrey’s eyes twinkled with mirth, and he nodded.
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  “Gee, I can’t wait to see what color my pants are.” Matt snatched the color detector out of Aubrey’s


  hand.


  Aubrey laughed and flopped backward on the floor.


  “It’s not funny.” Matt put the identifier to his pants.


  “Khaki,” the synthesized voice said.


  “Well, that’s a relief. Does lavender go with khaki?”


  Wiping tears from his eyes, Aubrey nodded. The fiend was still laughing.


  Matt couldn’t help it, he started giggling himself. How cool was this? And how cool was it that


  Aubrey bought it for him. A warm happy feeling trickled through him, and he held the box up to his arm.


  “Pale orange.”


  “Pale orange?” Smiling, Matt shook his head. This was fun.


  “Oompa-Loompa doompadee doo…” Aubrey started chortling so hard he snorted.


  “Knock it off, shorty. If anyone is an Oompa-Loompa it’s you.” Matt pressed the color indicator to


  Aubrey’s ankle where his slacks had ridden up past his definitely black socks.


  “Beige.”


  Snickering, Matt nudged his mate’s leg with his foot. “Oh good, you’ll go nice with the drapes.”


  Aubrey laughed, but no sound came out. “How—do—you—know—?” He was liable to have a


  seizure if he kept it up.


  How would he know indeed? Matt groaned and joined in the laughter.


  Aubrey’s face darkened.


  If Matt thought he or Aubrey could survive it, he’d have tested their hair color.


  It took several minutes, but finally they both stopped laughing. Matt was winded and worn out.


  “Thank you. This is way cool.”


  “You’re welcome…” Aubrey sat up and kissed Matt on the lips. “Oompa-Loompa.”


  


  Aubrey’s prick was so hard he was beginning to think it was frozen that way. He couldn’t remember


  ever being this sexually frustrated. Hell, even as a teen a few minutes alone took care of it, but jerking off in his office bathroom before he came home hadn’t dampened his lust. Matt’s scent just riled him up again.


  He dropped his head on the cool granite countertop and rolled his forehead on it. Maybe he could talk


  Matt into a mutual handjob or something? No, the plan was to keep from hurting Matt when this thing


  ended. Sex would make it more difficult. Matt wasn’t the type to engage in casual sex.


  Aubrey glanced up at Matt as he flipped the pieces of fish in the pan like a professional chef and set it back on the burner. Gawd, did everything Matt do have to be so fucking sexy? “Where did you learn to


  cook?”
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  Leaning on the cabinet next to the stove, Matt grinned. “My dad. He’s a great cook. He insisted all of


  us learn. Which has kept us from starving a few times, when Dad is sick or goes out on the rare occasion, because I swear my mom can’t even boil water. How about you? This…” he swung his hands out


  indicating the kitchen, “…is not the kitchen of someone who doesn’t cook. Because, your brother? I think he’s an even worse cook than my mom.” He chuckled.


  Aubrey nodded. “Well, Keaton can’t hold a candle to our mother. Your mom may not know how to


  boil water, but mine? I’m pretty sure she could burn it.”


  They shared a laugh.


  “I hid out in the kitchen with Martha a lot trying to avoid chores. It never worked though. Instead I


  ended up helping her.” Aubrey shrugged. “But it beat shoveling out stalls or trimming back kudzu.”


  “You had horses growing up?”


  “Still do.”


  Matt’s nose crinkled. “And what in the heck is kudzu?” Picking up the pan, he flipped the tilapia


  again.


  Aubrey’s jaw about hit the floor. “Oh good Lord, I gotta take you home. I can’t believe you’ve never


  seen kudzu. It’s a nuisance, that’s what it is. It’s a vine that grows like crazy and will take over anything and everything if you let it.”


  Replacing the pan, Matt cocked his head. “Isn’t this home?”


  Thunder boomed outside, making Aubrey flinch. He shook his head. “This is a sort of home away


  from home. A place to stay while I work. Home is Reynolds Hall.” He couldn’t help but smile. “We’re


  going there this weekend to meet pack and hunt. You’ll see more kudzu than you care to, and we can ride horses if you want.”


  “Oh, hey, speaking of pack.” Matt grabbed the pan again and slid one piece of fish onto a plate with


  some of the mushrooms and the sauce, then dumped the rest on another plate. “I got a call from Corde


  today after I came in from school.” He brought the plates to the bar.


  “And?” Aubrey picked up their dinners and silverware then headed to the table. “Let’s eat over here


  and watch the rain. Bring the bread.” He took a big sniff, letting the delicious aroma fill his nose. Man, he was gonna get fat with Matt staying here. Maybe he could squeeze in an extra hour of working out a week.


  “Did you tell him I’d call him back?”


  “No. I was going to, but he asked my advice on what to do with his friend. He was still in the


  doghouse over peeing on the house.” Smirking, Matt set down two glasses of tea and went back for the


  bread.


  Rolling his eyes, Aubrey snorted over the doghouse remark. Should Matt be taking up pack matters?


  How would it look? “What did you tell him?” This was nice…homey. Matt had such a family-guy kind of
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  vibe to him. Mom and Dad were going to love him. Even if they’d never know Matt was his mate, they’d


  still welcome him and be sad when he was gone. Aubrey would too.


  He pulled out his chair just as Matt returned with the basket of bread. When he set it on the table he


  bent over, giving Aubrey a great view of his ass. His slacks weren’t overly tight, but they sure showed off his butt to perfection. Aubrey’s cock got harder.


  “I told him to take the guy a steak and if he had any more problems to call me back.” Grinning, Matt


  sat down and picked up his knife and fork. He looked pleased with himself.


  It was sound advice, but Aubrey still wasn’t sure Matt should be giving it. Technically, Aubrey wasn’t


  Alpha yet. Though he stood in for his dad more often than not lately. The younger generation already took it for granted that Aubrey was in charge, and if Matt were speaking for Aubrey…well it didn’t look right.


  But this once no one would question it.


  “Don’t let them take advantage of you.” Aubrey took a bite of the fish and moaned as it melted in his


  mouth. Oh yeah, he was gonna be spending more time doing cardio at least. Could Matt make Mexican


  food? Aubrey loved Mexican food.


  “It’s okay. I like helping. I gave him my cell number and told him to call me if he needed anything


  else.” Matt took a swig of tea then cut off a piece of his fish. He said something else, but Aubrey didn’t hear it.


  Aubrey sat up straighter and closed his eyes. Matt was acting as his mate by encouraging the pack to


  go to him with problems when they couldn’t reach Aubrey. Helping with pack squabbles wasn’t something


  fostered pack members did. It spoke of permanence and authority within the hierarchy, which as Aubrey’s mate, Matt would have.


  “You need a cast-iron skillet. This would taste much better cooked on one.” Matt reached for the


  bread.


  Aubrey dropped his fork with a clank and pinched the bridge of his nose. Matt fit the role of Alpha’s


  mate to perfection. Why did he once again have to be everything Aubrey needed in a mate? Everything but female. Goddamn fate!


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Why’d you give Corde your cell number?” He tried not to sound terse, but he wasn’t entirely


  successful.


  Matt finished chewing the bread and swallowed hard. His shoulders sank. “I’m sorry. I was just trying


  to help.” He kept his head down and took another bite of food.


  “Matt… You can’t let anyone know who you are to me and—”


  “I know. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. I didn’t mean to overstep my bounds.” He continued to eat,


  not looking at Aubrey. His feelings were hurt.
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  Damn it. He hadn’t meant to scold Matt. But no way could he allow Matt to take the role Aubrey’s future wife would have to take. It would make Aubrey marrying that much harder on them both, not to


  mention the suspicion it would cause in the pack.


  They finished the rest of their dinner in silence. As soon as he was done, Matt took his plate to the


  sink, washed it and put it in the dishwasher. “See you in the morning.” He crossed the living room and


  disappeared into the guestroom before Aubrey could stop him.


  Son of a bitch. Aubrey got up, dumped his tea out and filled the glass half full with whisky. He was an ass. Helping out was Matt’s nature. It’s what he did to feel like he belonged. He’d done it in his own family and he did it in his home pack by helping with the pups. He wasn’t trying to silently proclaim Aubrey his mate, he was trying to fit in. Aubrey groaned and downed the entire glass of whisky in one swallow.


  


  Aubrey stood in front of Matt’s door staring at it, trying to make up his mind. Should he knock or wait for tomorrow? He hated admitting he was wrong. It was a fatal flaw that ran in his family. But he owed Matt an apology. Did partaking in liquid courage beforehand make him a pussy? Oh, who cares. He was doing the right thing, that’s all that mattered.


  Using the back of his hand, Aubrey quietly rapped on the door. “Matt?”


  “Yeah?” His voice was barely audible over the pitter-patter of rain and the soft rolling thunder.


  Turning the knob, Aubrey eased the door open. “Can I come in?” He peeked around the frame and


  nearly swallowed his tongue. Matt lay on his bed with his back—his bare back—toward the door, looking


  out the floor-to-ceiling window opposite the bed. The comforter was pulled down, leaving his entire upper body and just a hint of his hips exposed. He was nude beneath the sheets and heavy comforter. The light coming from outside cast the edge of his body in a blue glow while the rain trickling down the window


  gave the shadows movement and sensuality. It was a picture right out of an ethereal fantasy.


  “You can’t sleep either?” Matt continued to stare out the window, watching the storm.


  His whispered question brought Aubrey out of his daze. He moved forward and perched himself on


  the edge of the bed. “I just wanted to tell you I’m sorry.” He stroked the slim, sleek back and the muscles rippled under his hand. It wasn’t quite a flinch, but it was close enough that more regret stung Aubrey. “I’m sorry, sugar. Do you think you can forgive me? I should’ve thanked you instead of yelling at you. I know you were only trying to help.”


  Rolling on to his back, Matt met his gaze. “I shouldn’t have done that without your permission. I’m sorry.” His eyelids fluttered, and his lips quirked to the side. “I just wanted to do something to help you out.


  Make things less stressful for you, not more. I promise I wasn’t trying to publicly stake a claim to you or anything like that. I wish I could tell everyone, but I won’t. I’d never do that without your approval first.”
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  Aubrey stared at Matt. His mate was as beautiful inside as he was out. “I know. And thank you. I


  don’t want you to feel out of place. It’s gotta be hard being here without family and people you’re close to.


  I forgot that.” Aubrey shrugged. “I’ve never really been away from my own family.”


  “I’ll survive.” Matt grinned. “Is it wrong to admit that in a way it’s nice? Being away from home I


  mean.” He rested his hand on his chest. He had big hands, a man’s hands. They were a sexy contrast to the rest of him. Not that he was small, but against his slender chest his hands seemed massive. He was lovely.


  Chuckling, Aubrey shook his head. “Nah. It’s understandable.” Sometimes he wished he could escape


  too.


  A frown marred Matt’s face, and he caught his bottom lip between his teeth. It was a bashful


  expression, but somehow so Matt it stirred Aubrey’s blood.


  Aubrey ran his index finger over Matt’s chin, encouraging him to quit abusing his lip. “What?”


  Releasing his lip, Matt shrugged. “Can I tell Logan we’re mates? He can be trusted, I promise. He’s


  great at keeping secrets, and I have a lot on him. He wouldn’t dare tell.”


  Aubrey touched the smooth expanse of Matt’s chest and watched the shadows play over it. His cock


  ached along with his heart. How could he not give into that request? It was a small thing and would


  probably make Matt feel better. Maybe it’d make up for Aubrey being an ass earlier. He was worried,


  hesitant even, because he didn’t know Logan and he didn’t want to take the chance of word getting out. But he also knew how things were between brothers. He’d been that close to his own brother once upon a time.


  Truth be told he was envious and a little jealous of Matt’s relationship with Logan.


  “If you want to.” Aubrey nodded without looking away from Matt’s chest.


  “Thank you.” The words were whispered with just a hint of admiration.


  Aubrey stroked his fingertips over the planes of Matt’s warm stomach. A shadow seeped across the


  back of his hand along with the rivulets of water running down the glass. The steady rhythm of rain


  mingled with their breathing, adding an erotic element. Aubrey caressed lower, knowing he shouldn’t.


  The covers over Matt’s groin tented, and the scent of his arousal filled the air. His breath hitched, and his legs moved restlessly beneath the covers. For several seconds he did nothing, just watched, then a moan escaped and he clutched Aubrey’s wrist. He didn’t try to dissuade Aubrey’s progress, only held on. He


  stared at Aubrey’s hand, even arching toward it as it edged under the covers.


  Aubrey could swear he heard the word please, but maybe it was his wishful thinking. However, there was no mistaking the tip of Matt’s prick nudging the back of his hand. As long as Matt didn’t protest, what was the harm?


  Aubrey pushed the covers down to Matt’s knees and ran his palm over the hard length of his mate’s


  erection. He took it slow, giving Matt plenty of time to object. When he didn’t, Aubrey took Matt’s cock in hand, squeezing the hot flesh. It flexed in his grasp, followed by a gasp and more arching as Matt gave in to
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  the sensation. He was sensual…hedonistic. It was amazing to watch. And Aubrey had always loved to


  watch.


  His mouth watered, and the urge to take Matt into his mouth was strong, but he didn’t. His body was


  on fire with yearning, but for now he was content to fulfill his voyeuristic streak and watch his mate bask in the pleasure.


  The dark color of his cock was such a contrast to Aubrey’s paler skin. Slowly he dragged his hand up


  over the hard column, and back down.


  Again, Matt gasped and lifted his hips. Matt’s eyes were closed and his mouth slightly parted. His


  tongue darted out and wet his lips.


  “That’s it, sugar. Gawd-almighty-damn you’re sexy.” Aubrey groaned and lay down beside him, his


  hand still caressing. He captured Matt’s bottom lip between his teeth then slanted his mouth over Matt’s.


  Wrapping his arms around Aubrey, Matt kissed him back. Just like the previous times, he became a


  wild thing, writhing and bucking, making his dick slide through Aubrey’s fingers faster. His tongue delved between Aubrey’s lips as a lusty sound escaped.


  Aubrey’s own body tensed on the edge of restraint, begging for satisfaction, but he ignored it in favor of pleasing his mate. There was no way they were going to keep from fucking much longer. Together their self-control flew out the window. It was a natural mating instinct and fighting it was futile. Surely Matt realized that. Who would’ve thought being with one’s mate would feel like this…so powerful.


  Matt pulled Aubrey until their chests touched and continued to feast at his mouth. It was amazing, but


  Aubrey had to see this gorgeous creature find his release. Breaking their kiss, he propped himself on his elbow and watched Matt’s cock slide back and forth in his hand. Matt twisted his upper body and followed, keeping his arms tangled around Aubrey, reluctant to let go.


  “Come for me, sugar.” Precome oozed out the slit, and the reflection of the rain rippled over Matt’s


  thrusting body. Groaning, Aubrey stroked faster, feeling his own balls pull tighter, aching. “Darlin’, you’re beautiful.”


  A whimper left Matt’s lips, and his breath grew even harsher. He clung to Aubrey’s neck, panting in


  his ear, and within seconds Matt’s body stiffened and his butt lifted off the mattress. Come spurted onto his stomach and Aubrey’s hand. It was breathtakingly stunning and naughty all at once. It made Aubrey want


  much more. He wanted to watch Matt thrash and beg as he fingered his ass, or licked his balls, or… Aubrey moaned. Oh man, the things he wanted to do to Matt…


  Releasing the spent prick, Aubrey came to his knees, ripping at his slacks. The rending of fabric


  sounded loud amidst their panting and the rain, but he didn’t care. He was ready to explode at any moment.


  Matt reached for him, but he batted his mate’s hand away. If Matt so much as breathed on him he’d come.


  When he finally got his cock out, it was nirvana. His hand felt good, warm and slick with Matt’s spunk.
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  “Oh, damn.” Just the thought of using his mate’s come as he jerked off had his cock throbbing even


  more. He squeezed and tugged, racing toward his orgasm, never taking his eyes off Matt’s splattered


  stomach and his flagging erection. Moaning, he watched Matt watching him.


  The lust-filled haze of Matt’s expression was as arousing as his spent cock and the streams of semen


  on his abdomen. Aubrey arched his hips into his hand. The sudden urge to mark his mate washed over him.


  Imagining his seed decorating that tanned skin was enough to send him over the edge. The overwhelming


  pleasure raced up his spine. His ass cheeks squeezed together, and he came with a drawn-out groan. The


  first spurt hit Matt’s hip. The second doused his prick. He leaned closer, making sure to mark his mate’s balls as well. Their scents mingled together, creating a new, more enticing smell.


  Matt gasped and squirmed closer. He actually lifted up until his balls touched the head of Aubrey’s


  dick.


  Matt would catch the significance of Aubrey coming on him, but at the moment he didn’t care. He’d


  deal with that later. He’d done it, and he couldn’t take it back now.


  Flopping down on the bed next to Matt, he shucked his boxers and pants. He tugged his shirt off and


  mopped the cooling semen from Matt before tossing it on the floor. “I think we broke your no-sex rule.”


  Pulling him close, Matt nodded. “Wait. Does that count as sex? I didn’t actually do anything.” The


  amusement in his voice said he knew it did. His leg and an arm slid over Aubrey, and his head nestled


  against Aubrey’s shoulder.


  Smiling, Aubrey wrapped his arms around the slim body and dragged the covers up over them. “If I


  say no, can we do it again?”


  Matt’s only answer was a giggle.


  Aubrey’s heart swelled. That giggle was going to be the death of him.
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  Today was a good day. Matt turned from his lunch and the cement picnic table to pack his English lit


  book away in his backpack. The sun was shining, he’d aced his first math exam, and he’d gotten off the phone with his brother thirty minutes ago. Best of all, his mate had claimed him, in a roundabout way. Oh boy, had he claimed him. The intensity of last night hadn’t surprised Matt. It was why he’d wanted to wait to get to know one another, but he didn’t regret what they’d done. If given the chance he’d do it again, especially now that Aubrey had marked him.


  “What’s that smile for?” Jordan murmured around a bite of pizza.


  Abandoning his backpack for a moment, Matt sat up. He’d almost forgotten that he’d gone to lunch


  with Jordan. “We’re going to Reynolds Hall today. I guess my wolf side is just anxious for some fun. I’m ready to hunt. It’s been awhile.” Which was true, if not the whole truth. The pull of the full moon energized him. And he couldn’t wait to see the plantation and meet Aubrey’s parents and pack. He was also going to get to hunt with Aubrey.


  Jordan nodded and picked up his Coke can. “I can relate. I’m feeling a bit restless myself. Nothing


  like a good run, is there? Is that why you’re skipping out early?”


  “Yep. It’s about a four-hour drive.” He took a bite of his pizza and adjusted his sunglasses. Too bad


  he couldn’t ride the Ducati to Savannah. “I’m supposed to pick Aubrey up at work and we’re heading out.”


  Aubrey had gotten Matt to drive the Lincoln and drop him off at work this morning. He’d shown Matt what buttons to push to give him directions to Aubrey’s office. Matt got a warm glow thinking about how


  Aubrey had put his reading glasses on to fiddle with the navigation screen. Who would’ve thought that


  glasses were sexy?


  “You’ve got that dazed look again.”


  Matt chuckled. “Just thinking about the car. There are a lot of cool features. It will give you gas


  prices, the weather report and even help you pick a restaurant.”


  Jordan swigged his Coke and laughed. “You’re a technology whore.”


  There was no denying that. “You should see my color identifier.” Matt grinned, remembering how


  much fun he and Aubrey had had with it the night before. Oompa-Loompa. Matt giggled.


  “Your what?” Smiling, Jordan raised his eyebrows.


  “It’s a little—”


  With Abandon


  Matt’s phone chimed, indicating he had a text. He dug into his pocket for his iPhone, eager to see the


  message. It was either Aubrey or Logan. Matt was happy to chat with either. It was probably Logan. He’d been concerned about Matt having to hide his and Aubrey’s relationship, but he’d understood.


  In his hurry to extract his phone, Matt didn’t get a good grip on it. As he pulled it free of his pocket, the phone flew right out of his hand. It hit the picnic table, skidded across it, flew onto the bench seat on the opposite side of the table and landed on the ground about a yard behind Jordan. “Oh crap.” To himself he mumbled, “Please don’t be broken,” hoping his phone listened.


  Jordan’s eyes got huge. He bit his lip to keep from laughing. Matt didn’t blame him. It was funny and an everyday occurrence with Matt—well not the phone, but other random acts of clumsiness. No doubt if


  Jordan stuck around he’d get as accustomed to Matt’s butterfingers as everyone else.


  “I got it.” Jordan set his piece of pizza on his plate and got up to get the phone. He bent and picked up Matt’s cell, hesitating just a moment before bringing it back. “It landed on the bottom. I don’t think it’s broke.” Handing Matt his phone, he climbed over the seat and sat down.


  Oh damn. He’d probably broken it. Whenever a text came through the screen lit up and showed the


  text for several seconds before going black again. It should still be on, but it wasn’t. Matt took the phone.


  “Thanks.”


  “Is it okay?”


  Matt pushed the button and the screen lit up. No scratches or anything. It appeared okay. “I think so.”


  He read the text. It was from Logan.


  ok, he’s your mate, u live together, y n hell havent u fucked him yet? whats wrong with u?


  Uh-oh. Had Jordan seen this? Nah, the trip across the table and the phone’s subsequent landing on the


  ground had turned the screen off. Too bad he couldn’t just tell Jordan too. Something told him Jordan would understand his frustration over having to hide his mating. Maybe he should tell Logan to be careful about what he texted next time anyway, just to be safe.


  “What?” Jordan asked. “You’re frowning.”


  “I am?” Matt glanced up. “Sorry. It’s nothing. Nothing I can talk about anyway. No big deal.”


  Nodding, Jordan smiled, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I understand.” He went back to his meal.


  Somehow he imagined that Jordan did. But he’d gotten to tell Logan and that made him feel good. Of


  course, now he also had to deal with Logan knowing. He didn’t know whether to be pleased or lecture his brother on morals. Logan had only found out and already he was working on getting Matt laid.


  Matt typed, What r u? my pimp? Not everyone is a sex addict. Seek help. He stuffed the phone back in his pocket and looked up to find Jordan watching him with an odd expression on his face. “What?”


  Jordan raised a brow. “You gonna be okay to drive? The pull of the moon getting to you?”
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  What? “Oh, you mean the phone flinging. Nah. I’m good. My middle name is klutz. And speaking of the moon, I should hit the road. Thanks again for lunch. I’m buying Monday.” He picked up his backpack


  and shrugged it onto his shoulder.


  Jordan stood up as Matt did. He held out his hand, and Matt slapped it and did the little clasp thing.


  He’d never had a friend he could do that with. Jordan smacked him on the shoulder. “You’re on. Take it


  easy, man. Have a good hunt.”


  “You too.” Matt picked up his trash and deposited it in the can at the edge of the courtyard on his way to the parking lot. How many strange looks would he get if he jumped up and clicked his heels together or maybe even whistled? Only he couldn’t whistle. Or more specifically, he couldn’t whistle the correct way.


  He sucked air in instead of blowing it out and, well, that had led to tons of jokes among his brothers. The fact that he was gay did not help lessen the teasing. Matt grinned. He had a great family.


  His good mood lasted all the way to the car, where a case of nerves bombarded him. What if Aubrey’s


  family hated him? What if the pack didn’t like him? Would anyone be able to tell that he and Aubrey were mates? Matt sniffed himself as he started the car. He didn’t smell any different.


  “Sync has connected to your phone and is reminding you that 911 assist is set to on.”


  “Holy cow.” Matt slapped his hand to his chest and chuckled. He’d forgotten all about the car talking.


  He scanned though the satellite stations and finally settled on the country one that Aubrey liked. Putting his seat belt on, he opened the moon roof and backed out. He set the navigation to Aubrey’s office and away he went.


  By the time he got to the Atlanta Buchanan he was giddy about seeing his mate.


  He pulled under the awning, past the valet parking attendant and texted Aubrey to let him know he


  was here. When Aubrey appeared, Matt jumped out of the car and ran around to the passenger side. It was all he could do to just wave and say hello.


  Aubrey had already changed out of his suit and was in a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. A tight black T-


  shirt that showed off the chiseled pecs and abs Matt had gotten to play with last night. He was absolutely drool-worthy, and Matt was beginning to think Logan was on to something with the whole sex thing.


  “Hey.”


  “Hey.” Aubrey pushed the sunglasses on top of his head down over his eyes. “I take it this means I’m


  driving?” He popped the trunk and put his laptop bag and work clothes away.


  “Yep. I’m going to play with the car.”


  Aubrey headed around to the driver’s side. “Why doesn’t that surprise me? How late were you getting


  to class?”


  “Only a few minutes.”


  Aubrey waved to someone before he slid into his seat. “I knew you’d be tinkering with the computer.”


  He chuckled.
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  The sound went right to Matt’s groin. Good grief, his mate was sexy. “Only a little.”


  After he shut his door, Aubrey rolled down Matt’s window and gazed over the top of his sunglasses at


  someone. “See you Monday.” He pointed his finger. “Stay out of trouble.”


  Matt turned and noticed Carson, also in casual clothes, headed toward them. Matt’s stomach


  plummeted to his feet, and an icy chill went down his spine. Aubrey had said Carson worked in Macon and they rarely saw one another.


  Carson walked over to the car and leaned down, placing his forearms on Matt’s door. “Me? Get in


  trouble?” He smirked at Aubrey, clearly flirting. “Would I do that?” He batted his lashes. Looking Matt up and down, he said, “Hi, Matt.”


  “Hi.” Matt’s throat was suddenly dry. Why had Carson’s voice gotten husky?


  “If you ever get tired of this bozo, give me a call.” Carson winked.


  Matt barely suppressed a gasp. Carson was coming on to him?


  Aubrey growled.


  “What?” Carson feigned innocence.


  Aubrey glared.


  It was like watching a tennis match, looking back and forth between them.


  “I was only playing.” Carson scoffed and lowered his voice to a whisper. “And you have to admit


  Matt and I would look pretty together.” He grinned at Matt. The mischief in his eyes helped put Matt at ease a little. Maybe he was just playing with Aubrey. It didn’t explain why he was here working with


  Aubrey though. “Think about it. I know you like to watch.”


  This time Matt was unsuccessful at squelching his gasp. Aubrey liked to watch? Had Aubrey watched


  someone with Carson before? The butterflies in Matt’s stomach ramped up a notch. Would Aubrey expect


  him to be with other people? Could he even hold Aubrey’s interest with his measly lack of experience?


  “Carson…” Aubrey warned.


  Carson chuckled. “Oh come on, where is your sense of humor?” He sobered and tapped Matt on the


  shoulder. “Sorry.”


  Matt nodded, not sure what else to do. What was proper etiquette when being teased by an ex-lover of


  one’s mate? At least Matt hoped they were ex-lovers.


  Carson said goodbye, and Aubrey pulled out of the hotel parking lot and rested his hand on Matt’s


  thigh. “Just ignore him.”


  The weight of Aubrey’s hand reminded Matt of last night, but he didn’t let it distract him. “I thought


  he worked in Macon?”


  “He did. I hired him to be my executive assistant to get him away from the mess he got himself into.


  Boskie is giving him problems.”
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  “Oh.” Matt didn’t know how he felt about that. He shouldn’t be jealous, but— “Why didn’t you tell


  me?”


  Aubrey caressed his thigh. “I just did.”


  


  


  Home, finally. The sense of relief and pride eased over Aubrey like a warm blanket. He’d known Matt wasn’t happy with him hiring Carson as his EA, but he didn’t know what to do about it. He wasn’t going to let Matt dictate his decisions. The sooner Matt understood how things were going to be, the better off


  they’d both be.


  “Whoa.”


  Matt’s admiration filled Aubrey with pride. Being here always brought forth a myriad of feelings. It


  pounded in the responsibility of caring for the mansion and its history, but more than that it soothed something deep inside him.


  He glanced over at his mate as he drove through the iron gates. It weighed upon him too, because as


  much as he wished otherwise, Matt could not be the mansion’s chatelain.


  “Whoa,” Matt repeated. “It’s amazing.” His voice took on the same timbre one used in a church or


  museum.


  Pulling himself out of his musings, Aubrey nodded. He promised himself he wasn’t going to dwell on


  what couldn’t be. Instead he’d share with Matt what he could. “It is. It makes me feel insignificant and like king of the castle all at the same time.” The stately mansion had been here for almost two hundred and fifty years and would likely be here many more centuries after Aubrey was dead and buried.


  As they drove up the oak-lined dirt drive, the house loomed in front of them with its big white


  columns.


  The look on Matt’s face was priceless. His gaze darted everywhere, his eyes wide with wonder. “Is


  everything original?”


  “What do you mean? Like the furniture and stuff? The actual house? The grounds?”


  “Yeah.”


  It wasn’t an answer. Aubrey chuckled. “The kitchen was added to the back of the house in the early


  nineteen hundreds, and a few of the outbuildings have been redone. The barn and stables out back are brand new, only about ten years old. Some of the slave quarters were torn down, but a few were saved for storage and guestrooms. Most of the main furniture is pretty old. Some of it’s been refinished, and other stuff has been updated. Like my bed. It’s almost two hundred years old, but I bought a memory-foam mattress last


  year. Obviously the claw-foot tub in my bathroom isn’t as old as the house, but it’s pretty old, like the late eighteen hundreds or early nineteen hundreds when the indoor plumbing was put in. I think the plumbing


  and electricity was majorly redone again in 1961. And we’ve had other things added, like the cable and
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  satellite. My dad put in bigger water heaters a few years back. My mom is trying to talk my dad into


  installing a heated floor in their bathroom.”


  “Whoa,” Matt said once again as they drove around the side of the house toward the detached garage.


  “I can’t believe you grew up here.”


  “Sometimes I can’t believe it either. It used to be a cotton plantation and my family’s sole means of


  revenue.”


  “When did it stop being a working plantation?” Matt asked.


  Aubrey smiled. He could talk about Reynolds Hall all day long. “In the late 1800s. My great-great-


  grandfather built The Buchanan to supplement income from Reynolds Hall after the Civil War. Eventually, the hotel made more money than the cotton, so Reynolds Inc. was formed and more hotels were opened.”


  “Why are the hotels called The Buchanan? Why not the Reynolds?”


  “Buchanan was my great-great-grandmother’s last name.” Aubrey pulled around back, waiting for


  Matt to get his first sight of the big weeping willows along the creek. He’d always loved laying out on the bank looking up into the willow trees. There was a big Spanish moss-draped oak, like out front, that was perfect for jumping into the water. This time of year there would be fireflies at night and crickets and cicada serenading you in the moonlight. Aubrey stopped, put the car in park on the side of the house and pushed the ignition button off. “Come on.”


  Matt got out and met Aubrey around the driver’s side.


  “Follow me.” He had the urge to grab Matt’s hand and pull him but didn’t. Shoving the car door shut,


  he took off running across the grounds.


  Laughing, Matt gave chase.


  Aubrey laughed too, hurrying past the back of the house, the rose garden and gazebo.


  Matt exclaimed “Whoa” again, over the garden fountain Aubrey assumed, but he didn’t stop. The


  clicking of their heels sounded on the cobblestones, then there was nothing as the path turned into lawn again. The clean country air was addicting. Had it been a month since he’d been here last?


  “Where are we going?” Matt asked as he caught up.


  Pointing to his favorite tree, Aubrey slowed his pace. They stopped a foot away from the creek.


  “Oh my God, it’s beautiful.”


  Aubrey shook his head and stepped in front of his mate. “You haven’t seen beautiful yet.” Resting his


  hands on Matt’s shoulders, he urged him to turn around. “This is the best view.”


  Matt gasped.


  The back of the house looked nearly identical to the front, with the wraparound upper and lower


  colonnade, but from this point of view the profusion of red, pink, yellow and white roses added to the


  splendor. Between the house and the jessamine-and-jasmine-covered gazebo sat the fountain. Its spilling water competed with the lullaby of the running creek. Past Aubrey’s car and a silver Jaguar—how had he
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  missed that? And who did it belong to?—was the south pasture where all six of their horses grazed beyond the whitewashed wooden fence. Aubrey peered around Matt to see his expression.


  His mouth opened and closed. A serene smile spread over his lips. He was beautiful. “I think I see why you and Keaton talk about this place like it’s a living, breathing person.”


  Aubrey just stared, unable to look away from the peaceful expression on his mate’s face. Aubrey


  rubbed Matt’s back. He wished he could give Reynolds Hall to Matt. To present it to him as his dad had


  when he’d brought his mom here for the first time.


  “Thank you,” Matt whispered, “for sharing this with me.”


  “Wait till you see it tonight.”


  “It’s better seeing it as a wolf?”


  “No, just different.”


  Matt nodded absently, still taking in his surroundings. He touched Aubrey’s hand on his shoulder and


  stepped back, turning.


  They were too close to the creek. “Matt. Wai—” Aubrey lost his footing and fell backward. He landed


  on his butt with a splash.


  Matt’s arms flailed, he gulped in a startled breath and landed in Aubrey’s lap. His upper body


  slammed into Aubrey’s chest, and his head hit Aubrey’s forehead, knocking them both flat on their backs.


  Unfortunately, the water dropped off after the first foot, and they went ass over teakettle into the waist-high creek.


  Aubrey came up rubbing his head, laughing. When was the last time he’d done something so


  graceless as to end up fully clothed in the creek?


  Popping up about six feet away, Matt spit out water. When the coughing subsided, he slapped a hand


  over his mouth, and his eyes widened. “Oh my God. I’m so sorry. Are you o—? Why are you laughing?”


  His wet hair lay limp against his forehead, concealing one eye. He brushed it back, still looking like he’d gotten caught with his hand in a cookie jar.


  Aubrey couldn’t help it, he laughed harder. It had been awhile since he’d gone swimming in the


  creek. This did constitute swimming, didn’t it?


  Looking down, Matt shook his head at himself and groaned. A small chuckle escaped. When he


  glanced back up, his eyes practically sparkled.


  Aubrey saw it coming—he’d been around his mate long enough to recognize the playful streak—and


  prepared to retaliate. He cupped his hands and splashed Matt just as he splashed Aubrey.


  In no time, they were engaged in an all-out water fight.


  Diving forward, Matt tackled him into the water. They went under in a tangle of arms and legs.


  Aubrey grabbed his mate, pulling him close.
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  When they broke the surface again, Matt clung to him, laughing. He looked so vibrant and alive with


  his head flung back and soaked to the bone. As he lowered his gaze to meet Aubrey’s, that adorable giggle escaped. As suddenly as it appeared the joyous sound ceased. Their eyes locked and everything else


  disappeared except for the warmth of Matt’s body pressed to his.


  Aubrey’s heart pounded so hard he swore he could actually hear it. Anticipation tingled in the pit of


  his stomach, and his prick took notice of Matt’s nearness at the same time his wolf senses did. The color faded from his vision, and his gums tingled. He must have leaned forward, because Matt closed his eyes


  and tilted his head, offering his lips.


  A door slammed, sending them scrambling away from one another.


  Aubrey’s heart thudded, his chest hurt and nausea settled into his gut. He couldn’t believe he’d let


  himself get swept away here in the one place he could never show affection for Matt. He swallowed the lump in his throat and blinked. He turned toward the sound, hoping against hope that they’d remained


  unnoticed.


  Boskie stormed out the back door of Reynolds Hall toward the silver Jag, whose presence Aubrey had


  let slip his mind.


  The hair on the back of Aubrey’s neck and arms stood on end. He’d like to have said it was from the


  chill of being in the creek and the soft breeze, but he’d only be kidding himself.


  Orin never even looked their way, but he did miss a step when he caught sight of Aubrey’s car. Which


  eased Aubrey’s mind a little.


  “Who’s that?” The heat of Matt’s body warmed his right side, and a hand lightly rested on his lower


  back.


  Boskie sped away, past Aubrey’s car and up the drive in a cloud of dust.


  “Orin Boskie.”


  “The guy who attacked Carson?”


  “One and the same.”


  “What’s he doing here?”


  That was exactly what Aubrey wanted to know.
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  “Boskie is a wolf?” Matt frowned. Why didn’t Aubrey just take up his issues with him instead of


  hiring Carson?


  “Yes.”


  “Does he know Carson is your executive assistant now?”


  Aubrey shrugged.


  “Did you try talking to him? Tell him to leave Carson alone?”


  “No. He’d think I was threatening him with telling his wife or something. He and I are sort of


  business rivals. He thinks I’m too young to take over the company. I think he’s an idiot. It’s better to just get Carson out of his reach like I did.”


  That made sense. It also helped Matt understand why Aubrey had hired Carson. He rubbed Aubrey’s


  back, trying to show his support as they watched the dust begin to settle from Boskie’s rapid departure. He had to hand it to Carson. He had good taste. Boskie wasn’t the old fart Matt had expected. “Well, I see why Carson slept with him.”


  Turning to look at Matt, Aubrey growled and glared.


  Matt smiled. Was that a little flair of jealousy?


  The back door slammed shut again, and Matt let his hand slide off Aubrey’s lower back.


  On the porch stood a man with mostly dark hair and a few streaks of gray. Was this Aubrey’s dad? He


  turned toward them with a sour look, then his eyes widened and a huge grin lit his face. Strolling toward them, he raised his hand and waved. “Aubrey. When did the two of you get here?”


  “About ten minutes ago. What the hell did Boskie want?” Aubrey started trudging out of the water


  with his hands balled into fists and his lips in an angry line.


  Matt followed, not knowing exactly what to do. He wanted to make a good impression on Aubrey’s


  family and here he was looking like a drowned rat, wallowing around in their creek.


  The tall man shook his head, and a no-nonsense expression crossed his face. “Later.” His nose


  twitched, and he turned his attention fully on Matt.


  Great. His nervousness was obvious, which made Matt even more nervous.


  Reaching out a hand, the man approached. His features softened into a smile.


  This was, without a doubt, Aubrey’s dad. They had the same smile and the accompanying twinkle in


  their eyes. The aura of power radiated off this man. He was an extremely strong werewolf, but that smile With Abandon


  made him approachable. “You must be Matt. Welcome to Reynolds Hall. I’m Howard Reynolds, Aubrey


  and Keaton’s dad.”


  Exposing his neck in respect, Matt shook the older man’s hand. “Thank you, Mr. Reynolds. It’s a


  pleasure to meet you.”


  “Please, call me Howard, Matt.” Unconcerned with Matt’s sopping state, he pulled Matt to him in a


  half hug and patted his back. “It’s a pleasure to meet you finally. Keaton has told me so much about you. I feel like I know you already.” Releasing Matt’s hand, he stepped back and his gaze raked over Matt and


  Aubrey. “What happened? Why were the two of you in the creek?” The amused expression was one Matt


  had seen often on his own father’s face. It was that expression that said he thought he knew what happened, but he was asking anyway, even though he didn’t expect a straight answer.


  A pang of homesickness hit Matt, but with it the trepidation left him. It was hard not to be at ease with the fatherly manner Howard exhibited. The same urge Matt got with his own father, the urge to make him


  laugh, niggled at him. So he answered exactly as he would if his dad had asked the question. “Aubrey


  pushed me in.”


  Howard threw back his head and laughed, his shoulders shaking.


  Aubrey sputtered. “I did not.”


  A giggle burst up inside of Matt and spilled over. The next thing he knew he was back in the water.


  


  Matt loved the Reynolds. To think he’d been worried seemed silly now. Being with them was like


  watching an episode of Leave it to Beaver. They weren’t as loud and rowdy as his family, but they loved each other and it showed. They were down to earth and fun. And there was Martha… Matt took up the spot


  she’d just vacated at the stove, stirring the sauce while she got more spices from the cabinet.


  “Matthew, if you don’t stop that I’m gonna swat you.” Martha shook her spatula at him for the


  dozenth time. Her tone said she meant business, but the smirk on her full lips and the gleam in her eyes belied the threat. If she weren’t such a tiny, loving thing, he might’ve been concerned, but the elderly black lady had practically smothered him with affection since the moment he’d showered and changed.


  “I can’t help it. I’m supposed to help.”


  “You are not, sugar.” Joanna patted him on the way to the refrigerator. “You’re a guest.” It was quite


  easy to picture Aubrey’s mom on the porch of Reynolds Hall in hoop skirts, with a lace fan and a mint


  julep. Aubrey and Keaton had both gotten their height and coloring from her. But Aubrey had also inherited her charm.


  Matt groaned. He didn’t feel like a visitor, even though they’d actually set him in the kitchen with


  cookies and milk when he arrived. Was this what it was like to have a mother? He had a mother, but she


  was way different than Joanna and Martha.
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  “Aubrey says you’re a fantastic chef.” Joanna pulled out a glass pitcher filled to the brim with tea and shut the fridge. “You can help cook next time.”


  Aubrey said that? “I’m going to hold you to it.” Grinning, he stole a homemade roll and took a bite.


  Mmmm…


  Martha laughed and popped him on the hand with her spatula. “You bad boy. You’re just like


  Aubrey.”


  Joanna bussed his cheek on her way out of the kitchen with the pitcher of iced tea. “He is not. He’s a


  sweetheart, more like my darlin’ son-in-law. He’s even pretty like Chay.”


  “Oh, good gawd. Is she singing Chay’s praises again?” Aubrey came in through the back door. He


  strolled past where Matt was perched on a barstool and swiped the roll right out of his hand. He looked gorgeous in his faded jeans that hung on his hips. The polo-type shirt appeared navy blue, but Matt


  wouldn’t swear to it. The color he saw really brought out Aubrey’s eyes though.


  “Hey.” Matt reached for the roll, but Aubrey smiled and stuffed the whole thing in his mouth. The


  way those pretty eyes flared a little as he made eye contact gave Matt a thrill of excitement. Nothing could come of it here with family around, but the fact that Aubrey wanted him went straight to his heart. Matt loved this playful side to his mate. He was so much more relaxed here than he was in Atlanta. It was odd, but he fit the image of laid-back country gentleman as well as he did corporate tycoon. His mate was a


  fascinating man. It was going to be hard not getting aroused this weekend.


  After a few chewing motions and a swallow Aubrey said, “Chay is such a suck up. Mom and Martha


  always take his side over mine and Keaton’s.” A few crumbs dropped onto Aubrey’s shirt, and he started


  chewing again.


  Matt wanted to kiss that smirk. He needed to stop thinking like that because his prick was all too


  aware of Aubrey’s nearness without the stray thoughts.


  “Aubrey Ian Reynolds. Are you talking with your mouth full?” Martha shook her head and clucked


  her tongue.


  Aubrey swallowed the rest of the roll without breaking eye contact with Matt. “Why do you even ask


  me that? You know I am.”


  Martha tried to clobber him with her spatula.


  Dodging, Aubrey laughed and dug into the big stainless-steel fridge, pulling out two beers. He handed


  one of them to Matt. His fingers lingered, brushing Matt’s palm.


  Oh man. He loved Aubrey’s hands. Matt closed his eyes and prayed for strength. He had to quit


  thinking like that.


  The saloon-style door between the kitchen and dining room swung open, and the scent of jasmine


  wafted by, jarring Matt out of his daze. As he tried to pull the tab on his can, Joanna snagged the beer and put it back in the fridge. She swatted Aubrey on the butt. “Matt is underage.”
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  “So? It’s not like he’s going to drive anywhere.” After opening his beer with a click and a pssft, Aubrey took a drink.


  “That may be, but his father is trusting us with his well-being and that does not include letting him


  break the law.”


  Matt wished he could tell her that it was now up to Aubrey whether he drank or not, but he didn’t


  dare. How would they react if they knew? Would they still welcome him as warmly?


  “Listen to your mama, Aubrey.” Martha nodded her agreement with Joanna and handed Matt a roll


  without looking away from the stove. “And stop stealing from this sweet baby, you rascal.”


  Preening, Matt stuffed the bread in his mouth just as Aubrey had done. He immediately regretted it


  because then he needed a drink. His mouth was dry and way too full. He could barely chew, and no way


  could he swallow. The awkwardness certainly took care of his impending erection.


  Noticing his predicament, Aubrey stuck out his tongue.


  Matt winced and pleaded with his eyes. Good grief, he felt like he would never stop chewing. That


  would teach him to be a smartass.


  Biting his lip to keep from laughing, Aubrey came to Matt’s rescue and handed him the beer. Just as


  soon as Matt was able to swallow, he handed it back, but not before Martha saw.


  She clucked her tongue at Aubrey again and retrieved a bottle of water out of the fridge for Matt.


  “I could get used to this. I kinda like him getting in trouble for everything,” Matt mused.


  Martha laughed. “Well, he’s usually guilty, so it’s natural instinct to get on to him.”


  “Hey. That’s not true,” Aubrey protested. “I’m an angel.”


  Joanna scoffed on her way into the dining room again. “With ten-foot horns. Come eat, boys.” As the


  door swung behind her, she called out, “Howard, get Thompson in here. Supper’s ready.” Matt liked how


  they treated the servants as part of the family. It said a lot about them.


  As they sat down to dinner, Matt glanced around the lavish dining room with a bit of trepidation. The


  silverware was probably real silver, the plates fine china and there were even candles on the table. How was he supposed to act? Dinner at home was a loud and often energetic event with everyone trying to talk at once. Their dad’s only rules at dinner were no arguing, no throwing food and no talking when your


  mouth was full.


  Aubrey pressed his thigh against Matt’s.


  When Matt glanced at his mate, Aubrey gave him a little nod and an encouraging quirk of his lips.


  “So, Matt, what are you going to do with a criminal-justice degree?” Howard asked. “Any specific


  plans? Keaton said you worked for Jake. Are you wanting to be a PI?” As before, his tone and the fond


  look served to ease Matt’s worries.


  “I want to be a police officer.”


  “Matt wants to be a homicide detective,” Aubrey said.
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  Using the toe of his shoe, Matt rubbed it against Aubrey’s leg and smiled.


  Aubrey frowned and shook his head, then seemed to notice he was doing it and hurried to take a bite


  of his mashed potatoes.


  Howard took a drink, studying both of them. When he noticed Matt looking, he grinned. “Why


  homicide? Won’t that be tough with the blood and stuff? Being a wolf, I mean.”


  Matt shrugged. “I’m pretty good at controlling my wolf tendencies.” He just wanted to catch bad guys


  and help people. Murderers were the baddest of the bad.


  Thompson leaned back in his chair a little, stretching his arm around the back of his wife’s chair.


  Martha’s husband was her exact opposite in everything but temperament. He was a huge white man with a


  bit of a beer belly. He looked like a biker, bald head and all. “I think it’s an admirable profession. Our sonin-law David is on the Macon SWAT team.”


  “Being a cop is dangerous work.” Aubrey waved his fork. “But at least in homicide Matt isn’t likely


  to get shot at.”


  “He’s a wolf, for crying out loud,” Martha offered.


  “A bullet to the head can kill even a wolf. I don’t want— Never mind.” Aubrey’s voice was clipped,


  then he clammed up and concentrated on his dinner.


  Howard cleared his throat. “Matt, how is your family? Have you talked to them since you’ve been in


  Atlanta?”


  Matt finished his bite of food and nodded. “I talked to my brother Logan just this afternoon. He says


  there is a cooties outbreak at Darren’s school. Darren just started pre-kindergarten and a girl kissed him at school yesterday. Now he has a case of girl cooties. He wanted to stay home this morning.”


  Everyone chuckled.


  Thompson shrugged. “Sounds reasonable to me. Kids get to stay home for chicken pox, why not


  cooties?”


  Matt nodded. “Unfortunately, Dad made him go to school.”


  “That’s just wrong.” Martha grinned. “Doesn’t your father know how contagious cooties are?”


  Howard laughed. “Just give him a few years. He’ll be complaining about the girls not kissing him.”


  “Very true,” Thompson agreed.


  Joanna shook her head. “If he looks like Matt, that won’t be a problem. He’ll have the girls falling all over him.”


  Matt took a drink of his tea. He did not want to discuss his sexual orientation. They had a gay son, so that shouldn’t be a big deal, but…yeah he didn’t want to talk about it.


  “Speaking of girls falling all over them…” Joanna gave Aubrey a pointed look. “When am I going to


  get to start planning a wedding?”
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  Matt tried not to squirm as Aubrey choked on his tea. Talk about being put on the hot seat. Matt


  couldn’t wait till the day they knew he was Aubrey’s mate, but until then…this was a conversation he


  wanted no part of.


  Aubrey composed himself almost immediately. Even his scent didn’t betray him. It was quite


  impressive. His recovery was so swift one might have completely missed his little cough and the strangled breath. He shrugged nonchalantly.


  Howard came to the rescue. “Joanna, leave the boy alone. Don’t rush him.”


  Her eyes widened and she cocked a brow at her husband, but she didn’t appear upset, only surprised.


  After a few seconds, Howard winked and she let it drop and went back to eating.


  The rest of the dinner passed mostly uneventfully.


  As they were getting up from the table, Howard caught Aubrey’s gaze. “Aubrey, go get the pack


  settled and come back. I want to talk to you in my office before we hunt tonight.”


  Nodding, Aubrey turned back toward the door.


  Matt pushed his chair in, ready to follow. A hand landed on his arm, stopping him. He turned, looking


  into Howard’s serious brown eyes, and a knot formed in his stomach. He hadn’t known Howard long, but


  he didn’t need to to read the expression. Matt swallowed hard and tried not to give his nervousness away with his scent.


  “I’d like to have a word with you, Matt.” Howard crooked his finger at Matt and turned to leave the


  room.


  Oh shoot, he knows. Matt’s stomach rolled. Okay, don’t be a dork, he can’t know. It’s something else.


  Matt forced himself to move. He followed Howard out of the dining room into another room. This wasn’t


  something he could avoid no matter how badly he wanted to. More than likely, it was his overactive


  imagination anyway. Howard probably wanted to welcome him to the pack officially and lay down some


  ground rules.


  When he stepped inside he recognized it as a study. It was masculine, dark woods and leather


  furniture. There was a bar, a big desk, a fireplace and French doors leading out onto the veranda. Even with the real threat of being banished or worse, he thought the room fit Aubrey to a T. It was an intimidating and comforting room all at once, depending on which side of the desk you were on.


  Taking up the place of importance, Howard slid behind the desk and motioned for Matt to have a seat.


  “Would you like a drink, Matt? I suppose given who you are I can offer you one. I seriously doubt my son will have a problem with it.”


  Shaking his head, Matt swallowed the lump in his throat and sat in one of the high-back leather chairs


  in front of the desk. “How did you know?” Had Matt done something to give them away?


  Howard shrugged. “I just do.”


  “This is where you warn me off and tell me to leave, isn’t it?”
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  Howard’s brow furrowed. “No.” The corner of his mouth lifted just a bit then lowered, like he hadn’t


  smiled at all. “This is where I tell you that I’m sorry, and I’m here if you need me.”


  What? Matt’s pulse sped up. “Sorry?” Oh God, why was he sorry? Was he going to kill Matt or something? Matt’s breath hitched and shuddered. Survival instinct had him checking his nearest exit,


  wondering how quickly he could get out those French doors.


  Jumping to his feet, Howard came around the desk. “Relax, Matt. You’re okay.” He knelt by Matt’s


  chair and caught his hand. Matt wanted to jerk it back, but he didn’t. He focused all his attention on the man before him. He didn’t sense any malice, but Howard was powerful enough Matt didn’t know if he


  would be able to sense it if Howard didn’t want him to. Keaton was this strong, and he was able to hide things because of it. Was his father the same way?


  Howard brushed a strand of hair from his forehead. “Good Lord, you really are young.” He patted


  Matt’s hand. “I’m sorry this is so hard for you. Give him time. He’ll come around, I promise, but if I know Aubrey like I think I do, it’s not going to be easy. Giving in gracefully has never been one of his strong points.”


  Matt tried to slow his breathing, but he didn’t let his guard down. “I— You— We—” He shook his


  head, wanting to smack himself to make his darned mouth work. It was difficult to concentrate.


  Letting go of his hand, Howard stood and crossed the room.


  Glass clinked against glass followed by the sound of liquid being poured.


  Howard returned and pressed a tumbler into his hand. “Take a drink.”


  Matt stared at the glass, wrinkling his nose at the strong alcoholic smell. “You are trying to kill me.


  Just like Aubrey. This stuff doesn’t agree with me.”


  Chuckling, Howard went back to his chair behind the desk. “I just want you to take a sip, not down


  the whole thing.”


  Matt took a sip. He couldn’t afford to offend. This time he barely even sputtered.


  “Talk to me, son.”


  The knot in his stomach eased some, and Matt blinked back tears. Was it possible that Howard wasn’t


  mad at all, but on his side? “Why?”


  “I love my boys, and I want them happy. I want them to have what I have with their mother.” He


  shrugged. “I admit I was a little upset when Keaton first told us he was gay. But after I found out about Chay it all made sense. And frankly, I’m glad. I don’t think there’s anyone who can handle Keaton as well as Chay does. God knows I’ve wanted to strangle him most of his life.” He leaned forward, putting his


  elbows on the desk. “It only took me a few minutes after meeting you to realize you’re perfect for Aubrey, and shortly after that I figured out why. You’re what he needs whether he knows it or not.”
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  Wow. Okay, this was weird. Matt had the urge to pinch himself to make sure he was hearing things right. He set the tumbler on the edge of the desk and ran his hands through his hair. This was a lot to digest.


  “You could talk to him. Surely your reaction is part of his worry. With the reaction over Keaton—”


  “No,” Howard said firmly. “He has to figure it out on his own. I’ve watched the two of you together. I


  can tell you know him well enough to know that. Mine and his mother’s blessing isn’t going to help. He


  knows we love and support him. He’d still beat himself up over it. He has to realize his happiness is more important than his sense of duty, or he’ll feel like a failure and make you both miserable. My son is a very proud and responsible man. He places more accountability on himself than his mother or I ever could.”


  Matt nodded. That was true, Aubrey took it upon himself to look after other people. Reynolds Hall


  defined Aubrey. It made him who he was. Everyone’s background influenced them to some degree, but


  with Aubrey nearly every motivation could be traced back to his proud heritage. He seemed to feel it was his purpose, but Matt wondered if Howard underestimated his influence.


  Howard smiled. “I’m not letting him, or you, off the hook by the way. I expect an heir, whether you


  adopt or use a surrogate.”


  “I—uh—” His mouth went dry and he had to take another sip from his glass.


  “Relax, Matt. You’ve plenty of time for that. Right now, I need you to do something else for me.”


  Something else besides have kids? Matt grew lightheaded. “Wh-what?”


  “I need you to be strong. I know you’re young, but I need you to stand up to him. Do not let him walk


  all over you. If you do, you’ll regret it, and it will take him even longer to come around. I’m not telling you to demand he come out and tell everyone. I think we both know what he’d do with an ultimatum, but you


  can’t let him push you around. You know that saying, give a man enough rope?” When Matt nodded,


  Howard continued. “I can assure you the person who came up with it didn’t know Aubrey. You give him enough rope and he’ll tie you to a chair with it.”


  Matt chuckled. That was true. Aubrey liked to do things his way, and he was conniving enough to


  take whatever advantage he had.


  “If you let him dictate everything, he’ll do it all your lives. Trust me on this. I don’t want you to lose yourself in trying to please him.”


  That never occurred to Matt, but now that he thought about it, it would be easy to do.


  Footsteps clicked on the wood deck of the veranda outside the office. Matt tensed and stared at the


  French doors. It didn’t smell like Aubrey, and Howard didn’t seem concerned.


  He stood and came around the desk again. Stopping beside Matt’s chair, he squeezed his shoulder.


  “Welcome to our family, son. I’m going to tell Joanna tomorrow, but let’s keep it between the three of us for now. Let Aubrey figure it all out on his own, okay? Trust me when I tell you if we rush him, he’ll resist, and it will get messy. I’m not trying to be mean. I don’t like hurting you, but I promise you that my advice will work.”
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  “I won’t tell. And thank you.”


  A shadow passed by outside, and the fear of getting caught niggled at Matt. Would Aubrey think he


  was plotting?


  Howard patted his shoulder before going to the French doors and opening them.


  A tall man with jet-black hair stepped in. Werewolf power oozed from him. “Good evening, Howard.”


  “Jarred, good to see you.” Howard slapped the man on the arm. “Come in. Meet Matthew.”


  When Jarred stepped into the room, Matt dismissed his worry over his mate, at least for the time


  being. He was pretty sure his mouth was even hanging open.


  Jarred, whoever he was, was breathtakingly gorgeous. The piercing eyes all by themselves were


  enough to captivate. But this man had way more than just amazing eyes. He had an angular, classically


  handsome face. He sort of resembled Rock Hudson when he was young. He even had the cleft in his chin.


  The man was easily as big as Matt’s former boss, Rhys, and the button-up shirt and jeans emphasized his build. There was also something familiar about him and not because he looked like the famous movie star.


  He came forward and offered his hand to Matt. “Nice to meet you, Matthew. Jarred Brandt.”


  Realizing he’d been staring, Matt jumped to his feet and shook the man’s hand. He automatically


  exposed his neck out of respect, but Jarred wasn’t any more powerful than he was. “Matt, please.” Brandt?


  “You’re Tara’s dad?”


  Howard was at the bar pouring another drink. “He’s also my Beta.”


  “I am, yes. For the moment anyway.” Jarred laughed. “I’m considering killing her and hiding the


  body.”


  “Uh-oh, what’s she done now?” Howard came forward, handing Jarred the glass he just poured.


  Oh no, did Jarred think Aubrey was his daughter’s mate? Nausea climbed its way up Matt’s throat,


  forcing him to take a deep breath.


  Jarred regarded Matt, then turned to Howard. “What hasn’t she done? She’s still refusing to go get her


  MBA. Yesterday she helped Megan rearrange my damned living room without my permission. And today


  before I left she and Ashley were intent on fixing my Mustang.” After knocking back all of his drink, he handed the glass to Howard. “I don’t know what the hell I’m going to do with her. She’s making me


  crazy.”


  Matt chuckled despite his worry. Jarred sounded exactly like his dad when he talked about Logan.


  Turning back to Matt, Jarred smiled. “You laugh, but just wait until you have kids. All three of my


  girls are—” He waved his hand absently.


  “Problem children?” Matt offered.


  “Yes. I love them, but…yes. I’ve decided their charm is a self-defense mechanism.”


  Howard slapped Jarred on the back. “Isn’t being a parent fun?”


  “No,” Jarred answered without hesitation.


  86


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  


  With Abandon


  The door from the study into the house opened. Matt’s cock tried to perk up, and if he hadn’t blinked,


  his eyes would have shifted.


  “Aubrey. Come have a seat. We have business to go over.” Howard returned to his desk and met


  Matt’s gaze. “Matt, why don’t you let Jarred introduce you to the rest of the pack?” He smiled a


  conspiratorial sort of grin and dipped his head.


  “Okay.” He turned to leave with Jarred, but Aubrey stopped him.


  Clutching Matt’s shoulder for a few seconds, Aubrey said nothing. He turned Matt toward him and


  stared. “I’ll meet you outside, okay? Stay by Jarred.” Slowly the corner of his mouth raised, and he winked at Matt.


  Just like that the tension eased. Everything might work out after all. “Okay.”
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  “I’m not kidding, son, watch your back with Boskie.”


  Aubrey paced toward the bar, swirling what was left of his cognac. Why couldn’t his dad keep whisky


  in the decanter? Hell, he wasn’t picky, even cheap whisky. He preferred it to brandy.


  Lord, he was on edge. He needed to get out and run, play with Matt. He wanted to show Matt the


  grounds as a wolf.


  “I made some calls before dinner and he’s trying to get the other board members to vote down your


  proposed renovations. So far he’s not having much luck, but it’s not something you should ignore.”


  “Goddammit.” After tossing back the rest of his brandy, Aubrey slammed the empty tumbler down on


  the bar and poured some more. “I knew he was going to be trouble.”


  “Why do I have a feeling this isn’t really about the renovations?” His dad’s chair creaked a little, and there was a soft thud. When Aubrey turned, his dad had leaned back in his chair and put his feet on the desk.


  “Because it’s not, it’s personal…or maybe it isn’t, I don’t know. He was hesitant about the plans I


  have for the hotels at the last board meeting. He wants to build another hotel. Which is just stupid in this economy.” Aubrey sat in the chair in front of the desk and took a sip of cognac. If he ran into Boskie


  hunting tonight, he might just bite the fucker.


  “I agree. I like the ideas you have. We need to get the chain into this decade. I can’t imagine why


  anyone would have a problem with updating the Wi-Fi and making it faster or whatever. Enlarging the


  gyms and renovating the bars is also smart. Why would Boskie oppose it? And why do you think it may be


  personal?”


  Aubrey set his glass on the desk and slouched back in his chair, letting his butt slide forward on the


  leather. “For one, he thinks I’m too young to run Reynolds Inc. He’s been very vocal about that.” Aubrey snorted.


  “Well, that’s ridiculous.” Dad’s voice became stuffy, almost snooty, as if he were offended. “It isn’t


  his decision, now is it? The company bylaws state the president picks his predecessor and when. How dare he pass judgment on you. Boskie can blow it out his ass.”


  Aubrey chuckled. “I’ll make sure I tell him that at our next board meeting. Mind if I quote you?”


  The corner of Dad’s lip twitched. “You cannot tell the man to blow it out his ass, Aubrey.” Dropping


  his feet, Dad leaned forward. “What else?”


  With Abandon


  “He’s having, or rather was having, an affair with someone at the Macon branch.”


  “Ah.” Dad picked up Aubrey’s cognac and contemplated it before putting it back on a coaster. “A


  pretty young woman no doubt. He’s always had a roaming eye. I still don’t see the connection. You didn’t threaten to tell Marina, did you?”


  Aubrey scoffed. “Oh hell no. I didn’t threaten to tell Marina.” Marina Boskie was a woman prone to


  tears and hysterics. She’d rake her husband over the coals if she found out he was cheating. Boskie


  deserved it, but that wasn’t Aubrey’s problem. “It’s a pretty young man actually. And Boskie didn’t just have an affair, he’s stalking now that Carson has ended it.”


  “Get the fuck out. Really?”


  Blinking away the surprise at his dad’s use of “get the fuck out”, Aubrey nodded. Dad spent too much


  time online chatting with Keaton and Chay. “Yeah, and I sort of hired Carson as my EA to get him away


  from Boskie.”


  Dad’s face scrunched up in contemplation. “I still don’t see why that would have anything to do with


  it. You didn’t confront Boskie?”


  “No. As far as I know Boskie has no idea that I even know about the affair.” Which was how Aubrey


  wanted it. And looking at it like that, his dad was right. There should be no reason for Boskie to act the way he had. But Aubrey couldn’t get over the way he’d stormed out the back door of Reynolds Hall this


  afternoon. Boskie had been madder than an old red hen.


  “Just watch your back.”


  “I always do.” Me, paranoid? Nah. Aubrey got up and stretched his hands over his head. Time to go find his mate. He grinned. What did Matt look like in wolf form? Had he shifted already, or was he waiting on Aubrey?


  “I’m not done with you.”


  Ah hell. Aubrey flopped back down in the seat. He wasn’t sure he could take anymore.


  “Did you remember that your mother and I are leaving early tomorrow morning for our cruise?”


  “Tomorrow?” He had the urge to ask if he could go too. It would be nice to get away, but he couldn’t


  afford to leave work right now.


  “You forgot. We’re going to Alaska for our anniversary, remember? Martha and Thompson are


  leaving tonight to go to their daughter’s in Macon. They’ll be back Sunday night, before they go on their vacation, so you need to lock up when you leave Sunday if they aren’t here.”


  He and Matt would have the whole place to themselves for two whole days. Matt could sleep with


  him in his room. He was actually anxious for his parents to leave. How wrong was that? “No problem.”


  Aubrey stood, holding back a smile.


  “Are you in a hurry?” Dad arched a brow, slightly amused.


  Damn. “Um, no?” Sitting back down, Aubrey tried not to look anxious.
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  “Good. There’s one more thing. I’m officially turning the pack over to you.”


  Son of a bitch. Just what he needed, more responsibility.


  “We’ll have a party to celebrate when I get back.”


  And that was that. Fuck.


  


  Being a wolf just plain rocked. The only thing better would be figuring out how to use his iPod in


  wolf form. That? Would kick serious butt. Well, that and escaping Jarred’s watchful eye. He took it to heart when Aubrey had told Matt to stay with Jarred. Tara was right, her dad was a stick in the mud—a gorgeous one—but a stick in the mud nevertheless. Matt had tried to go off with Corde and his friends, but Jarred wouldn’t let him. That was a bummer too, because Corde, Jason and Tanner were nice. Corde had even


  pulled Matt aside and thanked him for his advice.


  He had a lot on his mind after talking to Howard. For now Matt made the best of his captivity, as it


  were, but he yearned to go on a nice long run. Instead he waited for his mate and explored the garden.


  Aubrey was right. The place was different at night. It was magical. In human form, the gazebo was


  beautiful. But as a wolf, the smell of the honeysuckle vines climbing on it was intoxicating in its sweetness.


  There were wonders all over the garden. Closer inspection of the fountain revealed fish in the pool


  surrounding it. They smelled pretty good too. Only the thought of Martha clobbering him with a rolling pin or other kitchen utensils kept Matt from sampling the fish. It hadn’t taken Matt long to figure out that Joanna may be the hostess of Reynolds Hall, but Martha ran the place. He wanted to stay on her good side.


  Dipping his paw into the small pool, he batted at a particularly curious fish. Most of the other koi split as soon as he’d hopped up on the ledge. The wind blew just right to catch the spray on his face. He held his nose up and closed his eyes. Ah, nice.


  Not only were there crickets and the occasional wolf howl, but frogs, little pops from the fish coming


  to the surface, the tinkling of water cascading over the fountain and the soft roar of the creek. Leaves rustled as the trees blew in the breeze. It was easy to see why the Reynolds were enamored of this place.


  A horse neighed, and toenails clicked across concrete, bringing Matt out of his musings.


  Jarred paced past him like a prison guard on sentry. It wasn’t that he was unfriendly, not in the least, but he sure worried a lot and he was a stickler for rules. Matt couldn’t have that. Playing and interacting with Rhys, had taught him most wolves were pups at heart.


  Jarred wasn’t going to know what hit him. Waiting for just the right time when Jarred walked past,


  Matt slapped the pool surface hard. Water soaked his face and chest, but it rained down on Jarred too.


  He stopped mid-stride and stared at Matt. His jaw actually dropped and his eyes widened. Matt had no


  idea a wolf could manage that shocked expression but Jarred did. Added to the very human reaction, his


  head cocked to the side, betraying his lupine instincts as well. If Matt could’ve laughed, he would’ve.
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  Not giving the older wolf time to recover, Matt pounced on him. He landed right on Jarred’s back,


  knocking him down. At first Jarred just lay there, stunned, but when Matt bit his ear in play, Jarred


  growled. It wasn’t a mean growl but a good-natured one. He rolled and nipped at Matt anywhere he could


  reach. They tussled for a few minutes, and Matt took off around the fountain pool. He ran toward the


  gazebo, but he never made it off the cobblestone area.


  Jarred tackled him.


  They tumbled toward the grass, tangled together. When they finally stopped, Matt lay on his back


  with his paws in the air.


  Panting with his tongue lolling, Jarred stood over him. He made to leap but didn’t. His tail wagged as


  he pretended like he was going to spring again.


  This time, Matt got to his paws, waiting for the attack.


  Out of nowhere came Howard’s amused drawl. “I’m impressed, Matt. I didn’t think Jarred had it in


  him.” There was a husky laugh and he continued, “You’re going to be good for this pack and even better for Aubrey. He’s one of the wolves who needs to loosen up.”


  Startled, Matt gazed toward the voice. Howard stood on the back porch already a wolf and had spoken


  in his head. Keaton had mentioned his father could do that too. Matt glanced around to see if anyone else had heard him. Matt didn’t think so because Jarred was still ready to pounce. And Aubrey…


  Oh wow. Aubrey stood next to his dad in all his lupine glory. The same nearly white fur his younger brother had covered him from head to paw, but that was where the similarities ended. Aubrey wasn’t slim and dainty like Keaton. Even though he was still on the small side for a wolf, he was more powerfully built.


  His musculature was beautiful to behold. Whether Aubrey wanted to be Alpha or not, he was. The authority rolled off him. He may not be as strong as his brother or father, but he sure looked the part. Actually, he kind of felt the part too.


  Matt shook his head to clear it and to get the water off himself.


  Howard must have said something to Jarred, because he abandoned his ambush stance and turned


  toward the Alpha.


  Together, Howard and Aubrey came down the back steps into the garden. Howard strolled past, and


  Jarred fell in beside him. “Commence to shaking Aubrey up, Matthew. Be good and I’ll see you both when Joanna and I get back from our cruise.”


  Cruise? Matt would ask Aubrey about it tomorrow when he had a voice again. Something tickled his


  face, and the scent of his mate filled his head, making him dizzy.


  Rubbing up against Matt’s side, Aubrey kept walking, nuzzling his face on Matt’s for a brief moment.


  It was casual and tender at once.


  Matt’s stupid cock thought it was less casual and more tender though. He tried his best to ignore his


  errant body and followed his mate.
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  Aubrey was distracted. His tail and ears drooped. The pace he set was nothing like the energetic


  excitement Matt had seen earlier in the car. It was slow and measured, as if he didn’t much care where he was going. He wasn’t mad exactly, but he wasn’t entirely happy either.


  By the time they got to the trees, Matt had gotten his wayward body under control, but now Aubrey’s


  mood was seeping into him and he was getting melancholy.


  He couldn’t go on like this. He had to get his mate out of this funk.


  Aubrey stopped at a clearing and turned his head toward Matt.


  Matt seized the moment. With a playful growl, he caught his mate’s back leg in his mouth and shook


  it gently.


  Jerking his foot away, Aubrey stared at him like he’d lost his mind.


  Taking a few steps back, Matt put distance between them, just enough to get some speed going.


  One…two…he sprang, knocking Aubrey over.


  On his back, Aubrey contemplated Matt. At least now he didn’t look upset. He stared at Matt for


  several more seconds and licked his muzzle, actually making Matt’s lip flop with the force of it.


  Matt mentally patted himself on the back. Aubrey’s eyes were happy. It should’ve given Matt a hint,


  but it didn’t. Aubrey rolled, taking Matt down in the process.


  Blinking back his surprise at how quickly Aubrey reversed their positions, Matt tried to nip Aubrey’s


  chest.


  Aubrey covered Matt’s neck with his mouth and let out a growl. It wasn’t a hard bite, but it showed


  dominance all the same.


  Out of instinct, Matt stayed perfectly still…for about three seconds, then he jerked away and wiggled,


  trying to get to his feet. Since Aubrey’s legs were bracketing Matt, he fell. They ended up careening down a small slope, angling for a good hold of each other with their teeth. It ended with them crashing into a tree.


  They lay side by side, panting.


  After that the mood became more companionable. Aubrey led Matt around the property, showing him


  points of interest. There were old slave cabins, an old mill, a barn and lots of cool hiding places in the brush and trees. Every thirty feet or so they’d run for a bit, play chase and wrestle. They occasionally met up with other pack, but went their separate ways after a while. It was one of the best full moons Matt had ever spent. He loved the south. He could see himself staying here, not just in Georgia, but here at Reynolds Hall with Aubrey. Would it always be like this here? Was it the place or the company?


  Matt looked up, searching for a star to wish on. Aubrey made him feel special, like he belonged,


  because he was him, not because of what he did. His brothers would laugh at him for his romanticizing, but he didn’t care. He didn’t want to give this up.


  92


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  


  With Abandon


  Matt continued to gaze up at the sky and…the tiny twinkling lights? Ooh! Those lights moved. He tilted his head, trying to get a better look. Something zipped right past the end of his nose. Lightning bugs.


  Oh cool. He’d never seen them before.


  A quiet bark, a hey, over here kind, came from beside him.


  Aubrey stood with his front foot out from his body a little, staring at it. Catching Matt’s gaze, he


  yipped and bobbed his head.


  Oh no, had Aubrey hurt his foot somehow? Matt moved closer. Leaning against his mate, he tried to


  offer comfort. But Aubrey was no longer staring down. He was staring at Matt. The awareness tingled


  down Matt’s spine.


  Slowly, Aubrey lifted his paw. On the ground was a tiny lightning bug. It stayed there stunned long


  enough for Matt to get a good look at it. Its whole backside flashed light. Amazing. He nudged it with his nose, and it flew. Matt watched until it disappeared from sight.


  He turned his head and came nose to nose with Aubrey. Matt wanted to hug him and tell him thank


  you. Holding his mate’s gaze, Matt hoped Aubrey saw his appreciation.


  Closing his eyes, Aubrey rubbed his muzzle along Matt’s and walked away.


  Matt trailed after him. For as long as it took, he’d wait for Aubrey to claim him. He’d follow this man anywhere he led.


  


  The next morning something between Matt’s legs nestled up against his balls from behind. Oh no. It dawned on him what that something was, and he scrambled to move.


  A firm arm held him in place.


  Matt opened his eyes, looking for witnesses.


  “Stay. We’re alone. Mom and Dad left for their cruise, Martha and Thompson took off for their


  daughter’s house and all the pack’s cars are gone.” Aubrey’s voice was husky with sleep. He kissed the back of Matt’s neck. “Besides, where we are, we’d see anyone coming before they saw us.”


  Matt relaxed marginally. They were beneath a weeping willow tree and mostly covered by its long,


  swaying branches. It was very cozy, like being in a private cocoon. The tilt of the tree and the slope of the ground made it a perfect hiding place. The bottom part of the columns on the mansion were visible. But


  because of the incline under the tree, they were likely hidden from view. Regardless, Matt didn’t want to be the cause of someone finding out about them. He knew Howard was right, it would be best for Aubrey to


  tell everyone in his own time.


  Another kiss landed on his nape. “Relax.” Aubrey rubbed his belly. “We have the whole place to


  ourselves until we go back to Atlanta.”


  The heat of his mate against his back was nice. Thinking about them being alone here was exciting.


  Matt closed his eyes and enjoyed the smooth glide of Aubrey’s palm on his stomach, hip and chest. He was
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  already hard, but the soft caresses made him ache. Reaching back, he stroked Aubrey’s thigh, as little


  kisses, licks and bites trailed across his neck and shoulders. It would be wonderful to wake up this way after every full moon.


  Aubrey’s cock flexed against Matt’s balls.


  “Mmm…” Matt shivered. Aubrey’s hand was everywhere but where Matt wanted it. He rolled his


  hips to give his mate a hint.


  Aubrey chuckled against Matt’s shoulder in between kisses. The rough sound brought goose bumps to


  Matt’s arms. “What do you want, sugar?”


  You. Ignoring the flutter in his stomach at the immediate reaction, Matt tried to decide if it were true.


  Did he want things to go that far this fast? They’d already been intimate, and it seemed to have made them closer, if last night was anything to judge by. He belonged with Aubrey. “Make love to me?”
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  Oh man. Aubrey closed his eyes and prayed for patience, trying desperately not to let the scent of his mate get to him any more than it already had. His prick was so hard it was painful, and it had nothing to do with morning wood. There was no doubt he shouldn’t do this, but he was going to. It was a punch to the gut the way Matt had whispered “Make love to me” in such a shy voice. It should’ve been corny as hell,


  because who actually said that outside of movies and books? But it wasn’t. It was so Matt. The wording alone should have Aubrey running for the hills, but this would be his one and only chance to do this here, at home. He wanted the memory. He needed it for all the lonely years ahead of him.


  Aubrey patted Matt’s hip and got to his feet. “Come on. We need a shower.” He offered Matt a hand.


  Matt blinked up at him. It took only a matter of seconds for that bewilderment to morph into hurt.


  He’d misunderstood. Pushing himself to his feet without assistance, Matt looked everywhere except at


  Aubrey.


  That would never do. Aubrey grabbed his hips and pulled him close. Before Matt had time to move


  away, Aubrey slanted his mouth over Matt’s.


  It took a second, but Matt kissed him back. His arms wrapped around Aubrey’s waist, and his body


  pressed close. Pushing little moans into Aubrey’s mouth, he hungrily took over the kiss. His prick branded Aubrey’s stomach.


  Aubrey traced his tongue over Matt’s teeth and his bottom lip. Had anyone ever tasted this sweet or


  reacted with as much abandon? He loved how Matt just went bonkers when touched. Matt had a shy streak,


  but you’d never know it by the way he acted once you got him going. Aubrey wondered if he was the only


  one to see this side of his mate. He’d never dared to ask about Matt’s experience. If Matt had a string of old lovers… The thought bothered Aubrey. What could he say? He was a possessive bastard. Or maybe he was


  just a bastard, because after Matt went back to New Mexico, Aubrey wanted him to remain celibate. If Matt was a virgin, he didn’t want to know that either, especially if Matt had saved himself for his mate. Because how shitty was it that Aubrey would gladly take that honor and not give a commitment in return?


  Groaning, Aubrey broke the kiss before his conscience ruined things. “Come on, we stink.” He caught


  Matt’s hand and tugged him toward the house.


  From behind him came a loud sniff, making Aubrey chuckle. “Trust me, we do, and we aren’t getting


  into my bed smelling like wet wolves.”
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  “Technically we aren’t wet right now, but if we get in the shower…” Matt’s amused voice trailed off


  into that adorable giggle.


  Lord have mercy, Aubrey’s stomach tensed in anticipation. He quickened his pace. The sooner he got


  Matt inside, the sooner they could fuck.


  Crossing the lawn butt naked with a hard-on while holding another man’s hand was a bit nerve-


  wracking. Even knowing no one was around, Aubrey opened his senses, listening, smelling and looking


  everywhere. A pang of resentment hit him. It was a useless emotion, but he couldn’t help it. It sucked having to be so paranoid.


  As if sensing his thoughts, Matt squeezed his hand. Lord, he was something.


  Aubrey opened the back door and stepped aside for Matt to enter first. He let go of Matt’s hand and


  locked them in. When he turned back, he was rewarded with a great view.


  Matt had such a perfect ass. Hell, who was Aubrey kidding? Matt had a great everything. Aubrey


  wanted to bend him over the kitchen counter and fuck him silly. Maybe they could try that later. He shook his head to clear it of the images that brought forth. Bed first, Aubrey. Focus. He needed a shower, a bed, some lu— Son of a bitch, he didn’t have any lube here. “Go on to my bathroom and start the shower.”


  “Where’re you going?” Matt swiveled and ran his fingers down Aubrey’s arm.


  Goose bumps radiated out from the touch, and a small shiver racked his body. He closed his eyes and


  sighed. If just a touch could do this, what would it be like when they actually had sex? It was a scary thought. “I’m going to lock up the rest of the house.” He kissed Matt and patted his butt. “Go.”


  He watched Matt’s fine ass all the way out of the kitchen and headed toward the front door. It was


  already locked, so he started up the steps. He’d search Keaton’s room. His brother-in-law, Chay, was the king of lube. The last time Aubrey had stayed at their house he found the stuff stashed everywhere. Keaton had jokingly said he was going to buy stock in K-Y. After Aubrey had found a bottle on the shelf in the laundry room with the detergent, he’d thought maybe his brother was on to something.


  Bypassing his brother’s nightstand, Aubrey went right to Chay’s side of the bed. The water turned on


  down the hall, and the image of Matt wet and naked popped into Aubrey’s head. He moaned and flung the


  drawer open.


  Chay’s top nightstand drawer held two tubes and four bottles, three of them flip-top, the other one a


  pump. Rolling his eyes, Aubrey took the pump bottle. Maybe he’d buy stock in lube companies too.


  In his room, he set the borrowed lube on the nightstand and headed into the bathroom. His erection


  had dwindled during his search, but the sight that greeted him hardened him right back up. It had his pulse ringing in his ears too. The image in his head hadn’t compared to the real thing. This picture would be branded in his brain every time he stepped into the bathroom.


  Matt stood in the glass shower enclosure in the corner facing away from Aubrey. A line of bubbles


  trailed down the middle of his back to the cleft in his ass. The lean muscles in his shoulders and arms 96
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  rippled as he washed his hair. Best of all, he was humming a song. Every few notes he’d shake his butt just a little.


  Only Matt. Torn between watching the show and joining his mate, Aubrey smiled. He never wanted this to end. What if there was a way he could keep Matt? Could he be convinced to go into business instead of criminal justice and become a partner? Or maybe he could persuade Matt to go into agriculture and they could turn Reynolds Hall back into a working plantation. Matt would live here and be waiting every time Aubrey came home.


  And when you marry? What then, idiot?


  As if sensing his presence, Matt turned. The front view was even better than the back. A beatific,


  butterfly-inducing smile lit his face. He held Aubrey’s gaze and dipped his head back in the water to rinse.


  Suds ran down the middle of his chest, bisecting his stomach. They collected briefly in the black pubic hair before separating into two rivulets as they reached his cock.


  Aubrey strode forward. Figuring out what to do about their future could wait.


  Matt’s erection stood out from his body, taunting Aubrey. He knew what it felt like in his hand.


  Would it fit as perfectly in his mouth? His mouth watered just thinking about it. He wanted to try


  everything with Matt over and over again. It was unsettling and exciting. This infatuation couldn’t last, could it?


  Opening the door, Aubrey stepped into the heated spray.


  “Hi.” Closing his arms around Aubrey, Matt rubbed his back.


  The soft touches felt good, and Aubrey arched into them. He ran his hands down Matt’s stomach and


  around his hips, petting the smooth skin. “Hi, yourself.” He pressed them tighter together. Because of their height difference, Matt’s prick mashed against Aubrey’s stomach. It was nice but not enough. He


  maneuvered Matt until he could squash his own cock against Matt’s thigh. Oh, yeah that was better. It put a little pressure on his balls too, just enough to edge up his desire. Damn, he was so turned-on it was a wonder his legs were holding him upright.


  Matt didn’t help matters any. He squirmed, rubbing their bodies together as his mouth found


  Aubrey’s. The sound of wet skin slapping and Matt’s grunts surrounded them.


  They kissed for several seconds, both exploring and gently caressing. It wasn’t a rushed kiss or as


  intense as the other times. This was a seductive melding of mouths. Of two souls. Aubrey groaned. Good Lord, what the hell was he thinking? Breaking their kiss, he opened his eyes.


  The look of pure, relaxed bliss made Matt even more beautiful. Which was no easy feat since Matt


  was almost ridiculously pretty. After running a finger down Matt’s cheek, Aubrey forced himself to turn away and toward the spray. His stomach tied up in knots. It was an odd feeling to have at a time like this.


  Wanting to fuck was one thing. This was something entirely different. He grabbed the shampoo and
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  washed his hair. He shouldn’t be this off kilter. It was just sex. He’d been doing it since he was sixteen. So why did it feel like it was? The need to analyze this new reaction was as scary as the feeling.


  Matt’s hands ran over his back. “Did I do something?”


  “No.” Turning his head, Aubrey smiled and gave what he hoped was a provocative waggle of his


  eyebrows. “I just want to hurry and get showered. This stall is way too small to start anything. For what I have in mind we need the bed.”


  Matt blushed and his eyes bled out into canine eyes.


  Damn, that was hot. Aubrey’s muscles tensed, making his cock jerk. He nipped Matt’s chin. “That


  isn’t going to help me wash any faster.”


  “What?” Matt’s voice came out as a whisper.


  “Your eyes shifting like that.” Aubrey couldn’t seem to take his gaze off Matt’s face. The wolf eyes


  added a mystical element to his loveliness. It reminded Aubrey of their bond. His own vision blurred.


  “Good gawd, sugar.” He kissed Matt’s nose and turned back to rinse his hair.


  As Aubrey was soaping up with a mesh sponge, Matt grabbed his ass. He squeezed and caressed,


  petting all over. It was the first time he’d really touched Aubrey. Aubrey loved his mate’s hands on him.


  Pretty soon Matt’s arms wrapped around Aubrey, and Matt’s chest nestled against Aubrey’s back. The


  warmth and the firmness of his body were intoxicating. The head of his cock hit right in the small of


  Aubrey’s back. Matt’s hands never stopped moving. They continued around to the front, fondling Aubrey’s prick hesitantly.


  “Oh fuck.” Aubrey arched into his mate’s hand. He closed his eyes and laid his head back on Matt’s


  shoulder.


  Matt tightened his grip, getting more aggressive. His breath panted in Aubrey’s ear.


  Aubrey couldn’t take any more. Turning off the water with one hand, he freed his dick from Matt’s


  fist with the other. He opened the door and nudged Matt out of the shower. When he grabbed two towels


  and tossed one to Matt, it hit him right in the face and slid down his body.


  Blinking, Matt stood there dazed. It was adorable and bothersome all at once. He seemed so damned


  guileless standing there dripping wet, with wolf eyes and an erection. No one should look innocent with a hard dick. “Matt, dry off.”


  “Oh yeah, okay.” He nodded but made no move to grab the towel at his feet. Instead he watched every


  move Aubrey made. Aubrey swore he could actually feel that gaze on his skin.


  He was about to bust. Aubrey finished toweling off and dried Matt too. “All right. Bed.” He pushed


  Matt between the shoulder blades to get him moving. If he didn’t get this gorgeous man horizontal soon, he was going to go stark raving mad.


  Matt wandered into the room, pausing at the side of the bed as Aubrey climbed onto it. He bit his


  bottom lip. “Is this a good idea?”
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  Oh no. He was having doubts now? Aubrey kept his face blank, but it wasn’t easy. He wouldn’t pressure his mate, but he didn’t want to stop.


  “I mean the bed. Is it a good idea?”


  What? Where did Matt think they were going? “Yeah, it’s fine.” He patted the mattress next to him.


  Matt crawled onto the bed beside him and lay on his side facing Aubrey. “You said the bed is over


  two hundred years old. It’s like part of history.”


  Aubrey grinned and pushed Matt onto his back. “Sugar, the whole house is part of history. We aren’t


  going to hurt the bed. I’ve slept in it for the past thirty years, or near enough.” He’d used a baby bed for a year, which was every bit as old as this bed, but he didn’t want to get into antiques at the moment.


  Matt licked his lips and his gaze fastened on Aubrey’s mouth.


  “Mmm…” Aubrey kissed him and scooted against Matt’s side. It was like getting shocked from static


  electricity. That more than anything said this was not normal, casual sex. This was something altogether different.


  His hand found its way down Matt’s torso until it encountered the leaking tip of Matt’s prick. In


  response, Aubrey’s teeth grew to their wolf fangs. His entire body became supersensitive.


  Abandoning their kiss, he propped himself up on his elbow and watched more precome ooze from the


  slit in Matt’s cock as he dragged his hand upward.


  Matt’s belly flexed. “Oooh.”


  Yeah, ooh. He had to know what his mate tasted like. “Be still, okay?” He ran his tongue over his canines and scooted down the bed, making sure Matt knew why he didn’t want him to move.


  Swallowing so hard his Adam’s apple bobbed, Matt nodded.


  Aubrey’s lips closed over the head, and the tangy taste of Matt exploded on his tongue. Goodness,


  Matt even tasted better than other men. He was going to be a hard act to follow. Rasping his tongue over the tiny slit, Aubrey took his time laving Matt’s cock. He was going to savor this as long as he could.


  Matt’s legs moved restlessly, and his head and shoulders came off the mattress. “Oh God. Oh God,


  ohmigod.”


  Taking the tip into his mouth and sucking it, Aubrey got to his knees. He needed leverage. He wasn’t


  planning on turning loose of this lovely piece of meat anytime soon. It felt good in his mouth, warm and smooth. Using one hand to hold himself over Matt, he used the other to play with Matt’s balls. Oh, they were tight. Someone was close. Aubrey backed off a little, wanting this to last for both of them.


  Matt tangled his fists in the covers, bunching them. His whole body arched, pushing his dick to the


  back of Aubrey’s throat.


  Aubrey swallowed, and Matt’s legs trembled. This was going to be over in no time if he didn’t stop.


  Damn, he didn’t want to stop. Sitting up between Matt’s spread thighs, he continued to play with Matt’s balls. “What do you want to do, sugar?”
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  “Anything. Everything. Whatever you want.” Matt rocked his head side to side. He squeezed his eyes


  shut as if he was in pain, and his fangs peeked out from under his top lip. He probably was in pain, or uncomfortable at the very least, from holding back. But the release would be so much sweeter for the wait.


  Aubrey chuckled and ran his other palm up Matt’s thigh. He lifted Matt’s balls and traced his finger


  down, pushing between Matt’s cheeks until he touched the tiny opening. Oh God, he really wanted to look, but he kept his attention on Matt’s face, carefully trying to gauge his reaction.


  Matt met his gaze. His eyes flared for a brief second and closed. His head lolled back.


  As badly as Aubrey didn’t want to know, he suspected that Matt was indeed a virgin. Once again his


  conscience tried to make an appearance, but Aubrey squelched it. He’d go slowly just in case. “Talk to me, Matt. What do you want to do? Do you want to fuck me? Or do you want me to do you?”


  “I don’t care.”


  “That’s not an answer, darlin’. Tell me.” Aubrey pushed the tip of his finger inside Matt’s body.


  Moving toward the intrusion, Matt moaned and snapped his eyes shut. His lips parted. He didn’t act


  like this was new to him.


  Aubrey’s balls pulled tighter as the ring of muscle around his finger contracted and released over and


  over. “Matt?”


  His eyes flew open. They were lupine and unfocused, dazed with passion. “You. I want you.”


  It wasn’t an answer, but Aubrey removed his finger and released Matt’s balls. Tapping Matt on the


  inside of the thigh, he dipped his chin toward the nightstand. “Hand me that.”


  Matt blinked, focusing on him. He turned his head and found the bottle, staring at it for several


  seconds. Whether he was debating letting Aubrey use it on him or trying to figure out what it was, Aubrey didn’t know, but finally Matt grabbed it. “Here.” Matt handed him the lube.


  His voice was so soft Aubrey thought he might have imagined it and only read his lips. Staring into


  the fathomless dark-blue wolf eyes, Aubrey took the bottle and squirted some on his fingers. “Bend your knees and put your feet on the bed.”


  With his chest moving in quick shallow chops, Matt obeyed.


  Aubrey pushed Matt’s feet closer to his butt, exposing Matt’s balls and the dusky opening. A moan


  slipped out of Aubrey. He gripped his own prick and took a deep breath to calm down. Inserting his slick finger into Matt’s ass, he watched the little hole swallow it. What a sight. A drip of precome slid down Matt’s engorged prick.


  Pulling back out, Aubrey marveled at the tight grip. His cock was going to feel good inside that snug


  ass. Oh damn. His impatient erection slapped against his belly, leaving a wet spot.


  Matt whimpered and moved his hips, grinding himself on Aubrey’s finger. Matt remained rock hard


  and leaking. It eased Aubrey’s mind.
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  Watching Matt’s ass, Aubrey stroked himself. It wasn’t long before he had to let go of his dick. He


  dipped forward and took Matt’s cock into his mouth as he eased another digit inside.


  Matt bucked up, shoving his prick deep into Aubrey’s throat. It took some quick adjusting on


  Aubrey’s part to keep his teeth from catching on that velvet smoothness.


  “Careful, sugar. Fangs,” Aubrey reminded him.


  “Yeah.” Matt nodded repeatedly. His eyes closed. “Yeah, careful.”


  He might as well not have spoken because Matt continued to thrust up into his mouth. He was


  gorgeous when he went all crazy like that, but it was a good thing Aubrey had lots of practice. He smiled around Matt’s cock and opened wider to keep from snagging the delicate skin. Taking advantage of Matt’s intense arousal, Aubrey pushed another finger into Matt.


  The muscles clenched down on Aubrey’s fingers, and Matt froze. His breath hitched. The sweet


  sounds that had left him seconds ago ceased, but his erection never faltered.


  When Aubrey glanced up, Matt was watching him. Pulling away from his mate’s prick, he licked it all


  the way to his balls. “You all right?”


  The muscles in Matt’s torso relaxed a little at a time. He nodded and laid his head back down. His ass


  relaxed its death grip on Aubrey’s fingers.


  Oh yeah, that’s it, sugar. Aubrey lay down to get a better view. The soft fuzz on Matt’s balls tickled his nose. The scent intoxicated him, and he wanted to wallow in it. Rubbing his face against the soft sac, Aubrey licked. He kissed Matt’s thigh. It gained him a shiver and an anxious pant. He smiled against Matt and moved back to watch his fingers fucking his mate’s asshole.


  Angling his fingers up, he rubbed them across Matt’s prostate. He’d see if he could really make that


  pretty dick leak.


  “Oh God.” Matt’s hips arched up, and his shaft jerked, oozing come onto his belly. He grunted with


  every thrust of his hips. His movements grew frantic and erratic. At the moment, his world seemed to center on feeling.


  Aubrey had to give his cock a good squeeze. As lovely as the sight was, they were both about to go


  off any second. He got to his knees and smeared a generous amount of lube on his cock. Before he second-guessed himself, he lined up and sank into the tightest ass he’d ever felt.


  “Damn, sugar.” He eased in until his balls and the tops of his thighs rested against skin.


  “Uh-huh.” Matt’s gaze met his, and everything seemed to freeze.


  The deep blue of Matt’s eyes swallowed Aubrey in just as surely as his body had. The mix of


  emotions was laid bare for him. There was something besides pleasure in that stare. Something Aubrey


  didn’t want to look too closely at, something that scared him to death. In that instant he could swear Matt saw right down to his soul. And whatever he saw, he liked…a lot. A shiver raced up Aubrey’s spine. He


  had to close his eyes and catch his breath. Distance. He needed to distance himself.
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  But before he could throw up any mental barriers, Matt’s hand cupped his jaw, urging him down.


  He was so lost. Aubrey went without hesitation. Like falling in a dream, he kept going and going. It


  was terrifying, but exhilarating too. He opened his mouth, but he didn’t kiss Matt. He nuzzled Matt’s cheek with his, trying to make everything slow down. He kept his face against Matt’s, willing his world to stop spinning.


  Stubble scratched his cheek and lips. Matt hugged him and rooted around until he managed to get


  their mouths together. He licked and bit at Aubrey’s open lips, begging to be kissed. The entire time his body held Aubrey tight, keeping him on the edge of overwhelming pleasure.


  Relenting, Aubrey turned into the kiss. He learned the inside of his mate’s mouth, caressing and


  tasting. This time the moan was his. He was awash with sensation. Matt’s cock jerked against his stomach, and his ass contracted around Aubrey.


  Aubrey couldn’t take any more, he had to move or go crazy. The sex he could handle, but the gentle


  kisses and caresses melted him.


  Matt touched him everywhere. He brushed his lips all over Aubrey’s face and neck. “Aubrey.”


  Catching Aubrey’s face in his hands, Matt forced him to make eye contact.


  When Aubrey did, he could no longer ignore what it was he’d seen, what he saw now. All the love


  and admiration on that young innocent face was nearly his undoing.


  Matt opened his mouth again to speak.


  Aubrey knew what was coming, and God help him he wanted to hear it, but his conscience wouldn’t


  let him. His self-preservation kicked in. Sitting up, he did the only thing he could think of. He pushed Matt’s legs to his chest and started moving. Relentlessly, he fucked his mate, watching his cock slide in and out.


  “Oh God!” Matt’s cock seeped. Stream after stream of come dribbled onto his belly. Matt thrashed his


  head back and forth. He muttered to himself. The only word that made sense was a gasped, “Please.” His


  muscles rippled around Aubrey’s cock, milking him as he clutched at Aubrey’s arms. The puddle of come


  on his belly increased. Aubrey had him bent over so far it ran down his chest.


  It took great effort not to climax. Perspiration dotted Aubrey’s upper lip and formed a thin layer on his back. When the last shudders left Matt and his body relaxed, Aubrey threw his head back and allowed


  himself to come.


  Every muscle he had tensed and sweat poured down his temples. His balls emptied into his mate’s


  willing body, and a numbing sensation shot up his spine. He sputtered and gasped at the intensity, trying to catch his breath, but the pleasure went on and on.


  When he could finally think again, he let go of Matt’s legs and collapsed onto his hands to keep from


  crushing Matt.
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  Matt’s eyes were closed, and his chest heaved up and down with each ragged breath. His pulse beat


  visibly in his neck, and he looked more breathtaking than a man had a right to. When he opened his eyes, they were shiny, brimming with moisture. Again his love shined through.


  It stabbed Aubrey right in the heart.


  With a featherlight touch, Matt’s fingers met Aubrey’s cheek.


  Closing his eyes against the intense feelings, Aubrey rested his forehead on Matt’s. It was going to


  kill him to let go of this man. “Thank you, sugar.”
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  Aubrey hadn’t wanted to leave Reynolds Hall Sunday afternoon. They’d spent most of the weekend


  seeing how many places they could fuck inside the mansion and out. By the time they’d gotten back to


  Atlanta Sunday evening, they’d both fallen into bed exhausted. But this morning…


  Grinning from ear to ear, Aubrey rubbed his shoulder and leaned back in his chair. He took off his


  glasses and laid them on the desk. He still couldn’t believe Matt had bitten him. His cock perked right up thinking about those sexy dark-blue wolf eyes and the blissed-out expression—half-dazed, half-surprised—


  Matt always made before he climaxed. He’d gotten so wound up when they’d jerked each other off that


  he’d sunk his teeth into Aubrey’s deltoid. It had healed, since it was two hours ago, but the memory had kept him horny all morning.


  He sighed and turned back to his laptop. This wasn’t a way to be productive, but daydreaming about


  Matt when he wasn’t around was habit-forming.


  Where was Carson with the coffee? Aubrey sniffed, not smelling his EA or Starbucks. Carson was


  probably flirting with the barista boys. Good thing there wasn’t a coffee shop in the hotel, Aubrey would never get his assistant to work. Or maybe he’d get his coffee faster. Hmmm…now there was an idea, a


  coffee bar right in the hotel. It was trendy, catered to young as well as old and was another source of revenue.


  After putting his glasses back on, Aubrey opened Safari and typed in coffee shops. Who did he know


  in that business? Obviously it would raise the cost of the renovations, but it might be worth it.


  The chime rang indicating he had a text.


  Digging into his coat pocket, he retrieved his phone, feeling all warm inside when he saw the message


  was from Matt.


  aced my eng. exam, the message read.


  Oh, a celebration was in order for tonight. They’d have a nice big dinner, something for dessert and


  then spend the rest of the night naked. Or maybe they’d get naked first, then dinner, then naked, then


  dessert and naked again. Aubrey rubbed his cock through his slacks. Naked was definitely on the agenda.


  Now that he’d had Matt he didn’t think he’d ever get enough.


  Aubrey groaned. His erection wasn’t going away anytime soon if he kept thinking like that. Matt was


  inspiring. Not just that, he was uplifting, pun intended. No matter what else was going on with pack and work, the thought of his mate made him smile.
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  Aubrey texted back, congrats. knew u could do it. 2night we celebrate.


  Matt responded with, yep. we celebrate u being promoted 2 alpha 2.


  Aubrey set his phone down and went back to his computer. He didn’t even want to think about taking


  over the pack. What he wanted at the moment was to congratulate Matt in person. A celebratory kiss would really hit the spot right about now. Maybe he’d have Carson buy Matt something, like gourmet chocolates, to celebrate his success. Matt had a sweet tooth. Aubrey had found that out the hard way the other night.


  He’d gone to get a piece of chocolate out of his stash—that he’d hidden from Tara—only to learn that Matt had found it. Matt made Tara look like an amateur when it came to decimating chocolate stashes.


  Picking up his phone to send his missing assistant a message, Aubrey caught a familiar scent. “Son of


  a bitch.” Maybe that was why Carson was MIA. Had he seen Boskie from across the street and decided to


  hang out in the coffee shop? Aubrey set his phone down and listened.


  Boskie’s anger was obvious, not just from his scent, but his heavy footfalls. A confrontation was


  about to commence whether Aubrey wanted one or not. He supposed this finally answered the question of


  whether Boskie knew Carson was Aubrey’s new assistant.


  The door banged open.


  Aubrey took his glasses off and leaned back in his chair, crossing his hands over his abdomen. He’d


  like to kick Boskie’s ass for the rudeness. Not only was he the man’s boss but his Alpha as well. Who the fuck did Boskie think he was? He definitely needed to be put in his place.


  “Where is he?” Adding to his rudeness, Boskie strode forward, planted his hands on Aubrey’s desk


  and glowered down at him.


  “Who?” Aubrey wasn’t going to make this easy. “I assume you have a very good reason for your


  disrespect?”


  “Don’t fuck with me. Where’s Carson?” He looked around before sticking his nose in the air and


  inhaling. “Whatever he told you is a lie. I demand you fire him this instant, or you will sorely regret it.”


  It took every bit of self-control Aubrey had not to react. He’d be damned if a lower-ranking wolf gave


  him orders. He gave all of himself to his pack and employees. He expected at least a measure of respect in return. Only his knowledge that restraint and composure spoke of power more than giving into the


  emotional urge to do violence kept him rooted in his seat.


  Giving the man a chance to compose himself and a few seconds to realize just who he was shouting


  at, Aubrey raised a brow, daring Boskie to continue.


  “He has slandered my reputation, Aubrey.” Boskie’s tone softened marginally, but he retained his


  threatening stance. “What has he told you? Why in the hell did you hire him? You owe me an explanation.”


  “I don’t owe you anything, Orin.” Keeping his voice and tone steady as though the confrontation


  meant nothing to him, Aubrey caught the older wolf’s gaze. He allowed his eyes to shift and shift back. It was only a small taste, but he knew Boskie would understand the show of power. Not many wolves could
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  voluntarily shift body parts and certainly not that quickly. Aubrey had always tried to hide his abilities, but it was a moot point now. Orin obviously needed proof that Aubrey was capable of stepping into his dad’s shoes in pack issues as well as in business.


  Boskie blinked, bowed his head and dropped into the chair opposite Aubrey. “I’m sorry.” His tone


  took on a more civil cadence and volume. “He’s lying about me. I was in the process of getting him fired from the Macon Buchanan. The next thing I know he quits, and I find out you’ve hired him as your


  executive assistant.”


  That was more like it. “I needed a new assistant, and Carson applied for the job. He’s more than


  qualified, and I hired him. Whatever is going on between the two of you stops here and now. I will not have your personal problems affecting Reynolds Inc.”


  Anger and resentment seeped back into Boskie’s posture, scent and expression. He pointed his finger.


  “Listen, Aub—”


  Aubrey let more of the power he’d concealed for most of his life leak out, giving his fellow pack


  member a slightly bigger taste. He knew exactly what Boskie would feel, because he’d felt his dad’s and brother’s power. Theirs felt tingly, but by letting his power out suddenly it was probably more like a jolt, akin to being zapped. All werewolves could sense one another’s power. It was an ability unique to them, a way of determining hierarchy amongst themselves. It was a sort of sixth sense, like an aura. A wolf’s power hummed like an electric field. It was hard to hide one’s power, but it could be done.


  It did the job. Lurching away, Boskie backed down.


  “Do we have an understanding?”


  Orin gave a crisp nod, stood and turned to leave. His spine stiffened, and his fist clenched at his side before he faced Aubrey again. “You may be my Alpha, but this is a business matter.”


  “Meaning?” Aubrey arched a brow. “Are you threatening me?”


  Boskie didn’t say anything else, he just turned and walked away.


  Carson had the unfortunate timing of entering with the coffees at that exact moment. When he spotted


  Orin, he gasped and backpedaled. His eyes widened.


  Aubrey frowned at Carson’s sudden and intense reaction. Surely Carson knew Boskie couldn’t hurt


  him here.


  Boskie didn’t say a word to Carson, just grabbed him by the throat and shoved as he walked past.


  Son of a bitch. Aubrey jumped up and raced around the desk.


  Carson’s back hit the open door with a thud and propelled it into the wall behind. He juggled the cups, only sloshing a little coffee out before catching his balance. As it was, the door hitting the wall was what saved him from landing on his ass. He ended up with his back pressed up against the door and his feet out wide about three feet in front of his body.
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  Aubrey took the cups from Carson, allowing him to right himself. “Are you okay?” He glanced out


  the door at Boskie’s retreating back. Bastard.


  “Yeah.” Carson didn’t sound okay. His voice shook.


  Aubrey closed the door and crossed the room to his desk. He set the cups down and motioned to


  Carson to join him. Sitting in his chair, he waited for Carson to take the seat Boskie had vacated. What a clusterfuck.


  “What the hell was he doing here?” After pushing Aubrey’s cup toward him, Carson grabbed his own


  and sat.


  “He wanted me to know you’re lying and that I should fire you.”


  Carson hung his head. “Yeah, I kinda figured. He left me a message last night saying if I didn’t quit,


  he’d make sure you never got those votes for the improvements.”


  Big surprise there. Aubrey took a sip of coffee, letting the rich dark taste flow over his tongue. What he wouldn’t do for a swig of scotch right now. “I’m not worried about it. My proposal is a good one.


  Boskie’s only hope is to call in favors.” Which was a possibility. Maybe Aubrey should try and find out what Boskie had on all the other CEOs.


  “I’m sorry, Aubrey. I should resign. I don’t want to cause you problems.”


  No way in hell would Aubrey allow Carson to resign now. He wasn’t giving in to Boskie. It had


  become a principle thing. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t a little worried, but he was determined. When he put his mind to something, he did it, end of story. “Not a chance. In fact, I’m adding more work on your plate. I need you to find out what you can about running coffee shops.”


  Turning his coffee around and around in his hand, Carson grinned. His frightened scent eased up.


  “Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome. Go get to work. I want to look into adding a coffee bar in the Atlanta Buchanan. I


  need to know everything about coffee shops.”


  “That’s a great idea.” Carson stood. “I’m on it. By the end of the day you’ll know more about coffee


  than you ever wanted to.” He made it all the way to the door before turning back. “One more thing. Don’t forget that you have that shareholders’ party next week. You need to get your tux cleaned.”


  Damn. He’d forgotten all about that. It was the perfect opportunity to talk up his proposal. “Do me a favor and make an appointment for Matt to get fitted for a tux. Call his cell and make sure you find a good time for him. I’ll let him know to expect your call.”


  Carson’s smile was beatific, and Aubrey swore he heard a dreamy sigh.


  “What?”


  “You’re taking Matt as your date? Does this mean…”


  Aubrey groaned. “No, it does not mean that.” Come to think of it, it would look odd if he showed up


  with just Matt. Shit. “Call Tara and tell her about the party. See if she can wrangle up a date for Matt too.”
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  “Oh.” Carson’s smile slipped. “Okay. I’ll get on it.”


  “What?” Aubrey growled.


  Carson shrugged. “Nothing. I was just hoping this meant you were settling down. I really like him. He


  feels right for you.”


  Aubrey grinned before he thought better of it. Matt was perfect for him. “You know better. When did you become such a romantic?”


  Again, Carson shrugged. “He’s not going to be upset that you’re taking Tara as a date, is he?”


  “No.” Why would he? Aubrey frowned. He hadn’t even considered that. There could be no hint of his


  relationship with Matt now. There never could be, but especially not now. He needed the shareholders on his side. Boskie wasn’t going to let up. This was going to become an all-out war. Orin would be out for blood.


  


  Matt tossed his backpack on the couch and stood in the middle of the living room for several minutes.


  Raking his hands through his hair, he stared at the closed blinds. The darkness did nothing to make him feel better. He was on edge. His skin actually crawled with it. After tossing the motorcycle keys on the end table, he picked up the window remote and opened the blinds. The view wasn’t as beautiful and peaceful as in the country, but it was still pretty cool. It didn’t improve his mood much though.


  He wandered into the kitchen. Sugar made everything better. Someone forgot to tell his mom that


  though. Why did she act so callous? Was starting a fight with their dad in front of the younger boys really necessary? Couldn’t it wait until they were in bed? He, Logan and Chris could handle it, but the little ones didn’t understand. To them she was still Mommy. Now that she wasn’t working, Eddie even spent time


  with her during the day when the others were at school.


  Turning on the pantry light, Matt did a halfhearted search. His dad, at least, took the arguments


  outside or sent everyone off for ice cream. Matt moved a box of Wheat Thins aside.


  Where was Aubrey? Matt turned his head to see the clock on the microwave above the stove. 5:22. He went back to his search. Aubrey ate too healthy. All his snacks were sort of good, like granola bars,


  Triscuits and cashews. Where were all the chips and cookies? Matt needed chips and cookies.


  Abandoning his hunt, he closed the pantry door and grabbed a water bottle out of the fridge. He


  snagged a pillow off the couch and parked his butt in front of the dining-room table to look out the window.


  He loved it here, loved being with Aubrey. He should be happy. Why did Logan have to call and ruin


  his day? Matt had passed his English exam. He was getting closer to his mate. Everything was going well except now he felt guilty. He should be home to take care of his brothers. Distance was supposed to rid him of that responsibility, but it hadn’t. It only meant that he was too far away to do anything about it.
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  According to Logan, last night their mom had thrown a hissy fit at dinner when their dad had told her


  she needed to stay home. She’d thrown her fork across the table at him and barely missed Scott with it.


  Then she’d told Dad to go to hell and that she wanted a divorce.


  Lying on his stomach, Matt folded his hands together and rested his chin on them. He pressed his


  forehead against the glass and closed his eyes. Mom bringing up divorce was nothing new, but the violence was escalating. More and more it was her initiating the fights instead of both of them. How could two


  people live like that? They were both miserable.


  A honk made Matt open his eyes. He gazed down at the traffic without really seeing it, then turned his


  head to the side and rested it on the pillow. He stared into the distance at the clouds. They were so white and puffy. It was a pretty day, or it would be if his stomach didn’t hurt. His parents were going to give him gray hair. How ironic. He nearly laughed at that.


  Maybe in a few years, when Aubrey told everyone they were mates, Matt could bring his brothers to


  live with them. There was plenty of room at Reynolds Hall. Martha and Joanna would spoil them rotten.


  He, Aubrey and Howard could teach them to be wolves. Dad would never willingly give them up though.


  He may suck as a husband, but he was a hell of a father. Unfortunately, their mom was neither a good wife nor a good mother.


  Matt sighed, trying not to let his frustration get to him. It wouldn’t be fair to stick Aubrey with a


  bunch of kids anyway.


  As if the thought conjured him, the front door clicked open.


  Matt rolled to his side to see his mate. He looked untouchable and stuffy in that sleek dark suit, but


  Matt knew better. Boy, did Matt know better. This weekend had been every fantasy Matt had ever had


  rolled into one. Making love surpassed his imagination. He didn’t know if it was because they were mates or because Aubrey was very sensual, but it had been sublime.


  Strolling into the living room with his laptop case and a grocery bag, Aubrey looked around. He


  caught sight of Matt and grinned as he dropped his laptop bag next to Matt’s backpack. “Hi.”


  “Hi. Is that dinner?”


  “This?” Aubrey lifted the plastic bag and started across the living room. “Nope. Tonight is pizza


  night. This is for you.” He held the bag out to Matt and jiggled it until Matt sat up. “And from the looks of you, you need it.” After Matt took the bag, Aubrey sat down. “What happened?”


  The bag held lots and lots of chocolate. There were M&M’s, Hershey’s Kisses, Snickers, Reese’s and


  several other brands. The sack bulged with bags of the fun-sized candies.


  “You rock.” Matt smiled and pulled out the Snickers. His foul mood lightened. It wasn’t that he had


  chocolate—chocolate was balm for the soul—but because Aubrey had thought of him. This was the second


  time he’d come home with something especially for Matt.
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  “I was going to send Carson to the gourmet chocolate shop down the street from the office, but Boskie


  came in and fucked that up. So I went by the grocery store on the way home. Thought you deserved


  something for acing your English exam.” Aubrey cupped Matt’s cheek, leaned forward and kissed his nose.


  He lingered, rubbing Matt’s cheekbone with his thumb. “What’s wrong, sugar?”


  “What did Boskie want?”


  “Forget that. I’ll tell you about it later. What happened between this afternoon and now that has you in a funk?”


  “Why do you think something’s wrong?”


  Letting his hand drop, Aubrey arched a brow, daring Matt to deny it. “Because I know you.”


  He sure seemed to. It was neat but a little vexing because he couldn’t read Aubrey as easily.


  Shrugging, Matt unwrapped the candy and popped it into his mouth. He took his time chewing. He didn’t


  want to bother Aubrey with his problems. He’d just come off as whining.


  Aubrey took a piece of candy from the bag, still watching Matt. The way his neck muscles moved as


  he chewed drew Matt’s gaze. Aubrey had a sexy neck. This morning seemed like so long ago. It was


  amazing he could even walk with the amount of sex they’d had in the past three days, but the newness and excitement didn’t seem anywhere near wearing off. Oh boy, the memory of this weekend had him hard in


  seconds flat.


  He had to get his mate naked again. Chocolate and family could wait. Matt scooted forward.


  Unbuttoning Aubrey’s crisp dress shirt revealed hard muscle and soft, curly blond hair. He hadn’t spent near enough time exploring his mate’s body. They kept getting too caught up, and without meaning to Matt lost himself in the pleasure.


  The tie. He had to get the tie off first. He grabbed it and tugged. He wanted skin.


  “Hold on a minute, sugar. You’re choking me.” Chuckling, Aubrey stilled Matt’s hands. He undid his


  own tie and drew it off.


  Matt chuckled too and nudged Aubrey backward, making him lie down. He continued on the shirt


  until it hung open. Aubrey’s chest was wide and strong. There was just a bit of hair, all blond and not real visible, but nice feeling. Matt ran his hands down the rippled planes, marveling at the way they trembled under his touch. He drew circles on Aubrey’s chest. When he brushed against one hard nipple, Aubrey


  made a small sound. Oh, he liked that. Matt pinched the same nipple, and Aubrey writhed a little.


  Stretching his arms over his head, Aubrey smiled at him.


  It encouraged Matt. He bent and licked one nipple before sucking it into his mouth.


  “Ungh.” Aubrey rested his hand on the back of Matt’s neck.


  Pleased with the reaction, Matt sat up. His sight blurred, but he squeezed his eyes shut, willing them


  not to shift. He didn’t want to miss this. He usually didn’t care much about seeing in color, but he wanted 110
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  to see his mate as he was. The pale stomach and trail of blond hair made a sharp contrast where they


  disappeared into the dark waistband. “I like touching you.”


  The proof of Aubrey’s desire tenting his slacks had Matt’s eyes blurring again. He traced his fingers


  down that column of hair until he reached the fabric. Skipping over the belt buckle, he gripped the big cock taunting him.


  Aubrey groaned and bucked into the touch. “Good, because I like you touching me too.” Aubrey


  began unbuckling his belt.


  Oh yeah, Matt wanted to see him. He squeezed Aubrey’s prick. His stomach muscles contracted. Matt


  unbuttoned and unzipped the pants just as Aubrey got the belt undone. Before he could reach in and wrap his fingers around the hot piece of flesh, Aubrey lifted up and shoved his pants and boxers down to his thighs. His erection came free, bobbing against his abdomen for a few moments. As Matt watched, it


  flexed, and a clear drop seeped out of the slit. What would it taste like? Matt licked his lips.


  “Damn, sugar.”


  Beckoned by the drop and the unknown, Matt dipped forward and swiped his tongue across the head.


  The tangy taste was different but not bad. What would a lot of it be like? He had no idea what to do, but he wanted to try.


  Aubrey’s cock flexed. He moaned. The sound was rusty and sultry.


  Again, Matt had to close his eyes to keep them human. His heart hammered at the thought of taking


  Aubrey into his mouth. He wanted to. He was kinda nervous though. What if he messed it up? Can you


  mess that up?


  Aubrey sat up. “Come on.” Grabbing his pants, he hitched them up a little and stood. He helped Matt


  up and led them to the living room. Letting his pants drop, he toed off one shoe. He pulled his leg free of the pants and boxers before sitting on the couch. Spreading his legs, he gave Matt a great view of hairy muscular thighs, taut balls and long, hard cock. Aubrey held out his hand.


  A frisson of anticipation and nerves had Matt’s pulse racing. He’d loved when Aubrey used his mouth


  on him this weekend. He wanted to experience it from the other side of things. Taking the offered hand, he let Aubrey tug him down until he was sitting on his knees in between Aubrey’s outstretched legs.


  The back of Aubrey’s knuckles brushed his cheek. “I couldn’t see as well lying down.”


  Matt groaned and rested his head against Aubrey’s thigh. Aubrey loved to watch. That had become


  apparent this weekend. Everything he did to Matt, he wanted to see. And oh the pleasure in his eyes when he watched… The pinch of Matt’s jeans on his cock grew unbearable, and he had to reach down and adjust


  himself. Aubrey’s balls were begging for his attention. Matt stuck his tongue out, licking, testing the feel on his tongue. He grabbed Aubrey’s cock and held it up straight as he continued.


  Aubrey’s thigh muscles jumped.
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  Raising his head, Matt caught Aubrey’s rapt gaze and closed his mouth over the tip of his mate’s


  cock. It was wide and stretched his mouth, but soft. No, not soft, smooth and hot too. He closed his eyes and learned by doing. Without going too far down at first, he explored. The head caressed his tongue as it came out of his mouth. The ridge slid past his lips. He was so horny. With his free hand he mashed his


  palm against his cock, rubbing a little.


  Aubrey’s fingers tickled his cheek. “That feels wonderful, sugar. Can you go down farther?”


  Could he? Matt opened his eyes and glanced up.


  The intense pleasure in Aubrey’s gaze was almost his undoing. He wanted nothing more than to


  please his mate. He’d put that look in those blue eyes. It was humbling. Matt went down farther, taking as much of Aubrey’s dick into his mouth as he could. Only when it became too much, like he was going to


  gag, did he stop. Slowly at first, he continued up and down, letting the hard flesh slide over his tongue.


  The whole time Aubrey watched him. He never stopped caressing Matt’s face. “Use your hand.”


  Matt did. His palm moved easily in the spit that had escaped his mouth. He set up a quick rhythm.


  That sexy stare felt utterly naughty and sensual. Being watched made it more real somehow, more intense.


  Matt was close to coming. He closed his eyes and pressed his hand harder against himself. Aubrey’s


  arousal fed his, and he gripped his own cock, squeezing. He wanted his pants out of the way, but he didn’t want to stop to remove them.


  After a few minutes, Aubrey laid his hand on the back of Matt’s head and lifted his hips. The tip of his cock hit the back of Matt’s throat, making him choke.


  Matt tried to recover and close his lips around Aubrey, but it was too late. Hot spunk flooded his


  mouth, and the sound of Aubrey’s hoarse groan fell on his ears. He managed to take the shaft and close his lips some, but the salty liquid surprised him and most of it ran right down his chin. The shock of it didn’t hamper his own excitement though. He kept rubbing himself through his jeans. Matt tensed at the


  incredible friction on his prick. Intense pleasure swamped him, and he joined Aubrey in climax.


  His eyes finally shifted, and his gums tingled. He jerked away from Aubrey, letting the still-hard prick spring free. The come dribbled down his chin onto his neck. As semen filled his jeans, his fangs dropped.


  “You okay?”


  Holy cow. Slumping against Aubrey’s leg, Matt used the back of his hand to wipe his mouth. He


  probably looked hilarious. Yep, there was a big stain on the crotch of his pants. He grinned. Stupid fangs.


  That was supposed to happen before not after. He couldn’t help but giggle. Leave it to him to get it


  backward and flub up the ending. He’d been doing pretty danged good too, or at least he thought he had.


  He really liked doing that. It was…intimate, forbidden kinda, and a huge turn-on.


  “Matt?”


  “Huh?” Matt rolled his head on Aubrey’s knee until their gazes locked. Aubrey’s blue irises shrank


  until they were fully human.
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  Aubrey smiled and there were no fangs. “You okay?”


  Matt nodded.


  “Sorry, I got carried away. You just looked so damned sexy.” He used the tail of his shirt to clean up


  the mess on his prick. He dabbed at Matt’s chin with it. Finally, he leaned forward and kissed Matt’s lips.


  Grinning, Matt pointed to his teeth. “I made a mess.”


  “I’m not complaining at all. That was awesome.” Aubrey pressed his lips together to keep from


  laughing and nodded. “The teeth and eyes are hot. A little ill-timed but hot. Definitely hot.”


  Chuckling again at the picture he must have made, Matt closed his eyes and rested his forehead


  against Aubrey’s knee. He concentrated on making his eyes and teeth go back to normal. He’d have to try that again without the shifting.


  After a few moments, Aubrey lifted Matt’s chin with his finger. He looked as relaxed as Matt. “Now


  are you gonna tell me what’s wrong?”


  His family had slipped his mind. Matt sighed and presto, just like that, his eyes and teeth returned to normal. He didn’t want to think about his family right now, but the problem wasn’t going to go away for good. Maybe it’d help to talk about it.


  Talk about screwing up an afterglow though.


  Matt considered going to change his squishy pants, but instead he gave in. He wanted to tell Aubrey.


  “My mom threatened to divorce my dad again and almost hit my brother with a fork trying to throw it at


  my dad.”


  Aubrey’s eyes widened, and he brushed Matt’s hair off his forehead. “Again?”


  “She does that every now and again. It’s just that lately it seems more frequent. My parents don’t like each other.”


  Aubrey shrugged. “Maybe they aren’t mates.”


  “Nah…” But it sort of made sense. He didn’t know any other mates who acted like his parents. Their


  animosity did seem a little extreme. Maybe there was an underlying reason. Perhaps they were once like all the other mated couples. “Can you imagine ever hating me?”


  “Hell no.” Aubrey scowled, looking half-confused, half-offended. “I guess that’s why I thought they


  might not be mates. The longer I’m around you, the more I like you, the more I find we have in common. I even like our differences.”


  Matt nodded. “Me too.” The immediate reaction from his mate made him all warm and fuzzy inside.


  Truthfully, he was halfway to being head over heels in love with Aubrey. Which made his parents’


  relationship even more puzzling. All the mated couples he knew were good to one another. Mates were a


  perfect match. Keaton and Chay, Jake and Remi, Chay’s parents, Aubrey’s parents, all of them were deeply in love. Not only was there an unmistakable physical attraction—his parents had that at least—but mates
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  were friends too. His parents truly did not like each other, and they had nothing in common except their kids.


  Oh no. No, no, no, no. Matt stared up at Aubrey, not really seeing him. A deep, empty feeling settled in his chest. “You’re right. They aren’t mates.” The sense of betrayal washed over him. Logically, it had nothing to do with him, unless— Matt gasped in air. He couldn’t breathe. Aubrey’s face blurred, and Matt’s nose started running. There was a lump the size of Texas in his throat. “They got married because she was pregnant with me.” He tried to blink back the tears, but failed. His entire life was one giant lie.


  Aubrey dragged Matt up into his lap and pressed his face up against Aubrey’s neck. He rubbed Matt’s


  back, rocking them side to side. “Shh… All couples fight, even mates. My parents have arguments. Hell,


  I’ve thought Chay was actually going to strangle my brother a time or two. Can’t blame him, but still…


  Mates fight just like every other couple. They even pick fights occasionally. God knows Keaton does.” He kissed Matt’s temple, his cheek and his ear.


  Matt shook his head and buried it farther into his mate’s neck. His hand touched the bare skin where


  Aubrey’s shirt hung open. “But mates don’t hate each other.” This was all his fault. It made sense now. His mom seemed to distance herself from Matt more so than the others. She blamed him…resented him. And


  his dad? Now the talk about how they should save themselves for their mates made sense. It wasn’t some


  romantic notion. It was to keep from knocking up some bimbo and being stuck with her. Their dad didn’t


  want them making the same mistake he had. Not that that would ever be an issue for Matt, but it certainly shed light on Dad’s irritation over Logan’s never-ending sexual conquests.


  “No one made them have eight other kids, Matt.” Aubrey caught Matt’s face and forced eye contact.


  He wiped a tear away with his thumb and kissed Matt on the lips. “Even if they got married because she


  was pregnant with you, no one forced them to bring eight other children into their lives and bind them


  further together. That’s what’s bothering you, isn’t it? You think it’s your fault that your brothers have had to suffer through your parents’ rocky marriage.” He kissed Matt again and brushed away more tears. “You and your brothers are the innocents in this.”


  Taking a deep breath, Matt tried to calm himself down. It was his fault his brothers had to deal with constant tension. He didn’t want to be upset over this, but— “They never wanted me.”


  “They did want you. They just didn’t want each other. If they didn’t want you, they wouldn’t have bothered getting married so they could both raise you.”


  But that didn’t sound right. Maybe his dad had wanted him but his mom didn’t. Guh. This sucked. His nose was all snotty, and now he was getting a headache. And he couldn’t do anything about the actual


  problem. Matt sniffed. “Why do I feel so betrayed? Why does it bother me? It shouldn’t.”


  “Ah, sugar, of course it should. As deeply as you care about people? You’re the most affectionate


  person I’ve ever met.” Aubrey smiled. It wasn’t just a normal smile. Or maybe it was, but the look in his eyes said a lot more than the smile. He cared. A lot. He liked that Matt was affectionate. He liked Matt.
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  That gaze got through to Matt. It was like the rest of the garbage got pushed into the background.


  Aubrey’s heart beat strong and steady against his palm, grounding him a little more. The turmoil was still there, but now there was something else too. Matt snuffled. The tears had stopped flowing finally. Now if he could get the snot to quit running out his nose… The pain in his chest eased, enough so he could breathe again. He felt like an idiot for bursting into tears, but he was too enthralled with the glint in Aubrey’s eyes to be embarrassed.


  “It’s one of the things that makes you special.” That tender expression never left Aubrey’s face. He


  stared at Matt fondly.


  That look did funny things to Matt’s insides. His body got all tingly and hard again. Wait. Aubrey


  thought he was special? Matt clutched Aubrey’s face and mashed their lips together so hard and fast it


  surprised both of them. A gasp pushed out of Aubrey’s mouth into his.


  It was nice, freeing in a way. He really did love Aubrey. It seemed wrong, but the thought of his parents not being mates made his feelings for Aubrey clearer. His life with his parents was over. This one with his mate was just beginning.
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  Matt stared into the mirror. He was going to have to leave the bathroom sooner or later to go get his


  tie tied, but he was nervous. He’d never been to a fancy party like this before. He wanted to go, was excited even, but there was still the fear of the unknown. The crowd at this party would be sophisticated and


  rich…glamorous. He was none of those things. What if he did something stupid, like trip—he was always


  tripping on stuff—and embarrassed Aubrey?


  “Sugar? You ready?”


  Glancing toward the bathroom door, he hesitated. He picked up his color identifier off the vanity and


  pointed it at his jacket.


  “Black,” came the disembodied mechanical voice.


  “Matt, you know you’re in all black and white, right?” Aubrey’s voice held a hint of amusement.


  Matt sighed, feeling silly for getting caught using his color identifier on a tuxedo. “Yeah, I know. I’m just playing.” It made him feel more secure. He hadn’t worn pink or lime green since he got the thing. He’d become dependent on it. And right now he needed all the surety he could get.


  “I promise it’s all black and white, sugar. Come on out here.”


  Resisting the urge to use the thing on his shirt, Matt set it on the vanity and gave it one last longing look. “Please don’t let me screw up tonight.”


  “What was that?”


  “Nothing.” Matt checked his appearance once more, smoothing down the jacket. There was no time


  like the present. He snatched up the bow tie and went into the bedroom. His stomach was queasy.


  Aubrey stood in front of their bed—when had he started to think of it as theirs?—watching the stock-


  market ticker scroll across the bottom of one of the news channels. He was watching the stocks because the volume was off. He did that occasionally, and it still baffled Matt. All those numbers and letters made no sense to him at all and after a while they all blurred together.


  “Are you—?” Aubrey turned and froze.


  Oh no. Matt’s stomach clenched, and his breath hitched. He looked down at himself, but didn’t see anything wrong. He hurried back to the bathroom to check the mirror. Nothing jumped out at him. He


  seemed okay. At least he thought he did. Frowning, he glanced over his shoulder at his back.


  “What are you doing?” Aubrey stepped into the bathroom and took the forgotten tie from Matt’s hand.


  He positioned himself behind Matt and began putting the tie on him.
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  “You looked at me funny. I was trying to figure out what I screwed up.”


  Fussing with the collar, Aubrey chuckled. “Relax. You’re about to jump out of your skin. I was


  staring because you look amazing.”


  “I do?” Matt cocked his head at the mirror. Amazing? He saw the same reflection he always saw


  and…did he look pale?


  His tie was starting to take shape beneath Aubrey’s slim, elegant fingers. Matt followed those fingers


  to the arms and the face just behind his shoulder. Aubrey was the one who looked amazing. He belonged in that sleek black tux.


  “There.” Aubrey gave Matt’s bow one more twisting motion and let go. He grabbed Matt’s shoulder


  and turned him, forcing Matt to end his ogling of Aubrey in the mirror.


  “I’m nervous.”


  Aubrey grinned and kissed his chin. “Nooo…”


  Matt smacked him on the arm. “It’s not funny.”


  “It’s adorable, and you are absolutely gorgeous.” Aubrey stepped back, studying Matt. “It’s going to


  be pure hell trying to keep my hands off you all night.”


  Heat raced up Matt’s neck and face at the thought. That shouldn’t embarrass him now after all they’d


  done, but it did. He wasn’t used to being admired like that.


  Aubrey stared at him. “What’s that look for?”


  “I like that you like the way I look. No one’s ever complimented me like you do.”


  “The people in New Mexico must be blind.” A smirk oozed over Aubrey’s face. “I’m going to have to


  beat the women and probably a few men off of you with a stick.” He caught the back of Matt’s head and


  pulled him down for a kiss. He nibbled softly and sucked at Matt’s bottom lip for several seconds before nudging Matt’s lips open with his tongue.


  Matt sighed into the caress and allowed Aubrey to do what he wanted. He didn’t even try to kiss back.


  The wet slide over his lips, teeth and tongue was soothing. The only person he wanted on him was right


  here, and no way would Matt want to beat him off—well yeah, he would, but not like Aubrey meant. He


  smiled and suppressed the giggle wanting to escape. Time and place, Matthew. Sheesh.


  The whole kiss was gentle and coaxing, meant to reassure. God, he loved this man. Sighing in


  pleasure, Matt wrapped his arms around Aubrey’s waist and kissed back. He could get through anything


  with his mate by his side. Suddenly this party was more of an annoyance than an anticipation. He’d rather skip the party and snuggle in bed.


  The scent of arousal surrounded them. He hadn’t realized he’d gotten hard. He’d been too caught up


  in the kiss, in letting Aubrey love him. But now…now his cock was becoming insistent, and Aubrey’s


  arousal was invading his senses as well.
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  Aubrey’s arms came around his shoulders, and his hands cupped Matt’s neck. He loved how Aubrey


  always held his head and touched his face. It made Matt feel irresistible. He wasn’t, but he loved that his mate thought so.


  Matt pulled Aubrey closer, needing the press of body against his. He circled his tongue around lazily,


  exploring and caressing, wanting to savor the magical moment. Even the feel of Aubrey’s erection against his thigh and racing heart against his chest didn’t make him want to hurry.


  Breaking the kiss, Aubrey smiled at him. “I’d love to continue this, but Tee’s here.”


  What? Matt blinked, trying to focus. Aubrey’s kiss had robbed him of conscious thought, apparently.


  There was a knock at the door. Followed by Tara grumbling, “Come on, guys. I forgot my damned


  key. Let me in.” She sounded annoyed, like it wasn’t the first time she’d knocked.


  Tara was going with them? Had he missed something?


  “Hold your horses.” With a wink, Aubrey headed out of the bathroom.


  Matt didn’t want to feel disappointed but he did. Guilt followed closely after. Tara was his friend. He liked hanging out with her, nearly as much as he did Aubrey. But he couldn’t deny the powerful urge to


  have Aubrey all to himself and for everyone to know Aubrey was his. Which was just dumb. That was a


  ways in the future. He should’ve realized Tara was coming. And really he was glad…he was. If anyone


  could make him feel less edgy, it was Tara. As far as he knew, she went to every social function with


  Aubrey.


  Another feminine voice came from the living room. Telling Aubrey hello and…kissing him? Yeah,


  that was definitely a smack. Who the heck was kissing his man? Matt practically ran into the living room.


  About halfway there he caught himself and slowed. Possessive much? That was a new feeling for him. He


  tried to decide whether he liked it or not. Not that it mattered, because he’d had it regardless. It had been immediate and from the gut.


  Tara drew his gaze as soon as he stepped into the living room. The tomboy who drove like a


  NASCAR driver and shot Nerf darts true enough to make a sniper envious was gone, and in her place stood a goddess. This was the Miss Georgia persona. She wore a long strapless formfitting dress with a slit all the way up to the top of her right thigh. The curves of her breasts appeared ready to spill out of the bodice any second, and if she moved too quickly, that slit would let everyone see what she wore beneath. The dress was gold, but it was that weird gold that told Matt it was probably a color his eyes couldn’t see rather than a true gold. Her dark hair was piled on her head with that sexy almost-coming-down look that women did.


  “Wow.” His brothers would probably drop to their knees and offer her the world, but Matt had the


  urge to tease her about being a girl. Maybe they should stop by the sporting-goods store and buy a bat, so he and Aubrey could beat people off her. If she had any idea he’d even considered it, she’d probably kick his butt.
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  “What? What’s wrong?” She did the exact same thing Matt had done earlier when Aubrey had looked


  at him. She lifted her arms a bit, studied herself and frowned up at him. “Do I have something on my—?”


  Her mouth dropped open. “Oh. My. God. You look incredible.” She strode forward. “Matt, you’re always


  gorgeous, but day-um…” She grabbed his hands, holding them out from his body to check him out, and


  smiled. “Honey, you’re beautiful.”


  “Me? Look at you. Holy smokes. Maybe I’m not as gay as I thought.”


  Tara laughed and Matt joined her.


  “Matthew.” Aubrey was so quiet and steady it was eerie.


  Together Matt and Tara turned toward him.


  He wore an expression so blank it could have been made of stone. He stalked toward them, his gaze


  locked with Matt’s. “Can I see you for a moment.” It wasn’t a question, and he didn’t give Matt time to respond before continuing past him into their room.


  Okay, that was weird. Aubrey was never that emotionless. Something told Matt he was seeing the corporate tycoon the business world saw. The hairs on the backs of his arms stood on end. Matt glanced back at Tara, and for the first time noticed the other woman coming to stand beside her. She was pretty, with long dark hair around her shoulders and a blue dress slightly more sedate than Tara’s but still quite elegant. She resembled Tara. “Hi.” She waved at him before glancing in Aubrey’s direction and


  swallowing hard.


  Matt looked back at Tara.


  She shrugged and furrowed her brow at the open bedroom door.


  No sooner had Matt cleared the door, than Aubrey softly closed it. He gripped Matt’s shoulder and


  whirled Matt around to face him so fast Matt stumbled.


  Matt would’ve bumped right into his mate, but the look on Aubrey’s face made him fling his forward


  progress to the side to keep from colliding. He shifted his weight and clasped his hands together. His stomach plummeted to his feet. What had he done? Surely Aubrey knew he’d been playing with Tara. He


  couldn’t possibly be jealous, could he?


  Matt composed himself and gave Aubrey a weak smile.


  Aubrey didn’t smile back. If anything, his scowl deepened. “What da fuck? Ya cain’t go around tellin’


  people you’re gay,” he gritted out between clenched teeth so low Matt doubted that Tara and the other


  woman heard, even if they were standing with their ears to the door, and Matt wouldn’t put that past Tara.


  Aubrey’s eyes narrowed, piercing him to the spot. The anger coming off him was suffocating.


  All the blood drained from the upper part of Matt’s body, he was sure of it. He grew lightheaded, and


  the room started to spin. He hadn’t expected that. Aubrey might as well have punched him in the face.


  “I got Tara to bring Ashley as your date for that very purpose, and here you go spoutin’ off that you’re gay anyhow.”
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  What? The other woman was his date? He didn’t want a date. He was tagging along with Aubrey and


  Tara. Bile climbed up Matt’s throat, and he tugged at his collar. It was too tight. He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t do this. He hadn’t meant to blurt that out, but he couldn’t hide who he was. It just wasn’t in him.


  Where did that leave them? Aubrey had never said anything about Matt pretending to be straight too.


  “Are you listenin’ to me? It’s a damned good thang Ashley’s Tee’s sister and can be trusted to keep


  her mouth shut.”


  Matt nodded, not even knowing what he was nodding for. Tears prickled the backs of his eyes, and he


  bit his lip to keep it from trembling. His whole world had come crashing down around him. Not only was


  Aubrey furious with him, madder than Matt had ever seen him, but he wanted Matt to be something he


  wasn’t. It was one thing not to let everyone know they were mates. It wasn’t actually lying unless someone asked outright, and no one would. But this was lying, plain and simple. He didn’t know if he could do that.


  


  


  Matt hadn’t looked him in the eye since they left the limo. That was three hours ago. The evening


  should’ve been flawless. The ballroom was a showcase for The Buchanan with its crystal chandeliers and


  Brazilian cherry wood floor. The band was good, the hors d’oeuvres and champagne were top quality. Best of all, he was positive he’d persuaded several board members and shareholders to his way of thinking. But it all paled in comparison to enjoying Matt’s company. Instead he was left remembering the crestfallen look on Matt’s face.


  Damn Matt anyway . Aubrey took another drink of champagne and tried to concentrate on what his


  chief financial officer was saying.


  Across the room Matt laughed. Even if the wolf senses that proclaimed them mates hadn’t honed in


  on Matt, his rich scent and joyous sound would’ve captured Aubrey’s attention.


  Matt and Ashley had their heads together as they walked toward the ballroom entrance, obviously


  enjoying the evening. God almighty, he was gorgeous, especially when he laughed. His whole personality


  came bubbling to the surface. There wasn’t a soul around more down to earth and genuinely friendly, and most of the partygoers had figured that out as well. Every time Aubrey looked up, Matt had a crowd around him. It was hard to believe Matt could be so shy at times and even harder to remain irritated at him.


  “Reynolds, I like your ideas for the chain, but Boskie brought up a good point the other day. For only


  a little more we could open another hotel,” Geoff Smithly, one of the minor shareholders, said.


  Tearing his gaze from his mate, Aubrey turned his attention back to the group of men whose support


  he was trying to gain. Damn Boskie’s hide. “Very true, but right now the hotels aren’t taking in as much with this recession. By renovating we’re trying to attract new customers to all the hotels, not just a new one.”
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  Katchum nodded. “I agree. At first I had my doubts because of the cost, but the improvements are


  way overdue. The coffee bar idea Aubrey sent out the other day is a stroke of genius. Not only do we have the potential to draw more staying customers, but passersby as well. The restaurant and bar currently makes up thirty-six percent of our profit. I think the coffee bar will up that number.”


  Aubrey barely suppressed gaping like a fish. When had Ralph Katchum done this one eighty? He


  cuffed Ralph on the back and nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”


  Over Smithly’s right shoulder, Matt shook hands with some man Aubrey didn’t know. Did that old


  man just check Matt out? Or was he looking at Ashley? He definitely held on to Matt’s hand longer than


  necessary.


  Damn it, he was doing it again. He’d been right in reprimanding Matt. He hated that Matt had gotten


  so upset, but it didn’t change the fact that Matt was in the wrong.


  “I hadn’t thought of that. I’d love to see the numbers,” another shareholder added.


  Aubrey reined in his wandering thoughts. “I believe the report is going out early next week.” Aubrey


  made a mental note to check on the latest reports. Boskie was usually on top of them, but with his attitude lately, Aubrey didn’t trust him any farther than he could throw him. Speaking of Boskie… Sipping from his glass, Aubrey glanced around the ballroom. This was the perfect opportunity to corner him and get some


  answers over his resistance to the renovation proposals. Boskie wouldn’t dare cause a scene here. Where the heck was he? Aubrey sniffed the air covertly.


  Tee left the champagne fountain and headed his way, with a procession of male gazes following her


  progress. He needed to find out how much alcohol she’d had. Holding her liquor was not Tara’s strong


  point. She’d be flinging off her shoes and pulling down her hair after two glasses.


  Catching his gaze, she smiled. She slipped her arm around his and all the talking in his circle ceased.


  Her red-velvet-encased hip bumped his.


  “Gentlemen, you remember Tara?” Aubrey covered her hand where it rested on his arm.


  “Miss Brandt, nice to see you again.” Katchum dipped his head.


  While all the other men fawned over her and introduced themselves, Aubrey looked around for Orin


  Boskie again.


  Marina Boskie held court in the far corner surrounded by some of the other board members’ wives.


  The burgundy wallpaper at her back contrasted her perfectly. Her strawberry-blonde hair was piled high, showing off the large diamond earrings and necklace. Marina liked to draw attention to herself. She’d even picked a slinky white satin gown to make sure she’d stand out from the majority of the other women


  dressed in black. She caught Aubrey looking and lifted her champagne flute in a silent toast.


  He smiled and returned the gesture.


  “Who’re you looking for?” Tara whispered into his ear, disguising it as a kiss.
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  He turned toward her and found himself staring right at her mouth. Tee was taller than him, but in


  high heels it was quite pronounced.


  She grinned. “Matt escorted Ashley to the restroom.” Swiveling back to the group, Tara flashed her


  most radiant smile. “Gentlemen, will you please excuse us? I’m going to steal Aubrey away. I’ve run into an old friend I want to introduce him to.”


  Again the group fell all over themselves with graciousness, excusing them both.


  “Gentlemen.” Aubrey dipped his head and got Tara moving.


  As soon as they were out of earshot, she turned on him. “What in the hell did you say to Matt?”


  Aubrey groaned. She’d been giving him the eye every time he caught her gaze. He was actually


  impressed at her restraint. Normally she’d have read him the riot act in the limo. “I just told him he


  couldn’t go around announcing his, um, personal preferences.”


  “What? You mean that he’s gay?” She narrowed her eyes and her perfectly shaped dark brows drew


  closer together. “That preference?”


  “Shh… Tara…” he warned, looking around to make sure no one heard. As far as he had been able to


  ascertain he, Matt and Boskie—wherever he was—were the only wolves here, so Aubrey only had to worry


  about people close to them eavesdropping.


  As usual it had no effect on her. “Don’t you shh, Tara me. You’re not going to bully him. You hear me? He is gay, and it’s nothing to be ashamed of. If he wants people to know, it’s his business. Telling him not to tell about you is one thing, telling him to lie about himself is a different story entirely.”


  Aubrey stopped, forcing her to come to a halt as well. He brushed a lock of hair back, hoping others


  would see it as a sign of affection. “Are you finished?” he asked sweetly.


  Cutting her eyes to the left and pursing her mouth, she thought about it for a second. “Yes. I think I


  am.” She smiled at him, showing teeth. Anyone around them would see it as adoration. He saw it for the


  challenge it was.


  “Good. Butt out.” He started them moving again.


  Not even the constant buzz of conversation and the orchestra could disguise Tara’s snort.


  “Let it go, Tee.” He nodded a greeting to one of the hotel managers. “Hello.”


  “Nice to see you again.” Cheerily, Tara waved at the same guy.


  The man lifted his glass as he walked by. “You too.”


  Once the manager was past she whispered, “Don’t be an ass.”


  Aubrey ignored her and set his glass on the tray of a passing waiter. “Where’re we going?” He


  surveyed the room, looking for Boskie.


  “To find Matt and Ashley. I think you should consider apologizing when we do find them.”


  “Mr. Reynolds, Miss Brandt?” An event photographer stepped in front of them. “Can I get a picture?”


  Aubrey stopped and wrapped his arm around Tara’s waist. “Absolutely.”
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  Tara leaned into him, posing prettily like she didn’t mind the inconvenience. They were both well


  accustomed to putting on a public face, and they both despised it.


  The photographer clicked a few photos and thanked them.


  “You hurt his feelings, you know.” Tara took a drink from her glass.


  “Who, the photographer?” Aubrey stopped and kissed the cheek of his father’s old secretary. “Sheila,


  nice to see you.”


  “You too, honey.” She kissed him and blew one at Tara before continuing on her way.


  “Hi, Sheila.” Tara waved and puckered her lips. “Don’t make me kick your ass, Bree.”


  Aubrey snatched the glass from her and set it on a table as they exited the ballroom. The transition


  from the smooth hardwood in the ballroom to plush carpet of the hall slowed his pace a little. “You wish.”


  “Hey.”


  “You’ve had enough.”


  “Asshole.”


  “Bitch.” Oh Lord, they were ridiculous. Aubrey chuckled and she laid her head on his arm, or maybe


  she head butted it.


  Tara pinched his side. “Come on. You know you don’t like him thinking you’re pissed at him.”


  Aubrey groaned. She was right. He needed to go find Matt and see if he could repair the damage he’d


  done. He still didn’t think Matt needed to be telling everyone he was gay, but admittedly Aubrey could’ve asked nicer. Damn it all, the memory of Matt’s despondent look haunted Aubrey. He should’ve waited until he calmed down some to talk about it. “Fine. Let’s go find Matt.”


  “And Ashley.” She chuckled.


  He’d forgotten about Ashley. “Yeah, her too.”


  “You’re welcome.”


  Don’t ask, Aubrey, don’t ask. “What for?”


  “For the boot to the ass.”


  He rolled his eyes and shrugged her head off his shoulder, trying not to crack a smile. “Fuck off.”


  She laughed harder.


  Who would’ve ever thought four years ago when Jarred Brandt asked Aubrey to watch over his barely


  eighteen-year-old daughter who’d insisted on moving to Atlanta by herself, that Tara would’ve become his best friend?


  As they walked past one of the smaller empty ballrooms toward the restrooms at the end of the hall, a


  weird scent tickled Aubrey’s nose. It was unusual enough that he slowed their pace and turned his head


  trying to find it. The acrid odor of fear and anger were the two most prevalent scents. There was also a hint of wolf, but that wasn’t the minute scent that caught his attention. A warm, woodsy, intoxicating— Ah shit.


  “Matt.” The aroma was spiked with anger, but definitely Matt.
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  “What?”


  Aubrey let go of Tee and jogged toward the ballroom at the far end of the hall, past the restrooms.


  He’d also just found Boskie…and Carson it would seem. “Goddamn it.” Aubrey would’ve never thought


  Boskie stupid enough to start shit with Carson at a shareholders party. Panic like he’d never known seized him. If Orin Boskie laid so much as a finger on Matt—


  “What’s going on?” Tara charged up next to him with her heels in her hand. She grabbed his arm, or


  tried to—no way was Aubrey stopping until he made sure of Matt’s safety.


  His heart raced, and his eyes threatened to shift out of anger. Matt. He had to get to Matt.


  “Bree, wait.”


  Aubrey flung the door open, taking the scene in at a glance.


  Matt stood at the far end of the ballroom between Carson, who was clutching his shoulders from


  behind, and Boskie, who was trying to reach around him to get to Carson.


  Matt shoved the older man in the chest, backing him off a bit. “Leave him alone.” Matt sounded more


  agitated than anything else, thank goodness.


  Aubrey rushed forward.


  “I told you to get out of the way,” Boskie growled, grabbing a handful of Carson’s hair.


  Carson yelped and flung his arms around Matt’s waist, trying to stay behind him.


  Matt shoved again. “Back off.”


  Boskie released Carson with a hard heave and doubled up his fist.


  A red high-heeled shoe whizzed past Aubrey and struck Boskie square in the head. “Don’t you


  fucking touch him, you son of a bitch,” Tara yelled.


  The older wolf didn’t even acknowledge the hit to his skull. His fist connected with the side of Matt’s jaw.


  “Boskie!” Aubrey reached the bastard as Matt’s head snapped back from the blow. The smell of


  Matt’s blood flooded the air, unleashing the control Aubrey had over his wolf instincts. His eyes shifted so swiftly that the transition from color vision to monochrome was seamless.


  Throwing Boskie to the ground, Aubrey growled and turned his back to Carson and Matt. He was


  peripherally aware of Tara running past him, but his focus stayed squarely on the man in front of him. He tried to calm himself, remind himself there was a human who didn’t know about wolves present. He’d


  never dared a partial shift in public, but he was very close to forgetting his reserve at the moment. Chest heaving, he clenched his hands into fists. Instinct demanded he defend his mate and make the man who’d


  dare touch him pay.


  Boskie backpedaled on the ground like a crab running for the ocean.


  The door clicked shut, and Aubrey sensed more than saw Ashley standing with her back against it.


  124


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  


  With Abandon


  “I can’t believe that butthead hit me.” Matt’s voice cut through Aubrey’s haze of anger. He sounded


  more shocked and angered than hurt.


  Calm, Aubrey. Think. Matt’s fine. He took a deep breath and stopped stalking Boskie. It was an effort not to shout, but he managed it. “Would you like to explain yourself?”


  Tara’s and Matt’s soft voices reached him, but he only concentrated enough to realize they were


  talking to Carson, checking on him. That did the trick. Aubrey’s eyes turned back to normal, and the


  restraint he’d been grasping at came into reach. “I’m not going to tell you this again, Orin. So I suggest you listen and listen carefully. If I catch you messing with my EA again, not only will he file a restraining order, but I’ll go right to your wife and the board of directors and let them know what you’ve been up to.


  Am I understood?”


  Boskie stood and held his hands out in a show of nonviolence. “Aubrey, I can explain, I—”


  “Do you hear me?” Aubrey arched a brow. “I only want one word from you at the moment.” His heart


  pounded a mile a minute and he was still pissed, but in control.


  “Yeah.” Giving one last glance past Aubrey—at Carson, Aubrey presumed—he nodded. “I got it,” he


  gritted out between clenched teeth, and without another word he scurried toward the door.


  Ashley stepped aside and closed it after he left.


  It was like the entire room breathed a sigh of relief. Aubrey wanted to slump to the floor. Not because he was relieved, just the opposite. He’d given Boskie an ultimatum. Something told him the games were


  only beginning.


  


  


  “This is your office?” Matt walked around the desk, trailing his shaking hand across the top of it.


  Facing the angry older wolf hadn’t fazed him, but alone with his mate for the first time since their


  disagreement, his nerves were on edge. Not only had he displeased Aubrey earlier, now he’d stuck his nose in pack business again. Could this be considered a pack issue? Orin Boskie was a wolf. Carson wasn’t. Oh great, that made it even worse. He’d interfered in a work-related problem. Matt swallowed down the lump in his throat. He should’ve kept walking when he’d heard Carson cry out.


  Aubrey came out of the bathroom with a wet cloth in hand. “Yeah, this is my office.” He grabbed


  Matt’s hand and led him to the cushy leather chair in front of the window. “Sit.”


  Sitting down, Matt watched his mate for a clue to his mood. How mad was he? Aubrey’s blank


  expression wasn’t promising. Matt was beginning to realize that unnaturally calm facade hid a volatile


  temper. “I’m sorry.”


  “Why’re you sorry?” Aubrey knelt in front of him and dabbed at his lip where Boskie’s fist had


  connected. “You did the right thing. Carson wouldn’t have been able to hold Boskie off.” For a split second
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  he let the unemotional pretense slip, and there was a softening around his eyes and mouth. It wasn’t quite a smile, but it eased Matt’s mind a little.


  Matt racked his brain for something to say. The silence was strained because of their argument. He


  normally had comfortable silences with Aubrey. “I was waiting outside the restrooms for Ashley, and I


  heard Carson. I recognized his voice and went to have a look. Boskie had him pinned up against the far


  wall. I think he was trying to kiss him. Carson was terrified of him and—”


  “It doesn’t matter now.” Tossing the washrag onto the desk, Aubrey tipped Matt’s chin up and went to


  his knees in front of him. “It’s healed. Does it still hurt?”


  Matt shook his head.


  “Good.” Aubrey just knelt there staring at him, still holding his chin.


  Matt wanted to squirm under the scrutiny but didn’t dare. He had no idea how to act or what to say.


  He wanted their comfortable and easy relationship back. They hadn’t spoken since they left the apartment several hours ago, and Matt still didn’t know what to think about it. He didn’t like the idea of lying, but he liked the idea of Aubrey being mad at him even less. How pathetic was that?


  “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  Matt nodded.


  “Sugar, you’re sumthin’ else.” Wrapping his arms around Matt’s waist, Aubrey kissed him.


  Matt froze. Aubrey wasn’t still upset with him?


  Aubrey trailed kisses down his chin. He tugged loose Matt’s tie and nipped his neck.


  Matt cupped the back of Aubrey’s head. Should he push him away or hold him closer? If he could


  make this evening disappear, he would. “Should we do this? I mean here? What if—?”


  “Shh…” Aubrey touched Matt’s lips with the tip of his finger. “It’s okay. I locked the door.” He


  rested his head against Matt’s chest for several long seconds, just holding him close.


  It was awkward at first, but Matt hugged back. Maybe things would be okay. He closed his eyes and


  rested his chin on the top of Aubrey’s head, inhaling the coconut smell of shampoo and the underlying


  scent that was Aubrey. He wanted to stay like this forever. The feel of his mate in his arms was reassuring.


  If Aubrey was hugging him, then they were okay. Right?


  Aubrey loosened his hold and began fumbling with Matt’s jacket. After getting it undone and open, he


  pushed the vest up out of the way and unfastened the pants.


  “What are—?”


  Aubrey tapped his hip. “Lift.”


  “Huh?” Matt raised his butt off the seat. “What are—?”


  Aubrey fumbled with the fastening on Matt’s pants. He gripped Matt’s cock with one hand and


  shoved his pants and underwear around his thighs.


  “Uh.” The scent of Aubrey’s arousal slammed into Matt, making his cock harden in Aubrey’s hand.
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  Aubrey’s mouth closed over his dick.


  “Ohmigod. What’re you doing?” Matt stared down at Aubrey’s blond head and wide shoulders. He


  couldn’t believe Aubrey was doing this here. But then his body took over and he decided he didn’t care when, where or how. He laid his head back on the chair and stared up at the ceiling. Would it always feel this incredible? Would this always make his brain cease to function?


  As if in answer, Aubrey went all the way down till his lips touched the base of Matt’s cock.


  The sensation sent Matt reeling. His balls pulled tight, and his back arched off the seat, trying to get closer. He gripped the arms of the chair to keep from melting into a puddle at his mate’s feet.


  Aubrey used his hand and mouth to drive Matt crazy. He sucked, swirling his tongue around the head


  a few times, and squeezed with his hand. His other hand gripped Matt’s hip, and his thumb rubbed over


  Matt’s hipbone. Back and forth he caressed in time with his mouth. He made a little humming noise of


  approval.


  Matt was drunk off the earthy smell of his mate’s arousal and those hot lips dragging up and down his


  cock. His canines shifted so abruptly they pierced his bottom lip. Oddly the pain did nothing to stifle the intense pleasure. He was close to coming, and he tried to distract himself with something…anything. He


  wanted this to go on forever, but his brain couldn’t come up with a single thing to transfer his focus from his dick. Opening his eyes was a huge mistake.


  With his lips stretching around Matt’s cock, Aubrey met his gaze.


  Matt braced himself, still trying to hold back, but it was no use. His orgasm washed over him like a


  tidal wave. He stared into those beloved eyes and sank deeper and deeper. Sensation after sensation


  buffeted him, making him tense up. His balls emptied into Aubrey’s loving mouth in a gush, but Aubrey


  never even blinked. He just kept milking Matt’s cock with his lips and tongue.


  Matt couldn’t look away. The intimacy connected him to his mate. Whatever it took he couldn’t lose


  this. He touched Aubrey’s cheek. I love you. He didn’t say it aloud. He didn’t know how Aubrey would take the declaration, and he couldn’t accept anything other than the same declaration in return, even if it was only between them.


  Aubrey squeezed his eyes tight and let Matt’s cock slip from his mouth. He rested his head on Matt’s


  thigh. His breath came in rough pants and a strangled groan. The scent of sex lingered around him.


  The thought that Aubrey wouldn’t return those words scared him worse than the prospect of having to


  lie about his sexuality.


  Slowly, Matt’s canines and eyesight morphed back to human. A little more in control, he ran his


  fingers through his mate’s silky-soft hair. “What about you? Why don’t you trade me places?”


  Aubrey shook his head. “No time. Tee and Ashley should be done getting Carson settled into his room


  by now.” Aubrey stood and kissed him on the lips. “We have to go.”
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  The taste of himself on Aubrey’s lips reminded Matt of the sweet feel of his mouth minutes ago, and


  he wanted to stay right where they were.


  “Sugar, you moaning like that is not the best way to get rid of my hard-on.” Aubrey grabbed his cock,


  rearranging it with a little moan of his own.


  Oh wow, that was a nice sight. Matt’s stomach tensed, and he was sure if he hadn’t just come his


  brains out, he’d have gotten hard again. “But—” Matt reached for Aubrey, wanting to make him feel good


  too.


  “No buts. Come on, darlin’.”


  Matt groaned, knowing he wasn’t going to get anywhere. Aubrey had already made up his mind. That


  decisiveness was sexy. It was one of the things he’d come to admire about his mate, but at the moment he wished Aubrey was less resolute.


  Aubrey grabbed Matt’s arms and hauled him up. He kissed him as he pulled Matt’s underwear and


  pants up. When Matt took over, Aubrey began redoing Matt’s tie. “You can make it up to me when we get


  home.”
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  Aubrey found the Ducati easily. There were other motorcycles, but the Duc stood out. It really was a


  sharp-looking bike. One of his better purchases if he said so himself. He should’ve brought the extra helmet and had Matt take him to lunch on it.


  Running his hand along the pearl tank, he marveled at the beauty before throwing his leg over and


  taking a seat. Oh yeah, a ride was long overdue.


  Speaking of overdue… He checked his watch again. Matt should be here any minute.


  He needed to figure out what he was going to say to Matt. Last night they’d gotten home so late


  they’d gone to bed, and he’d pretended sleep to keep from having to talk. Thinking back on it, he winced.


  He owed Matt an apology, but he’d needed the time to wrap his head around what he’d experienced when


  Boskie had hit Matt. Aubrey had never felt so desperate and helpless.


  A group of noisy students walked out to the parking lot toward him.


  This morning he’d left before Matt had awakened, and now excitement tingled through him at the


  prospect of seeing his mate. How could you miss someone after only a few hours?


  A warm, almost sweet scent had him searching the crowd. He’d know that smell anywhere.


  Heading Aubrey’s way, Matt fiddled with his phone, probably texting Logan. Aubrey hoped Matt’s


  mom and dad weren’t fighting today. He wanted to slap them both upside the head for making Matt feel as miserable as they did the last time. Come to think of it, Logan deserved to get knocked around a little too for telling Matt about it.


  Matt walked right past a group of girls who stopped to watch him, completely unaware of their


  appreciative glances. Aubrey couldn’t blame them. His mate definitely required a double take. It was a


  quandary how someone as handsome as Matt could be so completely oblivious to the fact. Grinning ear to


  ear, Aubrey swung his leg back over the bike and stood beside it, waiting for his mate to notice him.


  Two yards later, Matt glanced up. His gaze swept right past Aubrey. It took only a second for him to


  jerk his attention back. When he did, his entire face lit up. “Hey!” Matt bounded toward him like an


  energetic puppy, all smile and wagging tail. Well, he would’ve wagged his tail if he were in wolf form. In his other form, Matt’s tail never stopped going. It was endearing as hell.


  Pure joy filled Aubrey at that reception. How was it that just seeing Matt made him feel so alive and


  free? Aubrey leaned against his bike, waiting for Matt to close the distance between them. “Hey.”


  “What’re you doing here?”


  J.L. Langley


  Aubrey chuckled. “I came to see if you wanted to have lunch with me.”


  “Heck yeah.” Matt lifted his arms like he was going to throw them around Aubrey.


  Aubrey wanted him too. He fought his own instinct to hold his own arms out.


  Matt stopped very close—way into Aubrey’s personal space. He winced and gave a quick look


  around. “Sorry.”


  “’S okay.” Aubrey was torn between disappointment and relief. He stepped to the side, away from the


  bike and temptation as he cleared his throat. “Come on, I parked a ways down.”


  Bouncing, Matt fell in step beside him. “Cool. What do you wanna eat? I’ll buy.”


  “I’m buying. I came to take you to lunch. I get to buy, that’s how it works.”


  Matt frowned. “You always pick up the tab,” he grumbled.


  Aubrey’s face was going to crack with all this smiling. “Yeah, and? You know you’ve already lost


  this argument, right?”


  Matt snorted. “Hardhead.”


  “Hey, Matt. Wait up.”


  Aubrey and Matt turned in unison, bumping shoulders. Who the hell is that?


  A big guy, about six foot or so, jogged toward them. He was muscular and preppy with brown hair.


  Not a bad-looking guy, but not someone Aubrey would expect Matt to be friends with. This guy screamed


  popular, homecoming-king type. It wasn’t that Matt was a nerd or anything—okay, fine Matt was a little on the nerdy side sometimes.


  “Oh shoot. I forgot I was supposed to have lunch with Jordan.” Matt waved to the guy, proving


  Aubrey’s nerd theory, and Aubrey smiled. “Hi, Jordan.”


  Jordan cut his gaze to Aubrey, and his eyebrows lowered. The man smelled like wolf but not much


  else. It was odd. Odd enough that it garnered Aubrey’s undivided attention. People were rarely that


  unaffected by new meetings. Either Jordan was very unemotional or adept at hiding his responses. He


  didn’t seem strong enough to conceal his feelings, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything. If one


  practiced enough, anything was possible.


  As the guy approached, Matt introduced them. “Aubrey, this is Jordan. Jordan, this is Aubrey.”


  “Nice to meet you.” Aubrey held out his hand, all his senses on alert.


  Jordan looked at the offered hand for a few seconds before he shook it. He didn’t tilt his head in


  respect. “You too.”


  To be fair, Jordan could be ignorant of wolf customs due to being newly changed or poor upbringing,


  but the rudeness set Aubrey’s teeth on edge.


  “Hey, Jordan, mind if I skip going to the cafeteria with you today? Aubrey stopped by and asked me


  to have lunch with him.”


  Jordan’s head swiveled to Matt, and a genuine smile curved his lips. His demeanor softened.
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  Ah-ha. He wanted Matt. Aubrey should do something to indicate that he was not competition for Matt, just for appearance’s sake, but damn it, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He squelched the growl bubbling up inside him. No way would he encourage another man where his mate was concerned. Matt was his.


  Aubrey situated himself closer to his mate and swallowed down the bile trying to rise into his throat.


  “No problem, man. We’ll grab lunch tomorrow.” Jordan gave Matt a friendly smack on the shoulder.


  Was it Aubrey’s imagination or was Jordan watching him out of the corner of his eye?


  Aubrey did not like this Jordan character. Poaching bastard.


  Matt didn’t seem to notice anything out of the ordinary. He bumped knuckles with the guy. “See you


  tomorrow.” Matt continued out to the parking lot.


  Jordan headed in the opposite direction.


  Jordan didn’t look back, like Aubrey half-expected him to.


  “Aubrey? You coming?” Matt touched his arm.


  “Yeah.” He turned toward where his car was parked. “Who is that?”


  “Jordan? He’s in two of my classes. I met him the first day of school. Because we’re both wolves we


  hit it off. He’s a nice guy. He lives and breathes football, but since my own brother is the same way I can’t hold that against him.” Matt shrugged. “He’s fostering with the Atlanta pack while he’s here.”


  “Ah.” Matt didn’t sound interested in the guy other than as a friend, so Aubrey let it go. He had more


  important things to discuss anyway. “About last night…”


  Stopping, Matt gave his undivided attention. He swallowed hard, and the slight scent of unease


  surrounded him. “Yeah?”


  “I wanted to apologize for the way I handled things. I should’ve asked you to keep quiet instead of


  jumping your case.”


  Matt gave him a weak smile and nodded before he started walking again. “Where do you want to go


  for lunch?”


  Well damn. That hadn’t gone exactly the way Aubrey would’ve hoped. He hurried to catch up with


  Matt, pointing to the car as he did so. “Mexican food?”


  “Sure.”


  He stopped Matt with a hand on his arm. “Matt? I can’t take it back. I’m sorry. I wish I could, but you know why I can’t. Things have to remain a secret.”


  This time the smile Matt gave him was a little more certain. “I know. I’m not upset. I wish it could be otherwise, but I do understand. And it’s not like I normally go around telling people I’m gay or something.”


  His face softened, letting Aubrey know he really did understand, then his eyes took on a mischievous glint.


  “Race you.” He took off like a shot.


  Aubrey laughed. No other man he knew would do something so carefree.
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  When Matt stopped next to a grayish-green Cadillac CTS, Aubrey laughed harder. In Matt’s defense


  the CTS was very similar to Aubrey’s Lincoln in appearance if you couldn’t rely on colors for


  identification. However, Aubrey was in his Caddie today and it was a totally different body style than the one Matt had gone to. It must be strange being color-blind. Talk about a pain not being able to easily


  distinguish your car from others or not knowing if your clothes matched.


  Matt smiled. “What?”


  Aubrey didn’t answer. Instead he hit the unlock button on his key fob and opened the car door. “I


  win.”


  Groaning, Matt shook his head, but the amusement in his posture was hard to miss. Finally he


  chuckled and walked three cars back to the XLR. Tossing his backpack onto the passenger-side floorboard, he rolled his eyes. “Smart aleck.”


  


  Aubrey was still smiling when he walked into work an hour and a half later. Lordy, he was full. Those


  enchiladas had hit the spot. He’d dropped Matt off at school so he could get the bike and go to Tara’s. If Aubrey could get his work done in time, he’d head over there himself. Tee was getting Matt to assist her in restoring her dad’s old Mustang. It was a neat car, and Aubrey wouldn’t mind helping.


  As the elevator doors slid open, Carson came careening around the corner. His pale expression was


  the first thing Aubrey noticed. The scent of his fear was the second. He glanced past Aubrey, like he was looking for someone. Which was ridiculous, since they had the entire section of the floor to themselves.


  They had a private elevator, and the only other access was the stairwell a few yards down the hall. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of you. Didn’t you get my text?”


  “Yeah, but I was already on my way back. What’s going on?” Aubrey stepped off the elevator, and


  Carson fell into step beside him. Aubrey sniffed just to make certain they were alone. They were. There was a lingering scent of someone, a human he didn’t recognize, but no Boskie.


  “This came for you.” Carson handed him a brown ten-by-thirteen-sized envelope as they reached


  Aubrey’s office.


  Hmmm… “Who’s it from?” He turned the envelope over but there was no name. Tossing it on his


  desk, he walked around to his chair, still trying to figure out what had Carson spooked.


  “I don’t know. I thought it was the specs for the new bar, and I opened it.” He bit his bottom lip, and the scent of fear surrounded him again. “It came by messenger.” Fidgeting from foot to foot, Carson’s gaze swept past Aubrey out the window. “I called to check on him five minutes ago, but it went right to his voice mail.” His gaze darted back and forth erratically. They were twenty floors up so his actions didn’t make sense. It put a fine point on his panic though. Carson was rattled.


  Damn you, Boskie. Taking off his jacket, Aubrey laid it over the back of his chair and rolled up his sleeves. Boskie had already come damn close to making this a pack problem, as well as a work one, when
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  he attacked Matt. Aubrey had hoped the fierce warning would do the trick, but apparently it hadn’t. What a clusterfuck.


  “Called who?” He sat in his chair and motioned for Carson to sit in the one on the other side of the


  desk.


  “Matt.” Carson sat on the edge of the seat, his spine stiff.


  “Matt is on his way to Tee’s. He’s on the bike so—” Goose bumps exploded onto Aubrey’s skin, and


  a shiver raced up his back. What did this have to do with Matt? He ripped the unsealed envelope in his


  haste to lift the reclosable flap.


  Eight-by-ten black-and-white photos scattered across his desk. He tossed the torn envelope aside and


  spread out the pictures. A chill swept over him. There was one of Matt on the Ducati. Another one showed Matt in a lecture hall writing on a notebook. Spread before him were half a dozen pictures, most taken on the college campus. All of them featured Matt. Every last one of them appeared to have been captured with a telescopic lens and without Matt’s knowledge.


  Aubrey’s head spun. If he hadn’t been sitting, he’d have fallen. It was all he could do not to let out a primal yell and start throwing stuff around. The pictures were threatening just because of the subject


  matter, but the last one disturbed Aubrey the most. He sat paralyzed with fear, clutching the photo in his shaking hands. The photo was of Matt lying on the floor of the apartment in his favorite spot by the dining-room table, looking out the window at the cars below. It would’ve made Aubrey smile if he’d taken it


  himself. This scene depicted one of his favorite sights when he came home from work. But seeing the


  homey scene like this scared him to death. The photographer had clearly studied Matt’s every move. The


  warning was clear, and Aubrey saw red.


  Boskie had no idea who he was fucking with, but he was about to find out.


  


  


  “So what’re you going to do with it when it’s done?” Matt dragged his hand along the front fender of


  the 1966 Mustang. The body was in good condition, but it needed a paint job.


  Tara shrugged. “Don’t know. I’m going to try and drive it, but my dad may have other ideas about


  that.” She rolled her eyes, showing exactly what she thought of Jarred’s other ideas. “I had to kidnap it to work on it. My dad has been harping for years about how he’s going to restore it, but I got tired of waiting.”


  “Whoa, wait a minute. Does Jarred know you have his car?” Matt didn’t want to get on Jarred


  Brandt’s bad side. Not only was he a heck of a nice guy, but when Aubrey had taken over the pack last


  weekend, he retained Jarred as his Beta. Matt was going to have to see the man and get along with him.


  “He does now.” Tara grinned, and it was downright mischievous. “He called me this morning after I


  had it towed to my house.” Leaning against the front of the car, she crossed her arms over her chest. Trying to look nonchalant Matt supposed, but he wasn’t buying it. “How was your lunch?”
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  Uh-huh, she was fishing. He’d known as soon as he’d gotten here that her curiosity would get the


  better of her. He was shocked that she’d made it through a tour of the house. “Good.” Actually, it had been more than good. It had felt like they were back to normal.


  “Good? That’s it?” Tara motioned with her hand for him to continue. “Did he apologize?”


  “Sort of. He said he was sorry for the way he said things but not for what he said.”


  “From him? That’s akin to getting down on his knees and begging. He doesn’t apologize…ever. If


  he’s wrong, he might mumble out a perhaps I was mistaken, but that’s it.” She snorted. “I swear I wish he’d just stop with the denial and say I love you and be done with it.”


  “What?” A frisson of excitement rushed through Matt at the prospect. Unfortunately, there was a little


  doubt too. He knew Aubrey liked him, cared for him even, but love? “You think he loves me?” Matt tried


  not to sound like her answer mattered to him, but he wanted to hear what she had to say. She was Aubrey’s best friend and knew him better than anyone.


  A serene smile crossed her face, and she nodded. “Definitely.” In three steps she was across the


  garage. “I know he does. Trust me on this. I’ve never seen him the way he is with you.” She hugged him


  and pulled back without releasing him. “That scene before the party the other night? That was a big hint.


  He’s scared. When he gets scared or can’t control things he does one of two things. He either shuts down or lashes out. If he didn’t plan on keeping you, he wouldn’t care who you told what, but you threatened his safe little world. He got mad because if people know you’re gay, they’re going to eventually know he is too. He’s not in control, and he’s not used to that because Bree is always in control.”


  What she said made sense. He’d already surmised Aubrey was different around him from things


  people said, but could it be because he was in love? What did Aubrey fighting it mean? Did he not want to love Matt? Matt’s excitement dissipated a little.


  “Give him time, Matt. He’ll figure it out.” Tara kissed his cheek.


  Matt smiled. Howard had said the same thing, so it must be true.


  “You should see the way he looks at you.” Sighing, she shook her head and pulled away. As she went


  to the back of the garage, she said, “Wish someone would look at me like that.”


  Before Matt could ask how Aubrey looked at him, she opened the door leading to the house. “I’m


  going to go get some water.” She jingled some keys and tossed them at him. “Pop the hood. I’ll be right back.”


  Matt stared at the keys, still grinning. Aubrey loved him? Oh man, he hoped so because he definitely


  loved Aubrey. He turned toward the Mustang and stopped short. For the first time, he really looked at the garage. It was full of tools all neatly arranged on a pegboard along the right wall. On the opposite side of the garage sat two big Craftsman toolboxes, a heavy-duty floor jack, some ramps and a lawn mower. She’d said she had tools, but sheesh.


  The door clicked shut, and footsteps echoed in the garage.
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  “I thought you were renting this place?”


  “I am. Why?” She adjusted her stolen Falcons cap and took the keys out of his hand on her way out of


  the garage.


  “Where’d you get all these tools?”


  “So, I like tools, sue me.” She opened the car and popped the hood before shutting the car door.


  “Some of them belonged to my grandfather, and others I bought here and there. My sisters and Bree always give me tools or Home Depot gift certificates for birthdays and Christmas.”


  Matt chuckled. Coming to stand at the front of the car, Tara bumped his hip. She handed him a bottle


  and took a long swig of her own.


  Cars weren’t his favorite thing, admittedly, but he was feeling energized after that talk about his mate.


  Matt opened his water and swallowed a drink. The engine was pretty dirty. They were going to get messy.


  Good thing he was on the bike and not in one of the cars. “What’s first?” He took another swig.


  “I don’t know. You’re the one fucking this chicken. I’m just holding its wings.”


  He choked. Water shot out his nose and burned like hell. His eyes watered as he sputtered and gasped.


  Doubling over, he fought for breath. Choking and laughing did not go well together.


  Tara started beating him on the back. “Oh my God. Are you okay?” She grabbed his hands, trying to


  heft them over his head. “Breathe.”


  What did she think he was trying to do? Jerking his hands away, Matt glared at her, or tried to. It


  wasn’t an easy feat while hacking up a lung. Only Tara would say such a thing.


  “Take a drink.”


  Forcing himself to gulp in a deep breath, Matt stood up straight. His coughs slowed, allowing him to


  finally gasp in some air between fits. He could empathize with Jarred’s pain over having such a hellion for a daughter. Matt was torn between hugging her and strangling her. When he stopped coughing, he put his


  hands on his hips and stared at her, trying not to laugh. “What in the heck does that mean?”


  A smirk teased at her lips. “I was just pointing out that you should take the lead because you know


  more than me. I’m still learning. I have to read the repair manuals.”


  “And that was how you chose to say that? Couldn’t you’ve just said ‘It’s up to you, Matt?’ Anyone


  else would’ve said, ‘It’s your decision,’ but noooo…” Matt gave into his laughter, this time without the choking.


  “What? You don’t like my saying?” Tara asked. “I thought it got the point across nicely.”


  “Oh yeah, and it was so eloquent too.”


  She cocked her head and scrunched her face. “Hmmm, now that you mention it, maybe that’s why


  Daddy always got so antsy before the interview portion of the pageants.” Placing one foot in front of the other with one hand by her side and the other on her hip, she straightened her posture and lifted her chin.
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  Matt could just picture her in a ball gown with a sash and a crown. She smiled brilliantly. “World peace and legalized bestiality.”


  “Gross.” Matt laughed harder. “All right, all right, stop, you’re killing me.”


  Tara collapsed out of her pose into laughter. “Okay, no more fucking chickens, I promise.”


  Still cackling, Matt shoved her shoulder. “Stop.”


  “Spoilsport.” Tara braced her hands on the front of the car and looked down at the engine. “Okay,


  let’s do this.”


  Matt set his phone on the flat space over the left headlight and took a better look under the hood.


  “Okay, since you’re holding the wings, get me a jack and some stands.”


  “Now who’s cracking jokes?” She rolled the jack over and went to put chocks under the back tires.


  Tara set the stands down, waiting for Matt to finish.


  The chime indicating he had a text message went off just as he positioned the first stand.


  “I got it.” Tara swiped his phone off the car.


  Matt placed the second jack stand and stood. It was probably Aubrey. He’d said something about


  texting Matt to decide on dinner tonight. Brushing off his hands, Matt grasped the jack handle, but Tara’s expression made him pause.


  She was gawking. There was just no other word for it. Her mouth hung open, and her eyes practically


  bugged out of her head.


  What in the world was she looking at? A case of nerves hit Matt in the stomach. “What’s wrong? Is it


  from Aubrey? What did he say?” Matt reached for the phone, but she turned, keeping it away from him.


  “Tara?”


  “Oh my.” Cocking her head, she tilted the phone. “Nice. Very nice. Not hard, I prefer hard, but nice.”


  A smile crept over her lips, and she giggled.


  He needed to see what the text said. “What did Aubrey say?”


  “Your brother has a nice dick.”


  “What?” Matt yelled so loud he scared some birds off the tree by the driveway. Thank goodness he


  hadn’t been drinking his water. “Aubrey said my brother has what?” Matt scrambled for the phone, nearly tackling Tara in the process. It took a valiant effort, but he got a good grip on it finally.


  “It’s not from Bree. It’s from Logan. Give it back.” She grabbed the phone before Matt could see


  what was on the screen. “I’m not done looking.”


  Snatching it out of her hand again, Matt turned his back on her. “Ohmigod.” There was a picture of a


  dick with a piercing through the head. Ouch. He didn’t know whether to be fascinated or repulsed. Stunned, he read the text above the pic. look what i did. cool, huh? First, it was his nipples he’d gotten pierced, then the tattoo on his back and now this.
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  Matt groaned and dodged an attempt by Tara to confiscate the phone. He typed back, u just flashed


  Tara via text message, idiot. Shaking his head, he handed the phone back to Tara and went into the garage for a wrench.


  “That’s kinda hot in a sadistic kinda way. Don’tcha think?”


  Leaning over the side of the car, Matt unhooked the battery cables. As he started loosening bolts, a


  chuckle bubbled up and spilled over. His brother was crazy. “I guess if you’re into that sort of thing. I’m just fine with unadorned penises, thank you.”


  “Good to know” came the reply, but it wasn’t from Tara.


  Matt bolted upright and hit his head. “Ow.” Wincing, he rubbed the sore spot.


  Aubrey stood by the passenger side door of the car just a few feet away. He wore the same dark gray


  suit he’d had on earlier, but his jacket and tie were gone and his sleeves were rolled up.


  “Where’d you come from?” It was only around two o’clock. Aubrey always worked until five.


  Excitement raced through Matt. The conversation he and Tara had earlier played back through his mind,


  making him giddy. Speaking of Tara…


  She hadn’t even noticed Aubrey. With her back turned to them, she was still engrossed in the picture.


  Aubrey raised a brow and glanced around. “Who has an adorned cock?” He scanned the street both


  ways.


  “Logan got a Prince Albert. Or at least I think that’s what it’s called.”


  “What?” Aubrey turned back toward him. “A Prince Albert, huh?” His eyebrows shot up and he


  blinked. “Should look interesting in wolf form.”


  The thought had never occurred to Matt. “Eww…”


  Aubrey chuckled but didn’t stop studying his surroundings. “To each their own.”


  “What’re you doing here? And what are you looking for?” Not that Matt minded, but something told


  him it wasn’t a social visit. Aubrey was uneasy. Matt wasn’t sure why he thought that because his mate’s scent was normal, but something about how distracted he was seemed odd.


  Aubrey shrugged. “Just seeing how the neighborhood has changed.” Smiling, he cuffed Matt’s arm,


  rubbing a little. “I came to hang out with my two favorite people.” He squeezed Matt’s arm, seeming


  reluctant to let go, and winked.


  The playfulness and affection was genuine and shot straight to Matt’s heart. How cool was it that his


  mate took off from work to spend time with him? What more could a man ask for? Matt grinned, wanting


  more than anything to kiss his mate. “We can use the help. Will you start by doing me a favor?”


  For a split second Matt thought Aubrey might lean forward for a kiss, but he didn’t. Darn it. He cleared his throat and raised a brow. “What’s that?”


  “Wrestle the phone away from Tara.”
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  Checking the time on the computer screen, Aubrey leaned back in his office chair and stretched. It


  was two in the morning, and he’d finally caught up on all the work he’d missed today due to leaving the office early. And still there was no word on Boskie. Jarred and a few other trusted pack members hadn’t seen hide nor hair of the man, and they’d started looking fifteen minutes after Aubrey opened that


  envelope. A chill raced up Aubrey’s spine thinking about the pictures.


  Boskie had just up and disappeared after the party the other night. His wife didn’t know where to find


  him nor did his secretary. As Martha would say, it made Aubrey as nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. He wasn’t sure if the older wolf was threatening Matt because he was in Aubrey’s care or if he’d somehow found out they were mates. Had Aubrey given them away? It didn’t matter. It was his word against Boskie’s and Boskie had to be found regardless. This was now a pack problem. Matt was a pack guest. And the Alpha’s mate. Aubrey scoffed at himself, rested his head on the chair and closed his eyes. “Yeah, right.” Like he could tell the pack that. Geez, his head throbbed.


  He’d been worried about Matt all day, even after he’d left his office to watch over him. It had been


  pure hell being outside in the open at Tee’s house. Aubrey hadn’t been able to relax and let his guard down for an instant.


  When he and Matt came home, Aubrey spent several hours trying to stop constantly touching Matt.


  He’d done good though. He didn’t think Matt had any idea there was something wrong, and that was how


  Aubrey wanted to keep it. Matt had enough to brood over with the problems in his family lately. Besides, it was Aubrey’s job to keep him happy and safe.


  Sniffing, Aubrey located Matt. He’d caught himself doing that off and on tonight when Matt was out


  of his sight. Aubrey took his glasses off and ran his hands down his face. His eyes hurt from staring at the computer for too long. He should get some aspirin for his headache. It was time to check on Matt as well.


  Aubrey shoved away from his desk. Aubrey, ole boy, you’re way too attached. There was no way he was going to be able to let Matt go back to New Mexico when the time came. Aubrey froze just inside the living room. The realization hit him like a fist to the gut. Was he too involved? No, that wasn’t it. He was just concerned for Matt’s safety. Anyone in his position would be. Matt was his responsibility, after all.


  Uh-huh. Damn, even his conscience wasn’t buying that heap of bullshit. He didn’t want to think about it. Not now, not ever. Forcing it from his mind, he continued toward their bedroom. There were more


  important problems to solve at the moment anyhow.


  The living room was very dark with the blinds closed. Aubrey’d had to do some fast talking to keep


  Matt from opening the shades tonight. Matt loved the view. He was mesmerized by the amount of trees,


  even in the city. Nearly every day after school Matt would park himself in front of the table to stare out the window. Aubrey grinned. There were ever-present forehead smudges on the glass.
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  When he reached their room, Matt lay on his back with his face turned toward the door. His mouth


  hung slightly open, and a soft snore filled the air. The glow of the moon outside the window cast light over his bare chest exposed by the covers. The big sleigh bed made him seem smaller than he actually was. He appeared peaceful and innocent. Of course, Matt always looked innocent because that was exactly what he was. Aubrey doubted even being a homicide detective would touch that vitality. What would it take to


  destroy that precious candor? Whatever it was, he never wanted to see it.


  Smiling in his sleep, Matt rolled to his side. He tucked his hands under his cheek distorting his face a little. The light added an element of peacefulness. It illuminated his smooth, tanned skin. The light? Aubrey glanced out the window. Damn. Matt had opened the shades.


  Crossing the room, Aubrey focused out the window. He didn’t see anything suspicious, but he


  wouldn’t this high up. Those pictures of Matt in the living room had been taken from the building across from them on the west side. There was no immediate structure next to the north side of the apartment. That reminded him, he had to check out the building those pictures had been taken from. The angle indicated they’d been shot from slightly above, at least a floor higher than theirs. He needed to look out the window and at the picture and compare now that Matt slept. Tomorrow he’d check out that building on the net.


  After he got his aspirin. Rubbing his temple, he took the window blind remote off Matt’s nightstand and pushed the button.


  “Mmm… What’d ya do dat for?” Matt’s sleep-heavy purr startled Aubrey.


  He turned, setting the remote back where he got it. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  Lying on his back, Matt stared at him with heavy-lidded eyes. A slow smile eased over his lips, and


  he held his hand out. His fingers wiggled, beckoning. “I don’t mind. Did you finish your work?”


  Lifting Matt’s hand out of the way, Aubrey crawled onto the bed and positioned himself on the edge.


  “Yeah, I just came in here to get something for my headache.” He held Matt’s hand in his lap.


  “I’m sorry you had to work tonight, but I have to admit I enjoyed getting to spend the day with you.


  Did you get the stain out of your shirt?”


  Aubrey chuckled and brought Matt’s hand to his lips. He kissed it before lowering it. “Nah. The


  shirt’s toast, but it was worth it. I enjoyed hanging out with you and Tee. I don’t mind working from home occasionally.” Especially when taking off work meant protecting Matt.


  With a slow, sexy grin, Matt tugged his hand, pulling Aubrey off balance. His voice, already a bit


  husky from sleep, dropped lower. “C’mere.”


  Catching himself on his elbow, Aubrey leaned forward, knowing exactly what his mate had in mind.


  Unbelievably, his cock began to harden. It was pretty impressive considering the throbbing in his skull. He kissed Matt. Matt was healthy and happy, and that more than anything made Aubrey want to partake in


  what his mate offered.
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  Flicking his tongue along the seam of Matt’s lips, he inhaled the intoxicating smell of arousal. When


  had taking care of Matt become tied to Aubrey’s own contentment? No matter where Matt was or what he


  was doing, Aubrey would always want him to be happy…even when they were apart. And Matt was very


  happy now, if the size of the erection nudging Aubrey’s hip was anything to judge by.


  Squirming closer, Matt tugged at the hem of Aubrey’s shirt and kissed his way around Aubrey’s jaw


  and neck. Soft grunts accompanied the constantly moving hands. He couldn’t seem to decide whether to try and strip the shirt off or to touch the skin underneath.


  Aubrey smiled against Matt’s mouth.


  “Mmm… Too many clothes.” Matt jerked Aubrey’s shirt up to his armpits and bucked his erection


  against Aubrey’s hip.


  Groaning, Aubrey extracted himself from Mr. Octopus Arms and pulled his shirt off.


  The covers slid down, revealing the dark hair above Matt’s prick. His abdominal muscles flexed as he


  writhed and trailed his fingers up Aubrey’s stomach. “Hurry.”


  Good gawd, that long lean body made Aubrey harder. Matt’s thumb brushed his nipple and traced his


  pectoral muscle. Matt was fascinated with his chest. It made Aubrey want to work out more.


  He nipped Matt’s bottom lip and removed the busy hands from around his neck again. “Let me get my


  pants off.” As Aubrey stood, Matt moaned out a sound that was pure sex.


  With his pants and boxers off, Aubrey went around to his side of the bed to retrieve the lube from the


  nightstand. Matt followed Aubrey’s progress. He gave the impression of a predator about to pounce as he raised up on his elbows.


  Aubrey tossed the tube on the bed and straddled his mate’s thighs. “Patience. I’m not going


  anywhere.”


  Matt was on him immediately, sitting up and mashing their stomachs together. Wrapping his hands


  around Aubrey’s waist, he bit into the flesh between Aubrey’s neck and shoulder.


  Chill bumps broke out on Aubrey’s arms and legs.


  The wet tip of Matt’s dick pressed against his own cock, and already Matt was panting.


  Dislodging Matt from his shoulder, Aubrey kissed him and opened the lube. He had to slow his


  anxious mate down. Matt had yet to learn to savor the pleasure. He was all about satisfaction and gaining it as quickly as possible.


  Aubrey pushed him back to the mattress. When Matt made to rise again, Aubrey shook his head.


  Whimpering, Matt laid back, watching Aubrey’s every move.


  Slicking up his fingers, Aubrey met his mate’s stare. “I want you to touch yourself, but I don’t want


  you to come. Can you do that for me?” He pushed two fingers into himself, barely feeling the burn.
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  Matt nodded and grabbed his cock. Slowly his hand moved up and down. The dark head peeked out


  from his fist, looking plumper than usual. He was beautiful the way his stomach rippled and his breath


  caught with each upward stroke. Wetness glistened on the tip, smearing with his movements.


  Aubrey’s balls drew up. Matt’s actions were such a contrast to his innocence it felt naughty and


  forbidden, like Aubrey was corrupting Matt. Hell, maybe he was. Adding another finger, he stretched


  himself. It’d been awhile since he’d done this.


  Aubrey moaned, working his fingers in deeper. He didn’t know what he was looking forward to more,


  the feel of Matt’s dick inside him or the look on Matt’s face when Aubrey lowered himself onto Matt. Both were going to be breathtaking. Every new experience with Matt was amazing.


  When Matt’s thighs tensed underneath Aubrey, he pulled his fingers free and grabbed the lube again.


  Placing his hand on Matt’s, he unwrapped those long fingers from Matt’s prick. Using plenty of lube, he coated Matt’s cock and crawled forward.


  Matt gasped, probably at the coldness of the gel, and his eyes widened. “Aubrey,” he whispered with


  so much longing it sounded like a plea.


  “Yeah, sugar.” He positioned Matt at his hole and slid down slowly. It took some effort not to close


  his eyes and drop his head back.


  Squirming and panting, Matt fisted his hands in the covers. His gaze focused on where they joined,


  and sweat dotted his forehead.


  Aubrey was impressed with the restraint. Sinking all the way down, he leaned forward, bracing


  himself above Matt. For several seconds they stared at one another. Finally, Matt reached up, raking his fingers through Aubrey’s hair. “That feels so good.” His voice cracked. He lifted his face, nuzzling it along Aubrey’s jaw, and kissed Aubrey’s chin.


  “Yes it does, darlin’.” From the small tremors racking Matt’s body, this wasn’t going to last long.


  Aubrey moved, fucking himself on his mate’s cock.


  In no time, Matt joined his efforts and thrust up each time Aubrey came down. Every third thrust or so


  hit Aubrey’s prostate, sending a pleasure so intense it was uncomfortable surging through him. His cock was already leaking.


  He sat up straight and grabbed Matt’s hands, untangling them from the sheet. With fingers entwined,


  he moved up and down, back and forth. He kept it up until Matt squeezed his hands, arched and cried out beneath him.


  The warm heat of Matt’s climax filled him, marked him. Like he wanted, needed to mark Matt. The urge to claim his mate was all-consuming.


  Matt’s still-hard cock slipped from Aubrey as Matt collapsed beneath him. Aubrey grabbed his own


  prick and inched up Matt’s body, making spunk run down the inside of his thighs. Aubrey stroked his cock and pleasure arced up his spine. “Close.” He straddled Matt’s chest, watching Matt’s pleasure-induced
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  daze. Matt’s eyes were open but unfocused. His breath came in sharp chops, and his head rocked side to


  side. He was the most beautiful thing Aubrey had ever seen. And he’s all mine.


  Catching Matt’s chin, he held his face still, focused on those full lips. He wanted to see his seed


  splattered over that gorgeous mouth, Matt’s chin and cheeks. Claiming Matt was an ongoing urge Aubrey


  hadn’t been able to shake.


  Oh gawd yes! Aubrey fell headlong into orgasm with a hoarse grunt. Aiming his pulsing erection down, still stroking, he painted Matt’s face with his semen. The whitish streaks dotted across the pretty tanned skin, marking him. Matt met Aubrey’s gaze as the last shudder left his body.


  Blinking, Matt gave him a slow, sensual smile. He touched his cheek and pulled his fingers away,


  looking at the come.


  Aubrey smiled in return. After scooting backward, he bent and lapped Matt’s cheek clean.


  Matt chuckled and clutched the back of Aubrey’s neck with both hands.


  Aubrey nipped Matt’s bottom lip and thrust his tongue inside his mate’s luscious mouth. For several


  minutes he lingered, kissing Matt. When he pulled back, he wiped the remaining come from Matt’s face


  with his fingers.


  Sighing and stretching, Matt closed his eyes, looking for all the world like a boneless heap of


  contentedness.


  Aubrey stayed still, watching, until his heart stopped racing and his breath evened out. Lying down


  next to Matt, he pulled him close and breathed in the comforting, now-familiar scent of his mate. He rested his cheek against the top of Matt’s head and closed his eyes.


  Huh, imagine that. His headache was gone.
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  The smell of bacon teased Matt into full wakefulness. Stretching his arms over his head, he yawned


  and smiled. Oh yum, breakfast. His stomach concurred by growling. Sunday was the last time he’d had a real breakfast. A granola bar here and a donut there on weekdays just didn’t cut it. He really missed his dad’s homemade breakfasts every day of the week, but he was just too lazy to make a sizable meal every


  single morning.


  “I already told you I’ve people looking into it.” Aubrey’s agitated voice came from the other room.


  Who was he talking to? Matt listened for a few seconds. No one answered back. Aubrey must be on


  the phone. Wait. It was Thursday . What was Aubrey still doing at home? And what was with the bacon?


  Matt rolled his head to the other side, searching for the clock. 6:13 a.m. Dang, why was it so dark in here? Oh yeah, Aubrey had closed the blinds last night. If he repeated what he did after he shut the blinds, Matt could get used to not waking to sunshine. Last night was…wow. If he hadn’t already been hard, he’d have gotten that way just thinking about it.


  But this was not getting him answers. Something’s afoot. Matt giggled at his own idiocy. Sometimes it was a good thing no one could read his mind.


  Swinging his legs over the edge of the bed, he stretched again. He ran his hands down his face and


  encountered something crusty. What the—? Oh yeah, Aubrey had marked him again. He grinned, hurried


  to the bathroom and peered in the mirror. Yep, a flakey smear of dried semen covered his left cheek. He had two hours before he had to leave for school and Aubrey was still here. Maybe they could repeat last night? Matt’s dwindling boner came back with a vengeance.


  After washing his face, a trip to the toilet and dressing, Matt went to the open part of the condo as


  quietly as he could. Aubrey was still on the phone, but he turned and smiled at Matt.


  Matt returned the gesture. He didn’t want to disturb his mate’s conversation. He suspected it was a


  business call. He tried to listen and distinguish the voice on the phone. It was a female, but not someone he knew.


  “Call the credit-card companies and see if there have been any recent charges. I’ll let you know if I


  find out anything on my end.” Aubrey handed Matt a glass of orange juice. The lady on the phone started talking again, her voice high-pitched, whiney and broken like she was crying. She hurt his ears, so Matt tuned her out.
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  He wasn’t the only one, because Aubrey snapped out a “Hold on” and covered the receiver with his


  hand. Leaning in to kiss Matt’s cheek, he asked, “I didn’t wake you, did I?”


  Basking in the show of affection, Matt shook his head. “No. Is that bacon and eggs?” His stomach


  rumbled again.


  “And sausage, toast and hash browns. Give me a minute.” Aubrey turned back toward the stove and


  took the skillet off the burner. He shrugged the phone between his ear and shoulder and put the sausage on a plate. “I’m going to Reynolds Hall in a few hours. If you hear anything at all, I expect a call on my cell phone. I gotta go.” He pulled the receiver from his ear, hit end and tossed it on the counter before turning back to Matt. “Do you have any tests today or tomorrow?”


  Shaking his head, Matt maneuvered the barstool out and sat down. He wondered at the cold response


  toward the woman on the phone, but since he had no idea who she was or what she’d done, he decided to


  let it go.


  Whoa, wait a minute. Aubrey was going to Reynolds Hall?


  “Good.” He turned back to the counter long enough to get down two plates and fill them, before


  bringing them both to the bar.


  Good? What did that mean? “Why’re you going to Reynolds Hall?”


  “We. Why are we going to Reynolds Hall.” After retrieving another glass of orange juice, Aubrey came back to the island. He sat on the stool next to Matt’s and picked up his fork. He stabbed the sausage and brought it up to his mouth, but he didn’t take a bite. “Because we’ll have the whole place to ourselves.


  Mom and Dad are on their cruise and Thompson and Martha left for their vacation this morning.”


  Giddiness tingled through Matt at the prospect of spending time alone with his mate at the plantation.


  Aubrey had been so attentive lately. Tara was right. Aubrey loved him. Matt wanted to punch the air and yell Yes, or maybe give himself a high five. Instead, he grabbed Aubrey by the face, knocking the fork right out of his hand, and planted a big kiss on his lips. “Thank you.”


  Aubrey gasped.


  Matt giggled at the stunned expression, picked up Aubrey’s fork, handed it back to him and hopped


  from the stool. “I’m going to pack.” He raced to the guestroom, found a bag and began stuffing it full of clothes. He was halfway through when he realized he hadn’t used his color identifier. Oh well, it was just going to be him and Aubrey. With any luck he wouldn’t be wearing many clothes while they were there


  anyway.


  He tossed the color identifier in the bag before zipping it up. He slapped his hands together and


  rubbed them in anticipation. Oh yeah, this was going to be awesome. He hurried back to the kitchen to eat.


  An hour later they were on their way to Savannah.


  Somewhere between Atlanta and Macon, Matt’s curiosity got the better of him. “Who were you


  talking to this morning?”
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  Aubrey remained quiet for several moments. The tension grew thick enough to suffocate.


  Squirming in his seat a little, Matt wondered how he could take the question back.


  “A pack member’s wife. He’s missing.” The answer was curt and didn’t encourage further questions.


  Instinctively, Matt knew he needed to drop it. Aubrey was suddenly on edge. Swallowing hard, Matt


  nodded. “Oh.” When would Aubrey feel comfortable discussing pack business with him? Given the recent


  closeness they were establishing, the refusal kind of hurt.


  Okay, get a grip, Matt. It doesn’t concern you. If it did, Aubrey would tell him.


  Aubrey patted his leg and squeezed it. With a sidelong glance, he grinned. “It’s nothing for you to


  worry about, sugar.”


  The action and words didn’t do much to stem Matt’s curiosity or erase the slight hurt that his mate


  wouldn’t confide in him, but they did show that Aubrey cared. For now that was enough. It did make him


  wonder if the missing member had anything to do with them going to Reynolds Hall though. Before he


  could ask, his phone rang.


  “Want me to answer it so you can talk on the speaker?” Aubrey asked, pointing at the screen in the


  dashboard.


  Matt had forgotten he’d synced his phone with Aubrey’s car. The screen said the call was from


  Logan. “Yeah, go ahead. Ten bucks says he called to tell me Dad freaked over his piercing.”


  Chuckling, Aubrey pushed the button on the steering wheel.


  “Hello?” Matt stretched his feet out in front of him. This should be interesting.


  “You’re not going to fucking believe this.” The rumble of Logan’s car idled in the background.


  A small voice said, “Ummm…you said a bad word.”


  Eddie?


  Matt looked at the clock. It was noon. Eddie should be at home and Logan at lunch. “Is that Eddie?”


  “Yeah. Listen. I need some advice.” Logan’s voice got quieter, and the engine shut off. “Eddie, go


  ahead and unlock the door. Here are the keys.” Matt’s little brother chattered over the jangle of keys, asking if Logan would play Mario Brothers with him. Logan said sure, and a car door slammed.


  Matt’s stomach got queasy all of a sudden. Something was wrong. “Logan? What’s going on? Why is


  Eddie with you? Is everything okay?”


  Aubrey caught his hand and squeezed it.


  “Sorry, I had to get him out of here before I could talk. I have a bit of a problem.” His voice cracked.


  Logan’s voice never cracked. He was unflappable.


  Apprehension skittered through Matt, and his heart began to hammer.


  “Sterling and I went to lunch, and we ran into Mom. She was with some human guy. Eddie was with


  them. She reeked of sex and that man. She was practically sitting in his lap.” Logan paused for just a


  second.
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  Matt didn’t know what to say. It was like having the air knocked out of him. He clutched his mate’s


  hand tighter.


  “I took Eddie. Sterling and I took him to eat McDonalds, and then I dropped Sterling back off at


  school. I don’t know what to tell Dad, Matt. I mean she had Eddie with her. What kind of woman takes her son with her to meet her lover? What the fuck? What do I tell Dad? I can’t just let this go. If she’d been alone, maybe I could just chalk it up to their fucked-up marriage and assume he knows, but she had Eddie with her. He says he watched cartoons at this guy’s house while mom and the guy took a nap. So he didn’t see anything, but…” His voice got quieter, becoming calmer. “I can’t let it go, Matt.”


  No, he couldn’t let that go. Matt wouldn’t. His eyes blurred with tears. She’d been distant for some


  time now, but she was still his mother. He needed to encourage Logan to snitch. A tear rolled down Matt’s cheek, and he dashed it away in anger. Why was he crying? He shouldn’t even care. She’d betrayed them


  all. He knew it was stupid, but part of him believed if they just ignored it, it’d be like it never happened. He knew Logan felt the same thing. That’s why he’d called. He needed Matt to tell him what he already knew he had to do. Matt opened his mouth, but the words wouldn’t come.


  Aubrey cleared his throat and rubbed his thumb over Matt’s knuckles. “You have to tell him, Logan.”


  


  


  Aubrey barely restrained himself from throwing his glasses across the study. “Grrr…” Where the fuck is he? Setting his glasses on the desk, he snatched up his phone again. Still no messages. He tossed the thing back a little harder than necessary, as if it was the phone’s fault for not ringing. And he knew damned well it hadn’t, because he’d had the frickin’ thing with him all last night and all this morning. If Jarred or any of the other wolves had called, he’d have heard it.


  Aubrey had been searching around the internet and by phone for the last five hours, looking for that


  son of a bitch Boskie. He’d just up and disappeared. According to his wife none of his credit cards had recent charges, and he still wasn’t answering calls from her, let alone anyone else. Bastard. Leaning back in his chair, Aubrey rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. They damned well better find Boskie before Sunday night or else Aubrey was going to have to come up with an excuse to keep Matt here at Reynolds


  Hall where he was isolated and had security.


  Putting his glasses back on, Aubrey leaned forward and pulled up the first bank of four security


  cameras on his laptop, then the second and third. The front gate was still closed and none of the perimeter alarms had gone off. All of those were good things, but the nothingness of the situation was getting to him.


  There was no news, no activity…no nothing. This waiting around was aggravating as hell.


  A pleasant scent drifted in on a breeze, making Aubrey pause. He inhaled deeper and closed his eyes.


  Mmm…Matt.
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  Matt paced past the open French doors outside the office. He couldn’t settle. He’d been restless all


  morning, wandering around the house and grounds with his phone in hand and earbuds in his ears. His


  agitation wasn’t making Aubrey’s disposition any better. He wasn’t sure when it had happened, but it had become apparent lately that his own moods seemed to be intensified or defused by Matt’s. He did not like Matt unhappy. And Matt hadn’t been his normal chipper self since hearing his mother was having an affair.


  Logan had gotten back in touch late yesterday, but only to say that he hadn’t had the chance to talk to their dad. Today, he was going to try and go to the garage where their dad worked and talk to him during lunch.


  Aubrey glanced at the clock on his laptop. It was 1:05 p.m. New Mexico time. He’d picked up the


  phone at least half a dozen times in the past hour to call Keaton and get him to go to Matt’s Dad’s garage and check things out. Matt wouldn’t stop fretting and was getting more worried by the minute. Either


  Logan was ignoring his messages or he hadn’t heard them. Fucker. Boy, everyone was pissing Aubrey off today…everyone but Matt.


  Aubrey grinned and shoved away from the desk. Crossing the room, he studied Matt from the open


  doors.


  Framed by the stark white marble and the line of live oaks in the distance, Matt was exquisite.


  Barefoot with jean shorts and a pink polo, he leaned against the second-to-last column, staring at the front drive. The way the sun dappled through the canopy of live oaks onto the dirt drive was one of Aubrey’s favorite sights too. It was early fall, Aubrey’s preferred season. He could gaze out there for hours.


  Just the small things they had in common like that were what intrigued him about Matt. They were


  raised so different, and there was an eleven-year age difference, yet an undeniable connection.


  Some fallen leaves blew across the porch with a rustle and onto Matt’s foot. He shook the leaf off but


  stayed where he was.


  It hadn’t taken long for the old plantation to get into Matt’s blood. He was coming to love the place.


  The last time they were here he’d investigated every inch of the mansion and asked tons of questions about the furnishings and history. Today, even upset over his family, Matt had gotten up and wanted to go


  exploring. It had taken some fast talking to keep him from going horseback riding. Aubrey had finally


  gotten him to agree to them going together in the afternoon after Aubrey had done some work. And if he


  were completely honest, it wasn’t just because he wanted to protect Matt. He’d become addicted to the


  excited gasps and smiles Matt made when he found something new. That excitement was always better


  than whatever it was Matt unearthed.


  He should tell Matt what was going on, but he couldn’t stand to see any more concern in his eyes.


  “Are you done working?”


  How long had Matt been aware of his presence? Aubrey strode forward. Wrapping his arms around


  Matt’s waist, he rested his cheek against Matt’s back. “For now.” He kissed Matt’s neck.
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  Matt leaned back against Aubrey and wrapped his own arms around Aubrey’s, slumping so they were


  closer in height. “You want me to fix us some lunch?”


  “I’m not hungry. Are you?”


  Another gust of wind made the trees and the Spanish moss sway.


  Matt shrugged. “Not really.” He didn’t sound interested in much of anything. The sullen tone


  bothered Aubrey quite a bit. He needed the happy, bouncy Matt back. This somber Matt would never do.


  Some distraction to take Matt’s mind off his family was in order.


  Snaking his hand under Matt’s shirt, Aubrey kissed his neck again.


  “Mmm…” Shivering, Matt arched into the ministrations. “Do you still want to go riding?”


  Aubrey grinned against his mate’s neck. Oh yeah, he wanted a ride, but not on horseback. His other


  hand drifted down and palmed Matt through his jeans. “Later.”


  “Mmm ’kay.” Matt dropped his head back on Aubrey’s shoulder, and his prick hardened under


  Aubrey’s attention. He pushed forward into Aubrey’s hand while turning his head and nipping Aubrey’s


  jaw.


  Mission accomplished. Matt wasn’t thinking about anything right now. “Let’s go upstairs.”


  Instead of answering, Matt squirmed around to face Aubrey, hugging him tight. He continued to lick


  and bite at Aubrey’s jaw and neck. His erection pressed into Aubrey’s stomach and little mewling noises bled from his lips.


  Oh boy. Aubrey’s cock went from zero to sixty in seconds flat. The scent of arousal engulfed them. If he didn’t get Matt upstairs now, they were going to end up rolling around naked on the front porch.


  Hmmm…maybe— no. He was not fucking on the front porch. Groaning at even considering it, Aubrey extracted Matt’s hands from around his neck and stepped back. “Come on, sugar.”


  Matt made a whimpering protest, and his lip pouted out. Aubrey wasn’t fooled, Matt was ready to


  spring. He was all fumbling excitement. Aubrey adored how responsive and out of control Matt became


  though.


  He caught Matt’s hand and tugged him inside before Matt could tackle him. He closed the doors


  behind them and ushered Matt upstairs. It was difficult getting up the stairs with Matt groping him every few steps, but they somehow managed.


  When they reached Aubrey’s room, Matt set his phone on the nightstand and went to open the French


  doors. “Is that okay? It’s so nice outside. And I love the sounds.”


  Smiling, Aubrey nodded. He knew exactly what Matt meant. He’d turned the a/c off earlier because


  he liked to open the house up when it wasn’t too hot. It was always humid, but he was used to it. As long as there was a breeze he could stand it. “C’mere you.” He climbed onto the bed and offered his hand to Matt.


  Matt grinned and dove at him, knocking him backward and nearly off the side of the bed. They both


  laughed and rolled, getting to the middle of the mattress with Aubrey on the bottom.
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  “If it’s the last thing I do, I’m going to teach you patience.” Raising his head, he nipped Matt’s chin.


  Matt pushed up on his elbows and frowned down at Aubrey. It was ruined by the twinkle in his eyes


  though. “I can be patient.”


  “Prove it.”


  “Okay.” Matt rolled off him to lie beside him.


  “Patient, not comatose.” Aubrey laughed.


  “I’m not comatose, I’m waiting.”


  “For what?”


  “For you to have your wicked way with me.”


  “Oh ho ho. Are you now?” He tugged Matt onto his side until they were nose to nose and kissed him.


  Giggling, Matt nodded. “Go ahead. Ravish me.” He pressed the back of his hand to his forehead and


  fell onto his back again. “Swoon.”


  Swoon? Aubrey laughed, really enjoying himself. He had the playful Matt back, at least for now.


  “What, are you a fainting little Southern belle?” And how weird was it to be laughing this much with a hard-on? He was certain it was only something Matt could inspire.


  Matt continued to giggle and shrugged.


  Gawd, he loved that sound. If he lived to be a hundred, he’d never tire of hearing it. And that face…


  Matt squinted, eyes almost disappearing when he giggled.


  Just like that the playfulness left Aubrey. He had to have Matt right that minute. Leaning over, he


  captured Matt’s lips with his own, stopping him mid-giggle.


  “Mmm…” Matt tangled his hands around Aubrey’s neck and urged him closer, but he didn’t rush the


  kiss like normal. It was languid. His hands constantly moved though, touching Aubrey’s face, sifting


  through his hair.


  Aubrey did nothing to speed the pace. He savored the moment, teasing and tasting his mate. Was


  there anything sweeter than this? He pulled back only to press his lips to Matt’s again, and Matt’s nose, his cheek and his chin.


  Matt blinked up at him, still caressing his face and head. His eyes were heavy-lidded and…adoring?


  Aubrey groaned and sat up. He wanted skin. He ripped his own shirt over his head before discarding


  Matt’s. Once again he lay down, but this time he rolled to his side and tugged Matt with him. Kissing and licking, he worked his way down Matt’s neck to his chest, and still Matt clung to him, arching toward


  Aubrey’s mouth. He took one peaked nipple into his mouth and was rewarded with his favorite sound.


  “Tickles.”


  Smiling against Matt’s chest, he flicked with his tongue.


  Matt gasped and tried to pull him back up.
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  Aubrey let him. He didn’t stop where Matt wanted him though and got growled at. He sat up and


  motioned for Matt to turn onto his stomach. He was going to kiss every square inch of this long, lean body.


  “Patience, remember?”


  Grumbling a little, Matt rolled over. Aubrey placed his hand in the middle of Matt’s back and rubbed.


  The differences between him and Matt were exhilarating. They were opposites yet not. They complemented


  one another. You belong together, his brain supplied and he couldn’t deny it, they did.


  For the longest time he petted Matt’s back and his shoulders. He straddled Matt’s hips and pressed his


  erection against Matt’s ass as he sucked the skin on the back of Matt’s neck.


  Matt shivered and sighed. Pushing up to his elbows, he turned his head, trying to capture Aubrey’s


  lips.


  Aubrey let him and slipped down his body. “Lift up.”


  Matt’s pert bottom raised into the air as his forehead hit the mattress. “I’m tired of being patient.”


  Unfastening Matt’s shorts, Aubrey chuckled. “But you’re doing so well.” He eased the denim down


  along with Matt’s underwear until Matt’s perfect ass was revealed. Aubrey groaned at the sight but didn’t stop until he pulled the pants over Matt’s legs and tossed them on the floor.


  Running a hand over the curve of Matt’s rear end and down his thigh, Aubrey unfastened his own


  jeans. He bent and kissed one cheek then the other, and he shimmied his jeans down his hips. Once his cock bounced free, he lay over Matt, luxuriating in the warm skin against him. He licked the back of Matt’s neck and interlaced his fingers with Matt’s, bringing them up next to Matt’s head.


  Matt bucked underneath him. His eyes were closed, and he practically purred. A soft smile tugged at


  his lips. “I like that.”


  “Like what, darlin’?” Aubrey nuzzled his face against Matt’s and moved side to side, positioning his


  cock to rest in the cleft of his mate’s ass. Ah, yes.


  “The way you feel on top of me. The way it tickles when you kiss my neck. The way—everything. I


  like everything you do to me.” He sighed again and squeezed Aubrey’s hands.


  Matt went straight to his head. The man made him feel bulletproof. He nipped Matt’s shoulder, biting


  down hard. Not enough to break the skin, but the tendons flexed beneath his teeth.


  Moaning, Matt squirmed and rocked his hips toward Aubrey. His canines lengthened.


  Aubrey unlaced their hands and wrapped his arms under Matt’s chest, holding him. He lay with his


  cheek pressed to Matt’s shoulder, feeling the thud of Matt’s racing pulse. The spicy scent of Matt filled his nose, and the warm skin heated his cheek as Matt squirmed beneath him. Aubrey’s eyes shifted, and he


  closed them.


  He was hard and wanting, but there was no urgency. He’d get to it. For now, he just wanted to hold


  his mate close. He couldn’t remember ever feeling like this, this contentment, this sense of rightness.


  “I love you,” Matt whispered.
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  The statement was so soft it was only a breath. It zinged right into Aubrey. He waited, but the sense of panic never came. Instead, euphoria filled him. He hugged Matt tighter. He shouldn’t want Matt to love him, he should discourage it even, but he wanted that love. More than anything in the world, he wanted it.


  Opening his eyes, he smiled. He kissed Matt’s cheek and squeezed again. “I wish we could stay like


  this forever. Just the two of us. Here. No outside world, no school, no job, no one but us.” If only they could. If there weren’t responsibilities and others depending on him…


  Aubrey shook his head. He didn’t want to think about the inevitable. Now he was going to enjoy his


  mate to the fullest while he still had him.


  “Me too.” Matt’s eyes opened, and he raised a little, focusing on Aubrey.


  His gaze was doting and utterly peaceful. Aubrey swore his heart stuttered. Sliding from Matt, he


  kicked his jeans the rest of the way off and dug into the drawer for the lube he’d stolen the last time they were here.


  Matt rolled to his side, watching Aubrey. He ran his fingers down Aubrey’s stomach, over his cock to


  his balls. He caressed and tugged lightly. The typical panting, squirming Matt was absent, and in his place lay a man content to give pleasure as well as indulge in it.


  Unfortunately, Aubrey’s cock was no longer happy to let him snuggle. His stomach muscles tensed


  and begged for the pent-up pressure to be released. The scent of Matt’s lust intoxicated him, spurring him on. He slicked up his fingers and wasted no time moving up against Matt. It forced Matt to let go of his balls, but Aubrey got a long, hard body mashed against him in return. It wasn’t a bad trade-off. He traced his slick fingers down Matt’s crease as he slanted his mouth over Matt’s.


  Pushing back against Aubrey’s fingers, Matt returned the kiss. He stabbed his tongue into Aubrey’s


  mouth and moaned as Aubrey slid a finger in. Matt bent his knee, opening himself up. He realized that by moving toward the invasion he made a space between them because he slipped his hand down and grabbed


  Aubrey’s cock.


  Aubrey grunted and pulled his mouth free. “On your stomach, sugar.” He slipped in another finger.


  Not only did Matt comply, he arched, deepening the penetration. “Go me.”


  “Huh?”


  “I was patient.”


  Aubrey chuckled. “Yes, you were.” He grabbed the lube off the mattress behind him and squirted a


  good amount down Matt’s crease while scissoring his fingers. Matt’s back muscles jumped, and he


  shrugged his shoulders to his ears. “Cold.”


  “Sorry.” But not sorry enough to stop. Aubrey positioned his legs on the outside of Matt’s and pulled


  his fingers out of Matt’s hole. He tapped Matt’s hip. “Come up here, on your knees.”


  Matt maneuvered to his hands and knees.
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  Damn, what a sight. His hole shined with gel, and his balls were already taut. His cock wasn’t visible, because it was so damned hard and close to his stomach. Aubrey needed a mirror in here so he could watch that pretty prick slap against Matt’s stomach as he fucked him. Aubrey groaned and squeezed the base of his cock. His fangs dropped so fast they pinched his bottom lip. Lining up his cock, he gripped Matt’s hip and worked his way steadily inside Matt.


  The muscles in Matt’s back and legs tensed and he gulped in a breath. “Wait.”


  Aubrey froze.


  Matt rocked back and forth with little movements.


  Sweat dripped down Aubrey’s forehead, but he remained motionless. It was pure torture to stay still.


  Matt continued until his butt rested against Aubrey’s hips. A long, drawn-out moan filled the room,


  and Matt dropped his chest to the bed. He pushed back hard. His body jerked, and a shiver racked him. He moaned again, and the scent of precome teased Aubrey’s nose.


  Aubrey could barely breathe. He was concentrating on being still. He’d meant to tug Matt up against


  his chest but could barely think with Matt doing that. “You okay?”


  Matt’s head bobbed, and he pressed back again, spearing himself on Aubrey’s cock.


  Oh damn. Aubrey tightened his hold on his mate’s hips and thrust forward. He fucked Matt slow and easy at first, but Matt didn’t seem to want to go slow. He kept speeding up, so Aubrey began to pound into him.


  Sweat gathered and ran down Matt’s back toward his shoulders. The grunts and moans grew louder,


  and the smell of come more potent. The grip on Aubrey’s cock increased. He was close, but he knew Matt


  was too. Sliding his hands down, he pulled on Matt’s shoulders. “Raise up, sugar.”


  Matt lifted his body off the mattress, throwing his head back on Aubrey’s shoulder. The smell of


  sweat and sex teased him. The bed squeaked.


  Wrapping his arms around Matt’s waist, Aubrey drove up into him. Matt’s dick bobbed, leaking


  come. Sweat ran down his stomach, and his hole clamped down on Aubrey’s cock.


  “Ahh…” He gripped Matt’s shaft and stroked, wanting his mate to come first. It was awkward trying


  to time his hand to his hips. Good God, he lacked coordination today.


  “You’re ruining it.” With a chuckle in his voice, Matt batted his hand away.


  Smiling, Aubrey let go.


  Matt’s hand sped up and down, pulling come out with each upward movement. His hips snapped up


  and back, forcing Aubrey’s cock deeper.


  It was absolute heaven, but there was no way Aubrey could keep up this pace long. “Come for me,


  darlin’. I need you to—”
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  Matt’s back arched, and his ass squeezed Aubrey tight. Semen spurted over Matt’s hand. He moaned


  long and loud, taking Aubrey right over the edge with him. His inner muscles milked Aubrey’s cock, and


  the sounds of his pleasure buffeted Aubrey’s ears.


  Hugging his mate tight, he rested his face against Matt’s shoulder. With short little jabs, he came. His whole body tensed and released with the pleasure. When it stopped, he was boneless, barely able to hold them both up.


  The way Matt’s weight rested on him was beginning to make his knees hurt, but he didn’t want to


  move. He finally just slid sideways, taking Matt with him. His cock slipped out of Matt’s body with a gush of semen, and they ended up spooned together in a sweaty heap.


  After a few moments, Matt turned and faced him, his eyes and teeth back to normal. Aubrey’s were


  too. He could make out the deep blue of Matt’s irises. Only a few inches away, Matt touched Aubrey’s


  cheek, and a sleepy smile oozed into place. He brushed a soft kiss across Aubrey’s lips.


  Aubrey rested his forehead against Matt, needing the contact, and closed his eyes. He drifted to that


  weightless not-quite-awake-but-not-yet-asleep place.


  “What in the hell are you doing?”


  Aubrey jerked into alertness at the shout. Springing to a sitting position, he tried to calm his racing heart and clear his swimming head.


  His brother and brother-in-law stood in the doorway.


  Keaton surged forward, anger etched in every line of his face, but before he made it to the bed he was


  jerked back.


  The look of surprise on Chay’s face as he held his struggling, frothing mate around the waist probably


  matched Aubrey’s. What were they doing here?
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  “What game are you playing? I asked you to watch after him. He’s not some goddamned sexual


  experiment. God, I can’t even believe you.” Keaton threw his arms up, let out a hoarse yell and stormed around the couch. Catching Matt’s gaze, he ran his fingers through his short platinum hair, making it stand on end.


  Matt averted his attention, looking down. His face and neck heated, and the butterflies in his stomach


  increased. They’d been down in the living room for fifteen minutes, and they were getting nowhere fast.


  He’d tried to blend into the background by being still and quiet, but apparently it hadn’t worked.


  Keaton whirled back around to Aubrey, who sat in one of the damask armchairs in front of the unlit


  fireplace. “Well? What the fuck do you have to say for yourself?”


  Aubrey flicked a glance to Matt and crossed his hands over his still-bare stomach. Unlike Matt, who


  was now fully dressed, Aubrey had only put on his jeans, nothing else.


  Matt had to admire Aubrey’s ability not to get ruffled. He felt exposed enough with the shield of


  clothes. He couldn’t imagine facing Keaton and Chay in nothing except his jeans. But why wasn’t Aubrey


  upset? At least just a little. That expressionless face was something Matt was growing wary of. Was


  Aubrey about to light into Keaton or did he not care what his brother thought? Matt tried to swallow the lump in his throat without much luck.


  Aubrey looked up at his glaring brother. “Butt out. It’s none of your damn business. What’re you


  doing here anyway?”


  “We came to watch the place while everyone is on vacation. And it damned sure is my business. I’m


  the one who was stupid enough to place him in your care.” Turning toward Chay, Keaton frowned. “You


  could help, you know.”


  Chay, who sat on the couch next to Matt, shrugged. “Matt’s old enough to know what he’s doing.”


  Matt gave Chay a slight nod in appreciation, but what he wanted was for his friends to go away.


  Chay patted his leg. “How are you? You fitting in okay? You like school?”


  Oh thank you, Chay. Grabbing the opening like a lifeline, Matt took a deep breath. His stomach was still in knots, and his neck ached from the tension, but he was thankful for the diversion. “Yeah, I love it here. I’ve made friends at—”


  Turning on Matt, Keaton scoffed and rolled his eyes. “I’m surprised at you. I really am. I would’ve


  thought you knew better. You have to know you’re just a diversion, right? He’s not going to commit to
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  you, Matt. He’s not even gay, for crying out loud. He has a fiancée.” His voice was soft, concerned in its censure.


  Matt sank back into the couch cushions, resisting the urge to expose Aubrey and Tara’s true


  relationship. Shame washed over him at being thought of as a sexual experiment. He knew he wasn’t, but


  he couldn’t say so without outing Aubrey. Darn it, this sucked. It was hard not to resent Aubrey at the moment, which made Matt feel even worse. Tears prickled the back of Matt’s eyes, but he blinked them


  away. He would not pressure his mate. He wanted to though. He wanted to demand that Aubrey tell them


  everything. Did that make him selfish?


  “Leave him alone, Keaton.” Aubrey’s voice was stern and the closest he’d come to sounding angry.


  “If you want to be pissed, be pissed at me, but I will not allow you to talk to Matt like that.”


  “Won’t allow me?” Turning back toward his brother, Keaton put his hands on his hips. “I want some


  answers, damn it. And I want them right fucking now. What in the hell were you thinkin’? Do you hate me that much? That’s it, isn’t it? You knew Chay and I were coming out to watch the place for Mom and Dad, and you did this on purpose. So I’d catch you. It’s some sick, twisted way for you to get back at me.”


  “Oh yeah. I hate you. What about the whole ordeal with Jonathon?” Aubrey snorted. “I hate you so


  damn much I saved your mate”—he glanced at Chay—“and you by killing your psycho ex-boyfriend. Yeah


  that sounds like the actions of someone who despises you, dumbass.”


  Matt looked from his mate to Keaton and back again.


  Aubrey glared at Keaton. “Why’re you making this about you? This doesn’t have anything to do with


  you, and if you don’t stop yelling at me, I’m going to kick your ass.” Aubrey, unlike his brother—whose ever-present accent became worse with anger—didn’t have even a hint of his Southern inflection. Matt


  didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. Aubrey’s lack of accent meant he was very much in


  control. It was hard to imagine the man Matt loved in this unimpassioned person.


  “Oh yeah?” Keaton’s voice actually got louder. It echoed through the den.


  “Oh shit.” Chay groaned and leaned forward on the couch, readying himself to intervene.


  Matt couldn’t move. His instincts screamed at him to run to his mate’s defense, but Aubrey wouldn’t


  want him to do so.


  As Keaton launched himself at Aubrey, his hands shifted into claws.


  Aubrey flew out of the chair before his younger brother reached him, with equally lethal-looking


  claws cocked back ready for the attack.


  It never came.


  With a gasp, Keaton stopped so swiftly he stumbled.


  “Holy shit.” Chay shot off the couch, wrapped an arm around his much-smaller mate and jerked him


  back.
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  Matt sat there in a daze, fully aware of the tension in the room. Heck, he was strung so tight he felt ready to break in two. Aubrey could do a partial shift without shifting his eyes and teeth? How was that even possible? Keaton could do it because he had three forms. Matt stared at his mate without actually


  seeing him. Ohmigod, Aubrey has three forms.


  “How? When?” Keaton asked quietly.


  “How and when, what?” Aubrey shouted.


  With his arm still protectively encircling Keaton, Chay pointed at Aubrey’s hands. “When did you


  gain the ability to do that? What else can you do?”


  A furrow creased Aubrey’s forehead, and he looked down. “Fuck.” He shook his hands as if to


  remove something from them. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” When he stopped moving, his hands were human. He


  turned his back and walked to the French doors with his shoulders slumped. “It doesn’t matter now


  anyway.”


  Like a shock wave, Aubrey’s power radiated through the room, making Matt’s breath catch.


  Chay and Keaton gasped in unison as it hit them.


  Whoa, not only had Aubrey not said anything, he’d been purposely hiding how powerful he was. And


  how could he do that? Matt panted for breath, flabbergasted at the revelation. He wasn’t the only one


  Aubrey had hid it from. That should make him feel better, but it didn’t.


  “You said no more secrets.” Matt was across the room before he even realized what he was doing. He


  couldn’t help it though. Aubrey had promised only truth between them back when he’d told—no not told,


  Matt had accidentally found out Aubrey was gay.


  Aubrey turned, staring right at Matt. His shoulders drooped, and he heaved a sigh.


  “How long?” Keaton sounded confused and hurt. “Why? I don’t understand. Why would you let all of


  us think you didn’t possess the same abilities Dad and I have?”


  “About a week after you realized you had three forms.” Aubrey turned his gaze from Matt to focus on


  his brother. “Do you have any idea what it’s like to be the golden child?” Aubrey’s voice was soft, a little sad. “I hoped in this one thing you’d have to take the responsibility. I wanted you to have to shoulder some of the burden.” He made a rusty sound that should’ve been a chuckle, but there was nothing amusing in it.


  “Didn’t work though. You refused to take over the pack.” He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. I’ve owned up to my obligations, and there’s no reason to hide it now.”


  “The fight—when I was sixteen. It was to force me to show my power so I’d be named the next


  Alpha?” Keaton radiated anger. His hands fisted and unfisted.


  “Didn’t work, huh?” Aubrey shrugged again. “At least it kept everyone from picking on you because


  you’re gay.”
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  “Fuck you. You let me think you hated me all this time? You could’ve talked to me, damn it. I


  would’ve understood. I might’ve even stayed to help you with Reynolds Inc. and the pack. Fuck you,


  Aubrey.”


  Matt stood frozen in place. His mate was apparently very good at keeping secrets. “What else are you


  hiding?” he whispered, afraid to learn the answer.


  “Did he tell you he’s getting married in January?” Keaton scoffed.


  “Damn it, would you stop?” Aubrey pointed at his brother. “I’m not getting married in January.


  Why’re you so hell-bent on making trouble?”


  “Try again, asshole. Mom said you’re marrying Tara next year.”


  “I never told mom I was marrying Tara. I told her I’d start looking for a wife to give her a grandchild and maybe she could start planning the wedding by the beginning of the year.”


  Bile rose up Matt’s throat and the sensation of icy needles stabbed his face and chest. His breath


  hitched and stuttered out. Aubrey had never intended to give them a fair chance. All along he’d planned on marrying and keeping Matt as what? A lover on the sly? Everything Keaton had accused Aubrey of was


  true. Lightheaded, Matt grabbed the back of a chair to steady himself.


  Aubrey met Matt’s gaze. He hesitated for a few seconds and stepped closer, holding his hand out.


  “Matt…”


  Pulling his hands into himself before Aubrey could touch him, Matt shook his head. His heart beat so


  hard his chest hurt. A surge of anger overpowered his despair. “No. You lied. Avoidance is lying, Aubrey.


  Just like last time. Only this time you didn’t need Carson to slip up and accidentally tell on you. You did it yourself. You deliberately misled me. You couldn’t even trust in me enough to tell me you had three


  forms.” He shouldn’t be saying this in front of Keaton and Chay, but it just kept spilling out. “My mother is a liar too, and you’re just like her. Were you planning on marrying and visiting me on weekends? Or maybe your lunch hour?”


  “Matt.” Aubrey advanced, reaching for him again.


  Matt dodged backward. The tears he’d been holding back spilled over and ran down his cheeks. Dang


  it.


  “You sorry bastard. Don’t touch him.” Growling, Keaton lunged at his brother. He hit Aubrey square


  in the chest, and they went tumbling out the French doors onto the veranda from the momentum.


  Shock held Matt’s feet firmly rooted to the living-room floor. Heck, he wanted to do the same thing


  Keaton did. But there was also that strong prickling along his spine—his hackle rising in wolf form—


  shouting at him to protect his mate. Stupid bond. Matt didn’t need it or want it at the moment. He and Aubrey were through. Dashing away the tears, he watched as Aubrey and Keaton rolled around the back


  porch, grappling with each other. No claws were extended.


  Chay strolled over to the doors with a groan.
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  This whole thing was surreal. “Should we do something?” Matt asked him, looking for guidance.


  “Nah. Let them fight it out. It’ll do them good. I don’t think they’re going to actually kill each other.”


  Chay frowned. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah.” Matt wasn’t, not really, but he didn’t want to discuss it.


  Chay nodded, seeming to understand. “If you need to talk—” Turning toward the stairs, he cocked his


  head. “What’s that?”


  “What?”


  “It sounds like a phone.”


  Oh shoot. “It’s my cell.” Matt glanced toward the stairs.


  “Go. I’ll keep an eye on them.” Chay turned his attention back to his mate and brother-in-law. “I’ll


  yell if I need help.”


  Matt took off running, praying he got to Aubrey’s room fast enough. Dang it. He’d been waiting all


  day to hear from his brother. What a time for Logan to call. His feet beat in time with his pulse as he pounded up the stairs. Why did this place have to be so big? He’d get the phone and come back down here in case Chay needed him.


  Skidding to a halt in front of Aubrey’s nightstand, Matt snatched his phone up. He didn’t even look at


  the caller ID before he answered. Panting for breath, he dropped one hand to his knee. “Hello?” A breeze came in from the still-open balcony. Matt turned toward it, waiting for someone to answer. “Hello?”


  “Matthew?”


  Matt frowned. “Eddie?”


  “Uh-huh.” His baby brother’s voice sounded shaky. The three-year-old gulped in a breath. “It’s me,


  Matt.”


  Dropping down on the edge of the bed, Matt tried to calm his racing heart. He’d been winded and all


  out of whack emotionally thanks to Aubrey, but now he had an overwhelming sense of dread. Eddie never


  called him. He talked to Eddie on the phone, sure, but someone else always did the calling. All his brothers knew which button speed-dialed his cell phone though. Matt softened his voice, hoping to take the worry from it. “What’s wrong, buddy? You okay?”


  “Uh-huh. I’m scared though.” Eddie sniffed and his little voice quivered. “I woke up and nobody’s


  here. Mommy’s car’s gone.”


  


  The air left his lungs in a painful gasp as Aubrey landed flat on his back. The panic of not being able to breathe hit at him. Oh damn, that hurt. The scrape of the cobblestones didn’t feel much better.


  Instead of charging him again, Keaton bent over, braced one hand on his knee and panted for air. With


  a grimace, he shook his other hand, the one he’d just smashed into Aubrey’s face. When had his brother learned to hit that hard? Sweat and blood dripped from his chin and splatted onto the ground by the
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  fountain. He stood, hunched over next to Aubrey’s right knee, huffing and puffing like a smoker trying to do aerobics. He was way more winded than Aubrey.


  Aubrey debated getting up and going another round. He could take his younger brother if he wanted


  to. He outweighed Keaton, and he was certainly in better shape. Fuck it. He was too damned tired. What


  did fighting solve anyway? So what if Keaton considered it a victory.


  Screw that. No way was he letting Keaton win. Aubrey swept his leg to the side, intent on taking his


  brother’s legs out from under him.


  Surprisingly, Keaton jumped out of the way. He cleared Aubrey’s leg, but lost his balance anyway


  and landed on his ass with a bone-jarring thud that made his teeth clack together. He flopped onto his back and laughed, only he was so winded it sounded more like wheezing.


  Aubrey smiled and lowered his head back to the cobblestones. “Dude, you need to get your ass on the


  treadmill. Your stamina sucks.”


  “I took you down, didn’t I?”


  “Yeah, but you’re breathing a lot harder than I am.”


  Keaton groaned. “I don’t see you getting up.”


  “I could if I wanted to.”


  “Please say you don’t want to,” Keaton whined.


  They both chuckled. Aubrey felt better than he had in years. The fight had been a nice stress reliever, but it wasn’t enough now that everything was out on the table. Well…nearly everything. “Matt is my mate.


  And before you start yelling at me, let me finish. I’m gay, and I’ve known it since before you ever decided to come out.” Spilling his guts was like a weight being lifted off his shoulders. He hadn’t planned it, but it had all come tumbling out, just like when they were kids. They used to always fight like that and end up talking and making up. “You’re sworn to secrecy, by the way.”


  “Why didn’t you come to me years ago? I always wondered. But you threw me for a loop the way you


  acted when I told you I was gay.” Keaton rolled his head to the side, looking right at Aubrey. They were only about a foot apart, and the shimmer of unshed tears in Keaton’s eyes was obvious. “Do you know how bad it hurt to think that you didn’t care anymore?”


  “I’m sorry. I—” Shame washed over Aubrey. He’d let his jealousy get in the way and rob him of his


  brother…his best friend. Yeah, he had Tee and Matt now, but it wasn’t the same. He’d missed Keaton.


  Keaton was the one person who could truly understand him because his brother had shared his life. He may not have had the familial pressure Aubrey had, but Keaton understood the stress. Or he had until Aubrey ran him off. Over the past few years they’d somewhat repaired their relationship, but it was nothing like it used to be. There was still an underlying strain between them.


  Aubrey’s eyes got misty. God, he was an idiot. He’d convinced himself that he’d picked that fight all


  those years ago for Keaton’s sake. And in part, he had. He’d wanted the pack to realize how powerful his
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  brother was so they wouldn’t pick on him. But part of Aubrey had liked taking out his aggression. It was that part that had kept him from apologizing and trying to explain his actions afterward. “I was jealous of you.”


  Keaton rolled his head back toward the sky. “Doesn’t matter now. I forgive you. I know how hard it is


  to tell family.”


  “Ouch.” Aubrey winced. He’d felt that jab, just as Keaton had intended. Aubrey, who should’ve been


  sympathetic, had not made Keaton’s coming out easy. “I don’t deserve forgiveness.”


  “Yeah, you do. It must suck having to be what everybody else wants you to be. I used to be jealous


  that you were the one who will inherit this place, but when I thought about all the other crap that comes with it…” He squeezed Aubrey’s arm. When he spoke again it was soft and heartfelt. “I’ve missed you.”


  He’d missed Keaton too, but he couldn’t say it. If he said it he’d cry, and damn it he was not crying.


  He closed his eyes and nodded, knowing his brother would see his regret.


  “Besides, I’m going to give you hell about it whenever you piss me off until the day you die. I love


  guilt trips.”


  Aubrey laughed. This was more like they used to be when they were younger. Could they rebuild


  what they’d had as kids? Aubrey hoped so. “I’m never going to hear the end of it, am I?”


  “Nope.”


  “I can live with that.” Opening his eyes, Aubrey rolled his head to the side to look at Keaton. “Every


  Christmas I have to hear about the go-kart I wrecked when we were little.”


  Keaton smiled. “You dick. I didn’t even get to drive it. The tag clearly said to Aubrey and Keaton from Santa. But did I get to drive? Oh no.” He changed the pitch of his voice. “Just one more time around and you can drive. Stop being a baby and wait your turn. ” He sighed, and a huge grin curved his lips. “I still say you wrecked it just so I couldn’t drive.”


  “I have never sounded like that, and you drove like shit. Remember the dirt bike we got a couple


  Christmases before the go-kart?”


  “I was five, you asshole.” Keaton chuckled and used the hand he had on Aubrey’s arm to pinch him.


  “You did wreck it to keep me from driving it.”


  Laughing even harder, Aubrey shook his head and jerked his arm away. “No I didn’t.”


  They lay there quiet for a few moments, and Keaton turned his head again. “I don’t advocate hiding


  your sexuality.”


  “I’m very well aware of your feelings. Hell, that’s one of the reasons I’ve never told you, but you


  better than anyone know my reasoning. We can’t all go marching in pride parades.”


  Keaton snorted. “I’d never march in a pride parade.”


  Aubrey raised a brow and bit back the word liar.
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  With a smirk, Keaton closed his eyes. “Well, it depends on how long the parade route was. You know


  how lazy I am.”


  That was true. Keaton loathed anything that remotely resembled exercise. Aubrey shoved his


  shoulder. “You know what I meant. And I’m going to talk to Chay about getting you to work out. You’re


  out of shape.”


  “Don’t even go there. I’m allergic to exercise, and even if I wasn’t, Chay thinks the butt crack of


  dawn is workout time. You know damn well I don’t do mornings. So don’t even think about getting Chay


  started back on the constant hounding for me to work out. I’ll kill both of you and tell Mom the two of you died.” He groaned and looked back at Aubrey. His expression softened. “I do understand why you don’t


  want to let everyone know about Matt, but I’m never going to agree. And I’m going to annoy the shit out of you about it.”


  Aubrey sighed. “I figured as much.” In a way, it was nice to know his baby brother hadn’t changed all


  that much.


  “Um, hey, guys?” Chay stood on the back veranda looking down at them.


  Lifting his head, Aubrey glanced up at his brother-in-law and nudged his brother with his foot. “What


  does your mate want?”


  “Whaaat?” Keaton yelled from his sprawl without rising up.


  “I’m glad you guys are getting along and all, but I can’t find Matt,” Chay replied. “He went upstairs—


  ”


  “What?” For the first time he realized he hadn’t seen Matt on the porch with Chay the whole time he


  and Keaton were fighting. How long had they been out here? Twenty minutes? Thirty? Oh gawd. That look


  in Matt’s eyes when he’d compared Aubrey to his mother had nearly killed Aubrey. He sat up so quickly


  his head spun. Whoa. He grabbed his head and steadied himself with the ledge of the fountain, already pushing to his feet. With his head still swimming, Aubrey raced to the house. “Where is he?”


  “No clue.” Chay shrugged. “His phone rang after you and Bit started fighting. I told him I’d watch the


  two of you and to go get it.”


  Aubrey sniffed the air, trying to locate his mate. Matt’s scent was faint, almost nonexistent. A knot formed in the pit of his stomach. Where are you, Matt?


  “Is he outside?” Keaton asked, sniffing audibly.


  Aubrey shook his head and hurried past Chay into the house. He’d driven Matt away, and now


  another of his secrets had put Matt in danger without his knowing. Fuck! He took the stairs two at a time.


  He should’ve told Matt about the pictures and Boskie’s disappearance.


  The bedroom looked just as it had when he and Matt had left it to go downstairs and talk with their


  uninvited guests. The bed was rumpled, and the balcony doors stood open with the sheers floating into the room with the breeze. Matt was nowhere in sight.
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  “What’s wrong?” Keaton was right behind him. “What aren’t you telling me? I’m thinking he went


  for a walk or something, but you obviously don’t. What’s going on?”


  “I think one of our pack members has lost his mind and may hurt Matt.”


  “What? Why?”


  Aubrey raced back downstairs with his brother on his heels.


  Chay met them at the foot of the stairs and followed them to the office. “He was upset with you, but I


  didn’t think he was upset enough to leave without telling anyone.”


  Keaton grabbed Aubrey’s arm to stop him. “Damn it, Aubrey, talk to us. Why do you think another


  wolf is going to hurt him?”


  Glancing at his brother’s split lip and the bruise on his left cheek, Aubrey frowned. He’d hurt two of


  the people he cared about most today. He freed himself from Keaton and grabbed his glasses off the desk.


  He told them about Boskie and how Matt had rescued Carson as he began flipping through the video


  cameras.


  Matt wasn’t on any of the screens.


  Aubrey’s pulse was racing, and his hands shook. It made rewinding the DVR and pushing the right


  keys more difficult than it should’ve been. He needed to see which direction Matt went. If only he’d told Matt everything to begin with. A strange tingling sensation akin to ice water trickling through his veins left Aubrey breathless. His chest burned with regret. “Come on, Matt, where are you?”


  When the cameras showed Matt racing backward up the drive on foot, Aubrey hit play.


  On the recorder, Matt jogged down the drive with his phone in hand and his bag over his shoulder.


  The cameras had captured Matt outside the gate looking back and forth down the street like he was


  waiting for someone.


  Keaton leaned over his shoulder, squinting at the monitor. “Who’s he waiting for?”


  “Don’t know.”


  A taxi pulled up and Matt jumped in. As the car pulled away, Aubrey’s anxiety lessened marginally.


  Matt was okay. He’d left of his own free will. “He left me.” A cheery text message bloop sounded. Aubrey located his forgotten phone where he’d flung it on the desk earlier and read the message. It was twenty minutes old, and it was from Matt. Gone to NM.


  Aubrey sat back in his chair, staring at the text message in shock. Matt had left him. He’d known it


  was going to happen, but he’d thought he’d have years to deal with it. He now knew Matt hadn’t been


  attacked or kidnapped or any other horrible thing, but the pain in Aubrey’s heart didn’t ease any with the realization.


  “What’re you going to do about it?” Chay nudged his shoulder.


  Numb, Aubrey glanced up at his brother-in-law. “It was going to have to end eventually anyway.


  Maybe it’s better this way.”
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  “Jesus, pessimism runs in this family.” Chay rolled his eyes. “Listen and listen carefully.” He sat on


  the edge of the desk and pulled Keaton in front of him. Wrapping his arms around Keaton’s waist, Chay


  rested his chin on his mate’s shoulder and made eye contact with Aubrey. “This is it, man. You get one shot at this, and you’re about to fuck it up.”


  Leaning back on his mate, Keaton nodded. “Chay’s right.”


  Chay kissed Keaton’s cheek.


  They looked so perfect together a spike of envy slashed into Aubrey. He wanted that, damn it. It


  wasn’t fair… But who had ever told him life was fair? Aubrey groaned. Sometimes wisdom sucked. It was better this way though. Matt would get over him eventually and be happy. And Aubrey… Well, he’d get on


  with his life, but he doubted he’d ever get over Matt. Jesus, he didn’t know what to do. His heart agreed with Keaton and Chay, but his head told him this was for the best. No, he had to go after Matt. He had to protect Matt and let him know about Boskie’s threat. He lifted his cell phone and dialed Matt’s number.


  “Hi, this is Matt. I can’t take your call right now. Leave a message.”


  “Damn it.” Aubrey waited for the beep. “Matt, call me when you get this. Please.” He hit end and tossed his phone onto the desk. Exiting out of the security camera recordings, he pulled up the website for Savannah/Hilton Head International and looked up all flights into New Mexico. There was one that left in forty-five minutes and another that left tonight at nine o’clock. He closed the browser, pulled up the


  security cameras and stood. If he left in the next ten minutes, he could catch Matt. He needed to get a shirt and shoes on and grab his keys. “Can you two take care of things here? And let me know if you hear


  anything about Boskie?”


  Chay smiled at him. “Sure thing. Go get him.”


  “Who’s that?” Squinting at the monitor, Keaton stepped from his mate’s embrace and moved so close


  to the laptop he blocked Aubrey’s view.


  Chay popped Keaton on the butt. “Stop it, Bit. That’s not good for your eyes. Go get your glasses.”


  Still leaning on the desk, Keaton turned, grabbed Aubrey’s glasses right off his face and put them on.


  “Geez, your eyes are worse than mine.” His eyes crossed for a few seconds then he turned back to the


  monitor. “There’s a car at the gate.”


  “Who is it?” Aubrey wasn’t expecting anyone. Was it Matt coming back?


  “That’s bad for your eyes too.” Chay snatched the glasses right off Keaton’s face and handed them


  back to Aubrey.


  While Keaton grumbled about Chay being bossy, Aubrey looked at the screen. It was a couple of pack


  members he’d asked to patrol the area around Reynolds Hall. “They’re pack.” Could it be word on Boskie?


  “Why don’t they just use the pack key code and come in?”


  “I changed the pack code last night because of Boskie and haven’t given the new code out yet.”


  Aubrey hit the button on the inside of his desk to buzz them in.
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  Keaton and Chay followed him to the front door.


  Chay slapped him on the back. “We got this. You go get dressed and go after Matt.”


  “Thanks.” Aubrey hurried up the stairs and into his room. It was so quiet without Matt here. His


  absence felt strange…wrong. Aubrey still didn’t know what to do once he found Matt, but he had to try. If he were honest it wasn’t just because of the danger Matt could be in. Hell, he didn’t think Boskie would fly all the way to New Mexico over a bruised ego, but he wasn’t taking any chances with his mate’s safety.


  With no time to waste, he threw on a shirt and some shoes. As he picked up his keys from the dresser,


  a metallic scent drifted in through the open doors, getting stronger and stronger. Blood. Oh no. His senses didn’t reel from it, which meant it wasn’t Matt’s blood, but… “Keaton? Chay?”


  Voices rose from the foyer. Aubrey recognized his two pack members’ scents and another that


  smelled vaguely familiar. It was a wolf scent, but he couldn’t put his finger on who it belonged to.


  Keaton met him at the bottom of the staircase. “They found this guy. Said he’d been attacked and


  dumped on the edge of our property just outside marked pack land.”


  Chay, Stan Zewbroski and Harry Croft knelt by the man, but due to their position Aubrey could see


  only his legs.


  “Aubrey.” Stan stood, focusing his attention on Aubrey. “I don’t know who he is, but he smells like


  pack and Boskie. He doesn’t look like he’s been seriously hurt, but there’s blood on his shirt, and he’s out like a light. I’m guessing he was roughed up somewhere else and dumped here.”


  “Son of a bitch.” Aubrey pushed the men aside. “Carson.” He’d been changed into a wolf, which


  altered his scent slightly. That’s why Aubrey hadn’t recognized him by smell. Aubrey dropped to his knees beside his EA. Aubrey’s pulse raced a mile a minute. Carson had been in Atlanta yesterday when Aubrey


  talked to him. When did Boskie take him?


  “The guy Matt stuck up for?” Keaton asked.


  “Yeah.” Aubrey brushed a lock of hair off Carson’s forehead. He looked rumpled and dirty but no


  different than usual.


  “You know this man?” Harry asked.


  Aubrey nodded. “He’s my executive assistant. And was very much human when I saw him last. Was


  there anyone else out there? Did you see a taxi go by?”


  Stan nodded. “Drove by right before we found him.”


  That didn’t ease Aubrey’s mind much. Boskie could’ve followed Matt. The man was out of his mind.


  To attack Carson and dump him on pack land proved he was capable of anything. “Okay, get him to a room


  and cleaned off.” He motioned for Harry to take Carson’s shoulders. Chay grabbed Carson’s legs.


  “Keaton, I have to try and see if Matt bought a ticket for that flight. There’s no way I can catch him


  now.”


  “Go. I got this.” Keaton pounded up the stairs behind the other men.
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  Aubrey took a deep breath and tried to focus. “Stan, get me more pack out here.” He realized he was


  gritting his teeth and forced himself to stop. “I want Boskie found. He couldn’t have gotten that far. Call Jarred and have him start a search at his place and head over here.”


  “Yes, sir.” Stan pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and dialed.


  “Stan, does Ronny Swanzy still work at the airport?”


  Stan nodded and immediately began talking to someone.


  Aubrey picked up his phone and dialed Matt again on his way to the office. It went straight to voice


  mail so he hung up.


  Just as he sat in the desk chair, a knock sounded at the front door. Setting his phone down, Aubrey


  stood back up and inhaled. Could it be—? “Son of a bitch.” It couldn’t be this easy.


  Stan beat him to the door by a second. The look he turned on Aubrey said he too realized who had


  knocked.


  Aubrey took several steps back and nodded at Stan to open the door.


  Only Boskie’s pathetic appearance kept Aubrey from attacking him. Boskie stood on the porch, his


  head hanging down and shoulders hunched over, looking like he’d been in a fight with a wildcat. He didn’t have any noticeable physical injuries, but his clothes and hair were a mess. There were bags under his


  bloodshot eyes when he looked up at Aubrey.


  “Is he here? Did he make it here?” He sounded panicked, and the smell of his fear was staggering.


  “What do you want me to do with him, boss?” Stan bared his teeth, never taking his attention from


  Boskie. He could spring at any moment.


  Boskie ignored Stan and started forward. His expression was so hopeless and pleading Aubrey nearly


  felt sorry for him. “Aubrey, I have to know. Did Carson make it here all right?”


  Grabbing Orin’s arm, Stan jerked him back.


  “It’s okay, Stan.” Aubrey waved the man away. “Stop bullshitting me, Orin. You better start talking.


  I’m this close”—Aubrey held his fingers and thumb about an inch apart—“to killing your sorry ass. I’ve told you in no uncertain terms to leave Carson alone. Not only is this the second time you’ve attacked him, but you’ve threatened my mate now as well. I’m done talking.”


  Boskie shook his head frantically. “No. I didn’t attack him. I was just—” His head dropped again, and


  he fell to his knees. “Forgive me.” He bared his throat, showing his submission, and started rambling again.


  “He’s here? He’s okay? I was trying to bring him to you after I changed him. I tried to tell him what I did and why, but he freaked out on me. He jumped out of the car while it was still moving. I stopped, but he was so upset. He wouldn’t even let me make sure he wasn’t hurt. He took off running. When I realized he was headed here, I just let him go to keep him from hurting himself more.”


  “Wait, are you saying you didn’t beat him up and dump him on pack land?”


  “What? No. I was rough, I admit it, but…” Boskie lowered his gaze again.
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  “How did he end up being changed?”


  “When he wouldn’t see me, I went to him. I cut him and myself and— I didn’t beat him up, Aubrey. I


  scared him, but I just thought if Carson were a wolf he’d understand. If he could know the mating bond, he’d stop—” Letting out a sigh, he dropped his head again.


  Aubrey had never witnessed Boskie be anything but cocky and overbearing. He wouldn’t have


  believed it if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. This was no act. Orin was distraught. Something inside Aubrey softened. He waved Stan, who was hovering over Boskie, off again. He understood all too well the panic that set in with facing the loss of a mate. He felt it now. He wanted Matt.


  Running his hands through his hair, Aubrey took a deep breath. Being the responsible pack leader was


  tiring. No wonder his dad wanted to retire.


  Aubrey didn’t pretend to get why Orin had cheated on his mate to begin with, especially knowing


  how she would react when she found out. This whole thing could’ve been avoided just by keeping his dick in his pants. Shaking his head, Aubrey grabbed Orin under the arm and hauled him up.


  Stan was on Boskie’s other side in an instant. “If you were so concerned about keeping Marina from


  finding out, why did you do it in the first place?”


  Shrugging, Boskie stepped back. “I couldn’t help myself. I never meant to hurt her, but I couldn’t let


  him go. The bond was just too overwhelming.”


  What? Aubrey gaped like a fish but couldn’t seem to help it. “Are you telling me that Carson is your mate?”


  Boskie nodded. “You have a guy for a mate too, don’t you? Isn’t that what you meant earlier? About


  me hitting the pretty boy who was trying to help Carson? I’m sorry, Aubrey, it will never happen again.”


  “Uh, yeah.” Whoa. Aubrey was still stunned. He had no idea what to do. This was going to hurt a lot of people. Orin had been married to Marina for over thirty years. She was considered pack. Boskie’s sons were pack members. Jesus, he couldn’t deal with this right now. Matt may no longer be in danger, but this mess made Aubrey want to see him more. He was not going to screw up his mating as bad as Boskie had.


  He needed to get a flight to New Mexico. “Go home. And stay away from Carson. We’ll figure something


  out, but I will not have you scaring him further.”


  “But—”


  Aubrey arched a brow.


  “He’s mine.”


  “I understand that, but you’ll do things on his terms. If he’s your mate, he’ll feel the connection as


  much as you do. You need to go home and decide what you’re going to do. What you’re going to tell your


  family.” Aubrey turned toward his office but stopped short. He did not envy Boskie. He didn’t envy


  himself at the moment either. Orin wasn’t the only one who’d made mistakes with their mate, but
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  something told him getting Matt back was going to be a hell of a lot easier than the road Orin had ahead of him. “If he’s still out of it, you can see him, but I want you gone before he wakes.”


  Aubrey found Ronny’s number and called him. Thankfully he had such a large and diverse pack. It


  was nice having connections. As the phone rang he pulled up his address book on his laptop and located the number to the private charter service they used to fly their executives around. He was going to get his mate and bring him back.


  “Hello?” Ronny answered his phone.


  “Ronny? This is Aubrey. Can you check and see if someone bought a ticket for a flight and if they’ve


  checked in yet?”


  “Sure. Let me get back to my desk. Who do you need to locate?”


  Aubrey closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose with a shaking hand. Matt’s gorgeous


  laughing face flashed into his mind. He couldn’t live without Matt. Deep down, he’d known it all along, but now Matt had forced his hand and he had no choice except to admit it. Mom, Dad, Reynolds Inc. and


  responsibility be damned. He was keeping Matt. His responsibility was to his mate…if his mate would


  have him back.


  “My mate, Ronny. I need to find out if my mate’s flight has left for New Mexico already.”
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  “Matt, we stopped.” Scott, Matt’s seven-year-old brother, reached over Darren’s head and tapped


  Matt’s arm.


  Matt used his foot to get the swing going in a gentle sway. His arm had fallen asleep ten minutes ago,


  but he wouldn’t dream of moving it and chance waking Eddie up. He liked having the baby in his lap.


  Tucking a lock of dark hair behind Eddie’s ear, he pulled Darren closer to his side.


  How could anyone leave a child who’d just turned three alone to fend for himself? It was completely


  incomprehensible to him. When he’d gotten the call, he’d been terrified for his brother. Then he’d been mad because he couldn’t get anyone on the phone to go check on Eddie. He’d finally gotten a hold of his dad’s best friend Bambi—who’d raced over to the house—and hurt had set in. After he’d been sure Eddie


  was in the hands of a responsible adult, which was about the time he got on the plane, he’d wavered back and forth between disbelief and hatred. When he’d gotten home to discover she’d left for good—because


  all her things were gone—and Dad was passed-out drunk on the couch, Matt had gotten pissed all over


  again. But now, sitting with his younger brothers on the back-porch swing, he was kind of numb.


  “Wow. Are they asleep?” Logan sat on the other end of the swing and stretched his free arm across


  the backrest.


  “I’m not.” Scott climbed into Logan’s lap and laid his head against Logan’s chest.


  Matt stifled a chuckle. Scott had informed him when they got on the back-porch swing that it wasn’t


  cool to snuggle. That would change, of course—he was a wolf and wolves snuggled—but Matt hadn’t


  argued. He’d allowed Eddie to climb into his lap, Darren to burrow under his arm, and Scott to sit next to them like a big boy. As time passed, Scott had gotten closer and closer until he too leaned against Matt’s arm and Darren’s side. So Matt didn’t dare comment on Scott crawling into their brother’s lap.


  Grinning, Logan brushed Scott’s hair off his forehead and cuddled him closer. “I noticed. Now shut


  up and go to sleep.” He glanced down at their two youngest brothers, then met Matt’s gaze. “How long


  have they been out?”


  Matt rubbed Darren’s arm. “Eddie fell asleep five minutes after we got out here, and about ten


  minutes ago Darren stopped talking mid-sentence. What’s everyone else doing?”


  “I just finished dishes and sent Blake to bed. He was worn out from baseball practice. I think Drew


  went to Chris and Johnny’s room to play video games with Johnny. Chris is on the phone with his


  girlfriend, Dad’s still on the couch and Bambi gave up the search for Mom and is at the table on his laptop With Abandon


  trying to catch up on work.” Logan relaxed back into the swing some more, slouching and getting


  comfortable. He was good at playing the caretaker. The younger kids listened to him. He was sterner than Matt and their father, but his judgment was great. Which was surprising, since he liked to push the rules as far as he could and even break a few. Sometimes he seemed much older than eighteen. He looked up at the sky, still holding Scott close.


  Matt yawned and looked up at the sky too. New Mexico was very different than Georgia. Besides


  being Aubrey-less, which he was not going to think about, the humidity was lower and it was definitely cooler. Matt sighed and focused on the stars. They weren’t as visible here at home, and the night sounds were louder in Savannah. There were crickets here too, but not as many, or at least it didn’t sound like it.


  Out in the country, the crickets chirped in stereo. Here you could pretty much pinpoint what direction the sounds came from. Was it possible to be homesick for a place that wasn’t your home? How could he miss


  someone that didn’t want him around? Matt ground his teeth together and squeezed his eyes tight. He was pathetic.


  “How long are you staying?” Logan asked.


  Opening his eyes and forcing his teeth to unclench, Matt shrugged. “As long as I’m needed.”


  “Yay.” Scott lifted his head. “Tomorrow can we all go to—?”


  Logan pushed Scott’s head back against his chest. “Sleep or I’m going to make you go upstairs and go


  to bed.” To Matt he asked, “Can you afford to miss school?”


  Scott groaned but leaned back against their brother.


  “Yeah. I don’t have any upcoming tests, and I called my friend Jordan before I left Savannah to tell


  him what happened and ask if he’d take notes for me. The classes we’re in together are the only ones I’ll need notes in. My English and math class are straight from the book.” Matt frowned and exhaled hard. Who was he kidding? “Actually, I don’t know if I’m going back.” He’d have Aubrey FedEx the rest of his stuff home and never have to see the jerk again.


  Aubrey. Dang it, why did he get that little catch in his chest at the thought of never seeing his mate again? Matt should probably return Aubrey’s call, but he didn’t know what to say to him at the moment. He hadn’t gotten to tell anyone why he left. It looked like he was running away, and he supposed he was.


  Denying that his mom’s abandonment hadn’t let him escape would be a lie.


  “Spill it. What happened?” Logan grabbed his hand where it rested against Darren’s side and pried his


  fist open.


  Startled out of his thoughts, Matt glanced over at Logan. He hadn’t realized he was tensing up.


  Logan pushed the swing, making them move again. “I thought things were going good.”


  “Keaton and Chay are in Georgia. They caught me and Aubrey in bed.”


  “Were you jumping on the bed?” Scott asked.


  “What?” Matt looked at Scott and then up at Logan.
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  Logan shrugged.


  Scott lifted his head and met Matt’s gaze. “You said they caught you. That means you were doing


  something you weren’t supposed to.”


  “Scott…” Logan sounded austere, but he was smirking.


  Matt groaned at his slip-up. He’d forgotten they had little ears around.


  Scott sighed and laid his head back down. “Okay, okay. I’m sleeping.” He made a fake snoring sound,


  and mumbled, “Can’t believe you get on to me for jumping on the bed when you do it.”


  Logan bit his lip, trying not to laugh. “Time to switch to code.”


  Yeah, no kidding. Matt didn’t want to explain sex to his younger brother. He may be a surrogate


  parent in a lot of ways, but he was not going to have the talk. He’d discuss things with his brothers after Dad did the explaining.


  “How’d they react?”


  “Keaton got pissed at Aubrey. He accused him of taking advantage.” Matt was glad it was dark out


  here, because he knew darn well he was blushing.


  “Did Aubrey tell him the truth?”


  “No.” Matt winced at the abruptness of his response. It wasn’t Logan’s fault Aubrey was a jerk. God,


  he wanted to hit something. And that so wasn’t like him. Which was another thing he had Aubrey to thank for.


  “Hmm…” Logan looked back out at the yard, his face screwed up in thought. “And you’re pissed


  about that?”


  “No. Yes. I don’t know. I’m mad at way more than that.” Matt sighed and laid his head all the way


  back, staring up at the porch awning. He wasn’t sure about anything anymore. Everything was so crazy. His mom was gone. Aubrey had not only lied to him again, he clearly had no room, or desire, for Matt in his life.


  “Come on, bro. Talk to me.” Logan rubbed Matt’s arm affectionately.


  He told Logan how Aubrey planned on marrying and how he omitted having three forms. “Everything


  about our relationship is a lie. His dad said I had to let him figure it out on his own, but—”


  “Wait. Back up. What’s this about his dad?”


  Matt relayed the entire talk he’d had with Howard to his brother.


  Logan was quiet for several moments. “So Aubrey isn’t the only one keeping secrets?”


  Turning his head, Matt glared at his brother. Not telling what Howard said wasn’t the same thing at


  all.


  Logan sighed. “Cut the guy some slack, Matthew. He has a high-stress job and a lot of responsibility.


  He doesn’t seem the type to just open up and tell everyone his business. Informing everyone he’s gay can’t be easy, especially knowing it might hinder his job. And honestly, he sure doesn’t seem inclined to get 170
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  married. He may’ve told his mom that, but if he were serious about it, wouldn’t he be looking already? He doesn’t seem like the kind of guy to make rash decisions. The beginning of the year isn’t that far away.”


  “Just because he lies to himself too doesn’t make it right.” Matt stared out at the backyard. The


  tension in his shoulders was beginning to make his neck hurt. He rolled them, trying to relax. He’d come out here to sit with his brothers and forget about everything for a while. “I can’t live like that. I can’t take the lies. Mo—um, you know who, lies. I don’t want that kind of a relationship. I’d rather be alone.”


  Logan snorted. “From what you’ve told me, he is nothing like her. He sounds confused, not mean or


  hateful. He doesn’t seem like someone who uses people and discards them. He cares or he wouldn’t give a damn if his personal life affected anyone else.”


  “Well he sure as heck doesn’t seem to give a fig how his decisions affect me,” Matt snapped out.


  “Bullshit. Think about it, Matt. If that were true, he’d have told you he planned on getting married and having a family aside from you in the first place. But that’s a moot point. I don’t think he ever intended to carry through with the plan. I think he’s confused as hell and doesn’t know how to deal with it. Hell, when was the last time she ever bought…” he glanced down at Scott, “… her mate a present just for the hell of it?


  Aubrey takes you places, and he buys you things. He spends time with you. She never did those things.


  Baseball was the only thing she and her mate had in common.”


  Baseball? What the—? Matt stared at his brother. Their mom hated sports. “What’re you talking


  about? Baseball?”


  Logan groaned. “Code, Matthew. Work with me here. You know…first base, second base, third base,


  home run? It’s a euphemism.”


  Matt rolled his eyes and groaned. “You dork.”


  “Yeah well. It’s true, and you know it.”


  “I don’t think they’re mates.” Matt glanced down at Scott. He was asleep. “They got married because


  she was pregnant with…me.”


  “I came to that conclusion too.” Logan nodded but didn’t say anything for several seconds. His hand


  squeezed Matt’s shoulder, kneading it. “I hate her. I really do. I’m glad she’s gone.”


  In some ways Matt agreed, but she was his mom. “I kind of feel sorry for her. She was forced to get married.”


  “Oh bullshit. You don’t believe that, do you? And how the hell do you explain the rest of us? Nine


  kids doesn’t sound like force to me.”


  “Aubrey said the same thing.”


  “I like him already.”


  “I don’t know what to think. I guess I feel rejected.” Matt blinked back tears. In little ways his mother had always rejected him. Now Aubrey was rejecting him too.
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  “Don’t take it personal, bro. We’re better off without her. Don’t compare your mate to her. By doing


  so you’re doing yourself and him a disservice. You can find similarities for anything if you look hard


  enough, but it doesn’t make it so.”


  Wow. That was profound, and it made sense. Was Matt looking too hard for similarities? Deep down he knew Aubrey was nothing like his mother, because Aubrey had a sense of responsibility that Matt’s


  mother had never had. Ironically, it was that responsibility that caused all their problems. “How’d you get so smart?”


  “I have a really cool older brother who has always encouraged me in whatever I do.” Logan gathered


  Scott in his arms and stood. “Let’s get these guys to bed. I’ll come back for Darren.”


  If there was one thing Matt was good at, it was being a big brother. Matt gently lowered Darren to the


  swing and hauled Eddie up with him. “Yeah, let’s get these rascals to bed.” He’d figure out what to do about his mate later.


  


  The clock on the nightstand between his and Logan’s bed read 12:46 a.m. He’d been staring at it since


  11:55. Matt sighed. He should just get up. Obviously he wasn’t going to go back to sleep. Something


  moved around his feet, drawing his attention away from the clock.


  Eddie lay diagonal across the foot of the bed with one pajama-clad leg hanging off the edge. Matt


  grinned despite his mood. The kid slept like a wild man. It wasn’t unusual to put him in bed at night and find him on the floor the next morning. Matt had gotten used to sleeping with Aubrey who stayed perfectly still in sleep.


  Matt groaned. He didn’t want to think about Aubrey, but he couldn’t stop. His mind was all over the


  place. He’d finally decided his mom leaving was for the best, even if he was hurt by it, but he was no closer to figuring out what to do about Aubrey. He’d gone from hating him, to pitying him, to wanting to hit him, and now…well now he kind of missed him. Yeah right. There is no kind of about it. He glanced at his phone lying on the nightstand. Had Aubrey called again? Or maybe he left a text?


  Carefully extracting himself from bed, Matt swung his legs out of the covers. He sat on the edge of


  the mattress for a moment and ran his hands over his face. Why was it that when something went wrong


  everything seemed to pile together and bombard you?


  Shoving to his feet, he took a deep breath. He needed something to drink. After rescuing his baby


  brother from an imminent fall off the bed and putting him in the middle of it, Matt stood staring down at his phone. He shouldn’t care if Aubrey called again. Before he could talk himself out of it, he grabbed his phone and went downstairs.


  All the lights were off, and his father no longer decorated the couch in a drunken sprawl. Apparently


  Bambi had managed to usher him up to bed. Good. Bambi had been a lifesaver today. He’d been the first to get to Eddie. Matt was glad Bambi had finally moved back home.
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  Bambi had been a fixture in Matt’s youth. He’d been around nearly as much as Dad. It had sucked


  when he’d moved to California four years ago. Matt had more or less taken Bambi’s place as his dad’s


  right-hand man, but today Bambi had taken that position back.


  Matt grabbed a bottle of water out of the fridge and headed to the back door. As he unlocked the


  sliding glass door it struck him how different things were when no one else was awake. He left the door cracked open so he could hear if anyone got up, and made his way to the swing. It was funny how things


  changed. He used to love to be able to sit on the swing when everyone was asleep. It was the only time he could think here at home.


  He took a swig of water and set his phone on the seat beside him. Did he want to check the messages?


  If Aubrey called to apologize, would it matter? And what if he didn’t? The nervous flutter in his stomach was back. Shoving off and getting the swing moving, Matt pulled his feet onto the bench. Resting his arm over the back of the swing, he laid his head on it and stared out at the backyard. Goose bumps broke out on his body and he wasn’t even cold.


  He closed his eyes and listened to the creak of the swing as it moved on its chains. The wind blew


  across his bare chest and feet, making him shiver, but he didn’t want to go in yet. He was at a crossroads.


  He suspected Logan was right about Aubrey and his intentions, or rather lack of intention about marriage.


  Matt was pretty sure Aubrey cared for him. But Howard’s words about not letting Aubrey walk all over


  him kept coming back to Matt. How did he make up with his mate and not give in to him? Should he just


  let Aubrey come to him?


  A twig snapped to his left, jarring Matt out of his repose. “Hello?” He sat up, squinting toward the


  bushes next to the porch, and set his water bottle on the ground below the swing. The wind was blowing the opposite direction, but out of habit he sniffed the air. A faint but familiar scent teased his nose. Was that?


  No, it couldn’t be. Why would he be here? Man, Aubrey had Matt so out of whack his senses weren’t even


  working right. He shook his head to clear it and inhaled again. Nothing was there.


  He settled back into the swing, this time lying down and hanging his feet over the arm.


  Something cold and hard touched his forehead. “Hello, Matt.”


  Oh my God, it was him… Matt snapped his eyes open, but the barrel of a revolver was all he saw.
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  Aubrey parked Chay’s truck in front of the big two-story gray brick house and cut the engine. All day


  he’d prepared for this moment. He’d left his brother in charge, booked a private flight, packed a bag and rushed to the airport. On the runway, he’d managed to call Jake Romero, Matt’s Alpha, and John Carter,


  the other local Alpha, out of respect to let them know he’d be in the area. After the taxi dropped Aubrey off in front of his brother’s house, he’d used the keys Chay had handed him, gotten in Chay’s truck and gone straight to the address Keaton had programmed into his phone. Now, he stared up at the house with a sense of anticipation and relief. He was finally here.


  Maybe he should’ve stayed at his brother and brother-in-law’s place tonight and come here in the


  morning. He glanced at the dashboard clock. 1:40 a.m. Matt was probably asleep.


  Had he let his need to see Matt overshadow his good sense? Maybe, but that jittery, uneasy feeling


  he’d developed after discovering Matt’s absence lingered, even though there was no longer a threat from Boskie.


  Damn. In his rush to reclaim his mate, he’d forgotten to question Boskie about those pictures. Oh well, it could wait until he and Matt got home. Aubrey ran his hands down his face and let out a deep


  breath, trying to slow his racing pulse.


  Light illuminated the downstairs window on the far right. That didn’t mean anything though. Lots of


  people left lights on when they went to bed. The knot in Aubrey’s stomach tightened. Should he go knock on the door?


  A shadow moved across the front window.


  That was all the goading he needed. He jumped out of the truck and jogged to the door. After brushing


  a hand through his hair, he knocked. There was no turning back now.


  He breathed a little easier when the locks on the door clicked. The door opened, and a tall, nice-


  looking man with rumpled short black hair and big brown eyes studied Aubrey with a frown on his face. He wore a pair of gray sweats and a wrinkled navy T-shirt. He was a wolf but way too old to be one of Matt’s teenaged brothers. It must be Matt’s dad. Studying Aubrey from head to toe, the man wrinkled his nose a little in confusion. “You’re Keaton’s brother?”


  Nodding, Aubrey held out his hand. “Yes, sir. Aubrey Reynolds.”


  The man yawned, pushed the door open and shook Aubrey’s hand. “Mark Pesata. I take it you’re here


  because of Matthew. Come in.” He closed the door behind Aubrey. “Matthew’s asleep, along with
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  everyone else, but I assume you knew that being as late as it is.” Crossing his arms over his massive chest, he cocked an eyebrow at Aubrey. “I’m only up to get a glass of water.”


  Well hell, Aubrey hadn’t anticipated hostility. Who was this guy? He smiled, trying to look


  disarming. “I figured, but he left so quickly and—”


  “If you really care for him, leave him alone. Go back to Georgia and forget about him. There’s no


  reason he can’t come home and go to school here.”


  Aubrey snapped his gaping mouth closed. “Excuse me?” He felt like a teen picking up his prom date,


  only he’d never run into this kind of opposition when he’d dated girls. Their parents were always too


  impressed by his pedigree. This guy wasn’t even Matt’s dad. Irritation prickled up Aubrey’s spine, but


  putting this man in his place wasn’t going to get him in to see Matt so he held his tongue.


  “I know who you are…who you are to Matthew. Why else would you be here like this? I knew as


  soon as he got here this afternoon it wasn’t just because Becky ran off. He was running from something.


  I’ve known Matthew his whole life, and he’s easy to read. He may not have told anyone about you, but that right there tells me what I need to know. So, again I’m telling you, if you care at all, leave him be.”


  A door at the top of the stairs opened and a man wearing only a pair of green pajama bottoms started


  down the stairs. “Bambi, let the boy in and quit being an ass. The fact that he’s here says all I need to know.”


  Aubrey blinked back his surprise and studied the first man again. This was the man who Matt, Keaton


  and Chay referred to as Bambi? With a name like Bambi, Aubrey expected small, docile and friendly. This man was none of those things, and he wasn’t going to give an inch. He was suspicious of Aubrey’s


  presence and it showed.


  Something else occurred to him. The man had said Becky left. Becky was Matt’s mom’s name. Oh


  damn. Aubrey’s heart sank even lower. This had to be killing Matt. If only he had handled things


  differently, he might have been there for Matt when he found out. His guilt returned full force. The past day was dragging his emotions through the wringer. First his brother, now this. It was another misstep he’d made with Matt.


  “Welcome, son.” The shirtless man stepped off the bottom step and motioned to Aubrey. Just from a


  glance Aubrey knew this was Matt’s dad. There was a resemblance, though the man looked more Apache


  than Matt. “Don’t mind Bambi. He’s always been way overprotective of Matthew.” He stepped around


  Bambi and extended his hand. “Eric Mahihkan. Please call me Gadget, everyone does.”


  Aubrey shook his hand. “Aubrey Reynolds. Pleasure to meet you, sir.”


  “Come sit down, Aubrey.” Gadget turned and walked away, then said over his shoulder to Bambi,


  “Shut the door.”


  As the door clicked shut behind him, Aubrey glanced around the house and followed Matt’s dad into


  the living room. It was spacious with high ceilings and plenty of room for nine kids. This was where Matt
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  grew up. No wonder he liked Reynolds Hall so much. This house had a similar lived-in feel to it. It smelled like wolf, children and food…like a home.


  “What brings you all the way here in the middle of the night?” Gadget sat and swept his arm toward


  the other end of the couch, inviting Aubrey to sit.


  Aubrey took a seat. “I came to check on Matt. He left without letting me, Keaton or Chay know.”


  Bambi sat in the recliner adjacent to the couch. “Perhaps he had good reason.” He cocked a brow,


  daring Aubrey to deny it.


  Grr… Aubrey wanted to smack the guy.


  “Knock it off,” Gadget gritted out.


  Bambi ignored him. “I know damned well you’re Matthew’s mate. I overheard him and Logan talking


  out on the back porch tonight. I also gathered from the conversation that you aren’t out to your friends and family. Matthew will never be happy in a relationship like that. Hiding his nature will make him miserable.


  He deserves better. He needs a mate who will love him for who he is and not be afraid people will find out.


  That is no way to live. So if you can’t be honest with everyone, you should cut him loose.”


  If it hadn’t been for the genuine concern and love in Bambi’s voice, Aubrey would’ve told the man to


  mind his own business, but the hurt and empathy in his expression made Aubrey ashamed. He never


  should’ve hidden his mating as long as he had. He’d planned on telling Matt first, but something about


  Bambi’s pleas hit him and he found himself confessing. “I love Matt and I have no intention of hiding


  him.”


  The tension around Bambi’s mouth eased a little, but the sadness in his eyes increased. “Is love


  enough?”


  “Goddammit, would you stop already?” Shaking his head, Gadget took a deep, steadying breath and


  turned toward Aubrey. “You have my blessing. If you love him and he loves you, everything else will work itself out. But you need to be telling him all this, not us.”


  “Fuck you, Gadget. You don’t know shit.” Despite the strong language, there was no heat in Bambi’s


  outburst. In a whisper, he added, “You don’t know what it’s like.”


  Aubrey’s heart went out to the man. He obviously spoke from personal experience. It was humbling


  to see this big man filled with so much pain and heartache. Aubrey wanted to know his story, but at the same time he didn’t. It hit too close to home. Was this what Matt had felt this past month? It pained Aubrey to even consider it. “I promise you. I will not hurt Matt. If he’ll forgive me, I’ll do my damnedest to make him happy.”


  Letting out a loud sigh, Bambi stood. “All right, Aubrey. I won’t stand in the way. Do you want me to


  go wake him?”
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  “He can talk to Matthew tomorrow. The boy is dead on his feet. Take him upstairs to Matthew and


  Logan’s room, and let him get some sleep. I think Eddie is in bed with Matthew, but there should be room for Aubrey too.”


  Aubrey didn’t even think of objecting. He was tired, but more than that he wanted to see Matt. To hold him, even if Matt didn’t know he was there. He stood and followed Bambi.


  “Night, Aubrey, and welcome to the family,” Gadget called after them.


  That simple statement from his mate’s father actually made Aubrey’s eyes watery. Here the man was


  dealing with his wife’s abandonment, and he was welcoming Aubrey into his family so graciously. It gave Aubrey hope for the future. He could deal with the complication of outing himself as long as he had


  support. He didn’t know what to say in the face of that sincerity, so he simply said, “Thank you,” and


  hurried after Bambi.


  They reached the upstairs, and Bambi stopped at the first door.


  “This is it.” Bambi paused with his hand on the doorknob. “Listen, Aubrey. I want us to get along. I


  just—”


  “Care about Matt.” Aubrey nodded. “And because of that we will get along. Thank you for looking


  out for him. I promise you, I’ll do right by him.”


  “You better. I suspect he’ll appreciate having you here. His mom leaving bothers him more than he’s


  letting on. You know him. He’s trying to be strong and supportive for his brothers. I’m not sure it’s hit him yet.” He opened the door and stepped out of the way. Before he walked off he patted Aubrey on the back.


  “Night.”


  “Night.” Aubrey stood in the doorway for several seconds letting his eyes adjust to the light. A tiny


  boy lay fast asleep in the middle of a bed across from the door, but he was by himself. Aubrey took a sniff.


  Matt’s scent lingered, but it wasn’t strong. There were two other people, both wolves, in the bed by the opposite wall, but no Matt. A frisson of unease washed over Aubrey. “Bambi?” Aubrey turned from the


  door and inhaled deeply. Again Matt’s scent was faint. He wasn’t in the house.


  Bambi frowned and scented the air. He squeezed through the door, past Aubrey. He stood there for a


  few seconds and came back out, before going to another door and throwing it open. “Matthew?”


  Aubrey started down the stairs, meeting Gadget on his way up.


  “What’s wrong?” Gadget asked.


  “Matt’s not here.” He followed his nose, trying to trace his mate’s scent.


  “What do you mean Matthew’s not here? Did you check the bathroom? Or he might be outside. He


  sits on the swing to think sometimes.”


  Aubrey followed Matt’s faint scent to the open back door. “Matt’s not close. I’d know. I would’ve


  sensed him. Was this open the whole time we were down here?” Aubrey’s throat and chest tightened. Now


  that he thought about it, he hadn’t gotten that sense of Matt when he’d entered the house.
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  Gadget stopped beside him. “It had to be. I didn’t open it.” He pushed it open as the sound of feet


  pounded down the stairs behind them. “You didn’t have to fight your eyes not to shift when you arrived?”


  “No.”


  “Shit.” The acrid smell of Gadget’s fear mingled with Aubrey’s own.


  Bambi came up behind them. “I checked and none of the vehicles are gone. I don’t like this. It’s not


  like Matthew to leave without telling someone where he is.”


  “Did you open the back door?” Gadget asked Bambi.


  Bambi shook his head. “No.”


  Hurrying out onto the porch, Aubrey lifted his nose in the air. A ball of butterflies raced around his


  stomach, and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.


  Gadget picked up something on the swing. He held up Matt’s phone. “He was here.”


  A half-empty water bottle sat on the ground below the swing. Aubrey retrieved it. “It’s still cold.” A


  shiver racked his body. He took a deeper breath. There was another scent mixed with Matt’s. Another wolf.


  Did he leave with a fellow pack member? “There was someone with him.” He stepped off the porch, trying


  to follow the scent trail. The other wolf’s odor was strong in the bushes. He’d been there a while. But why would someone hide in—?


  Oh shit. Aubrey recognized the scent. Bile rose in the back of his throat and his chest constricted,


  stealing his breath.


  Boskie hadn’t sent those pictures.
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  “I knew something about that Jordan guy was off. Damn it!” Using the heel of his hand, Aubrey


  pressed on the burning pain in his stomach. He stopped in front of the bushes next to the back porch and inhaled. It was easy to pick out Matt’s scent even though it was almost imperceptible. Closing his eyes to hang on to that smell, he moved the phone to his other ear. “How can I use my senses to find him? Don’t we have some sort of nose thing? You and Dad are both good at following scents.”


  Keaton sighed over the phone. “If you’re asking if our third form gives us some special sniffing


  power or something, the answer is no.” Keaton groaned. “You know that’s your problem, you never did


  trust your sense of smell. Just follow the scent trail…and find Matt.” Keaton’s voice cracked a little.


  Aubrey pinched the bridge of his nose and nodded even though his brother couldn’t see him. He was


  afraid too. “I will. We found Jordan’s last name and cell number in Matt’s phone, so Bambi’s on his


  computer looking for info. Gadget says Bambi is a programmer and knows how to find things on the


  internet. And I’ve already called Jake. He’s on his way over.”


  “Aubrey?” Gadget’s head popped up from behind the shrubbery, followed by two of his sons, Logan


  and Chris. Gadget shook his head. “There’s nothing here, not even discernible tracks.”


  There was some rustling over the phone, and Keaton said, “If anyone can find him it’s Jake. He’s a


  damned good detective.”


  That was true. Aubrey had first met Jake when he’d come to Georgia with Keaton last year. It hadn’t


  taken Aubrey long to become friends with the man or to detect his competence.


  Logan and Chris disappeared around the side of the house, studying the ground, looking for tracks.


  Gadget still held Matt’s phone in his hand like a lifeline. Mumbling, he wandered around the bushes.


  “Matthew is nothing if not responsible. He’d never up and disappear without telling someone.”


  Jake Romero, Matt’s Alpha and friend of the family, walked through the back door followed by


  another big guy with a neat, closely trimmed beard and short black hair.


  “Keaton, I gotta go. Jake’s here.”


  “Call me when you find out anything.”


  “I will.” Walking toward Jake, Aubrey hung up and stuffed the phone in his pocket. He held out his


  hand. “Jake.”


  With a grim look on his face, Jake shook Aubrey’s hand. “Aubrey, good to see you again. Congrats


  on your mating. Sorry about the circumstances in which I’m finding out though.” He indicated the big man, J.L. Langley


  and Aubrey noticed the gun on Jake’s hip for the first time. “This is my Beta and business partner, Rhys.


  Remi’s on his way. He was leaving the firehouse when I called to tell him Matt was missing.”


  Rhys offered his hand to Aubrey. He had a firm handshake and huge hands. He also wore a gun. It


  was in a shoulder holster on his left side. “I haven’t gotten a lot of info yet, but I’ve got feelers out.


  Bambi’s in the house still looking for a money trail. He’s a damned good hacker and has found things for me before. We’ll find them.”


  Aubrey nodded. “Thanks.”


  Dipping his head in acknowledgment, Rhys continued. “What I do know is that Jordan Ackart is from


  Tennessee. He’s twenty years old and an only child. His father is a stockbroker. His mother is an


  elementary school teacher. He’s a member of the Chattanooga pack, and he’s been at Georgia State for two semesters. No criminal record, not even a speeding ticket.” Rhys shook his head slightly and frowned.


  “Matt has a good head on his shoulders, and he keeps calm in a crisis. He’ll be okay.”


  Jake’s brows pulled together. “Why does that pack sound familiar to me?”


  Rhys shrugged.


  Aubrey shook his head. “I don’t know. None of that rings a bell. I just know when Matt introduced


  me to him I picked up a real hostile vibe from him.”


  “Hostile toward Matthew?” Gadget asked, coming back around the corner of the house.


  “No. Hostile toward me. He was a little too friendly toward Matt for my tastes.” Aubrey tried to think


  back on his one meeting with Jordan. Had the man said anything that would give them a clue as to what


  this was about?


  “For some reason I feel like this has to do with the Chattanooga pack.” Jake slapped Gadget on the


  back as the other man climbed the steps. “How’re you holding up?”


  “I’ve been better.” Gadget smacked Jake on the shoulder and dipped his head at Rhys in greeting. “I


  could give two shits about Becky, but I want Matthew back. Hell, I want blood over Matthew being taken


  in the first place. What’re our options as far as pack law? Have you contacted the guy’s pack yet?”


  “Not yet. I wanted to talk to you and Aubrey first and see what motive we could come up with and try


  to figure out what we’re dealing with.”


  The fierce look on Rhys’s face intensified. “You’ll get blood over this, I promise you.”


  Damned right he would because Aubrey was going to personally kill the guy when they found him.


  “Aubrey, do you think this has to do with some obsession over Matt?” Rhys asked.


  “It might.” And that terrified Aubrey to death. He tried not to think about it. He had no idea what kind of psycho they were dealing with, or more importantly what kind of psycho Matt was dealing with at the


  moment. What if the son of a bitch raped Matt, or…killed him? It was a little more difficult, but not


  impossible, to kill a wolf. Aubrey closed his eyes and took a steadying breath. He hadn’t apologized to Matt or told him he loved him, or— Please be okay, sugar.
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  Jake’s nose twitched as he walked over to Logan and Chris, who were still searching the perimeter.


  “The guy’s scent is strongest over here. I can barely smell Matt.” He turned back toward Aubrey with his forehead furrowed. “Why can I smell the other guy better?”


  Aubrey shrugged. “I don’t know.” A pang hit him right in the chest. He wanted Matt back…now. “I


  was hoping to pick up a scent trail to locate them, but the trail stops.”


  Closing his eyes, Rhys tilted his head and lifted his face as if he were concentrating. He leveled his


  gaze on Aubrey. “You have three forms too. Keaton never mentioned it.” As if he hadn’t said a thing, he closed his eyes again, turned toward the bushes and dismissed Aubrey completely.


  Aubrey blinked in surprise. Rhys was either sensitive to power or very perceptive. Aubrey had made


  such a habit of hiding his power that he hadn’t stopped just because he’d been found out. Concealing his abilities was second nature to him.


  Jake’s eyebrows shot up. “I hadn’t realized.”


  “I hide it well.”


  “Yes, you do.”


  “I caught a bit of his scent when we got here. It stops in the front. The guy must have been in a car,”


  Rhys announced without turning toward them. “He was scared.” Swiveling around, he focused on Jake. “Is


  that fear? Is that what I’m smelling?”


  Jake nodded. “I think so.”


  “That makes sense as to why his scent is stronger than Matt’s.” Aubrey walked around to where Rhys


  stood. What did that mean? That Matt wasn’t scared?


  “Okay, so the guy was scared. Of what?” Jake stepped behind the bushes where Logan and Chris


  stood watching him.


  “That he’d get caught?” Logan asked.


  “This has to do with Aubrey,” Rhys said. “The pictures were sent to him. The man wants Aubrey to


  fear for Matt’s safety.”


  Jake snapped his fingers, garnering everyone’s attention. “Keaton’s ex was from the Chattanooga


  pack.”


  No. Aubrey froze. Bile inched up his throat again. “You think this has something to do with the


  psycho who tried to kill my brother?” Could it? His dad had smoothed things over with the other pack.


  They’d agreed that Jonathon had overstepped himself, and the Alpha had even offered a formal apology to Dad.


  “Could this Jordan be an alias for this other wolf?” Gadget wanted to know.


  “No, sir.” Aubrey shook his head. “I killed the man after he shot Chay. There was no conflict with the


  other pack over it because Jonathon had broken pack laws.” Pulling his phone out of his pocket, he dialed
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  Reynolds Hall. The knot in the pit of his stomach tightened. Gawd, please let Matt be okay. This is all my fault.


  Keaton picked up on the second ring. “Did you find him?”


  “Not yet. Get on Dad’s laptop and find me the number for the Chattanooga pack Alpha.”


  Bambi stepped into view just inside the open sliding glass door. “I found a car and a cabin rental


  under the name Jordan Ackart. I know where the son of a bitch has Matt.”


  


  It was odd how clear things became when a person’s life was in danger. Aubrey’s neglect in telling


  Keaton about their mating didn’t seem so bad now. Neither did his assurance to his mother—which he’d


  made no move to uphold—that he’d get married. Matt crossed his arms over his chest and rubbed his arms


  with his trembling hands. Maybe Howard had been right all along. Aubrey would come around eventually.


  All Matt needed was patience. Unfortunately, it appeared that he’d run out of time.


  “Are you cold?” Jordan asked quietly while fidgeting in his chair. The smell of his unease had


  increased steadily since they’d arrived at the rented log cabin. He hadn’t been overly hostile, but the gun he held in his lap was hard to ignore.


  “Do you care?” He wore a T-shirt and pajama bottoms, but the chill wasn’t entirely due to his attire,


  or lack thereof. His pleas for freedom had been met with silence thus far.


  Jordan nodded. “If I didn’t, I’d have killed you already.”


  A shiver zinged up Matt’s spine and the hair on his arms stood up. He suppressed the fear as well as


  he could, though he knew a little of it leaked out in his scent. Since they’d arrived, Jordan had paced and mumbled to himself, ignoring Matt except for pointing a gun at him when he’d tried to leave. So far all Matt had learned was that this had to do with some sort of beef with Aubrey. Oh God, will I ever see Aubrey again? If Matt could understand what precipitated the current hostage situation, he was certain he could reason with Jordan. “Why are we here? Why are you doing this?”


  As per his habit since arriving here, Jordan ignored the questions. He stood, crossed the tiny one-room cabin, went over to the bed and ripped the bedspread off it. “Here.” He tossed it at Matt. “Wrap that around you. It will keep you warm.” Sitting back in the chair opposite Matt’s, with the little dinner table between them, Jordan sighed.


  “Jordan, I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.” Matt draped the bedspread across his


  shoulders. If he got out of this, he was going to return Aubrey’s calls. And he was going back to Georgia.


  Squeezing his eyes closed, Jordan turned his head away. He rested his elbows on his knees, holding


  the gun between his legs.


  The pinched face combined with the smell of fear gave Matt hope. Unless Jordan was acting, that


  wasn’t the expression of a heartless man. Whatever this was about had Jordan torn up inside. Perhaps he’d been telling the truth when he said he cared. At any rate it was better to die trying than to just give up, so 182


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  


  With Abandon


  Matt seized the opportunity. “Jordan, my family is going to know you took me. I have to know why if I’m going to help you stay out of trouble. I don’t want you to get hurt, but you’ve got to talk to me.”


  For several moments, Jordan did nothing. Then he started shaking his head and tears streaked down


  his face.


  Matt’s stomach clenched tight and his lungs refused to work. Had he made a breakthrough or pushed


  an already insane man over the edge? He wasn’t sure where the courage came from, but he stood and


  touched Jordan’s shoulder. When Jordan didn’t move, Matt squeezed. Surprisingly, his voice didn’t even


  crack when he spoke. “It’s okay. Just tell me what’s going on. Tell me why you kidnapped me. You know


  I’d have helped you if you’d just talked to me. Talk to me now and let me help.”


  Jordan looked up at him with red eyes. The corner of his lip lifted slightly, but he didn’t actually


  smile. He put his hand on top of Matt’s, but Matt was intently aware of the revolver clutched in Jordan’s other fist. Was Jordan going to turn the gun on him now?


  Matt’s hand grew sweaty beneath Jordan’s, but he kept his voice low and hopefully sympathetic. “I’m


  guessing this has to do with Aubrey, but I don’t see how it involves me.”


  “God. You’re just too good to be true. I’ve held a gun on you, abducted you, and you’re still trying to help me. That bastard doesn’t deserve you.” He turned to face Matt. Resting the gun in his lap, he grabbed Matt’s hands and caressed the tops of them with his thumbs. “You should be with someone who is proud of you. Someone who isn’t afraid to let the world know you belong to him.” The scent of his anxiety lessened.


  Matt shook his head. “I don’t understand.”


  “Don’t you? I know he’s your mate, Matt. I saw the text your brother sent.” Jordan squeezed Matt’s


  hand.


  Oh crap. Matt swallowed down the lump that had risen in his throat. “I wondered if you saw that.”


  Jordan continued as if Matt hadn’t spoken. “Reynolds killed my mate.”


  A chill swept through Matt and he gasped. His fear spiked. Was Jordan’s mate the man Aubrey killed


  to protect Keaton? It had to be. Aubrey didn’t just go around murdering people. “You want vengeance.”


  “No!” Jordan’s shoulders slumped and he glanced down. “Yes. I did, but now I don’t know.” Tears


  filled his eyes. He set the gun on the table, tugged on Matt’s hands and pulled Matt into his lap.


  Matt didn’t know what to do. Should he struggle? What would help him get out of this alive? He


  didn’t want to piss Jordan off, but he didn’t want to encourage unwanted attention either. He sank onto Jordan’s lap and let the other man hug him, but he didn’t hug back. He had to make Jordan see Aubrey like he really was, and not the monster Jordan’s mind had turned him into. “Your mate tried to kill his brother.


  Aubrey would never kill someone unless there was no other way. You have to trust me on this. He’s a good man.”


  “No, he isn’t. I’ve been watching him for several months. I befriended you to get close to Reynolds. I


  knew the minute you moved in with him. When I saw you at school, I saw a chance to get more info on
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  Reynolds. I didn’t know you were his mate at the time. When I found out you were his mate, I was given


  the perfect opportunity to make him suffer like I’ve suffered.”


  “All along you’ve planned on killing me.” A piercing pain settled in Matt’s chest and his whole body


  quivered uncontrollably. “So why haven’t you?” He took a deep breath, trying to hold it together.


  Jordan touched his cheek. “Because I can’t. I’ve never met anyone like you.” He nudged Matt out of


  his lap, stood and turned his back. “Jonathon was an ass. I admit that now, but Reynolds is just like him, Matt.”


  Matt reached for the gun.


  “Run away with me.” Jordan dragged his hands through his hair.


  Matt’s hand froze over the gun.


  “Forget about him and come with me. He’ll never commit to you. He’s just like Jonathon. Jonathon


  never wanted me. I don’t think he ever felt anything for me but our mating bond. He never intended to


  claim me. Furthering his career and amassing money was all he cared about. Trust me when I tell you all you will get from Reynolds is heartache.”


  Dropping his hand, Matt stood. His heart ached for Jordan. Not only had he lost his mate, but his mate


  rejected him. Aubrey wasn’t like that. He had his faults, but he wasn’t cold. If anything it was just the opposite, he cared too much. He didn’t care about the money, unless it affected the people he loved. Matt touched Jordan’s shoulder. “It’s okay. I’ll help you. I can’t just leave, Aubrey and my family—”


  “It will be hard and it hurts physically not to have your mate, but you can get over it.” Jordan’s voice wavered a bit. “I’ll help you… We’ll help each other.”


  “I can’t leave, but I won’t let them punish you. I’ll tell everyone I came with you willingly. I can still help you and be here for you, but I have to give Aubrey a chance. Just come back with me. It’s not too


  late.”


  Jordan turned and smiled down at Matt. The tears ran down his cheeks in streams. “Yes, it is.” He


  cupped Matt’s face and kissed him on the nose. The acrid, nervous smell disappeared entirely. Drawing


  back, he stared at Matt with a serene expression on his face. It gave Matt the creeps, and he realized he should’ve taken the gun when he had the chance.


  “I’m going to miss you, Matt.” Jordan strode past him and picked up the revolver.


  “No!”


  


  Aubrey pulled his brother-in-law’s truck up in front of the cabin behind Jake’s SUV. He and Gadget


  got out and the first thing they heard was Matt’s voice full of fear. Terrified, Aubrey darted from behind the cover of Chay’s truck toward the door.


  A gunshot rang out, stopping him in his tracks. Everything grew silent except for the pulse thundering


  through his ears. Oh gawd no! Aubrey sprinted toward the cabin.
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  Rhys tried to grab him and someone said, “Aubrey, wait,” but he paid no heed. He didn’t give a damn


  about his own safety. He had to get to Matt.


  Aubrey’s entire focus narrowed on his destination. He ran as fast as he could, but it was like wading


  through knee-deep mud. Anguish like he’d never known swamped him. “Matt!” It came out in a strangled


  whisper instead of the holler Aubrey intended. If that son of a bitch Jordan killed Matt… Panic joined Aubrey’s fear.


  He hit the door full force, putting his shoulder into it and busting it wide open with a resounding bang.


  The overwhelming metallic scent of blood burned his nostrils, and the acrid taste of bile rose in his throat.


  A cold sensation ran down his spine to his feet. It took only a second for his sight to adjust to the dark room, but it was the longest second of Aubrey’s life.


  Tears filled his eyes at what greeted him. In the dark oppressive cabin, Matt stood out like a beacon.


  He knelt on the floor with his head in his hands, rocking back and forth. The despair tugged at Aubrey’s heart, mixing with the subsiding panic. Several feet away from him, Jordan lay in a puddle of blood with half his face gone. Splatters covered the wall and a gun lay on the floor next to Jordan.


  Afraid to trust his eyes, Aubrey inhaled deeply. No, the blood wasn’t his mate’s. He’s okay. Jordan didn’t kill him. Staring at Matt, he took another breath, but it did nothing to calm him. Jordan shot himself?


  Aubrey shook his head to clear it. It didn’t make any sense, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was that Matt was alive. Sweat dripped from Aubrey’s forehead and his vision whited out. He’d thought he was


  never going to see his mate again.


  Someone caught Aubrey’s shoulder, steadying him. “Breathe,” Jake whispered.


  Heavy footfalls raced past, and Gadget gasped, “Matthew,” much more calmly than his scent


  proclaimed.


  “Dad?” Matt’s voice shook.


  Aubrey sagged, dropping his hands to his knees. He wanted to go to his mate, to hold him and never


  let go, but his feet were rooted to the floor. Over and over in his head he kept repeating, he’s all right, he’s all right. Aubrey wasn’t sure if he believed it, but he willed it to be true.


  Someone touched Aubrey’s back. “Aubrey, you okay?” Rhys asked.


  Aubrey nodded, but it was Jake that answered. “Yeah, too much adrenaline. He’ll be fine in a


  second.”


  When Aubrey’s vision began to clear, he ran a shaking hand down his face.


  Matt stood. His father looking him over from head to toe. Making a fuss over him like Aubrey longed


  to do, if he could just get his legs to cooperate. His entire body was numb.


  “Aubrey, you and Gadget get Matt out of here. Rhys and I will see to getting this cleaned up.” Jake


  holstered his gun and grabbed his phone from his belt.
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  “Au—Aubrey?” Matt met Aubrey’s gaze from across the room, and time stood still. He let go of his


  dad and walked slowly toward Aubrey. Matt was a bloody mess, but he’d never looked better. And he was


  in one piece. Nothing mattered but that.


  Matt stumbled forward, stopping in front of Aubrey. He turned his head toward his father, and back to


  Aubrey with his brow furrowed. With all the dark splotches running down his cheeks his eyes looked a


  lighter blue. They were also bigger than normal. He was without a doubt the most wonderful thing Aubrey had ever seen. “Aubrey?”


  Aubrey had never felt so much uncertainty in his life. He wanted to take Matt in his arms, to touch


  him…to beg his forgiveness. Would Matt want anything to do with him? Not only had Matt left Georgia


  mad at Aubrey, but this whole thing was Aubrey’s fault. If it hadn’t been for him, Matt would have never been in danger in the first place. Come on, Aubrey, you can do this. He had to try. Aubrey held out a trembling hand.


  Just like that, Matt stepped into his arms.


  Aubrey sighed in relief, feeling much older than his years. Burying his nose in Matt’s neck, he inhaled and reveled in the warm embrace. The tension left his body, making him feel so heavy. He was going to


  spend the rest of his life trying to make up for all the wrong he’d done his mate.


  “I knew my dad would look for me, but— What are you doing here? I mean in New Mexico?”


  “I came to take you home.” Not even caring that his voice wavered, Aubrey kissed Matt’s cheek and


  nuzzled his jaw. “When I realized you’d been taken…”


  “You came after me?” Matt stepped back, cocking his head a little.


  “I’ll always come after you.” The tears finally spilled over, but Aubrey didn’t care.


  “But people will know…” Matt glanced around at his dad, Jake and Rhys. None of them were paying


  attention. He started to turn his head back to face Aubrey, but his gaze landed on Jordan and his shoulders slumped. His entire posture sort of collapsed.


  “Oh, darlin’. Come on.” Aubrey tugged him outside. He opened the door to Chay’s truck and urged


  Matt to sit. “Are you all right?”


  “Jordan wasn’t a bad guy. He didn’t hurt me. He was just— His mate is the guy who attacked


  Keaton.”


  “I know.” Grabbing Matt’s hands, Aubrey squeezed them, needing to touch his mate.


  “He was my friend.” A tear streaked down Matt’s cheek.


  “I thought he’d killed you.”


  Matt frowned and rubbed his thumbs over the backs of Aubrey’s hands.


  Touching his cheek, Aubrey asked, “What is it?”


  “You thought he killed me, but you came rushing in here anyway? Are you crazy? You could’ve been


  killed too.”
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  Aubrey nodded. “That was the plan.” He cupped his mate’s precious face in his shaking hands and


  stared right into his beloved blue eyes. “I love you so damned much. I couldn’t live without you. If you’d died, I wanted to die too. I could never be happy in a world without you in it.”


  Silent tears streaked down Matt’s face and he swallowed hard.


  “Please forgive me. I’ll do anything… I’m never letting you go again.”


  Matt threw himself against Aubrey. “Promise?”


  “Cross my heart, sugar.”
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  Aubrey woke to the sensation of being watched. Call it a sixth sense, but someone was staring at him


  and it wasn’t Matt. Speaking of… Matt was no longer nestled against Aubrey’s chest as Aubrey had


  positioned him last night. Nope, this was someone else. Aubrey blinked his eyes open and came face-to-


  face with an angel, or maybe he was a devil for rousing Aubrey into consciousness.


  “Hi, Bree.” Eddie sat cross-legged in front of Aubrey only about a foot away. He tilted his head to the side and a black curl tumbled over his forehead. As he grinned, two dimples appeared on his round cheeks.


  His wispy little brows drew together in a cute expression of confusion. “Why are you still asleep?”


  “Is he awake?” another small voice asked from across the room. Seconds later the bed wiggled and


  Darren was there beside Eddie. Darren was most definitely a devil. He was the spitting image of Matt, but unlike Matt, Darren was full of mischief. There was no mistaking the glint in those dark blue eyes.


  Aubrey smiled at the devil and angel. After staying in New Mexico for a couple of days, he and Matt


  brought the two youngest Mahihkans back to Savannah with them. Matt thought it would take their minds


  off their mother being gone. The boys were going to fly back to New Mexico with Keaton and Chay at the


  end of next week.


  “What time is it?” When the announcement earned him two identical frowns, he added, “Is everyone


  else awake?”


  That gained him a set of beaming smiles—Darren’s minus a front tooth—and bobbing heads.


  Eddie pointed to Darren. “He said we should wake you, but Matthew said we shouldn’t.”


  Darren nodded his agreement and immediately shook his head. “Matt said we shouldn’t ’while ago.


  He didn’t say nothing about waking you up now.”


  Mirth bubbled up inside Aubrey, but he managed to hold it back. He wasn’t sure if the imps would


  appreciate being laughed at. “And where is Matt?”


  Eddie blew the curl off his forehead. “Downstairs wiff Keaton and Chay. Matthew made us pancakes.


  But we’re done eating. Last night, you said we could go ride the horses after we ate breakfast.”


  Darren sighed and his shoulders slumped. He looked so much like Matt at the moment Aubrey had to


  work really hard to contain his outright laughter. “Chay ate the last piece of bacon.”


  Aubrey bit his bottom lip. “Chay is probably starving since he and Keaton haven’t had anyone to cook


  for them.”


  Darren’s brow furrowed and his bottom lip pooched out. “So wha—”


  With Abandon


  “What did I tell you two?” a familiar voice interrupted.


  Eddie slapped a hand over his mouth and Darren’s eyes widened.


  Aubrey peered past the boys and nearly swallowed his tongue. “Hi.”


  Matt leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed over his chest and a smirk on his face. His


  hair was damp and he had that just-showered look. Fresh and…yum.


  “Good morning.” Matt’s smirk turned into a full-fledged grin, and his gaze went to the two magpies


  on Aubrey’s bed. He hitched his thumb over his shoulder. “Out.”


  “Bye, Bree.” Eddie kissed Aubrey’s cheek and slid off the bed.


  Darren leaned in close to Aubrey and whispered, “Don’t forget about the horses, ’kay?” then followed


  his younger brother.


  “Keaton and Chay are taking the two of you riding. Now get out of here and leave Aubrey alone.”


  Matt walked farther into the room and sat on the bed, but looked over his shoulder. “Behave.”


  “We will,” the dynamic duo parroted and ran out of the room with excited squeals.


  Aubrey chuckled. “No wonder your dad didn’t protest much when we decided to bring them back


  with us. They’re a handful.”


  “And then some.” Matt lay down on the bed and scooted closer. “I owe Keaton and Chay. I had to


  promise to cook them three meals a day the remainder of their vacation to get them to take the kids


  horseback riding. I think they played me though because Keaton mentioned taking the kids out way before Chay started bartering with me.”


  “Mmm…probably.” Aubrey leaned forward, his entire focus on those luscious lips. “They both love


  kids, your brothers in particular. It’s totally worth it though. I’ll help you.”


  Matt leaned forward those last few inches, pressing his lips to Aubrey’s. “We have the house to


  ourselves for at least an hour.”


  “Yeah?” Aubrey nipped his mate’s bottom lip and tugged him closer until their lower bodies touched.


  Oh yeah. Matt was already hard for him. It didn’t take Aubrey’s body long to catch up. They hadn’t been alone together for more than a few minutes since they arrived home. Darren and Eddie kept sneaking into bed with them in the middle of the night.


  “Yeah. And I don’t think I’m going to be very patient.” Matt slipped his hand under the covers


  beneath the waistband of Aubrey’s pajama bottoms and grabbed his prick.


  Bucking into Matt’s hand, Aubrey kissed his chin, then his lips, and his nose. “No?”


  “No.” Matt licked Aubrey’s lips.


  “Thank God.” Slanting his lips over Matt’s, Aubrey moaned and rolled to his back.


  Matt’s tongue stroked inside as his hand squeezed Aubrey’s dick. His erection nestled against


  Aubrey’s hip and he whimpered. When he pulled back, his eyes had shifted. He shoved at Aubrey’s


  pajamas. “Get these off.”
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  Aubrey lifted up and shoved the pants to his thighs with Matt’s help. With his hand still under the


  covers, Matt began to stroke him and dove right back into the kiss.


  “Ahem.”


  Matt moved away so quickly, he nearly fell off the bed. Fortunately, he let go of Aubrey’s cock first.


  Catching Matt’s arm before he plummeted to the floor, Aubrey met his father’s amused gaze.


  “Matt?” Aubrey’s mother skidded around the doorframe, bumping into his father. She didn’t stop


  until she reached Matt.


  With his eyes once again human and all traces of arousal gone from his scent, Matt sat on the edge of


  the bed.


  Aubrey’s own excitement vanished. There was nothing like getting walked in on by your parents to


  kill the mood. Aubrey gave a quick thanks to the fact that Matt hadn’t pulled the covers off him.


  Mom grabbed Matt’s arm, tugged him to his feet and caught him in a huge bear hug. “Are you hurt?


  What happened?” She kissed his cheek and looked him over.


  Dad strode toward Matt too. “We got here as soon as we could, son. We had to get a helicopter to pick


  us up from the ship and take us to the airport.” He hugged Matt too. “It took awhile to coordinate. We


  would’ve been here sooner if we could’ve.”


  While their attention was focused on Matt, Aubrey pulled his pants up, sat and swung his legs over


  the edge of the bed. “Why did you leave your cruise?”


  They looked at him like he was stupid, but Mom finally answered. “Keaton called us and told us


  about Matt being kidnapped.”


  Completely dumbfounded at the concern and affection in his mom’s tone, Aubrey blinked. They


  already cared for Matt enough to rush home and check on him. Aubrey smiled. He shouldn’t be surprised,


  his mate was a very lovable guy.


  Turning back to Matt, Mom grabbed his cheeks, making his face look like a Cabbage Patch Kid. “I


  was so scared something was going to happen to you. I just kept thinking I’d never get to throw you an


  engagement party or watch you graduate college, or—”


  “Howard told you?” Matt asked.


  “Yes, darling.” Mom nodded and wiped off the lipstick she’d just left on his cheek. “Are you sure


  you’re okay?” She began fussing over Matt, making Matt blush.


  “We didn’t interrupt anything, did we?” The expression on Dad’s face said he knew darn well that


  they had.


  Aubrey growled at him. Geez, he and Matt had better luck having sex when no one knew about them


  being mates… wait. He hadn’t told his parents yet.


  The surprise must’ve shown on his face because he got a response from all three of the room’s other


  inhabitants.
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  His mom said, “Congratulations, honey.”


  His dad shrugged.


  And Matt bit his bottom lip. “Oops.”


  Aubrey’s heart soared. He’d wondered if his parents would accept that Matt was his mate eventually,


  but he never dreamed that they already knew and were okay with it.


  “Okay, then.” Dad cleared his throat again. “We’ll just go downstairs and find Keaton and Chay.” He


  grabbed Mom’s arm and started dragging her from the room.


  Matt shot a glance toward Aubrey’s retreating parents. “I’ll show you where they are.” He headed


  toward the door.


  “Matt?”


  Turning around, Matt cocked his head to the side. “Yes?” His voice squeaked.


  Aubrey tried not to smile, but he just couldn’t help himself. He strode past his befuddled mate and


  locked the bedroom door. On the way back he caught Matt’s hand and led him to the bed. “Are you


  keeping secrets?”


  Matt’s only answer was a giggle.


  Aubrey finally let out the chuckle he’d been holding in since he woke. He was one lucky man.


  


  www.samhainpublishing.com


  191


  About the Author


  J.L. Langley was born and raised in Texas. Which is a good thing considering that Texas is full of


  cowboys and there is nothing better than a man in a pair of tight Wranglers and a cowboy hat. She is


  fortunate to live with four of the most gorgeous males to walk the earth…ok, so one of those males is


  canine, but he is quite beautiful for a German Shepherd. When not writing, she can usually be found with a book in hand and chocolate in the other.


  To learn more about J.L. Langley, please visit www.jllangley.com. Send an email to J.L at


  10star@jllangley.com or join her Yahoo! group to join in the fun with other readers as well as J.L.


  http://groups.yahoo.com/group/the_yellow_rose.


  


  Look for these titles by J.L. Langley


  Now Available:


  


  With or Without


  Without Reservations


  With Love


  With Caution


  With Abandon


  


  Sci-Regency


  My Fair Captain


  The Englor Affair


  


  Innamorati


  His Convenient Husband


  


  A temporary arrangement? Don't bet the ranch on it…


  


  His Convenient Husband


  © 2009 J.L. Langley


  


  Innamorati, Book 1


  At the tender age of seven, newly orphaned Micah Jiminez lost everything—and got lucky. The


  Delaney family opened their hearts and their home, treated him like one of their own. One Delaney in


  particular, though, became more than a brother to Micah. The handsome and protective Tucker is the man


  to whom he wants to give his love.


  But after a single passionate night together, Tucker rebuffs him and hightails it to Dallas to pursue his dreams. Leaving Micah to pick up the pieces of his broken heart—and feeling like a fool.


  The impending death of the Delaney patriarch brings an unsavory relative out of the woodwork,


  threatening Micah’s beloved adopted family. They’re going to need all hands in the fight to keep The Bar D


  from being pulled out from under them all—including Tucker. Micah steels himself to convince the man he can’t forget to come home.


  To his everlasting surprise, it’s Tucker who comes up with the perfect solution: a marriage of


  convenience—to Micah. His gut tells him Tucker’s motivation involves nothing more than saving the


  ranch. Now he just has to convince his fragile heart.


  This title has been revised and expanded by more than 10,000 words from its original published


  version.


  


  Warning: This book contains threatening emails, imaginary sex, excessive use of antacids, non-


  homophobic cowboys, a bed being misused as a trampoline, male bonding during a gynecological


  examination of a pregnant mare, steamy manlove and a very hot-tempered Latino.


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for His Convenient Husband:


  “Okay, okay…” Tucker held his hands out in surrender. “Make noise.” Pushing himself up off the


  bed, Tucker locked the door and checked it by turning the handle. “I’m going to take a shower, but I’m not done discussing this.”


  More like he wasn’t done trying to boss Micah around. Wait. Did he say—? Ah, dios mio . Micah closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Tucker in the shower, naked, dripping wet, right in the next room—


  “What? Make noise?”


  “Moan and grunt.” Tucker crossed the room and pulled the curtains, before going into the adjoining


  bathroom.


  “Ugh.” Trying to get his heart to slow, Micah sat on the bed. What was Tucker doing?


  


  “Micah…”


  Micah opened his mouth to ask why, then snapped it shut. Why not just turn on the radio? Did Tucker


  really think Duncan was listening to them? Micah glanced at the door. There wasn’t that much space under the door, probably less than an inch. It was doubtful anyone was standing outside it. Micah went to the door, lay in front of it and looked under. His glasses shifted when the frames touched the floor but he could still see through them. It didn’t look like anyone was there.


  “What are you doing?” Tucker kept his voice low and leaned against the bathroom threshold, a smirk


  on his handsome face.


  “What’re you doing?” Micah got to his feet.


  “Looking for shaving cream. Why aren’t you making noise?”


  “Ugh!” Micah stomped his feet in place a few times.


  Tucker rolled his eyes. “You sound like a dying cow.”


  “I don’t think anyone is out there listening,” Micah whispered back, walking closer to Tucker. “The


  shaving cream is in the cabinet to the left of the sink.”


  “Thanks.” Grinning, Tucker dragged a hand over his face and through his short, dark blond hair, and


  turned back toward the bathroom. “Try to sound like you’re having sex. Duncan’s in the room across the


  hall.”


  “Oh.” Oh! Micah rolled his eyes at himself. Dork. Shaking his head, he went back to the iron-framed bed. He sat on the edge and bounced a little. The bed protested nicely. This could be fun. He pulled off his shoes and tossed them away. Bouncing again, he let out a long, ragged moan. Just like old times, he wondered why he let Tucker talk him into these kinds of things. Oh yeah, ’cause you’re in love with him and would do anything for him. Micah was really gonna have to stop that. He groaned, but it added to the sex noise.


  “Oh Lord. Don’t overdo it. You just got out of the hospital, remember?” Tucker disappeared back into


  the bathroom.


  Of course he remembered. Tucker wouldn’t let him freaking forget. “Oh, oh yeah. Mmm…” Crawling


  onto the bed, Micah hopped on his knees a little. The bed squeaked. “Oh yeah, baby.” Take that, Duncan.


  ¡You pendejo !


  The water turned on in the bathroom and Micah grunted, trying to cover the sound. He climbed to his


  feet and wobbled on the soft mattress. Bending his knees, he made the bed squeak again. Would the bed


  hold him if he actually jumped? He’d always wanted to jump on a bed. His mom would have killed him


  when he was a child. Jostling the bed, he glanced around the room. The floor was wood. If he jumped, would the bed be too loud? “Oh yes, yes, yes.” He moaned for effect. He really, really wanted to jump.


  “Micah,” his mother’s voice admonished in his head. He could almost see her shaking her finger at him.


  


  


  Fuck it. Micah’s feet left the mattress and the headboard thunked against the wall. “Oh yeah, baby, take it.” His glasses slid down his nose and he had to push them back up. This was fun. He’d wanted some fun back in his relationship with Tucker, but what an odd way to get it. Micah stifled a chuckle.


  The water shut off.


  “Oh yeah, take that cock.”


  Tucker appeared in the doorway with half his face covered in shaving cream and his mouth hanging


  open. “What. Are. You. Doing?”


  Holding his glasses with one hand, Micah jumped and lifted his legs, coming down on his butt. Clunk, clunk, screech. The bed walked back and forth on the wood. “Oh yeah, baby!” He hopped back up, grinning from ear to ear. “You said to act like I was having sex,” he whispered. Dipping his knees a few times, he made the springs bounce. Chuckling, he hopped in a circle. “You like that, baby?”


  “Micah,” Tucker snapped out.


  “What? You said—”


  “I top. Stop with the ‘take it’ stuff. And quit jumping on the bed before you hurt yourself.”


  What? “Dios mio. ” Micah froze mid-bounce. When he came down, his teeth slammed together. Ow.


  “Are you kidding me?”


  “No, I’m not.”


  “You’re irritated because I’m pretending to top?”


  “I always top.” Tucker crossed his arms and leaned against the door, staring at him incredulously.


  Despite Micah’s resolve to get over his infatuation, the little giddy feeling started up again. The stark reminder of their one time together came crashing back. It had been good before Tucker had run out on him while he slept. There was just something about having a nice hard cock up—


  Micah frowned. His irritation with Tucker was coming back. “Just what’re you insinuating?” He


  hopped on the bed a couple times in a row. He was not some wuss because he liked to get fucked, damn it.


  And he was getting really tired of the whole “you’re just out of the hospital” crap.


  “I’m not insinuating anything. I’m stating a fact. I top. Always.” Tucker’s brow furrowed. It became


  apparent why opposing football players in college had feared him and why businessmen probably still did, but that glare didn’t work on Micah. “No one, especially my family, would ever believe otherwise.”


  “Well, I get to top in imaginary sex.” Micah pushed the wire frames back up his nose and resisted the


  childish urge to stick his tongue out.


  “No, you don’t.” Pushing away from the door, Tucker strode forward, scowling now. He looked


  mean.


  This was the most ridiculous conversation ever. Micah should just drop it, it was beyond silly, but he


  didn’t. “Oh yes I do.” He jumped a few more times. “Oh yeah, baby. Take. It. You like my big fat cock up yo—”


  


  


  Tucker tackled him.


  


  


  Beauty is only skin deep…until love reveals what lies beneath.


  


  The Pharaoh’s Concubine


  © 2011 Z.A. Maxfield


  


  As mob boss Yvgeny Mosko’s open secret, Dylan Anderson is happy enough with a passionate, if


  loveless, arrangement that affords him a life of luxury. But at thirty-six, he wonders how committed Mosko will be to an aging lover.


  He finds out when a rival gang kidnaps him in a turf war everyone’s sure to lose. Mosko unleashes


  deadly force, leaving no one alive except for a young man whose dark eyes tug at Dylan’s heart—and the


  conscience he thought he’d excised long ago.


  Though he tried to stop the kidnapping, William “Memo” Escobar knows Mosko will use what’s left


  of him to send a powerful message to his rivals. When Mosko’s pampered pretty boy risks everything to


  help him escape, he can’t believe his luck.


  William figures he’s better suited to life off the grid, but as the days go by he begins to realize


  Dylan’s beauty is more than skin deep. And as Dylan coaxes more and more beguiling smiles from


  William, he yearns for things—like family ties—he’d thought were best forgotten.


  Yet behind their newfound happiness lurks the certain knowledge that no matter how careful they are,


  Mosko will come for what’s his.


  Warning: This book contains a mob boss, a kept man, and a reluctant kidnapper who will never have


  to hear the words, “Size doesn’t matter.”


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for The Pharaoh’s Concubine:


  Dylan’s breath caught when he saw William’s nude body, the skin of his bare back golden and


  glistening, inviting in the low light even if his abominable tattoos reminded Dylan of things he’d rather forget. Yves had a mural of colorful tattoos, quasi religious in nature, each facet symbolizing some part of his life in prison, his status among his men, his years in the mob, reworked and added onto with each new turn in the road his life had taken.


  William’s tats, with the exception of the enticing round one next to his cock, had been etched there as a beginning, the once upon a time of his story. Dylan didn’t doubt he was meant to have become part of the inked résumé—as a victim, had their attempt to ransom him been successful. Yet he could no more stop


  staring than he could have stopped breathing.


  If only he could remember how to breathe at all.


  Everything had changed with that earlier embrace. Dylan saw William with new eyes, and he hadn’t


  imagined William’s appraisal of him at dinner or the subtle sensual challenge he saw there.


  After a silent moment, William spoke. “I could use boots.”


  


  


  Dylan lifted his focus from William’s chest to find him watching, his gaze cautious but maybe a little


  smug.


  William waited. “Maybe a hat and some shades like yours? That would be cool.”


  Dylan’s soggy jeans were half undone. They draped precariously low on his hips. William’s gaze


  dropped to the line of pubic hair that showed above wet blue fabric. Dylan’s cheeks flushed. Any slight shift and William would see the effect his presence was having on Dylan’s body. Again.


  Dylan grabbed up his towel and muttered, “Excuse me,” before heading to the bathroom.


  


  Well, shit. What was that all about? Dylan wanted him. Why did he keep running away?


  William was too fucking sore, cold and tired to worry about it. Walking had sucked the energy right


  out of him. He felt a little sick, like the mountain air really didn’t have enough oxygen in it for him to do more than lie on his bed and rest.


  Going to dinner had tired him, even though it was fun and tasted as fine as anything he imagined he’d


  get in a fancy restaurant. He’d felt Dylan’s eyes on him the entire time.


  I want you.


  Green light.


  Maybe—finally—Dylan would stop treating him like he was some kid he had to watch out for until


  social services stepped in.


  William grabbed a blanket and sat on one of the rockers in front of the fireplace. Curiosity kept him


  still, waiting. When Dylan returned from the bathroom, he wore the usual cool, distant expression on his face, even though he wasn’t quite meeting William’s eyes. He busied himself with building a fire while


  William watched and soon had a bright blaze glowing behind the fire screen.


  “This ought to warm things up.” Dylan pulled a blanket off his bed and sat in the rocker next to


  William.


  “Thanks.”


  “I’m glad Ernesto put firewood in here. The wood out back is probably pretty damp. We have enough


  for tonight, anyway.”


  “I checked, there are more blankets in the cupboard next to the kitchenette.”


  “We won’t freeze; there’s a space heater.”


  “I guess I’m just not used to it.”


  “It can get pretty cold in Vegas at night. One time it even snowed. Nothing like here though.”


  “I saw that on the news. Snow in Vegas.”


  “That was pretty amazing. Yves and I were having breakfast and he just…”


  William’s curiosity got the better of him. “What did he do?”


  


  


  Dylan smiled. “It’s nothing. He and I were together and he left so he could go home and play in the


  snow with his grandkids. It was beautiful. So serene. I felt a little like playing in it myself.”


  “I can see that.” William closed his eyes. It wasn’t hard to picture Dylan looking through the window


  of his opulent house, a man who had everything except someone to play with him in the snow. William was so tired the heat from the fire pulled every last bit of strength from his body. No matter how much he


  wanted Dylan, he could hardly keep his eyes open. “I bet you do all that snow stuff.”


  “I ski and snowboard. Des is a maniac. She’s completely fearless. She used to play ice hockey.”


  “I’m glad you can see her again. Sometimes I think…” He drifted into sleep, his rocker slowing to a


  bare back and forth, inches only.


  Dylan’s voice startled him. “William?”


  “Hm?” He started rocking again.


  “You were in the middle of a sentence.”


  When William opened his eyes, Dylan faced him, half illuminated by the fire, made up of reflected


  light and mysterious shadows, as enigmatic as the moon. “I was just saying I’m glad you have your sister back. Maybe when I’m thinking about you I can think of that and I won’t feel so bad for what we did to


  you.”


  “You don’t need to feel—” Dylan’s voice stopped. “I can’t say what you need to feel.”


  “I have to go and start over somewhere, and I’d like to know that you don’t…that you won’t be


  feeling responsible for me or some stupid shit like that.”


  Dylan’s hand came down on William’s so timidly he didn’t move for fear that Dylan would snatch it


  away. “I wish I could give it all back to you. I’ve been trying to think of a way you could keep your college credits and maybe even renew your scholarship, but I can’t think how to do that without risking your—”


  “Shh. Don’t worry.” William turned his hand and carefully laced his tender fingers with Dylan’s.


  “But I do worry. What are you going to do?”


  “I don’t know. Look at you, going all concerned for me—like in that syndrome.”


  Dylan snorted. “Stockholm syndrome? Doesn’t it sort of feel like you’re my hostage now?”


  William gave up a sad smile. Maybe he could be honest for once. Maybe it wouldn’t get him in too


  much trouble to say what was on his mind.


  In his heart.


  He lifted his gaze and found Dylan watching him. “Papi, I’ve been your hostage since day one. Since the first time I saw you.”


  The grip on William’s hand went slack.


  “You don’t seem to know it, but you’re one very fine motherfucker, Dylan. My personal walking wet


  dream.”


  Dylan whispered, “How come you call me papi?”


  


  


  William tilted his head. “I don’t know. It’s just a thing. Like when Esme calls you m’hijo.”


  Dylan didn’t break eye contact. He held William’s gaze for a long enough time that it made William


  want to look away, but he forced himself to meet those strange light eyes. What he found there was


  something pure and—probably—more honest than he was ready for. He didn’t find acceptance,


  necessarily, but what he saw didn’t cause him to lose hope, either.


  “You should sack out, huh?” Dylan said quietly.


  Disappointment flooded him. “Yeah.” William got up and carried his blanket back to bed.


  “Lots to do tomorrow.” Dylan padded to his own bed. “Ernesto has a list a mile long and I’m not sure


  we can do half of the chores with the grounds so wet.”


  “There’s new shit that will come up with the storm.”


  “Yeah. Maybe more roofs to check out.”


  “Night, Dylan.” William turned his back and pulled his covers over his head.


  “Night, William.”


  


  


  Giving screwball mystery a whole deadly new meaning.


  


  All She Wrote


  © 2010 Josh Lanyon


  


  Holmes & Moriarity, Book 2


  A murderous fall down icy stairs is nearly the death of Anna Hitchcock, the much-beloved “American


  Agatha Christie” and Christopher Holmes’s former mentor. Anna’s plea for him to host her annual winter


  writing retreat touches all Kit’s sore spots—traveling, teaching writing classes, and separation from his new lover, J.X. Moriarity.


  For J.X., Kit’s cancellation of yet another romantic weekend is the death knell of a relationship that


  has been limping along for months. But that’s just as well, right? Kit isn’t ready for anything serious and besides, Kit owes Anna far too much to refuse.


  Faster than you can say “Miss Marple wears boxer shorts”, Kit is snooping around Anna’s elegant,


  snowbound mansion in the Berkshires for clues as to who’s trying to kill her. A tough task with six amateur sleuths underfoot. Six budding writers with a tangled web of dark undercurrents running among them.


  Slowly, Kit gets the uneasy feeling that the secret may lie between the pages of someone’s fictional


  past. Unfortunately, a clever killer is one step ahead. And it may be too late for J.X. to ride to the rescue.


  Warning: Contains one irascible, forty-year-old mystery writer who desperately needs to get laid, one exasperated thirty-something ex-cop only too happy to oblige, an isolated country manor that needs the thermostat cranked up, various assorted aspiring and perspiring authors, and a merciless killer who may have read one too many mystery novels.


  


  Enjoy the following excerpt for All She Wrote:


  I want to fuck you, Kit.


  I raised my head, cleared my throat. “Come again?”


  J.X. smiled at me, a lazy smile. His eyes were dark and tender. “And again and again and again.” His


  voice was soft. It seemed to raise every hair on my body, like the drifting ripple of static electricity.


  “Oh.” I lowered my head to my arm, looked into the serious regard centimeters from my own. Well,


  good luck avoiding him at that distance. I redirected my gaze to his mouth. It was soft and moist and his lips were faintly pink as they shaped his words.


  “You never let me before. Is it a problem?”


  “Uh…no.”


  “You don’t sound sure.”


  I wasn’t sure. That is…the idea turned me on, no denying it. The idea of J.X. taking me, all that


  warmth and strength burying itself in me and making me his own— bizarre thought and yet…definitely a


  


  


  turn-on. Which was kind of weird because I’d never liked being fucked. Never enjoyed it. Found it


  uncomfortable, a little painful, and too much like subjugation. And David had felt the same way. So we’d taken turns with it, because that was the fair thing to do, but there had always been that niggling knowledge that both of us were never truly enjoying sex at the same time. That it was always a concession on


  someone’s part.


  J.X. and I hadn’t really fucked since we’d got together. I wasn’t sure what his feelings were now days.


  When we’d first hooked up all those years ago, he’d let me fuck him and he’d accepted without demur my


  refusal to reciprocate.


  I mean, I’d tried to put it in more diplomatic terms than that, but the bottom line was…for me there


  was a bottom line. And I hadn’t planned to cross it. Not for him and not for anyone else. Not ever again. I suppose it was all tied up with my feelings for what had happened with David.


  Maybe it was still tied up with that.


  Although, the truth was, I never had liked it. But recently I’d found the idea not merely acceptable, more and more I’d found myself truly excited by it. Which, frankly, made me sort of uneasy.


  “Talk to me,” J.X. said. My eyes were probably starting to spin—black and white swirls while my


  brain overheated.


  I said, “I know it’s only fair that we…trade off.”


  His brows drew together. “So you don’t like the idea?”


  “No. It’s not that.”


  “Come on, Kit. Tell me what you think.” Not impatient. Coaxing. I think I’d have preferred


  exasperation. Then I could have worked myself into a snit and we could have sidestepped the issue for the time being.


  I rolled onto my back. “I don’t know. It’s never been good for me like that.”


  “Did someone hurt you?”


  Startled, I turned my head. J.X.’s nostrils had a pinched look, his mouth a straight line. I realized he was angry on my behalf. Angry at the idea of this imaginary lover who had hurt me with his careless,


  selfish ways. J.X. not realizing that I had probably been as careless and selfish as any of my lovers. Not that there had been so many of them, though I’d indulged in the usual youthful experimentation before settling down with David.


  “It’s not like that,” I said quickly, and I reached over to stroke his hair back from his serious face. The strands felt like silk—short, cool, black silk—and they clung to my fingers. “I mean it does hurt—”


  “It shouldn’t.”


  “But that’s not really it. I don’t mind a little discomfort if the payoff is worth—” I stopped in time.


  Not really in time, though.


  “But the payoff isn’t worth it?” His tone was absolutely neutral.


  


  


  I held his gaze with my own. “I think it would be with you, which is why, for probably the first time


  in my life, I’m starting to fantasize about it.”


  His face softened. “I think I could make it good for you, Kit. I’d make sure nothing hurt you. I’d take care of you every step of the way.” His voice went dark and husky, and he put his hand to my crotch,


  feeling me up through my jeans with an expert, even possessive hand.


  I heard myself make a sound in the back of my throat, and I closed my eyes, focusing on that touch.


  “I love you,” he said, and his mouth covered mine.


  There was a lump in my throat. I wasn’t used to someone…caring so much. It got to me in a way I’d


  never have expected. I made another of those freaky sounds—uncomfortably close to a whimper—and


  thrust against him.


  J.X.’s tongue slipped into my mouth, wet, hot, intrusive. Another thing I’d never been crazy about.


  What can I say? There’s a reason I chose to write about an elderly spinster and her cat. It wasn’t just the, um, hygiene factor—although supposedly dogs’ mouths are cleaner than humans—it was so personal


  having someone push his tongue into your mouth. Hard to think of other things when a guy’s checking out your back molars.


  J.X., however, French kissed me with delicacy and skill, and need bloomed like fever in my


  bloodstream.


  “I do want it,” I panted. “I want you to fuck me.”


  He groaned like I’d granted some amazing, impossible wish—which, frankly, was all the more


  exciting.


  He kissed me again, broke the kiss with seeming reluctance. “Hang on. We need something…”


  “Condoms. Hell. It’s been years since I’ve had to—”


  “No, not condoms. I mean, yes, condoms, but I’ve got condoms. I mean something we can use as


  lube.”


  I was still dealing with the fact that he evidently carried condoms everywhere like he was still


  nineteen, when the significance of the word lube hit me. I gave a shiver that was half excitement and half alarm.


  Jesus, we were going to do this. I was going to let him push that long, thick cock right up my tight


  little asshole.


  Wide-eyed, I watched him disappear into the bathroom and reappear a few seconds later with a bottle


  of Fekkai glossing conditioner.


  I was still clumsily trying to peel off my clothes as he took his place beside me on the bed. Together


  we helped each other undress, warm hands lingering in unconscious caress, accommodating each other. My


  heart was going a million miles an hour as I leaned back against the pillows he’d propped up for me. I


  watched his face, so grave and absorbed as he squirted the pale, shimmering liquid onto his fingers.


  


  


  The scent of sex mingled with that of sunflower and olive oil and citrus. Very California. Very us.


  He leaned forward to kiss me again. As our mouths brushed, a thought occurred to me. “Not on this


  bedspread!”


  He laughed against me, drew back. We did some frantic shoving and rearranging of bed linens.


  “Anything else?” His eyes were crinkling at the corners, and the knowledge that he would deal


  patiently with any further minor uproars went a long way to relaxing me. What was the big deal after all? It wasn’t like I’d never done this.


  “Be my guest,” I said.


  He grinned, reached forward to stroke me, cupping my balls lightly in his hand. “And what a


  wonderful host you are.”


  I spluttered a laugh, let my legs fall wide, making a cradle for him as he lowered his lean, muscular


  length onto me.


  “Am I hurting your arm?”


  “It’s not my arm I’m worried about.”


  I said it without thinking. His face was instantly serious. “We’re not going to do anything you don’t


  want to.”


  “I know. Don’t listen to me.”


  He appeared to consider this. “Sometimes I think the words get in the way with you and me, but I


  always listen to you. I always will.”


  I nodded. “You’re better at this than I am. I’m trying to learn by example.”


  He looked touched. “That’s one of the nicest things you’ve said to me.”


  “I need to say more nice things to you.”


  I proceeded to turn over a new leaf. That led to some nuzzling and nibbling and other forms of


  unspoken communication. As J.X.’s clever fingers tweaked one of my nipples, I arched up. He watched


  me, his eyes dark and hooded, his mouth pink from kisses and love bites.


  I knew what was next and I consciously relaxed my muscles as I felt his warm hand spreading the


  silky lotion in the cleft of my ass.


  This was it. I shifted, allowing him better access, trying not to tense as J.X. pushed his finger through the tight band of muscle. It was invasive, certainly, but it was electrifying too. I bit my lip, trying not to make any sound that might be mistaken for pain. It was a bit uncomfortable, but the wicked pleasure of J.X.


  touching me there melted any resistance I might have had.
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