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Chapter One

Bronson
frowned at the pile of mail on his desk and thought longingly of
Beatrice; his best friend Asaph’s PA. She wouldn’t leave a mess like this.
She’d have it handled in no time flat and there’d be hot coffee
waiting on my desk. But,
even when faced with the secret that Asaph and he could turn furry
when provoked, nothing would convince the sweet lady to leave
Asaph’s employ.

That pile’s not going to disappear by itself,
he grumbled as he sat at his
desk and flicked through the pile of envelopes. Invitations,
openings, a schedule of exhibitions one of his managers sent
through. Bronson put that aside; he had a few changes he wanted to
make. More invitations and a couple of bills he put in his jacket
to give to his accountant later. Magazines, advertising.
Goodness, I don’t have
time for this junk; Bronson threw them in the trashcan.

Hello. What’s this?

A plain
white business-sized
envelope was buried at the
bottom of the pile. No postage, so it’d been hand
delivered. It was slim, probably didn’t hold more than a single
sheet of paper. But it was the salutation on the envelope that made
Bronson pause. You Smell Like Mine.

“Dang Ronan’s having a joke with me; I’ll kick
his rear, so help me,” Bronson muttered as he pulled out his phone.
Tapping the screen, he tapped his foot impatiently as he waited for
his friend to answer.

“Asaph, you mongrel, has Ronan been in my office
again?”

“Hello, to you too, Bronson,” Asaph said
smoothly. “No, my errant mate hasn’t been in your office; he’s
currently under my desk. Did you want to know what he was
doing?”

“No, I don’t.” Bronson was pleased when Asaph
finally pulled his head out of his rear and claimed his beautiful
omega, but the man didn’t have to keep rubbing his nose in
mated bliss. “And I don’t need the visual.”

“What’s got your nose in a snit?” Asaph asked,
his breathing sounding a little harsher and definitely faster.
“Make it quick. My mate has a wicked tongue.”

“It’s nothing; I’ll see you both for dinner at
eight. Don’t be late.” Bronson disconnected the call and eyed the
envelope as if it would bite.

You Smell Like Mine. It had to be a shifter reference; no human would address a
letter that way. Bronson never wore cologne and even his bath gels
were chosen for their muted scents. But there were no other
shifters in Orlando – there was him and Asaph and well, now Ronan
too, but they hadn’t known about him until recently.
There’s another
shifter in town?

“Just
open the letter, you cursed dork,” he chided
himself, picking up the envelope carefully. No bumps or lumps to
indicate anything dangerous. Bronson sniffed the paper but couldn’t
detect any chemical smells. There was a trace of something
pleasant, but it was too elusive for Bronson to determine what it
was.

Ripping the edge of the envelope, he pulled
out a single sheet of paper. Whoever had written it was concise and
had lovely handwriting. With technology, not many people took the
time to correspond in cursive anymore. Bronson read the note, shook
his head and then read it again.

Dear Mr. Cunningham,

What do you hope for when you think about meeting
your mate? Someone petite and sexy like the woman I saw you with on
Thursday? Or maybe you don’t mind men provided they’re short and
submissive like the young blond I watched you disappear into the
bathrooms with on Friday night? Perhaps you’re hoping for a ménage
– that couple I saw you with on Saturday at the gallery opening
certainly seemed to appreciate your advances and you all looked
very cozy when you huddled in the taxi together.

I have to wonder why you haven’t noticed me. Could
it be your nose doesn’t work or are you so busy having a good time,
you’re not ready for a mate? Or maybe, and this option shatters my
heart but has to be mentioned, maybe you have noticed me and find
me lacking. You wouldn’t be the first one to think that way but you
could have at least told me so to my face.

I’ll keep watching; now I have scented you, I find
it impossible to stay away. Maybe through watching, I’ll find the
answer.

Have a nice evening, Mr. Cunningham.

Yours.

A flood of emotions swamped Bronson’s body
and instinctively he reached for his phone, before pulling his hand
out of his jacket. Asaph would still be busy with Ronan and Bronson
wasn’t sure he was ready to share the news just yet. “I have a
mate,” he tested the words on his tongue. It felt good. “I have a
mate!” Louder this time. Bronson’s heart soared and he looked
around as though this magical stranger would suddenly appear.

But of course, he was alone. All he had was the
note. A note that made it quite plain his mate knew who he was and
felt…what exactly? Bronson considered the carefully penned words.
Disrespected? Unworthy? Beneath his notice? A strong growl rumbled
in his chest. No mate should ever feel that way and Bronson felt a
flush of guilt at the thought of what his mate had seen.

Yes, he did take someone home nearly every
night. As an alpha wolf, he had a strong sex drive. But for
Bronson, sex did more than scratch an itch. The truth of the matter
was, since Asaph mated Ronan, holding someone close, even if it was
only for long enough to get his rocks off, banished the loneliness
he felt as a lone wolf.

Checking his
office door was firmly closed; Bronson called on his wolf and
brought the paper up to his nose. Ink. Fibers. Chemicals probably
used in the paper making process. A light tinge of exhaust fumes as
the letter had been written outside. There. He leaned on the paper to hold it
steady. Bronson groaned
as he rubbed the patch of paper against his nose, causing the rest
of the note to flutter against his mouth. Apricots and lemongrass
with the slightest tinge of wolf.
Hang on a minute,
that’s not a wolf. Bronson pulled the paper away from his face and stared at
it, astonished.

That’s a cat shifter I smell. A big cat. How
did I miss someone like that?



Chapter Two

Harley glared as he saw two teenage girls
simpering in his direction. Cleaning the traces of ink and blood
off the finished tattoo, he slapped Sorel on the shoulder. “You
know this should be covered,” he said tersely, “Just don’t come
crying to me if you get an infection.”

“Straight
home, quiet night, I promise.” Sorrel heaved himself off the chair
and peeled a handful of hundreds
off a large roll. “Same
time next week?”

“I’ll be here,” Harley sighed, slipping the
money into his pocket and not bothering to watch the girls fall
over themselves as Sorrel sauntered past them with a wink and a
smile. He set about methodically cleaning his space, his mind
already focused on the evening ahead. Unfortunately, Bobby had
other ideas.

“Can you squeeze in a couple of butterflies? The
girls have pictures of what they want. It won’t take long.”

“Get Jughead to do it,” Harley didn’t bother
looking up.

Bobby’s squirming caught his eye. “Jughead went
home an hour ago. Said he had a hot date.”

“They can wait for Muriel then. I’m busy.”

“Oh come on,” Bobby leaned closer. “I know
they’re supposed to make an appointment, but they’re really
nervous. They’ll back out if they don’t get them now.”

“Are you bartering dates with our clients
again?” Harley arched his brow at the pimply faced young man. The
poor guy sweated all the time, had prominent teeth and even once
his pimples had cleared, his face would still be pockmarked. Harley
hired him for his expertise with figures – the ones on paper, not
the ones standing at the door giggling at each other.

“One of them gave me their phone number,” Bobby
admitted in a whisper. “Come on, boss. Twenty minutes tops and I’ll
open up in the morning. I’ll even name our first child after
you.”

Harley sighed and pulled out a clean tattoo gun.
“Get the money up front. Make sure you’ve seen ID and they’ve
signed the form. And Bobby,” he added in a louder voice as the
young man hurried back to the counter. “Check that number before
our clients leave. It’s probably a pizza place.”

One of the girls, a pretty blonde who had
cheerleader written all over her went bright red. “I’ve just
realized we have another appointment. We’ll come back another
time.”

Harley chuckled as Bobby’s smile dropped. The
two girls scurried out the door, the giggling gone.

“Told ya,” he said watching Bobby throw a piece
of paper in the trashcan. “Don’t be swayed by cleavage and hastily
given phone numbers. You know your mama wouldn’t have girls like
that in the house.”

“I’m getting a place of my own soon, then I can
bring home who I like,” Bobby said sullenly.

“You’ll miss your mama’s cooking,” Harley said
as he grabbed his jacket and slipped it over his slim shoulders,
flicking his dark braid out of his collar. “Tell Muriel to lock up.
You can open at ten and I’ll be in by lunchtime.”

Bobby muttered obscenities as Harley strode out
the door. Knowing he wasn’t meant to hear any of it, Harley ignored
it and kept on walking. Bobby was young, full of hormones and went
after stunning girls who wouldn’t give him the time of day. Harley
had seen him used and abused more than once for his connection with
the parlor and he wasn’t going to let Bobby’s heart get trampled
again.

Heading to his bike, Harley made a mental note
to check in on Bobby’s mama. She had a heart condition and one of
the reasons Bobby got the job was because she needed the additional
income. If Bobby was talking about moving out, then Harley would
make sure she was cared for. He had a soft spot for Mama Riley’s
deep fried chicken.

At the thought of chicken, his stomach rumbled.
Harley needed to go home and shower before he headed out for his
evening plans. He’d grab a bucket of takeout on the way. If his
mate was at Breathless he could eat there, but having missed lunch,
Harley decided to eat first anyway. He wanted the elusive Mr.
Cunningham to notice him for his scent, not his rumbling guts. Or
did he? Harley was still on the fence about the whole noticing
aspect. For all his fancy words, did he really want to be rejected
to his face?

/~/~/~/~/

“What is the
matter with you? You’re fidgeting around like a cat on a hot
griddle,” Asaph grumbled as Ronan slipped away to get
ready for his set. Breathless was jumping, all thanks to the
lithesome dancer currently making his way backstage. As much as
Asaph hated the way everyone ogled Ronan when he was performing,
Bronson could see the look of pride too. He wanted that. He wanted
to feel pride in a mate. If only he could find him.

Unsure how
much he wanted to reveal to his closest friend and fellow wolf,
Bronson leaned back in his chair, cradling his drink. Asaph wasn’t
wrong. He’d been edgy all evening. He couldn’t stop looking around,
his animal senses on full alert for a change. His wolf was letting
him know that yep, someone was
watching him. But Bronson couldn’t work out who.

There was a
pretty redhead sitting with her friends who kept giving him the
eye, but his wolf ignored her. He spotted the couple who he’d been
with the previous Saturday, also hoping to catch his eye, but he
wasn’t keen on a repeat. Oh, Bronson was horny enough. He’d been
horny since he sniffed that bit of paper. But now he knew he
had a mate, he would stay faithful, claimed or not. All he had to
do was find the person concerned. Because someone was watching him
and whoever it was, was clever, because Bronson couldn’t
spot him or her. Goodness, please let it be a him.

“Are you
purposefully ignoring me?” Asaph prodded him and Bronson turned his
attention back to
his friend.

“I found a letter today, addressed to me, from
my mate,” Bronson said, leaning so he could put his drink back on
the table. “Apparently, this person has been watching me for at
least four days, maybe more and I haven’t got a clue who it
is.”

Watching
Asaph gape was amusing. The tall blond Viking-looking
man rarely let his emotions show on his face. But whatever it was
Asaph expected him to say didn’t include mate in the sentence.
Every paranormal, Asaph and Bronson especially, knew how important
a mate was to a shifter.

“What did it say? Is there any indication this
person’s male or female? And…oh shoot, this person noticed your
activities?”

Bless Asaph
for trying to be discreet. “Mentioned my date on Thursday, the
bloke who gave me a blowjob
on Friday and the couple I went
home with on Saturday,” Bronson said drily, looking around again.
“The thing is,” he added, leaning across the table, “I know this
person is here. My wolf can sense we’re being watched.”

“Why didn’t your wolf notice it before?”

“He probably did, I just wasn’t paying
attention,” Bronson hissed. “But the only thing I could glean from
the note was this person doesn’t expect to be noticed. In fact,
this person claimed it was possible I had already scented him or
her and had ignored the mating pull. You know I wouldn’t do
that.”

“Did you get a scent?”

Bronson nodded and pulled out the letter. He’d
put it in a plastic bag so the scent would remain fresh. Asaph took
it, and with a quick glance around to make sure no one was watching
their table, took a quick sniff before handing it back.

“You looked like a druggie just then,” Bronson
grinned.

“I should hope I look like a predator now,”
Asaph wiggled his eyebrows. “Ronan and his friends are just about
to start their routine. The customers will be glued to their
tables. Let’s go for a little walk, shall we? Check out security.
See if we can find any stray cats?”

“Should have
known you’d pick that up,” Bronson said, standing. “I hope you’re
not going to get all speciest on
me.”

“A mate’s a mate, Bro,” Asaph said slapping him
on the shoulder. “You helped me get my head out of my rear about
mine; the least I can do is help you with yours.”

“I just wish everyone didn’t wear so much
perfume,” Bronson complained as he followed his friend. “I’m going
to end up sneezing at this rate.”

/~/~/~/~/

“What are you doing, mate of mine?” Harley
muttered, making sure he was hidden in the shadows. “Could it be
you’re actually looking for me? Hmm, what to do, what to do?”

“Hey,
Harley, what’s up? Barely noticed you hiding in the corner.”
Idiot, Sorrel and
Jughead, how did they get in?

“I was just leaving,” Harley grimaced at his
biker friends. Thank goodness, they were human. “Not really my
place, you know?”

“Oh, I don’t
know,” Sorrel said with a leer, looking around at the crowd. Most
of the patrons had dressed up for the evening. Sorrel and Jughead
stood out with their leathers, tattoos, and
untrimmed scruff. “There’s plenty of hot mamas here who might be
keen on taking a walk on the wild side.”

“Yeah, well I ain’t looking.” Harley put his
glass on the bar. “I’m heading out. Don’t get that tattoo wet.”

“Hey, don’t go,” Jughead moaned. “I wanted you
to meet my date. She said she’d meet me here.”

“Some other
time.” Harley pushed through the crowds. His mate and huge sidekick
were on the other side of the room. Looking for someone fancy,
Harley thought as he headed for
the door. Blooming typical. Don’t know why I bother.

“Hey, you’re that tattoo artist that works over
on Gordon Street, aren’t you?” Great, a friendly bouncer. But
Harley made a point of never being rude to potential customers. His
business couldn’t afford it.

“Yeah, that’s right, have you been in my shop?”
He stopped, keeping a wary eye on his mate, who was still wandering
near the stage.

“Walked past a few times,” the muscled bouncer
looked cute with a blush. “I have this idea, but I can’t seem to
get it down on paper.”

“You don’t
need to be an artist to get a tattoo; that’s what you pay me for,”
Harley smiled. Slipping his hand in his jacket he
pulled out a card. “Give me a call next time you’ve got some free
time. We’ll have a chat and I can draft you up some drawings and
see what you think.”

“Yeah?” The bouncer put the card in his pocket.
“I’ll do that, yeah, that’d be great.” He leaned forward and
whispered, “Does it hurt; only I’ve never had one before.”

“Depends on where you want it,” Harley patted
the man’s shoulder. “You’ve got plenty of muscle, I’m sure we’ll
find somewhere less painful for your first time.”

“I hear they’re addictive.”

“You should
see all mine.” With a final clap on the shoulder, Harley brushed
past and out the door. The spring air still held a nip to it, and
he zipped up his jacket and shoved his hands in his pocket as he
walked. Breathless was in
the industrial side of town,
and while there was parking out front, Harley left his bike in a
friend’s lock up. He hated anyone interfering with his pride and
joy.

You’re nothing but a loser, running away.
Harley’s father’s scornful
voice rang in his head as he thought about how his mate seemed to
gravitate towards the beautiful people in the club.
No one will ever
want you, rubbish they’d never even look at you twice, not with that
ugly mug.

He ran a finger over the long scar on his face;
a present from his old man. Shifters could usually heal from any
wound, but his father threatened to beat him if he shifted. By the
time his old man fell asleep, Harley’s face was permanently marked.
Men still came onto him; the other side of his face had all the
hard angles that some could appreciate. His lean build and tight
behind made him idiotable in the dark.

But that’s all I’ll ever be. Harley dashed the tears from his eyes.
Time to stop
mooning over a mate who’d be horrified to be seen with me, or
worse….
Yeah, there was something worse
than rejection. His mate could pity him and Harley swore he never
wanted to see that look in anyone’s eyes again. His mother’s sorrow
was bad enough and it wasn’t as though she protected
him.

One more note, Harley promised himself. One more gesture to let him know it’s not
him, it’s me. Then no more. I have to let him go.
His cat snarling and clawing
inside of him, he quickened his steps as his friend’s garage came
into view. He needed to get home and work out what he could
possibly say to the man who was meant to be his forever and who he
would never meet.



Chapter Three

“Any luck?” Ronan looked up from the computer as
Bronson walked into the Breathless offices. Bronson looked around
for Asaph. “He had a meeting,” Ronan said with an exaggerated
grimace. “Mr. Pocklington. I swear that man spends our meetings
sitting there wondering what I look like naked. Asaph gets real
growly around him, so I suggested I stay here. Sit down, take the
weight off. He won’t be long. How goes the search for your elusive
mate?”

“He’s given
up on me, or her, I still don’t know, but my heart tells me
it’s a him,” Bronson sighed as he sank into a chair by
the desk. “I found another note, this time basically telling me he
wasn’t good enough and he was going to stay away from now on. Asaph
and I traced his scent to that garage down the road, but when I
went back there the next day, some guy sneered at my suit and said
he was the only guy working there.”

“Maybe he’s a friend or maybe he was getting
work done on his vehicle or something,” Ronan suggested.

“Yeah, well the troglodyte I spoke to wasn’t
giving anything away. He wouldn’t even let me in the door.” Bronson
fumed. Five days and his nerves were frayed. His balls were turning
blue and his nights were filled with erotic dreams about a faceless
man with a body he could worship for decades. But he was no closer
to finding his elusive cat than he was the day he got his first
note. Worse, his wolf hadn’t noticed anyone watching them either
and Bronson was worried his mate had left town. Surely, any shifter
having scented their mate wouldn’t just leave?

“He must be strong willed,” Ronan observed,
clicking a few keys on his keyboard. “Have you checked the
surveillance tapes from the club that night? You know he was there
then.”

“Four times. I went over the whole thing,
tracing the walk about Asaph and I did while you were dancing and
no one looked our way more than once.”

“Maybe this
mystery person slipped out while you were in another part of the
club.” Ronan scowled at the screen and made a note on a piece of
paper next to the keyboard. “You know, if he’s worried, like maybe he’s ugly or got some deformity or something, or
I don’t know, maybe he doesn’t dress well, then if he saw you
looking, he could have left.”

“You’re a freaking genius,” Bronson beamed,
leaping from his chair. “Is anyone in the security room?”

“Just Jensen,” Ronan said. “He’s got a new
tattoo and wanted to show it off before his shift starts. He’ll
help you find the footage you need.”

“I don’t need any help,” Bronson waved as he
left the room. The administration side of the club was on a
mezzanine floor, allowing for a larger floor area for dancing and
entertainment. He could see Jeff and Marcos practicing on the stage
below, their third lover, Enzo watching with a critical eye. He
smirked as Enzo yelled at one of them for being too slow. From
experience, Bronson knew it would only be a matter of seconds
before those three were making out again. Hopefully, they made it
to the dressing room first. They never seemed to mind an audience
and with Bronson’s current state, he wasn’t sure he could watch
without making a fool of himself.

Just as Ronan said, Jensen was sitting at the
bank of computer monitors that almost filled one wall. The tall,
open-faced bouncer smiled as Bronson walked in. He was friendly,
kind, but had a right hook that felled most people it connected
with. But it wasn’t Jensen’s smile that stopped Bronson in his
tracks.

“Hi, Mr. Cunningham, was there something you
needed?”

Bronson shook himself but the scent wouldn’t
leave his nose. “Er, yeah, I was going to have a look at the tapes
from four nights ago. Ronan tells me you got a new tattoo. Did you
just get it done?”

“Yes, sir,” Jensen grinned, rolling up his
shirtsleeve. “See there, my first ever tattoo. It’s in memory of my
friend who died at Pulse.”

Bronson stepped forward, hardly containing his
excitement. The tattoo was still inflamed and red around the edges
but it was beautiful work. A bunch of intricately detailed spring
flowers, tears as though resembling a light shower and the name
etched in elegant calligraphy underneath with the date.

“Who did it? It’s beautiful.” Bronson wanted to
touch. The scent wafting from Jensen’s side was driving him crazy.
He kept blinking, hoping his wolf eyes weren’t showing.

“Some guy
over on Gordon Street, Harley his name is,” Jensen laughed. “He’s
like Cher, doesn’t have a
last name, but he owns
the joint. Does amazing work. You can’t miss him.”

“What do you mean, can’t miss him?” Bronson had
been missing him for over a week.

“He keeps to himself, you know. Never says much.
But he’s got a huge following among tattooists which is why I
wanted him to do my memorial tattoo. I was thrilled when I saw him
here the other night. That’s only the second time I’ve seen him in
the place.”

He was here. He was here when I was looking for him. I
knew it.

“Maybe he’s just not a sociable person,” Bronson
managed to say casually.

“It’ll be because of his scar, I reckon,” Jenson
confided. “Someone really messed with his face. Don’t get me wrong,
he’s not a freak or anything. The other side of his face is lovely
if you like that sort of thing, but between you and me, I think
that’s why he hides. Some guy was giving him grief about not going
out with them while he was working on my arm and he snarled at him.
Could’ve sworn it was an animal there for a moment,” Jensen laughed
again.

My precious cat is hurting and I know why.
Bronson returned the smile.
“Where did you say you got this done again, Gordon
Street?”

“Yeah, right down the end. Not really your type
of place, Mr. Cunningham, if you don’t mind me saying. Your suit
will get you mugged if you’re not careful. I don’t have to worry
about that sort of thing, but yeah….”

“Appreciate the concern,” Bronson nodded. “I’ll
make sure I change my clothes first.”

“Didn’t know you were interested in tattoos,”
Jenson said as Bronson headed out the door.

“I’m getting
more interested all the time,” Bronson called back.
Very
interested. All the
pieces of the mating puzzle were finally coming together. Why his
mate hid from him – Goodness, how hard it must be for my poor little kitty,
scenting a mate but being too ashamed to come close. Well don’t you
worry, I’m going to save you and if I ever get my hands on the man
who scarred you, I swear he’ll choke on his own blood.
Yeah, Bronson was feeling
positively feral as he headed out of the club to find his
car.



Chapter Four

“We’re closed,” Harley yelled as the door
chimed. “Come back and make an appointment tomorrow.” He was tired,
heartsick and fed up after dealing with drunken dummies that goaded
their friends into getting a tattoo. More than one man left once he
realized the slim owner was stronger than he looked. Harley had a
strict no drunks’ policy and Friday nights brought out the worst of
them.

“Actually,” a smooth low voice set Harley’s cock
twitching, “I was hoping to catch you before you went home. Maybe
you’d share a late dinner with me?”

It can’t be, no, but of course, there was only one man in existence who
could harden his cock with a few simple words. How did he find
me? Harley gripped his
work bench to stop himself from turning around.

“You shouldn’t be here. I thought we’d settled
this.”

“You might have thought you’d settled it,” the
voice came closer and Harley bit his lip. “But I don’t recall you
asking me for my opinion.”

“I’ve seen the people you fancy, remember,”
Harley forced some harshness in his tone. “I hardly stack up, so do
us both a favor and leave.”

“I can’t do
that, kitty,” How on earth can a wolf purr? Not that Harley’s animal side was doing him any
favors. The closer the man got, and by the heavens, Harley could feel his body heat, the more his cat wanted
out. “Why don’t you turn around and let me see what all the fuss is
about?”

“So you can laugh at me, you mean. Fine, seeing
as you’re being so persistent. Look and reject me to my cursed
face. Then get the heck out.”

Harley
didn’t want to; by the Fates, he didn’t want to see his mate’s
expression. But one thing a harsh upbringing taught him was that it
never paid to be a coward. And Harley was no coward. Pleased his
long hair was still caught back in its braid, he turned, almost gasping at how close
Bronson was. Tilting his chin, he met Bronson’s eyes. “Don’t you
dare pity me,” he warned. “Hate me, walk away, I can even handle
disgust, but don’t you dare pity me.”

/~/~/~/~/

Bronson couldn’t stop his grin from spreading.
He didn’t care if he looked like a looney tune, but honestly, he
could never have imagined a mate as perfect as Harley. Sure, there
was a wicked white scar that skewed the perfectly tanned features,
running from the corner of his eye to the left-hand side of a
luscious full mouth. Yes, those emerald green eyes were hard but
brilliant in the way they shined, but it was the combination that
set Bronson’s heart pumping. Harley was a hard, beautiful looking
man and he couldn’t stop his grin if he tried.

“You look amazing,” he said, his fingers itching
to touch.

“I should
have mentioned don’t
make fun of me either,” Harley
growled, but Bronson could smell arousal and that was something he
knew how to cope with.

“You’re worried about your scar,” Bronson lifted
his hand and watching Harley closely, he slowly laid it over the
offending mark. “Don’t be. I don’t know what you know about mates,
but believe me, I see that as a mark of strength, not something to
be disgusted about.”

“All those people I saw you with,” Harley
muttered, but Bronson noticed he leaned slightly into his hand.
“They’re all model perfect, they dress right, make lots of money.
I’m not like them.”

“From what I hear, you have quite a reputation
yourself, and my friend told me you own this place. That’s nothing
to be sneezed at.”

“I’ll never fit with your friends.” Bronson
could see Harley’s exquisite hands opening and closing by his
hips.

“Can I tell you a secret, something no one else
knows, not even my closest friends?”

Harley nodded and Bronson used the excuse of
whispering to lean closer. “I’m lonely. Those people were just a
diversion. Since my best friend found his mate, I’m struggling as a
lone wolf. You have no idea how happy I am now I’ve found you.”

“I recommend Netflix,” Harley said, but Bronson
saw his lips twitch. “There’s nothing like a zombie marathon to
keep loneliness at bay.”

“Zombies, right.” Bronson tried to keep a
straight face, but he couldn’t. His chuckles just bubbled out even
as he tried to create the puppy-eyes look that had Asaph caving
into Ronan’s demands no matter what they were. “Have dinner with
me, please. Take pity on this poor lonely man and share a meal with
me at least.”

“There’s nothing poor about you,” Harley said
firmly. He looked down at his clothing. “I’m not really dressed to
go out. I could meet you somewhere.”

“You’re fine as you are.” Now Bronson was face
to face with his mate, he wasn’t letting him out of his sight until
that man wore another scar. “I’m wearing jeans and a jacket too and
I’m sure there’s somewhere handy you can recommend that does a good
burger.”

“Your jeans
still have creases; I bet you only took the price tags off them
today.” But Harley smiled and despite the way his scar messed with
his cheek, Bronson was entranced. “You know the rips in
mine are because they’re old. I didn’t buy them that
way.”

“They could have a few more by the end of the
evening,” Bronson growled taking in Harley’s slender frame and the
definite bulge in his skinny jeans. “I promise I’m good for a new
pair.”

“I’ve only promised dinner,” Harley said,
shaking his head. “Let me get my keys and we can get out of
here.”



Chapter Five

I was so wrong. Yeah, Harley didn’t think that very often, but he could
admit that he’d been wrong about his mate. Bronson might have
looked out of place with his clean-cut face, his shiny long hair
falling around his shoulder and those wretched creases in his
obviously new jeans, but he didn’t bat an eyelid at Harley’s choice
of venue. The Greasy Spoon was exactly as the name implied; the
vinyl cracked and worn on the floor, faded photographs on the
yellowing walls, and none of the patrons would be seen dead in a
suit, but Harley knew from experience the burgers were excellent
and good value for money.

“I’ve never been here before,” Bronson said with
a smile as he slid into the booth. “What do you recommend?”

“Let me
order,” Harley held up a finger. “Meat man,
right?”

“Of course. As rare as possible.” Bronson
smoothed a hand over his chest. A chest Harley didn’t want to
notice when he was trying to attract Grizz’s attention.
Fortunately, his friend didn’t take long to arrive. Huge, mean and
with a beard hitting the middle of his chest, Grizz had been good
to Harley when he was new in town.

“Yo, Harley, who’s your swanky friend?”

“Bronson Cunningham.” To Harley’s amazement, his
mate stuck out his hand and after a moment’s hesitation, Grizz took
it. “Harley’s showing me his side of town. I own an art gallery in
that huge building over in the financial district and have an
interest in a couple of clubs in town, but I’ve never been here
before.”

“Thought so, fancy pants,” Grizz growled. “Don’t
you go bringing your high-and-mighty ideas around here. Not all of
us want to wear a tie for dinner.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Bronson smiled,
seemingly unfazed. “Harley tells me you have the best food in town.
I’m hungry enough to eat a horse.”

“Three of your meat grinder’s specials and a
fish surprise, thanks, Grizz,” Harley said quickly in case his
friend thought Bronson was insulting the food. “Add a couple of
your homebrews, if you’ve got any under the counter.”

“You sure you vouch for him? I don’t want my
license pulled,” Grizz warned.

“Bronson’s fine. Get used to his face, he seems
to find me fascinating,” Harley said with a wink. “But I’m not sure
if he can cook.”

Grizz chortled, causing his beard to flap on his
chest. “I’m sure he has other talents,” he said wandering back to
the kitchen.

“I wasn’t sure if you were out to your friends,”
Bronson whispered leaning his elbows on the table. “I was trying to
be discreet.”

“Meh,” Harley mimicked Bronson’s position.
“Grizz has known me for years. He and his missus rented me a room
when I first hit town. When I told him I’d just finished my tattoo
apprenticeship, he let me set up at the back of his garage until I
could afford a place of my own and recommended me to his friends.
He owns the building I’m leasing and he’s a good guy.”

“How long have you been in Orlando?”

“Eight, no make that nine years. But clearly, we
move in different circles. I Googled you when I found out who you
were and you’ve been around about as long.”

“Me and Asaph came to town about ten years
ago,” Bronson said, his cheeks flushing a lovely shade of pink. “We
made some good investments and then I branched out into the art
world, while he stayed on the financial side of things. Where did
you see me or more to the point, when did you know who I
was?”

The last part was deliberately discreet, but
Harley knew exactly what he meant. He grinned, staying quiet while
Grizz slapped four platters on the table and a couple of unlabeled
bottles.

“Don’t let any of that go to waste,” Grizz
warned as he stomped off.

“You’d better do as he says,” Harley said
quietly. “Grizz has no time for fussy eaters, or for people who
pick at their food.”

“It smells wonderful,” Bronson said, his eyes
flickering between the cutlery left on the table and his
fingers.

Harley
decided to put him out of misery and picked up one of the burgers.
Slapping both halves together, he squashed it in his hands and then
took a big bite. He grinned at Bronson, his mouth too full to say anything.

Bronson shook his head but did the same thing;
within ten minutes the platters were empty and Harley wiped his
fingers on a napkin before picking up a bottle. “I would’ve offered
you a bite of my other one,” he said as Bronson finished the second
meat grinder. “But I wasn’t sure if you ate fish.”

“I’m not a picky eater,” Bronson said, wiping
his hands and tossing the napkin on the plate, “but you still
haven’t answered my question.”

“I’ve been in your art gallery,” Harley said,
playing with his bottle as he remembered that day. He’d gone
because the place was showing some work from a graffiti artist, but
as soon as he’d arrived he could smell traces of Bronson’s scent.
“I tracked you down but you were busy in your office, so I
left.”

“You could’ve knocked on the door, I don’t mind
being disturbed by anyone,” Bronson frowned.

“I don’t think your companion would’ve
appreciated it. From the grunting and yelling going on, I gather
the artist was getting a good pounding over the desk. I could still
smell traces of his spunk when I left you my note.” Harley met his
mate’s eyes squarely. He had nothing to be embarrassed about.

Bronson’s finely
arched eyebrows almost
met in the middle. “How come I never noticed you?”

Harley
shrugged. “That place smells like a chemical plant, it’s a wonder I
caught a trace of you at all. I left, did some research on the
internet and found out who you were. I didn’t mean to follow you
but someone had
other ideas.” His
animal had a few more too. In
fact, he was getting decidedly pushy.

“You must have amazing control,” Bronson leaned
forward as he whispered. “I can barely keep from jumping you now
and I’m guessing no matter how friendly Grizz is, he wouldn’t
appreciate it.”

“No, he wouldn’t and it’s not always been easy,
but your diversions made it easier for me to keep my distance.”
Harley swallowed hard. He didn’t want to say anything, but he had
to. Protection was the first law of mating. “We come from different
worlds, you and me. I ride with bikers, own a tattoo shop. I don’t
even possess a suit. Even without this,” he gestured at his scar
angrily, “I knew we wouldn’t fit. You’re gonna want to change me.
Probably buy me fancy clothes, stop me riding my bike. You’d expect
me to be pretty and quiet and sit at your side at boring dinners,
or sip wine at gallery openings and talk about art and trash I don’t
understand. I can’t be that person.”

Bronson’s eyes bored into his. “What if I want
to be with you? What if I don’t mind riding on the back of your
bike and learning about tattooing? My galleries run themselves. I
spend a couple of hours in the office a week and that’s it. Or
won’t your friends accept me?”

“They’ll think you’re my jerk,” Harley said
harshly even though the words were like broken glass as he forced
them passed his throat. “I don’t want to put you through that.”

“Fine, if
that’s the way it has to be.” Harley’s heart snapped in two as
Bronson stood up, throwing a pile of bills on the table.
This is for the
best, he told
himself. Me
and him won’t fit
together and it’s better he leaves now before I get more
involved. But to his
surprise, Bronson held out his hand. In a daze, Harley took it,
allowing himself to be pulled to his feet.

“If I have
to be the jerk in this relationship,” Bronson hissed as Harley was
towed out the door, “then you’d better be a blasted good top. I don’t
care what you say. I’m not losing you, so get used to a shadow,
buddy, because you and me
are it from now on. Your place
or mine, but decide quick, I’m not waiting anymore.”



Chapter Six

Bronson was
furious and so horny he could burst. Yeah, he understood what
Harley was saying – they came from different worlds;
yada yada – but Bronson
wasn’t some pampered pooch and he was dang certain his mate’s harsh
attitude was due to some serious trash going on in his head. Someone
had done a number on his precious mate and Bronson was demon-bound
and determined to find out who. But first, he had to get the man to
claim him because once that was done, Harley’s
protective instincts would kick in if they hadn’t
already.

Having taken a taxi to Harley’s shop, Bronson
had no problems climbing on the back of his mate’s Fatboy. The bike
was bigger than its owner, but Harley handled it effortlessly. Or
at least, Bronson thought he did. He was too busy savoring the way
Harley’s muscles twitched under his fingertips; the way his ramrod
cock was fighting to escape the stiffness of his jeans, to pay any
attention to the road. Harley’s waist was slender, just like the
rest of him, but Bronson wanted the man more than he wanted his
next breath. He forced his fingers not to wander although the smell
of Harley’s arousal was intoxicating.

When Harley
nudged the bike up a long driveway surrounded by trees, Bronson
paid attention to his surroundings then. This must be his place,
he thought as he noted the
density of the trees and the quiet beyond the bike engine. It was
dark, but Bronson’s wolf fidgeted under his skin. He couldn’t
remember the last time he’d gone for a run on four legs.
But not
tonight. Nope. Tonight
was the first night of the rest of his life and if Bronson sounded
like a sap in his head, well, only he knew about it.
Harley didn’t have to know he was a pussycat in
disguise.

Which made
him wonder what type of cat Harley was. The strength in the younger
man’s arms suggested something far bigger than a housecat or a
cougar. His mate was too hard working to be a lion; yes, Bronson
bought into the stereotype, but male lions, as a rule, were laid back and open minded. If Harley had been a lion,
he’d have barged into Bronson’s office that day at the gallery and
pulled his cock out.

“You’re very quiet.” Incredible. When had Harley
parked the bike? Bronson looked around and noticed a small, neat
house sitting among the trees.

“Just admiring your place,” Bronson said
honestly. “I didn’t know it was possible to get a place with a
rural feel within the city limits.”

“I bought five plots in all, abandoned housing.
I like my space and my cat likes to stretch without an audience.
Hop off, unless this is too horrific for you. I can take you back
to town if you like.”

Bronson hopped off. His mate would learn he
could be stubborn and he wasn’t losing out on the one man deemed
perfect for him by the Fates. It was too early in their
relationship for him to mention Harley was being hurtful with his
casual attitude, but he would if it kept up. Instead, he kept his
mouth shut, admiring Harley’s rear and graceful moves as they headed
for the house.

“It’s pretty sparse inside,” Harley warned as he
bent to unlock the door. “Probably not what you’re used to.”

“Just open
it or I’ll strip on this porch.” Bronson’s wolf was getting pushy
and it showed in his tone. Harley arched an eyebrow but
got the door open.

“F-f-f….”
Bronson was going to say finally, but quick as a flash, his back
was against the wall, Harley half-climbed his body and with a
strong hand in his hair, Bronson’s mouth was being deliciously
mauled. “Oomph….” Nope, couldn’t say anything, but if Bronson
thought Harley had been too casual before, there was nothing but
intensity pouring off his mate’s frame now. Small growls
rippled into his mouth and Harley’s hands seem to be
everywhere at once. Getting a solid grip on Harley’s rear, Bronson
steadied him and leaned on the wall, more than capable of
supporting Harley’s weight.

“You,”
Harley growled as he left Bronson’s mouth bruised and wet
and moved onto his cheeks and down his jaw line. “All those other
people. Killed me inside every single time.”

Bronson closed his eyes and tilted his head up
so Harley wouldn’t see his sudden onset of tears. He couldn’t
imagine what that must have been like. He tried putting himself in
Harley’s position but the man was nibbling up his neck and it was
impossible to think.

“I’m here now,” he said desperately. “I’m yours.
No one else ever again. Never.”

“You promise?” Harley’s eyes gleamed like
emeralds in the dim light.

Bronson wondered how much his mate knew about
mating. Once claimed no paranormal could stray, but he didn’t say
that. That wasn’t what his mate needed to hear. Harley needed
reassurance and swatting away the thought that he really wanted to
know who’d stripped Harley’s confidence; Bronson said with all the
sincerity he could muster, “I’ll never want another person again as
long as we both live. I swear. I’m yours and from this moment on, I
always will be.”

Harley appeared frozen, although Bronson could
feel his whole body trembling. Whatever internal battles his mate
suffered, he hoped the strong smell of their mutual need and the
heat between them was enough to sway the balance in his favor.
“Please, claim me as yours,” Bronson implored quietly. “Whoever
you’re arguing with in your head, it isn’t me. I want you and I
swear I always will.”

For a long moment, Harley didn’t say anything,
then he slid down Bronson’s body, Bronson’s heart dropping as
Harley’s boots hit the floor. “There’s lube in the bedroom,” Harley
said gruffly. “I won’t claim my mate against the door. Follow
me.”

Grabbing the
hand he was offered, Bronson did as he was told, mentally
fist-pumping. Claim Time. Yeah!

/~/~/~/~/

What the heck are you doing? His mind in a whirl, a strong hand clasped in his,
Harley led Bronson to his bedroom, the first person ever to get
past his bedroom door. He’ll leave you, he won’t stay, he’ll break your
heart…NO! Harley put a
stop to his inner voice. It was time to have faith. Harley was well
aware his negativity stemmed from his father’s constant
abuse. There’s no room for that jerk here.

Nonetheless, he was still nervous as he closed
the door behind them. “This is it,” he said, well aware of how lame
he was being. There was only a rug, the bed and a large dresser in
his bedroom. His laptop occupied the top of the dresser, a pair of
jeans was slung on the end of the bed and there was a baseball bat
leaning on the wall by the headboard.

“Expecting visitors?” Bronson grinned as he took
it all in. He pointed to the baseball bat.

“Habit,” Harley said hurriedly, “We’re safe
here.”

“I know we are,” Bronson agreed, looking every
inch the wolf he was as he invaded Harley’s personal space. “You
wouldn’t have brought me here if there was any chance of danger.
Now can we try that kiss again, or do you want to forgo the awkward
clothes fumble and get naked first.”

“Naked’s good,” Harley agreed, “but can I?” He
indicated Bronson’s t-shirt.

“I told you,
I’m all yours,” Bronson whispered, but Harley barely heard him.
He’d spent weeks imagining his mate without clothes; weeks
imagining what it would be like to touch and taste the skin that
was slowly being revealed. Oh my stars, this is so much better than my
imagination.

Harley knew Bronson would be well-built; his
mate was an Alpha wolf, he didn’t expect anything else. But as
Bronson’s body was revealed inch by inch he couldn’t believe the
generous gift the Fates had blessed him with. The artist in him
groaned at the canvas; flawless muscles dancing under Harley’s
touch, Bronson’s low moan teasing his ears as Harley wrestled with
the jean’s button in its stiff fastening.

The button
finally freed, Harley shoved the jeans down Bronson’s thick thighs,
an angry cock bobbing as it searched for friction. His rear muscles
clenched. Yes, Bronson was allowing him first claiming, but Harley
couldn’t wait to feel his mate pounding his insides. He hesitated,
then dropped to his knees. If he kept his eyes closed, then
hopefully Harley could keep his feelings of inadequacy at bay as
he worshiped his mate’s cock.

But it was difficult. Harley fought the urge to
peek as he licked and nibbled, finally taking the large head into
his mouth as Bronson moaned, the thighs under his hands trembling.
Scents were always concentrated around the groin and Harley’s nose
was full of it. Rich and strong, the distinct musk of wolf combined
with vanilla and carob; the same heady scent Harley caught traces
of the day at the gallery. Now it was in his nose, smothering his
face and Harley was worried he’d make a pig of himself. It was so
good, sending his senses soaring in a way nothing had before.

“Harley, stop.” Okay, now Harley had to open his
eyes. His mouth was stuffed full and he wasn’t letting go of his
prize without a blasted good explanation. His eyes covered a wide
expanse of tanned skin before he reached Bronson’s dark eyes. He
raised his eyebrows.

“Babe, you have an amazing mouth, but will you
at least let me see you and maybe get on the bed?”

Harley
thought about it for two seconds, then closed his eyes and went
back to what he was doing. Bronson was huge, well-endowed didn’t
cover it, but Harley had his cat on his side and before long had a
lovely head bobbing rhythm going. He loved giving head, the feel of
skin on his tongue, the blunt edge of a cockhead hitting
his throat. Relaxing his throat muscles, he took Bronson down as
far as he could go, his nose nuzzling Bronson’s pubic
bone.

A slight tap
on his head reminded him. Time to breathe. He pulled back and bobbed faster, Bronson’s harsh
groans letting him know he was right on target. Come on…come on….
Harley didn’t want it to end
but he did. He wanted his reward, Bronson’s spunk down his throat.
In this position, with him still clothed and Bronson’s naked skin
gleaming in the hall light, Harley felt empowered, in control and
by the Fates he loved it.



Chapter Seven

Bronson
couldn’t hold out. He’d done his best; given it the old
college try, but Harley’s mouth was made for his cock and the man
used it with expert precision. He could feel his orgasm
building; the tightness in his balls, that tingle down the base of
his spine, the way his rear clenched. A flush covered his face and
chest and he longed for something to hold onto. He wanted to cradle
Harley’s head, but unsure of his mate’s background he didn’t dare.
Harley solved that problem for him by grabbing his hand and
pressing it to the back of his skull.

His other hand joined the first instinctively
and Bronson groaned at the sensual sight at his feet. Harley’s eyes
were closed as though savoring the experience, his lips reddened as
they stretched around his shaft. A surge of possessiveness soared
through Bronson’s body and he pounded, once, twice and then with a
roar he came, his head tilted back as he swayed on his feet.
Bronson’s head flopped forward, his chin hitting the top of his
chest.

“Are you okay,” he managed between gasps,
suddenly aware his hands were gripping Harley’s head. He loosened
his fingers but was reluctant to break his hold entirely.

“Uh huh,” Harley said, pulling off Bronson’s
cock with a pop. He grinned, the scar pulling not distracting from
the joy in Harley’s eyes. “Let’s get you on the bed; you seem a bit
wobbly on your feet.”

Wobbly? My brains have been sucked out through my
toe. Bronson stumbled
over to the bed and sat on the edge, his chest still heaving. He
pushed his jeans completely off and removed his
shoes. “Are you…can you…are you going to get undressed?” Harley’s
bulge was obvious, but his mate still seemed hesitant, almost
reluctant to move near him. Bronson still wanted the claiming;
wanted it more than ever now, but he wasn’t sure he could cobble
two brain cells together long enough to pull off one of his
seductive moves. He settled for a grin instead.

“I hope you like ink,” Harley said, kicking off
his boots and pulling his shirt over his head. Bronson’s eyes
widened, swirls of black, red and gold covered Harley’s torso.

“Stop,” he said as Harley went to unbutton his
jeans. Harley looked up, a frown creasing his forehead. “You are a
living work of art,” Bronson said reverently. “Please,” he held out
his hand. “Come closer. I want to see.”

Again…that
hesitation, but after a moment, Harley sauntered closer, his stance
almost defiant as though expecting Bronson to attack him. Bronson
cupped his hand around Harley’s butt as soon as the man was in
grabbing range, the other hand tracing the symbols,
swirls, and designs that covered Harley’s chest. “This is
beautiful, is it all your own work?”

“I did most of it,” Harley said, his eyes
watching Bronson’s fingers. “The ones on my back were done by the
guy I trained under. I drew the designs and he put them on my
skin.” Harley turned and Bronson leaned back to take in the full
effect. While the torso designs seemed random, Harley’s back was
covered with a nature scene. Tall trees, lush brush, birds flying
across a cloudy sky. In the center of the design was a small,
ramshackle cottage, its foreboding structure at odds with the
beauty of its surroundings.

“This is where you came from, am I right?”
Bronson asked quietly as he gently traced the dilapidated wood
structure.

“It’s what I turned my back on,” Harley turned
again, his eyes blazing. “I want you, please don’t think I don’t,
but surely now you can see we come from two different worlds.”

Bronson pulled Harley close enough he could bury
his face in his mate’s lean stomach. “You walked away from a hard
life and forged one of your own. That took so much courage; courage
and strength I respect. Surely you can spare some of that courage
for our new life; join with me so we can create a life that works
for both of us?”

“Oh, you are a smooth one, aren’t you, fancy
pants?” Bronson felt Harley stroke his hair and he grinned against
the smooth stomach. “It’s not going to be easy, you know that don’t
you.”

Actually, Bronson thought nothing of the sort,
but he nodded, loving the way his cheek rubbed against the
silkiness of Harley’s skin.

“We live totally different lives and if you
expect me to turn up at a gallery opening in a suit and drink wine,
you’re sorely mistaken.”

Bronson turned his face and rubbed the other
cheek against Harley’s stomach, nodding all the while.

“I’m serious,” Harley said firmly and Bronson’s
head was cupped in slender hands, emeralds glaring at him.

“I know.
I’ll ask Grizz for some of his home brew and have it
stocked especially for you.” Bronson couldn’t nod this time so he
waggled his eyebrows.

Harley laughed. “Fine, but don’t blame me if you
change your mind the first time I turn up at your fancy place of
work on my bike.”

“I’ll be sitting on the jerk seat honey, now
kiss me.”

There was a lot less hesitation this time.
Harley’s lips were warm and firm, and while the intensity was still
there, Harley kept things slow and sensual. Bronson was hooked.
When Harley pushed him back on the bed, he went willingly, pulling
Harley with him.

“Let me get my pants off first,” Harley grumbled
and Bronson let him go, his smile wide enough to light the house as
he waited for his mate, his true mate, to claim him.

/~/~/~/~/

I told him, I’ve given him every excuse to back out, but
no, the shaggy pup just lays there looking all tempting and sexy
and what’s a cat to do? Harley kept his worried thoughts off his face as he dropped
his pants and hunted in his bedside drawer for lube. He wasn’t
going to show his nerves either, although if Bronson was thinking
with anything but his toe, he’d smell it. But no, the big Alpha
owned the bed as if born to it, apparently totally unconcerned
about being penetrated. Harley pressed his lips together as he
climbed on the bed, lube in hand. He had very little experience
with this side of things and with his cat pushing him hard, he
wondered if it would be easier to just let Bronson idiot
him.

Or not, as his cat growled menacingly in his
head. His cat had a wicked temper but it took a lot to rile him.
Dangling a claiming like a mouse on a string and threatening to
take it away was enough to make his presence known.

“You have a beautiful body,” Bronson purred,
“one of these days I am going to lick every one of those
tattoos.”

“Even the one on my toe?” Harley chuckled, his
nerves easing slightly. He was so much smaller than his mate; yet,
despite his alpha nature, Bronson didn’t get pushy, demanding or
anything else. He just lay on the sheets, a languid smile on his
face, his fist gently manipulating his cock which was still
hard.

“I will definitely pay attention to that one
later,” Bronson replied. “However, for now, I assume you want me to
turn over?”

“Whichever
you prefer.” Harley had only
ever harassed a guy from behind. Watching porn told him face to face
was possible. He supposed he could muddle through. So long as he
didn’t hurt Bronson, things should be fine.

“What I want,” Bronson said, sitting up and
holding out his hand, “is for you to hand me that lube. I want you
to lie back on this bed and watch as I prepare myself for you. Then
I’m going to sit on that highly decorated cock and idiot myself with
it until your teeth drop and you can’t think of anything else but
biting me.”

Yep, that would work too. Harley swallowed hard but did as
Bronson suggested. Stuff the art gallery business; if Bronson ever
went broke he’d make a fortune as a porn star. Turning and flashing
that rounded rear; Harley almost swallowed his tongue as he watched
Bronson’s long fingers teasing his tiny hole, slathering it with
lube before dipping inside. All the while, Bronson moaned and
wiggled and through his parted legs Harley could see his cock
bobbing above his heavy balls. He gripped the base of his cock
sharply, staving off his inevitable climax. Harley was sure he’d
never seen anything as erotic or so sensual his entire life
and he’d seen a lot.

“Like what
you see,” Bronson grinned as Harley nodded mutely. “Then you’re
going to love this.” Swinging his legs around, suddenly Harley
found himself with a lapful of mate. “You hold it
up,” Bronson tilted Harley’s cock, which Harley still had a
stranglehold on, “and I’ll slip down.”

Open. Closed. Open. Closed. Harley’s eyelids were doing the tango.
He wanted to watch his powerful mate, muscles rippling and the
sheer ecstasy on Bronson’s face as he lowered himself down. But the
pressure on his toe; the heat and the way it just made itself at
home as though his only purpose was to fit in Bronson’s body, had
Harley closing his eyes again. It was too little; it was too much
and Harley found himself open-mouthed panting as Bronson settled
himself.

“Open your eyes kitty cat; you’re not going to
want to miss this.”

Harley opened his eyes to find Bronson’s face
right in front of his. “You were made for me, you know that,
right?”

He managed a nod. Now was not the time to be
bringing up his worries about their mating. Not with Bronson’s body
holding his cock hostage.

“You’ll trust in time,” Bronson smiled. “Now
kiss me like you mean it and let’s get this show on the road.”

Looping his
arms around Bronson’s neck, Harley's hands buried
themselves in Bronson’s hair as the man began to move. Never one
for multitasking, he concentrated on the taste of Bronson’s lips,
the way the man’s breath quickened with his movements. His hips
began to rise and fall automatically and Harley felt his cat surge
within him. Bracing his feet on the mattress he began to thrust
harder and Bronson tore his lips away so he could
breathe.

I’m doing that. I’m bringing my mate pleasure.
Harley’s confidence soared. His
emotions entwining with those of his animal spirit, Harley felt the
rush of possessiveness, the need to mark and claim; before he knew
what he was doing he had Bronson flat on his back, his hips
working overtime as he pounded into his mate’s body.
Mine! All
mine! His teeth dropped,
catching his lip, but Harley welcomed the pain. He knew he must
look like some feral animal, but Bronson’s eyes were just as
heated, the flash of wolf hardening his face.

“Do it,” Bronson grunted and Harley saw
Bronson’s fangs were showing. “Do it now.”

Fates, don’t let this be a mistake, was Harley’s last conscious thought as he
sank his fangs into Bronson’s shoulder and felt a reciprocal nip on
his neck. He couldn’t move. His cock was buried as deep as it could
go, his orgasm working without him, filling his mate with his seed.
His eyes tightly closed, Harley could feel it all; the swirl of his
mighty cat meeting his mate’s wolf, their sniffing and joining,
followed by a joy that threatened to burst his heart and send every
cell he had into the stratosphere.

It’s done, Harley thought as he swallowed a mouthful of Bronson’s
blood and then gently removed his fangs and licked the wound to
help it heal. Tears prickled his eyes and he buried his face in
Bronson’s neck to hide them. Please let me be a good mate, he begged to the heavens as he was seized
with a fit of trembling and slumped into Bronson’s arms. Without
his mate grounding him, he swore he’d fall apart.

/~/~/~/~/

Bronson
stayed silent, quietly stroking Harley’s hair and holding him tight
as the man finally slipped into a deep sleep. They were sticky,
most likely stuck together after the epic orgasm Bronson had as his
mate claimed him. Harley’s cock had softened slightly and Bronson
could feel it tugging against his tender hole, but he ignored it.
It was Harley’s tears that worried him; relief, worry, fear of not being good
enough? Bronson wasn’t
sure. He still had no idea what type of cat Harley was, although
his wolf seemed perfectly happy with the idea of a mate that could
guard their back. He must be unpleasantly powerful.

And yet, as a man Harley had so little
confidence it was heartbreaking. He used his scar as a shield to
keep others away and clearly, he had no idea how to initiate sex.
Bronson grinned in the darkness, Harley’s sloppy kisses and the way
his eyes almost popped out of his skull when Bronson prepared
himself playing through his mind.

Just as well I did take over; otherwise, we’d still be dancing around.
Bronson closed his eyes. He was
uncomfortable and didn’t like being covered in dried spunk, but he
could deal with it. This was his first night with his mate in his
arms, my
freaking mate, how cool is that; he was going to wallow in the scent of their sex
and claiming for as long as he possibly could. I’ll probably be dealing
with skitty
kitty again come
morning.



Chapter Eight

Crack! A fist
collided with the side of Bronson’s head and he shifted into his
second form instinctively. His eyes wide open, his claws bared, it
took him a moment to realize where he was.

“No! Let me go! Mom, make him stop!” Harley was
screaming, his elbow connecting with Bronson’s ribs. Bronson winced
and tried to grab ahold of his mate, but Harley was fighting
hard.

“Mate,” Bronson said urgently, worried about
whether it was safe to wake someone from a nightmare or not.
“Harley, it’s okay, it’s me, your mate, you’re safe; it’s
okay.”

Harley
wasn’t listening. He was so panicked the whites of his eyes were
showing; but they weren’t seeing anything in the bedroom, Bronson
was sure of that. “Make him stop! Mom, please! No! No!
Not anymore, please!” Harley’s voice rose in a painful wail and
then his mouth opened wide and he screamed as his back arched and
his body went rigid.

The screaming hurt Bronson’s ears, but he had to
help. Harley was his mate and he was in pain. He tried to cuddle
Harley close, but his mate wasn’t having any of it, kicking and
punching with a heck of a lot of strength; Harley was fighting
demons only he could see.

“Harley!” Bronson yelled loud enough to wake the
dead. Harley stilled for a moment, then reached for his bat. “It’s
me, Harley. Bronson, your mate. You’re safe.”

“Bron?” Harley’s voice sounded broken, the bat
wavering in his hand.

“Yeah, hon, turn around and look at me,” Bronson
kept his voice calm. “I’m a little hairier than usual, but it’s
still me.”

“You have a
third form?” Harley turned, his eyes still reddened, but the
bat clunked as he dropped it on the floor.

“I do,” Bronson said, trying to force himself
back to his human shape. His wolf was looking for the thing that
threatened their mate, and it wasn’t easy. “Actually, I call this
my second form,” he panted as he got himself under control. “My
full wolf considers himself the third and most important.”

“I’m so sorry I woke you up,” Harley said
shrinking back against the pillows. “I have nightmares sometimes. I
should’ve mentioned it but….” He trailed off.

You thought I’d be gone before you went to sleep,
Bronson thought harshly, but he
kept his thoughts to himself. “It’s all good, just gave me a bit of
a shock, that’s all. It’s going to take us a while to get to know
each other’s quirks.” Bronson managed a grin. “I really need to
hold you, though, if you think you can tolerate my
touch. My wolf still thinks you’re in danger.”

“It’s not your touch I have a problem with,”
Harley muttered, scooting across the bed until he was in Bronson’s
arms. “You’d better face it sooner than later. You’re mated to a
nutcase. I did try to warn you.”

“I’m over the moon we’re mates,” Bronson said,
his pulse calming and his wolf receding now they knew Harley was
safe. “Did you want to tell me about it?”

Harley lay
quiet on Bronson’s chest, the hair escaping his braid tickling his skin.
Bronson found the tie and undid it, running his fingers through the
braid to loosen it until Harley’s hair fell like a curtain. It
almost touched Harley’s behind and Bronson focused on combing it
with his fingers, feeling Harley’s muscles relax with ever
stroke.

“My
stepfather was a mongrel,” Harley’s voice broke the quiet. Bronson
kept stroking. “I never knew my father; that happens a lot with big
cats. I thought Mom and I were happy, but one day she brought this
man home and introduced him as my Uncle Percy. I was about seven at
the time. I didn’t find out until later, he was our landlord and we
were behind with the rent. You can imagine
how she was paying him.”

“But she was a shifter, right?” Bronson asked.
“I take it this guy wasn’t.”

“Worse,”
Harley shook his head. Bronson wished he could see his mate’s face,
but he wanted him to talk more. “He was a vampire, but
of course, I didn’t realize that at the time either. I just thought
he smelled funny.”

“What happened?” Bronson wasn’t sure he wanted
to know, but he knew he had to get to the bottom of Harley’s
issues.

“Nothing much at first,” Harley shrugged. “I was
a little kid then. I know Mom stopped working and over time, she
seemed sick a lot. I didn’t realize until a lot later that he was
draining her dry. We moved into that cottage,” he flicked a finger
at his back. “Percy claimed it was to keep us safe from hunters but
I think it was so no one would complain about the screaming.”

“He abused your mom?”

Harley shook his head. “No, apparently, he had a
thing for what he called disgustingly pretty little boys. They are
a temptation, or so he called it; one that needed to be eradicated
or at least put in their place. It would’ve been better if he’d
killed me.” The last words were mumbled but Bronson heard them as
clear as a bell. He bit his lip to quell the angry retort bubbling
on his tongue and tightened his arms instead.

“It got worse as I got older.” Harley sighed. “I
shifted when I was twelve and it was only the look on my mom’s face
that stopped me killing him. He claimed they were mates, but I
never saw a permanent scar on her neck and he definitely didn’t
have one. I kept begging her to leave; run away with me, but she
was so weak most of the time, and she told me she loved him. So, I
stayed to try and help her…until I just couldn’t anymore.”

“Did he do this?” Bronson traced down Harley’s
scar.

A minute nod was his only confirmation. “He
wanted something I didn’t want to give him, but in the end, he took
it anyway and left me scarred so no one would want me again. He
told me if I shifted to heal myself, he’d kill my mom.”

Bronson swallowed the bile welling up in his
throat. “How old were you when that happened?”

“Fourteen.” Harley looked up and Bronson would
have to be blind to miss the pain in his eyes. “My mom sat there,”
he said, tears running down his face. “She sat there and watched
him with me and she didn’t do anything.”

Bronson wanted to close his eyes; the pain on
Harley’s face searing his soul. But instead, he stroked his mate’s
face and struggled to think of what to say. “Sometimes,” he said
softly, “Sometimes people see horrible things and they are just so
horrific they freeze; their bodies shut down, and they just can’t
think.”

“She’s a
tiger!” Harley yelled, giving Bronson his first clue at his mate’s
animal form. “A big-ended tiger. I knew she would kick me out once
I got old enough to fend for myself. We used to joke about
it before Percy came along. But she did nothing. I didn’t even
see her cat in her eyes. What kind of woman sits there like a
statue and does nothing while a man does something like
that?”

That. Yeah,
Bronson didn’t think he could cope with specifics, he’d heard
enough. “Is that when you left?”

“About three o’clock the next morning. I had to
wait until they were both asleep. He didn’t usually stay over, but
I guess he wore himself out,” Harley said bitterly. “I didn’t even
say goodbye.”

Settling back against the pillows, Bronson
cuddled Harley close. “Have you been in touch with her since?
You’ve been gone, how long? Eight years did you say?”

“Fourteen,” Harley replied. “I was six years in
Baltimore. I met up with some bikers that took me in and one of the
guys noticed I was interested in tattoos. He introduced me to Baz,
a master at his craft and I did an apprenticeship with him. They
were good guys, but I guess in their head I was still the runaway
teen they took in; always protecting me and by that time, I didn’t
need their form of protection. So, I headed south, met Grizz and
have been here ever since.”

Twenty-eight. Goodness, he still looks twenty-one,
Bronson thought, but then
shifters always aged slowly. Harley would still look as young when
he was a hundred most likely, just like Bronson.

“And now you
have me,” Bronson smiled and then yawned. “And because I’m just
a tinsy bit older, I suggest we get a bit more sleep and
then I’ll take you out for breakfast. What do you say?”

“You’re not upset with me?” Harley peered up at
him, his bottom lip caught in his teeth.

“I am upset
about a lot of things,” Bronson said honestly. “Us wolf shifters
are possessive and protective. However,” he added as he saw
Harley frown, “I respect you as an equal in this relationship and
I’m not going vampire hunting unless you feel it’s something you
want to do. I want to; don’t get me wrong. My wolf’s all ready
to cut the throat of anyone who looks at you the wrong
way. But being with you is far more important. Does that make
sense?”

Harley huffed. “Yeah, in a messed up, we’re
shifters and don’t see anything wrong with killing jerks, type
of way. Just tell me it doesn’t change your opinion of me. I should
have told you before we claimed each other.”

“It doesn’t change my opinion of you,” Bronson
leaned over and lightly kissed Harley’s mouth. “Now, snuggle down,
let’s get some rest. I am thinking pancakes for breakfast.”

“With bacon,” Harley agreed and Bronson watched
as his mate closed his eyes and in less than a minute was fast
asleep. It was a long time before Bronson did the same.



Chapter Nine

Harley
cautiously opened his eyes. The hall light was still on although
there was daylight streaming through his thin curtains. The sound
of snoring and the thick arm around his waist let him know Bronson
hadn’t fled like a thief in the night. This mating pull might actually mean
something, not that
Harley had any experience of that.

Chatting to
Bronson during the night left Harley feeling fragile and
worse…guilty. He purposefully hadn’t thought about his mom in
years; had told himself for a long time his anger and resentment
were justifiable. It is! But, from
the way Bronson had acted since they met; the way he tracked him
down and purposefully sought him out. I tried to protect him too.
Thinking back over his words
from the night before, he realized that his mom and stepfather
couldn’t have been mates; not even bonded ones and that
meant…Incredible,
I should never have left her.

“Decided to go vampire hunting after all?”
Bronson’s sleep filled voice had Harley turning; marveling at how
totally male his mate was.

“How did you
know what I was thinking?” Harley asked. “I could have been
wondering if you liked blowjobs as a wake-up call.”

Bronson laughed, a deep wondrous sound that lit
Harley up from the inside. “I’m going to assume you don’t know a
lot about the bond between mates. But for future reference,
blowjobs followed by coffee are my favorite way of waking up.”

Bronson’s hand was gentle as he brushed the hair
back from Harley’s face. “Last night brought up bad memories for
you, I imagine; although I will be the first to admit I don’t know
what you’re going through. I visited with my family recently after
not seeing them for ten years and it was as if I never left.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of if I visit mine.
Idiot, Bron, what if she’s dead?” Somehow, staring at Bronson’s
compassionate face, Harley could voice his greatest fear.

“From the sounds of it, fang boy had more than
enough reason to keep her alive. She may not be well, but vampires
aren’t in the habit of killing their donors.”

“Our house was so remote, so cut off from
everything. I don’t even know how I could get in touch with
her.”

“Well,
that’s something I can help you
with.” Bronson stretched and Harley’s eyes were dazzled with the
wide expanse of bare flesh. His fingers felt empty without his
tattoo gun; not that the body wasn’t tempting enough bare.
“Coffee,” Bronson said, catching his heated glare and returning it.
“Coffee, food, and…oh, who am I kidding. Come here.”

Hauled into a hungry embrace, Harley marveled at
how quickly Bronson had the power to empty his mind of nothing but
carnal thoughts. There were worst ways of being distracted…but
Harley couldn’t think of any...his mind was filled with nothing but
that huge “Wow” that comes from having his cock swallowed. It
seemed Bronson didn’t have a problem with decorated dicks and in
fact seemed quite dedicated to making it perform.

/~/~/~/~/

Bronson was
on a mission, a secret one, or at least one he was hiding from
Harley. He’d slept surprisingly well for getting a thump to his
face, and he was glad he’d shifted when it happened. He couldn’t
imagine the pain on his mate’s face if he’d been left with a
bruise. But his casual smile, the epic dual blowjobs and the ease
with which he jumped on Harley’s bike all hid a need for
revenge. Just call me Buffy, he thought grimly as Harley parked in front of his
gallery.

“It’ll be safe here,” Bronson said seeing
Harley’s worried face. “Hey Joe, make sure no one touches this
bike,” he yelled to his security guard who had his eyebrows raised
at seeing Bronson arrive in such an unusual fashion.

“Sure thing, Mr. Cunningham,” Joe folded his
arms across his ample chest, his gaze fixed firmly on the bike.

“Right, now breakfast. Down here, I think.”
Bronson took Harley’s arm and sauntered down the sidewalk as though
it was an everyday occurrence. “The pancakes here are to die for,
you’ll love them.”

“You didn’t have to take me out,” Harley tugged
at his jacket. “I could’ve grabbed something on my way to work. I’m
hardly dressed for this side of town.”

“Don’t deprive me.” Bronson stopped outside a
little café. “After you.” He followed Harley inside and waved at
Jenny behind the counter. “Hey sweetness, two orders of everything
today, if you please.”

“Coming right up, Mr. Cunningham.” Jenny smiled
and bustled out to the kitchen area. Bronson led Harley to an
unoccupied booth and slid in beside him.

“Does everyone know you?” Harley whispered as he
tugged his hair over half of his face.

“I make a point of being friendly to everyone I
come across. A smile costs nothing to share,” Bronson said. “Now,
have you got many appointments today, because I want to call in and
chat to Asaph about a few things.”

“Is that the blond thug in a suit I saw you
with?”

“Yep. We come from the same place,” Bronson
replied. “His partner is the lead dancer at Breathless.”

Harley looked surprised. “The sexy dark-haired
dancer?”

“Omega to Asaph’s Alpha,” Bronson leaned over
and whispered in Harley’s ear. Harley’s eyebrows disappeared under
his hair.

“Very nice; I know how important that is to your
types,” Harley took a quick look around but no one was within
earshot. “You must’ve been disappointed. I imagine you’d hoped for
someone similar.”

“Perfectly happy right where I am.” Keeping his
smile firmly in place, Bronson laid his arm across the back of the
booth. “I hope you don’t have a problem with PDA because you’ll
find I’m full of it. Now, what did you say you had to do
today?”

“I’ll text Bobby and check.” Harley pulled out
his phone. “I think I only had two definite appointments today.
I’ve been trying to steer new customers to Jughead and Muriel. They
took a risk signing on with me and I’m trying to help them build
their clientele.”

“How long has the shop been open?” Bronson
asked, smiling at Jenny as she delivered their plates. “Thanks,
sweetness. Oh, can I introduce Harley? He’s the owner of the tattoo
place over on Gordon Street. I’m trying to talk him into being my
boyfriend so don’t say anything bad about me.”

“Lords, Mr.
Cunningham, as if there’s anything bad to say about you. Hello,
Harley, nice to meet you.” Jenny held out her hand and Harley shook
it, his eyes still holding a dazed expression. “You
could do a lot worse than Mr. Cunningham,” Jenny said with a
wink, “but don’t go letting him boss you around.”

“As if I
would,” Bronson protested, but Harley laughed and that was always
his intention. Jenny chuckled as she left them to eat and for
a while, the two men plowed through the
pile of pancakes, bacon and maple syrup.

“Oh man, that’s good,” Harley leaned back and
rubbed his stomach. He reached for his coffee cup. “A few more of
these and I’ll be ready to handle customers.” His phone dinged and
Harley pulled it out of his pocket, frown lines developing on his
forehead as he read the text.

“What’s up?”

“Going to be a longer day than anticipated,”
Harley muttered, firing off another text. “My accountant’s been
giving me grief over my tax return. He’s apparently waiting for me
at the shop. I have to go.”

Bronson was torn. He needed to talk to Asaph
about tracking down Harley’s stepfather, but Harley hadn’t been in
business very long. “I’ll tag along; maybe there’s something I can
do to help,” he said, standing and throwing a pile of bills on the
table.

“You don’t have to, this is my business. I can
cope,” Harley whispered angrily.

“But why
cope alone if you don’t have to.” Waving at Jenny, Bronson tucked
Harley under his arm as they walked back to the bike. Harley was
still glaring when he slid his leg over the bike seat, but Bronson
kept smiling although this time it was forced. Trust takes time he reminded himself. But he also made a mental note to talk
to Harley about mating
when he got the chance. The
worry in Harley’s guts was upsetting his breakfast. Just who the
heck was this accountant?



Chapter Ten

Harley fumed as he threaded his bike through
traffic, his mate leaning with him easily. He wasn’t angry at
Bronson; he was pissed at Roderick, his so-called accountant. He’d
hired Roderick against Grizz’s advice, determined to make some
business decisions himself, but now he wondered if he’d done the
right thing. His returns should’ve been filed weeks ago, but
apparently, there was another problem.

“Bobby, Jughead, this is Bronson Cunningham.
Before you ask, yes, he’s my boyfriend. Where did you put
Roderick?” Harley stormed into his shop, breaking up his worker’s
gossip.

“He wanted to see where you kept your supplies,”
Bobby said nervously. “I let him go out back.”

“No one goes out there without supervision,”
Harley fumed as he stomped through the shop, Bronson hot on his
heels. “Roderick,” he yelled, throwing open the door to the supply
room. “There you are. What are you doing?”

Roderick
jumped back from the shelves holding Harley’s equipment. It wasn’t
just inks and disposable gloves. Harley built up a large selection
of piercing jewelry; his personal tattoo gun collection was also
kept on site.

“Harley, I was just taking inventory,” Roderick
said. The stench of lies hit the air and Bronson growled. Harley
stalked into the room, and Bronson shut the door.

“I’m going to ask again and don’t bother lying
to me this time. What are you doing in here?” Harley
growled. Roderick wasn’t a small man. His paunch indicated his love
of fine foods and the broken capillaries on his nose suggested his
love of drink. Harley sniffed and frowned as he caught the whiff of
cocaine.

“Are you doing drugs in here? On my
premises?”

“No,” Roderick started to sweat profusely. “What
makes you think that?”

“Might pay to check your shelves,” Bronson
growled behind him. “I’ve seen his type before. I’d say he was
stashing, not stealing.”

“Don’t move,” Harley pointed his finger at
Roderick, before turning and scanning his shelves. Fortunately, he
was insistent on everything being kept tidy; it didn’t take long
for him to notice his jewelry had been gone through and…he pulled
out a small plastic bag from behind his inks. A quick sniff and a
tiny dab of the white powder on the end of his tongue confirmed his
suspicions.

“How dare you bring this trash into my business,”
Harley snarled. “If anyone came back here and found this, I’d be
out of business.” He stopped as Roderick’s face went bright red and
the damp patches under his shirt increased.

“That might have been what he had in mind,”
Bronson said quietly, stepping closer to the hapless accountant who
cringed. “Have you given this guy any money? Cash?”

“Well, yeah,” Harley said. “But it was only
business related costs;. the monthly bills, my withholding taxes;
money to cover the supply accounts, that sort of thing. My clients
all pay in cash, so Roderick said it was easier for him to pay all
those things through his accounts.”

“Have you got receipts to prove those things
have been paid?”

“Look,”
Roderick said, pulling himself together and showing some of
the bluster Harley was used to. “I don’t know who the
hell you are, but I don’t discuss my client’s business in front of
strangers. As for that packet of trash, as you call it, I have no
idea what it is, or who put it there. Probably that
lout hanging around by the front counter – Jughead, is
it?”

“None of my staff touch drugs,” Harley said, his
voice dropping. “As for receipts, I haven’t seen any, but that
won’t be a problem, will it Roderick? Everything is done online
these days; at least that’s what you told me. I have a computer in
my office. You can show them to me there.”

“I have another appointment,” Roderick said
quickly, looking at his watch. “I’ll drop by after office hours and
we can chat then.”

“You’ll do
it now,” Bronson said, his voice soft, but his meaning clear.
“Either that or I’ll call my friends on the police
force and someone will be down here and they can check out your
story. Carrying drugs is illegal. So is stealing your client’s
money. Now move it.”

Roderick made a dash for the door, but the store
room wasn’t big and Bronson was quicker. Holding the man by the
scruff of the neck, he indicated the door with his thumb. “I’d call
the police if I were you,” he said, “but I want to see what’s on
his computer records first. You might need the fraud squad.”

“We don’t use the police on this side of town,”
Harley said, shaking his head at his former accountant. “You know
that, don’t you Roderick. This is Epitaphs’ territory. Do they know
you’re stashing drugs in my store?”

Roderick gulped. “It wasn’t my idea,” he said
quickly. “Some guy from the Black Skulls, I owe them money. A lot
of money. They told me to do this and the slate would be wiped
clean.”

“It’s never wiped clean when you start mixing
with those mongrels,” Harley said with a sigh. “Have you got any of
my receipts or has that money gone too? You might as well be
honest; you’ve got nothing to lose now.”

“I didn’t manage to pay the last month’s taxes
or your suppliers,” Roderick shook as Bronson’s grasp on his neck
tightened. “I meant to, but then I had a Vegas trip and I was going
to pay it back.”

“Let him
go,” Harley said, suddenly feeling sick. “I imagine the drug squad
will be here this afternoon and I’ve got to get in touch with all
my suppliers and the IRS and see what I can do about the money I
owe. I don’t want to see you around here again, Roderick and
I’m letting the head of the Epitaphs know what’s going on. If I
were you, I’d make your next Vegas trip a permanent
one.”

Bronson
glared, but after a last
shake, he let Roderick go and
the man scuttled out of the back room. Harley sighed, leaning his
head on one of the shelves. “You’d better go too,” he said quietly.
“You’re not going to want to be tarnished with all this, especially
if someone’s tipped off vice we’re dealing drugs from the premises.
If they do a drug bust, there’ll be reporters and everything. It
won’t matter that they won’t find anything; it’ll still be a mess
for a few hours. Go and chat to Asaph and I’ll prepare the staff
and get in touch with a few friends.”

“I want to help,” Bronson insisted, but Harley
wasn’t going to give in. His mate was a respected businessman;
Harley ran his place on the seedy side of town. He would protect
Bronson every way that he could. After a few kisses, constant
reassurance that yes, he would call if he needed anything, Bronson
called for a taxi and left.

Harley
sighed and went out to the front of the shop where his staff
was waiting. “Cancel all our appointments for the next two
days; Muriel and Jughead, you might as well go home. The police
will be here sometime in the next forty-eight hours and I’ve got
calls I need to make. It’s for your own good, get out of
here.”

The word
police was enough to get his staff moving. While
Harley knew that Muriel or Jughead weren’t criminals, highly
tattooed people were often tainted with suspicion. Bobby
canceled the appointments, telling customers they were
closed for the rest of the week for pest control, which Harley
thought was an ironic twist and then grabbed his coat.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay? I’m not
worried about the police. I don’t have a record,” Bobby asked,
twisting his coat in his hands.

“Appreciate
it, Bobby, but not this time,” Harley dredged up a smile. It seemed
to work for Bronson. “Get home and tell your mama I’ll be
around for some of her fancy chicken as soon as the dust
clears.”

Harley didn’t bother locking the door after
Bobby left, although he flicked the sign to closed. He didn’t want
to replace the thing when the police came calling. Pulling out his
phone, he called Grizz and filled him in, listened to a lecture on
cursed accountants; then hit another speed dial number on his
screen.

“Hey, Trent, you and Clive been having any
issues with the Skulls?”

“Nothing
lately, but then I’ve been busy. Got myself a mate, you
know.”

Harley chortled, “Didn’t think you’d find a
woman to handle your ugly mug.”

“He,” Trent whispered, “Marly’s all mine, one of
the big O’s you know. He works over at Cody’s Corner; if you ever
need any fancy threads then I’ll hook you up – he can give you a
great discount.”

“I might
have to take him up on that,” Harley laughed. “I’ve scored
a fancy pants of my own, but trash, I thought you and I
were the only shifters in town and now they’re coming out of
the woodwork. I heard the lead dancer over at
Breathless belongs to the same club as your man.”

“Might have to check it out, but I’m sure you
didn’t call to chat about mates. How can the Epitaphs help their
favorite tattoo artist?”

Harley explained the situation with Roderick and
the planted drugs. He decided not to mention the missing money; the
Epitaphs were friends and would offer to help and he didn’t need
that kind of help from anyone.

“Just let your guys know to steer clear of here
for a week or so, till things die down.”

“I’ll let Clive know and we’ll send someone in
to watch your back.”

“I got a furry bodyguard of my own,” Harley
laughed, not mentioning he’d sent Bronson home. “Just stay out of
trouble.”

He clicked
off and shook his head. He always thought he and the sergeant of
arms of the Epitaphs were the only shifters in Orlando. Now with
Bronson, Asaph and his mate and Trent mated to an omega as
well…They’d
better not start getting cozy and ask me to be part of a
pack, he thought as he
went into his office to start calling suppliers. He didn’t have a
clue how he was going to make the next month’s accounts, not to
mention the taxes, but sitting and worrying about it wasn’t going
to help.



Chapter Eleven

“Still on the hunt?” Asaph enquired as Beatrice
let Bronson into his office. Bronson breathed a sigh of relief that
the man was alone. He loved Ronan, but with what he had to ask
Asaph, he didn’t want the smaller, peace loving man involved.

“I’m bit, I’m got and I’m over the moon about
it,” Bronson slumped in the nearest chair. “But it looks like I’ve
got some head bashing to do and I thought you might like to come
along.”

“Been a while since I rumbled, but hey, always
up for it, you know that. What’s the problem?” Asaph leaned on his
desk, his biceps straining his shirt.

“Ronan was right in one respect,” Bronson
admitted. “My mate has the self-esteem of a gnat, courtesy of a
big-ended scar covering half his face.”

“You want the guy who did it?”

“The vampire who did it,” Bronson knew his wolf
was showing. “I was going to talk to you about hiring a PI to find
this jerk and check on the status of his mom, but we’ve
got more immediate problems.” Bronson quickly filled his friend in
on what happened at the tattoo parlor.

“Incredible, Bronson, gangs? You’re mate’s affiliated
with gangs? What on earth were you thinking?”

“That my mate’s a good man,” Bronson
was stung by Asaph’s attitude. “He’s not been in business very long
which is probably why this jerk Roderick thought he could set
him up for a drug sting. I’ve been around. I hear things. The
Epitaphs don’t deal in drugs or women. They’re strictly gun runners
and security. They keep to themselves, they stay out of the
limelight and apart from a few issues with gay bashing a while
back, they don’t cause any problems.”

“But see, there’s an issue right there.” Asaph
leaned back in his chair and Bronson knew he was thinking through
every angle. “How’s it going to look, a couple of gay guys like
ourselves, showing up and possibly getting your mate into trouble
with the gang who runs the territory he works in. Both of us are in
the papers more often than not, especially since we’ve been running
Breathless. Do you want to bring that sort of heat down on your
mate?”

“Harley is out to his friends, there’s no
problem there,” Bronson said firmly, crossing his fingers in his
lap. “And I hardly think anyone from the Epitaphs read the society
pages. Look, you don’t have to come, but the way I figure it, if
the police do turn up; don’t you think they might stop and listen
if a couple of high-powered suits are already there?”

“Already where? Hi babe, I thought you were
coming to the club?” Ronan slinked into the room; a mini-vision of
grace and sensuality – and that was just when he was walking. The
omega turned heads wherever he went and usually Bronson was more
than happy to see him, but right now his heart dropped.

“I just wanted Asaph to run a little errand for
me, shouldn’t take longer than an hour,” he said as Ronan climbed
onto Asaph’s lap and pecked his lips. “It’s probably not the sort
of thing you want to get messed up in.”

“Then I’m doubly in,” Ronan said, showing his
teeth. “Where we going? What we doing and does this involve your
mate?”

Asaph let out a long sigh. “There’s no point in
trying to stop him, Bronson. I’ll explain on the way, babe, but for
the record, I’d feel a lot happier if you went back to the club.
You might break a heel.”

Bronson
covered his mouth at Ronan’s indignant look. It was true the
dancer thought more of his boots than most people thought
about their pets, but as a wolf, even an Omega, he was still hard
wired to protect his mate.

“I’ll have
you know these boots are handcrafted. If I can dance in them, then
I can kick butt. Now unless you want the first butt I kick to be
yours, get a move on.” Ronan slipped off Asaph’s lap and headed for
the door. “Well, are you two coming? Bronson’s about ready to tear
the arm off that chair, so whatever it is, it’s
urgent. Let’s move it.”

Asaph stood and grabbed his Armani jacket from
the back of his chair, joining Bronson as they followed Ronan out
the door. “I’ll be out for the rest of the day,” he told his PA,
but as they stood in front of the elevator, he whispered, “Is your
mate as bossy as mine?”

“He’s got potential,” Bronson grinned. “We might
just find out how bad he can be when we make this unscheduled
visit.”

/~/~/~/~/

Harley
swallowed the urge to growl and plastered a smile on his face.
“Officer Craig, how can I help you today? I didn’t think you were
a tattoo man.”

“I’ve got a warrant,” Officer Craig seemed put
off by his smile and Harley tucked that reaction away to process
later. “We have reason to believe drugs are being distributed from
this property.” He handed Harley the court order, and Harley
skimmed it quickly.

“Anonymous tip, Officer?” Harley chuckled. “I
certainly hope you have more than that to go on.” He could see six
officers in flak jackets standing at the door and a crowd was
forming. “I’m a respected businessman in this area; I don’t have a
criminal record. There’s never been any trouble here so I can’t see
your reason for the warrant.”

“It doesn’t matter; it’s been signed by a judge,
it’s perfectly legal, now are you going to let us in, or do I have
to arrest you for failing to let me execute the warrant?”

Harley gulped. He knew his place was clean but
it wasn’t going to be in about twenty minutes. “Are the axes really
necessary?”

“We do a thorough search.” Officer Craig wasn’t
going to budge and while this wasn’t the first time Harley had met
the man, riding without a helmet got him picked up every now and
then, he’d never seen him so resolved.

“Fine,” he
said slowly. “I agree, but please note the inks in the
storeroom won’t come out of your clothing.”

He stepped back and it was like a herd of storm
troopers came through. His cat winced as a loud crashing sound was
heard and he fought for control. This was his territory.
They had no right and Craig knew it. The smirk on the officer’s
face spoke volumes. He fully expected to find something. There was
a heavy thump; sounded like the walls were falling in. Harley sat
on his tattoo chair and tried to calm his breathing as the sounds
of bottles breaking, and furniture smashing continued around
him.

“Harley,
what is going on here, officer?” Idiot, my day’s complete.

“Bronson, I told you I could handle this,”
Harley said but Bronson was busy venting his spleen on Officer
Craig whose smirk was wiped off by the sight of men in suits.

“I’m Bronson
Cunningham,” Bronson said harshly, although it was clear Craig
already knew who he was. “Myself and Mr. Bosch
are considering investing in this area. Harley is a close personal
friend of mine. Would you like to explain why you’re trashing his
place of business?”

“We’re
acting on a tip, sir. We have a warrant duly signed and
are simply carrying out our orders.”

Yeah, guys in suits always get treated with more respect. I
notice he didn’t call me “sir”.

“Did your orders include trashing the entire
building?” Bronson roared.

“Drug dealers are known to stash their product
in walls and floors, sir, we have to be thorough.”

“There’s thorough
and then there’s vandalism.
Have you found anything?”

“I’m sure it’s only a matter of time, sir.”
Harley would’ve appreciated Craig’s determination under any other
circumstances.

“Then I
think we’ll just wait until you come up with the goods,” Bronson
said joining Harley on his chair. It was a tight fit, but Harley’s
cat appreciated the support. Harley’s cat was all for rubbing over
the man until he was smothered in fur, but now as not the time.
“How you doing there, babe?” Bronson brushed a kiss on
Harley’s temple. “I don’t think you’ve met Asaph Bosch, and this is
his husband, Ronan.”

“Is it always like this in here?” Ronan smiled
as he picked his way through the rubble of Harley’s business and
held out his hand. “Nice to meet you, although, I’m really sorry
about your place. Believe me, I will have a chat with Helen about
the way these guys carry out a search. I can’t believe this is
legal.”

“Helen?” Harley looked at Bronson.

“The mayor,” Bronson said in a loud voice that
Craig couldn’t miss even over the noise. “She’s a huge fan of
Ronan’s and is in the club at least once a week. She and Asaph
serve on a lot of committees together.”

“Nice,” Harley muttered as he shook Ronan’s hand
and dropped it just as quickly.

 

“Asaph, hon, could you call her?” Ronan had the
most expressive eyes and Harley watched the ice blond melt. “This
can’t be right. Who’s going to pay for all this damage? How can
poor Harley create his lovely art in this mess?”

“I appreciate it, guys, but please, don’t bother
her on my account,” Harley said quickly, but Asaph had already
pulled out his phone.

“There’s no need to bother the mayor with this,”
Officer Craig was looking worried now. The noise was dying down,
and three of the officers had already left the building shaking
their heads. Outside the flash of cameras let Harley know the press
had arrived.

“Phoo!” Someone yelled from the back of the
shop as the sound of another chair hit the wall. “There’s nothing
here, let’s get out of here. I’ve had enough of chasing Craig’s
phantom crooks.”

Three more officers came out, the last one
lingering by Craig’s side. “You might want to check your
informants, Craig. This is a complete bust. There’s nothing here.
Not a sniff of drugs. Sorry about your place, man.” The guy nodded
at Harley and walked out.

“So, they found nothing and you got a warrant
based on information from your informant.” Bronson stood at least
six inches taller than Craig and while Harley missed his presence
by his side, he sure appreciated the show. “Did you do your
homework on this? Investigate Harley’s record before you came in
here and trashed his place of business?”

“My informant has never put me wrong before,”
Craig said stiffly. “I was told several drug deals were seen
conducted out of this building and as a law enforcement officer it
is my job to investigate all tips of this nature to the fullest
extent. We have a major crime problem in this area.”

“Actually,
you don’t,” Harley slipped off his chair and went to stand by his
mate. “Thefts, muggings,
and drugs are all down in this
area, which if you’d done your homework, you’d know. I’d look more
closely at your informant and who he does business
with if I were you.”

Officer Craig aimed for a snotty look and
failed. “I have other things to do. I apologize for any
inconvenience.”

“Inconvenience!” Ronan stomped over in his
kick booty boots, which Harley loved but would never wear. “This is
vandalism pure and simple buddy; if you think you can hide behind
your uniform and a warrant, you can think again. My husband has
connections and if you know what’s good for you, you won’t bother
my friend again. You hear me?”

“Ronan, love, I think the man’s got the point.
I’ve filed a complaint, we were all here to witness it; I’m sure
there will be an investigation into today’s events.” Asaph grinned
and it wasn’t a happy smile. “Now unless you know something about
construction, officer, I suggest you go find your informant and
find out why you’ve been lied to.”

Harley watched Officer Craig walk out the door,
his back ramrod straight and his face bright red. The street
outside his shop was empty now, and Harley blew out a sigh of
relief. He turned to his mate and friends.

“I appreciate you being here, I really do, but I
have a lot of work to do. With Roderick fleecing me…oh no,” Harley
groaned as he heard the roar of motorcycles. “Unless you want to
get up close and personal with the Epitaphs, it might be time for
you to leave.”

“Friends of
yours?” Ronan perched on Bobby’s seat at the reception desk. “Can’t wait to meet them; maybe they can help with the
cleanup.”

“Not going anywhere,” Bronson leaned against the
wall.

“One of them is like you,” Harley said urgently
wondering if his poor shop could withstand any more violence. “Keep
your claws to yourself; I’m not sure if his friends know.”

“Oh, I am so glad Bronson found you,” Harley was
subjected to Ronan’s winning smile. “This is so much more fun than
investment meetings and snotty fundraisers. Now, Asaph, babe, you
heard what Harley said. Claws and growling to a minimum.”

Could this day get any weirder? Harley took his seat and waited for the
fallout.



Chapter Twelve

Bronson
raised an eyebrow as four men strolled into Harley’s studio and
surveyed the damage. The man in front was human, as were two of his
enforcers…but the third. My goodness, it’s another wolf, Alpha dripping from
every pore. Bronson
straightened up automatically, his wolf on high alert. Of
course, it would be the wolf that headed straight for
Harley.

“Yo, you okay? The police do this or the
Skulls?”

“You just missed the cops. Drug search. Guys,
this is Bronson my partner, Asaph his friend and Ronan, Asaph’s
husband. This is Clive, President of the Epitaphs, Trent his
sergeant-at-arms, Levi and Saul, club enforcers.”

“These guys like him?” Clive flicked a finger at
Trent and surprise flew over Harley’s face.

“Yep.”

Clive nodded, looking around. “Mess.
Need a hand cleaning up?”

Bronson peeled himself off the wall. “I want to
know what you’re going to do about this. From what I can gather,
and no, Harley didn’t tell me, but this trash went down because his
shop is in your territory; these Skulls, whoever they are, want to
cause problems for you guys.”

“Another pushy mongrel,” Clive laughed. “He’s
like you Trent, that’s for sure. You got a good one, Harley. This
one dresses better than Trent.”

Trent flipped him the bird and Clive laughed
again.

“That
doesn’t answer my question.” Bronson guessed Clive knew about
shifters and mating, but he was
unsure if Levi and Saul did.

“Roderick’s been taken care of,” Clive said. “A
few of my men are over at the Skull’s headquarters right now giving
the men there a lesson on the evils of drugs. Right now, we’ve got
to get this place up and running again. It’s hard enough attracting
new businesses to this area as it is. I don’t want another boarded
up shop.”

“What’s the point,” Harley said and Bronson
reacted immediately to the hurt in his tone and hurried to his
side. “Thanks to Roderick, I don’t have the funds to restock. To
get contractors in here to fix the place will take weeks and I
can’t afford to pay them if I can’t work.”

“We’ve got contractors,” Asaph said. He was
glued to Ronan’s side, but paying close attention to the
conversation. “They’re on my payroll and can fix this up in two
days. A day, if we get this mess cleared out first.”

“And I have
contacts in art supplies,” Bronson said, cupping Harley’s face.
“One call and I get you all the inks and equipment
you need.”

“And we got brooms and muscle,” Clive joined in.
“So, do you need to go through this stuff first and see if
anything’s worth salvaging, or do we just chuck it all.”

Harley looked overwhelmed and Bronson cupped
both cheeks, forcing him to focus only on him. “You have friends,”
he said slowly. “You’ve worked too hard and come too far to give up
now.”

“Roderick left me broke and in debt up to my
eyeballs,” Harley whispered, tears swimming in those lovely eyes.
“You didn’t take me on to deal with this trash.”

“Piffle,”
Bronson dropped a kiss on Harley’s head and then pulled him off the
chair. “Come on, take Ronan and see what supplies you can
save; me and the muscle guys will start sweeping. Asaph,
did you order a construction dumpster?”

“Already on its way,” Asaph said, taking off his
jacket and hanging it on a hook by the door. “It’s been a while
since I’ve used a broom, one of you guys want to show me how it’s
done.”

“You fancy pants guys are all the same,” Clive
chuckled. “Come on Levi; show him how it’s done.”

Bronson
watched Ronan take Harley by the arm, tiptoeing his way through the
rubble in those fancy heels. His wolf didn’t want Harley out of
their sight but with Ronan being an Omega, getting him out of the
way would calm Asaph’s protective instincts with the strangers in
the shop and two, he’d be calming for Harley
who looked on the verge of a breakdown.

“Oof.” Bronson fell back a step as Trent thrust
a broom at his chest.

“You look after that boy, you hear me? He’s had
enough grief in his life.”

“You know I will,” Bronson said biting his
tongue against the things he wanted to say to a fellow alpha. “You
got a spare bandana? This dust is going right up my nose.”

“Clive’s
right, you are a fancy
pants,” Trent muttered as he
headed out to his bike, presumably to get one.

/~/~/~/~/

“This ink will stain the leather on your lovely
boots,” Harley said quietly as he and Ronan stared at the trashed
supply room.

“In the
immortal words of your mate, piffle,” Ronan grinned. “I’ll
take gloves, though if
you’ve got any. I’m dancing tomorrow and I bet it’s tough to get
out of your skin. This is a freaking travesty, but I see glimmers
of sparkly things that might be saved.”

“There was
piercing jewelry on a stand,” Harley indicated the broken shelves,
“and my tattoo gun collection in here originally. Goodness knows
how much is left now. None of the inks, that’s for
sure,” Harley said, feeling his eyes water again. Not wanting to
show weakness he sloshed through the spilled ink to the
other side of the small room; picking up planks from the
floorboards and plasterboard that was once on the walls and
stacking them up so he could see what was left.

The two men worked in companionable silence for
a while. Ronan would find bits and pieces and show them to Harley
who would nod or shake his head. Unfortunately, he was shaking more
than nodding and Harley’s heart grew heavy as he thought of
rebuilding his business all over again.

“How did you and Asaph meet?” He asked, more to
distract himself than actually learn anything.

“He saw me dance,” Ronan laughed, adding another
belly button ring to the small pile on the shelf above him. “He
never planned on having a male mate; he’s a bit shot rubbing elbows
with the rich and powerful on a daily basis; always in the public
eye. Didn’t think it would be good for his business.”

Harley laughed. “He changed his mind pretty
quick. Bronson tells me you’re married.”

“Yes, Vegas, a story for another day. But yep,
seems he didn’t have a choice,” Ronan said happily. He looked
around, but they were the only two in the room. “It’s the curse of
the omega wolf,” he whispered. “We just laid eyes on each other and
that was it, poof, he couldn’t get an erection for anyone
else.”

“No,” Harley’s eyes boggled.

“Yes,” Ronan beamed his perpetual smile. “Of
course, the Almighty Asaph thought he could get out of it, but he
came around in the end. He bought me the club as a sorry
gesture.”

Harley choked. “That’s some gift,” he gasped
when he got his breath back. “I’d be happy if Bronson just stayed
faithful to me; not that I’d expect him to, of course, but…yeah, my
cat’s funny that way.” He didn’t add he felt the same.

“Bronson will never stray.” The peals of Ronan’s
laughter rang around the room. “Did you not learn about mates and
mating?”

“I didn’t have a good relationship with my
parents.” Harley focused on the floor. He was still two tattoo guns
short.

“I’m sorry,” Ronan meant it, Harley could smell
it. “Then let me be the one to fill you in on the basics. Feelings:
did you know Bronson will feel all your strong emotions even if
you’re apart?”

“Really?”

Ronan nodded. “He was freaking out in Asaph’s
office. My guess is that cop arrived and Bronson could tell you
were upset. We must’ve broken every speed law getting here.”

“I didn’t know that.” Harley made a note to
think about the ramifications of that later. “But what do you mean
about Bronson not straying? I thought that was only for alpha and
omega wolves. I’m not a wolf, so he can do what he likes.”

“It applies
to any paranormal pairing,” Ronan said. “My mom was a sweetheart.
She’s dead now, but she used to fill my head with stories about
mates and matings
even though she never found her
own. She even warned me away from other wolves.”

“Why?” Harley thought all wolves were pack
creatures.

“I’m not really sure,” Ronan stared up at the
ceiling for a moment, before getting back to work. “I’m sure she’d
approve of Asaph though. Oh, look, is this one of the guns you were
looking for?”

Harley reached over and picked it up, wiping off
the ink with his finger. “Yeah, my first one. Baz, the guy who
trained me gave it to me after I finished my first tattoo.”

“Hopefully, it still works then.” Ronan held up
a belly button ring with a green gemstone dangling from it. “Do you
think you could give me a piercing sometime? This would look
amazing hanging on my belly while I danced.”

“You hardly need enhancements,” Harley blushed
and then tried again. “What I mean is people watch you anyway,
because of your dancing, I mean.”

“Thank you,” Ronan accepted the compliment so
easily, Harley was amazed; but then people rarely had anything nice
to say about him, so it wasn’t as though he’d had practice. “I want
to do something to help promote your business too. I’m not sure
Asaph would be keen on a tattoo, but he can’t complain about a
piercing.”

“The hole
would close up every time you shifted,” Harley confided. “That’s
why I don’t have any. I always wanted a Prince Albert, but it hurts
to get done, and then the hole closes up every time I get furry.
Decided to get my toe tattooed instead.”

“Oh my goodness, really?” Ronan’s eyes boggling this
time. “You do that sort of thing? Tell me, what was the weirdest
tattoo you’ve ever done?”

As Harley
started telling Ronan about the guy who wanted a ruler on his toe,
he felt warmth go through him. I’ve made a new friend. It was a nice feeling.
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Thirteen

Bronson tilted his head, listening to the sound
of laughter coming from the supply room. After doing much of the
grunt work, Clive and his friends left; Asaph and Bronson remained,
trying to put the front of the shop into some sort of order. “I
knew Ronan would be good for Harley,” he said, smiling at his
friend.

“I’m sure Harley’s a nice guy,” Asaph countered.
“We just don’t know him very well yet.” He stretched, his once
immaculate white shirt covered in filth and his pants streaked with
ink. “I had a chance to talk to Clive earlier. I gotta admit. I was
wrong. I thought having a biker gang in the area would pull the
place down, but the Epitaphs are doing their best to keep drugs out
of what they consider their territory; they’re encouraging
businesses to set up here to boost the local economy. Could be
something worth looking into.”

“You need to meet Grizz,” Bronson said, brushing
the crud off his jeans. “I swear he makes the best burgers in town,
but leave your tie in the car. He’s got no time for fancy pants, as
he called me.”

“Fancy pants,” Asaph laughed. “Come on then,
let’s grab our men and see if he’s open. I haven’t eaten a burger
in, idiot, I don’t remember how long. I’ll see if I can pick his
brain on what sort of help this area needs.”

Bronson grabbed Asaph’s arm as he went past.
“Why would you do that? It’s a gamble; you have to know it is. I’m
all for supporting my mate and I’ll do whatever I can, but there’s
no reason for you to sink money into this place.”

“Do I need a
reason?” Asaph chuffed. “Look, your mate’s not going to leave this
area, not when he’s trying to keep his business running. If
there’re more businesses around and increased foot traffic
that will help. But, you know, developers leave this side of town
alone, probably because they thought the same way I did about the
club. This could be a chance for me to snap up cheap real estate
and talk to the locals about what they need in the
area.”

“Ronan’s really mellowed you out,” Bronson
laughed as he gave his friend a one-armed hug.

“Harley deserves a break,” Asaph said.
“Personally, I’d set him up with his own shop in one of your
galleries, but I can’t see him accepting that.”

“No,” Bronson agreed, thinking of Harley’s
prickly nature and stubborn attitude. “He’s going to want to pay me
back for the ink I got him as it is. I didn’t dare tell him I
bought it by the pallet load, he’d freak.”

“Exactly. He’s got a good work ethic, just like
Ronan. It means the help you give them just has to done in devious
ways. Now come on. You promised me burgers and I’m starving. Let’s
see if this Grizz lives up to his reputation.”

/~/~/~/~/

Harley flopped on the bed; Bronson stretched
like a languid cat beside him. Both men were tired, but after
sharing a meal at the Greasy Spoon, Bronson wouldn’t hear of going
home alone; he climbed on the back of Harley’s bike as if it was
the only place he wanted to be. Too tired to argue, Harley headed
to his place, wondering if he’d ever get the chance to see
Bronson’s. A hot shower later, separately because he needed a
chance to get his head together, Harley was no closer to sorting
out the confusion in his mind.

“I can’t believe Asaph got on so well with
Grizz,” he offered as a way to break the silence. “Grizz can’t
stand anyone in a suit, yet he and Asaph seemed to have a lot of
common goals.”

“Asaph has a
knack with people, although if you ask Ronan, he’ll tell you
differently,” Bronson said quietly. “His arrogance and confidence
inspire respect, I guess; he really wants to help build up
business around your shop. He’d never harm you or your
friends.”

“I wasn’t suggesting he would,” Harley worried
he’d said something wrong. “It was just strange that’s all. I’ve
known Grizz a long time and he’s always distrusted men in suits
with money. As for my business….” He sighed at the ceiling. “I’m
not sure even with all your help, it’s going to be enough. Gossip
spreads and the sight of those SWAT vans outside my shop today will
keep most of the core locals away until they’re sure it’s not a
regular thing.”

“Grizz said you don’t have to worry about your
lease payments for a while, and Clive said he’d spread the word
you’d be open for business next week.” Harley felt a strong hand on
his head, turning him so he had no choice but to meet Bronson’s
eyes. “It’s okay to accept help on occasion. I admire your pride
and your need to stand on your own two feet, but accepting help is
not a sign of weakness. You have good friends, loyal friends who
pitch in when the chips are down and whether they’re wearing
leather or Armani, it doesn’t matter provided their hearts are in
the right place.”

“I have people depending on me,” Harley wasn’t
sure how to face the pure conviction on Bronson’s face. “Jughead
hasn’t been with me long and has only just started to get his own
clientele. Muriel has four teenagers eating her out of house and
home. They work on commission, but they need customers before they
can make any money. As for Bobby…incredible, I’m going to have to keep
paying his wages. His mama depends on his income to keep them
afloat. I can’t pay him if I’m not working.”

“You can
afford to pay Bobby’s wages and help out Jughead and Muriel
too if you want.” A distressed look flashed over Bronson’s
face. “Harley, sweetheart, don’t you
understand? You own half of my galleries, my house, and
my investment portfolio. Even if neither one of us worked another
day ever, we’d still have plenty to make sure your staff
is okay financially and live the life of Riley as
well.”

“But we’re not married. We only just met.”
Harley shook his head, trying to make sense of what Bronson was
saying. “Ronan explained Asaph bought Breathless as a mating gift
for him, but that was because he’d been a real trash to him. You’ve
been nothing but wonderful to me since you took me out to dinner. I
don’t expect a mating gift from you. What you did for me today was
more than enough. As it is, I feel bad because I can’t help you in
the same way.”

Bronson pressed his lips together and Harley was
shocked and horrified to see tears forming in those lovely dark
eyes. “What have I said wrong, now? I’m sorry, I don’t know about
this mating stuff. Don’t you understand how overwhelming it was
that you and your friends turned up to help me today? No one has
ever done so much for me before; standing by me, standing up for me
in front of the police. Even the Epitaphs made sure the police
cleared off before turning up.”

“They were
protecting you, doofus,” Bronson managed a smile through his tears.
“I buttonholed Clive about that when you and Ronan were in the back
of the store. I couldn’t work out why we got to your place
first when their headquarters is only five minutes’ away. He said
he and his friends, Trent included, were known to the police and
didn’t want to cause you any further trouble.”

“Then tell me what I’ve said to put tears in
your eyes.” Harley managed a laugh although it was the last thing
he felt like doing. His cat was scratching at him, trying to get
out. He hated the scent of sadness. “I didn’t think alphas could
cry.”

“I have tear ducts the same as you,” Bronson
flicked him lightly on the nose. “I just wish…I wish you had
someone who could’ve explained more about mates and mating when you
were younger.” He sniffed and then tried to laugh. “You act as
though you don’t want me around, always trying to do stuff on your
own and pushing me away. From the moment we claimed each other, I
was raised to believe we shared everything. Family, friends,
assets, money and yes, bad times too. It’s what makes those bad
times more bearable, knowing you don’t have to do it alone.”

“Isn’t that a choice between the mates
involved?” Harley didn’t want to come across as a jerk, but he
was genuinely confused. “I mean, Percy treated my mama like trash,
but he said they were mates.”

“Even if they were bonded, they weren’t true
mates,” Bronson explained. “True mates can never, ever hurt their
partner. They never stray and they share everything. It’s the
amazing part of having a mate; knowing you’re going to live a long
life and yet you won’t be alone.”

“Are you sure you don’t feel cheated?” Harley
felt a thump in his chest at the hurt on Bronson’s face. “I’m not
trying to upset you, I genuinely don’t know about this stuff. You
say I own half your galleries and assets you’ve built up over the
years. I have a bike, this house and land and a shop on the verge
of bankruptcy. How is that fair?”

“You’re
thinking like a human.” Harley gasped as Bronson pulled him close,
his body hot, hard and horny. “We’re shifters. We don’t care
about stuff. I made
money with Asaph when we left the pack because it’s easier to live
with money than without it. But believe me; I’d trade everything
I’ve worked for, for one of your smiles. Everything.”

It was Harley’s turn to feel the tears starting
and he blinked rapidly to chase them away. “They don’t cost that
much,” he managed to get his lips to twitch upwards. Bronson’s eyes
glowed and his lips stretched wider. “It’s going to take me a
little while to get used to, okay? Knowing I have you by my side
and more resources than I’ve ever dreamed of. I’ve been alone a
long time and while I trust you implicitly, I can’t help feeling
like Cinderfella without the ugly stepbrothers.”

“Does that make me the prince?” Bronson waggled
his eyebrows. “I can get you some glass slippers if you like, but I
don’t think they come in boot size.”

“How about,” Harley grabbed hold of Bronson’s
cock, “you use this for what it was intended for and harass the hell
out of my rear? Isn’t that what a mate would do?”

“Heck, yes.”
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Bronson
didn’t mean to show his distress about Harley’s attitude so soon in
their mating; certainly not after Harley had been
through the day from hell. But he’d always believed in
honesty and when Harley grabbed his cock – was it a seductive or
sensuous move? No. But it did the trick and Bronson was over the
moon because his mate, yes, his mate, actually
initiated something with him. It was more than Bronson would’ve
hoped for so soon in their relationship and now it was up to him to
capitalize on it.

Sure, Harley
expected him to thrust and rut, he even started
to roll over. But Bronson wanted more than a hookup and
pulled him back. Leaning over Harley’s prone body, Bronson poured
every ounce of his feelings into each caress; licking over the
multitude of lines that covered Harley’s skin. He’d never been this
close to art, but he could taste it; taste the feelings and
energies that went into every inked line; passion, sadness, even a
hint of rebellion and underneath it all, the essence of
Harley.

Bronson
moaned against Harley’s abs, almost drunk on the heat and smell
combination. As Harley’s needs increased, so too did the musk
identifying him as cat. Bronson growled
against Harley’s groin, covering his nose in the scent before
sitting up and gently cupping Harley’s cock.

“Please tell me you did this yourself,” he
snarled, aware his fangs were showing, his eyes taking in the
intricate dragon covering Harley’s cock.

“I did,”
Harley’s head was buried in the pillows as if he
couldn’t bring himself to watch. “I don’t recommend i…t,” he yelled
as Bronson swallowed him down. Forget licking lines, Bronson’s need
increased as he thought of another person marking his mate. He
sucked his way down, slurped his way up and then nibbled where the
dragon’s neck eased over the mushroomed head of Harley’s
toe.

“No more,” Bronson said, swiping his tongue to
collect Harley’s juices. “Teach me if you must, but no one else
marks you except me.”

“Can we talk about this later,” Harley yelled,
fisting his hands in the covers as Bronson deep throated him again.
Bronson growled, and Harley bucked, Bronson’s tongue coated in yet
more juices as Harley fought not to come. But he would come, oh
yes. Fired by the determination to wipe any thought Harley might
ever have about others, Bronson growled again, the vibrations
tickling his nose.

“Bron, please.” Harley thrashed about trying to
thrust, but Bronson held him firm. Payback was tough and Bronson
was delivering it in spades. Keeping the pressure strong, he
allowed his saliva to run over Harley’s balls, coating his fingers
and the hole his cock was begging to bury itself in. As soon as he
deemed them wet enough, he pushed hard; slamming his index finger
in as far as he could go. Harley yelled, but the cock in his mouth
stayed firm. Bronson worked quickly, his growls increasing.

Three fingers in and Bronson called it done; he
couldn’t wait. The despair, the anger, all his tumultuous emotions
of the day coalesced into one huge ball of need. Pulling off
Harley’s cock with a pop, he flipped his mate’s legs over his
shoulders and lined up.

“Brace yourself.” Harley’s eyes gleamed among
the tangle of his hair and the redness of his face. His mouth
dropped open in a silent cry as Bronson pushed forward, but his
body didn’t resist and thanks to the prep, the burn on Bronson’s
toe was minimal. Spit was never a good substitute for lube, but
with every push, Harley’s body relaxed even more; accepting him,
taking him in, giving his cock a home.

Closing his
eyes, Bronson tried to catch his breath, but his wolf pushed
forward. Harley was theirs. No one else would touch him; not his
friends, not that alpha Epitaphs wolf, nobody. His
body moved in time with his erratic thoughts, every thrust pushing
harder, as the chaos in Bronson’s mind grew. Harley pushed him away
and he was pushing back. He would not be shut out. Letting Harley’s
legs fall he leaned over, his fangs tugging at his lips, his eyes
pure wolf.

“No one else, ever again,” he snarled.

Harley’s
eyes hardened and Bronson caught the flash of cat. “You
neither,” he snarled back, his strong arms catching Bronson around
the neck, pulling him down. Their kiss was a hard mashing of teeth
and lips, but Bronson loved every second. His mate wanted him;
needed him with the same intensity he was feeling and that thought
spurred on his hips and he came, his cry swallowed by Harley’s
mouth as Harley tensed and a dampness coated Bronson’s
abs.

His tension
leaving him, Bronson licked over Harley’s mouth, the tang of their
combined blood tingeing
his tongue. Harley's hand stroked his hair and his wolf receded. Harley wanted
him; needed him and understood. All was right with the
world.

/~/~/~/~/

Harley stared at the ceiling, Bronson curled
against his side snoring softly. The feral nature of their sex
didn’t bother him, but Bronson’s comments about his tattoos did.
Most of the tattooists he’d met over the years, especially when he
was training, wore tattoos they’d done themselves. But due to the
nature of body parts and reach, it wasn’t always possible to
complete a design themselves.

Why didn’t I think of my possible mate when I allowed
someone else to mark me? Logically, the answer was obvious. Harley never expected to
find a mate. After what he’d been through with his mother and Uncle
Percy, he didn’t want to find one; and yet, as is the way with
mates, the first time he scented Bronson he couldn’t stay away.
Even knowing Bronson was banging a willing artist over his desk
wasn’t enough to put him off. Harley chuckled quietly as he
marveled at the depths of the mating bond.

His heart
dropped as he thought about his mother. As a child, he never
understood why she’d stay with someone who treated her so badly.
But viewed from an adult perspective, he wondered if he’d been
harsh all the years he’d been away; selfish. At fourteen, he felt
he’d done all he could to lure her away from the man who
systematically kept her weak so she couldn’t shift and defend
herself. But
now I’m an adult…a mated adult.

Lying in the
darkness, his mate’s scent soothing his troubled thoughts, Harley
realized the rape he’d endured at the hands of his “uncle” was a
clever ploy. It wasn’t about pleasure, it was based on fear;
Percy’s fear that he was growing up, becoming stronger. The abuse,
the marks left on his face; Harley was growing into someone his
uncle feared and the vampire left him with a permanent
reminder…so
I wouldn’t go back.

Harley’s eyes widened. Shifters and vampires
alike lived for a very long time. There was every reason to assume
his mother and uncle were still together. From the little Harley
knew about vampires – he did his best to stay away from them after
he left home – Percy’s strength improved every time he drank from
his mother’s veins. But he needed that continual nourishment; it
didn’t last, there wasn’t any cumulative effect.

What if they had a child together? Harley looked around the room trying to
see where that thought had come from. It wasn’t anything he’d
considered before. Hybrid children were rare; shifters generally
mated with others of their kind, although as he stroked Bronson’s
hair, he grinned. His wolf had no problems with their species
difference; although how his cat would react to Bronson’s shifted
form was a story for another day. But if there was a child, if I had a
brother or sister, and they were shifter too….

Scrunching his eyes tight, Harley shook his
head. Now he’d considered the possibility, the idea wouldn’t leave
him alone. Turning to cuddle into Bronson’s chest, he tried to
sleep. The morning was soon enough to find out just how much help
his mate was prepared to offer.



Chapter Fifteen

A week later

Bronson
strolled into Harley’s shop, his grin wide as he saw Harley bent
over one man, just finishing up and two other people chatting to
Bobby while they waited for their turn. The men all smelled of
exhaust and leather and Bronson was pleased Clive had come through;
sending his men in for tattoos they probably didn’t think they’d
need, just so Harley could pay his bills. In the back, he
could hear Jughead chatting with his customer and Muriel laughed as
the female she was probably piercing let out a squawk.

The most
exciting part of the whole scene was Harley, who looked up and
winked before carefully etching one last line on the man’s
shoulder. Over the past week, Bronson made a point of spending
every night at Harley’s. He’d grab food and either be waiting for
his mate at home
or visit the shop around
closing time. Harley had been working long hours, but the relaxed
lines on his face and the sheer joy in his eyes tempered Bronson’s need to be with him.

But today
Bronson had news. News that would likely to wipe the welcoming
smile off his mate’s face, but hopefully help Harley
find resolution.

“Hey, babe,” Harley came over after seeing his
client out, tipping his face up for a quick kiss. “Were you waiting
for me? I have one more client, then I’m done for the day.”

“I have some news; Asaph’s friend got back to me
today, but it can wait.” Bronson tried once to get Harley to take
an early day resulting in a cold shoulder all night. “I’ll chat
with Bobby until you’re finished.”

Harley’s
lips twisted but he stood on tiptoe and pecked Bronson on the cheek, before yelling out, “Come on Samson,
let’s get this tattoo of yours fixed. What happened this
time?”

“Me and Shelly broke up.” One of the waiting
men stood and shuffled his way over to Harley’s chair, pulling off
his shirt, before lowering himself down. The man was no lightweight
and the chair bounced before recovering. From where he was sitting,
Bronson could see the name ‘Shelly’ etched in beautiful calligraphy
across the man’s left pectoral muscle.

“I warned you not to put your girlfriend’s name
on your skin, until you were sure it was going to last,” Harley
said shaking his head and pulling out some wipes.

“I thought
we was permanent,” Samson scowled. “Then she took one
look at Belly and that was it, threw me out like last week’s trash.
I’m not cut up about it. Good riddance to bad rubbish I reckon, but
now I’m seeing this other girl, Lucy; she’s right miffed at seeing
Shelly’s name every time we get up close and personal. I’ve been
sleeping on the couch for a week, man; you’ve got to help
me.”

“No amount of fancy script is going to change
Shelly’s name to Lucy’s, so forget that,” Harley said, pulling over
a folder of his designs, shoving it on Samson’s lap. “Pick
something, anything, and I’ll see what I can do.”

“But Lucy will….”

“Until you’re married, don’t even ask. Pick
something else.”

Harley came over and perched on Bronson’s knee
while Samson flicked through the pages of designs, muttering under
his breath.

“I thought clients could pick whatever they
wanted for tattoos?” Bronson whispered, slipping his arm around
Harley’s waist.

“Normally, yes,” Harley said, his breath
tickling Bronson’s ear, “but you see the roses on his arm, the ship
on the other arm and the dragon down his side?”

Bronson nodded.

“All covered names. I told him last time; the
next name he gets is staying. I’ll cover this one, but I won’t
tattoo him with another one until I see a ring on his finger.”

“You are a hardass,” Bronson said fondly. “Me, I
just had to contend with a stroppy artist who swore the lighting in
the gallery was all wrong for his masterpieces. Considering he’s a
newbie and his work is mediocre at best, he’s lucky I’m giving him
any space at all.”

“So long as he’s not someone you’ve messed.”
Harley kept a smile on his face but his lips tightened.

“You wore me out last night,” Bronson whispered.
“Although,” he wiggled in his chair, his cock rising against the
heat of Harley’s thigh.

“I have to concentrate,” Harley scolded as he
slipped out of Bronson’s grasp; his smile taking the sting out of
his words. “You think about what you’re ordering me for
dinner.”

“We’re joining Asaph at Breathless,” Bronson
said. “You don’t mind do you; Ronan’s dancing tonight and Asaph
wants to help.”

A
wave let Bronson know Harley heard him, but he was already
in deep discussion with Samson about the design he’d chosen.
Bronson looked around and sighed. Bobby was busy on his phone, so
he pulled his out. Might as well clear out emails while I’m
waiting.

/~/~/~/~/

Harley could barely focus on the snarling wolf
Samson chose to cover his ex’s name. “News” could only mean one
thing. Asaph’s PI had found his mother. Alive? Dead? Still with
Percy? One word didn’t give Harley a hint of what it meant, but the
fact they were meeting Asaph was a good sign. Bronson wouldn’t need
his friend’s help to tell him his mom was dead.

Carefully easing his tattoo gun over the
stenciled lines, Harley dipped and drew; sinking into the quiet hum
of the gun as the design came to life on Samson’s skin. His body
half-covered with ink already, Samson barely flinched; his head
back, eyes closed and only the death grip on the chair arms showed
he was feeling anything at all.

The last whisker done, Harley sat up, pushing a
hand into the base of his spine. “Sit there a minute, while I clean
you up,” he said as he turned off the machine and quickly pulled
the needle from his gun, sticking it straight into a biohazard
container. Laying the gun on the counter, he grabbed some wipes,
cleaning up the extra ink and few spots of blood from the tattoo.
“I’m covering it, so you can put your shirt on. Leave the plastic
intact for at least a few hours. You don’t want anything rubbing on
it.”

“I know the drill,” Samson sat up slowly,
running his fingers through his unruly dark hair before peering at
the new design. “Dang good job, man, can’t even tell there was a
name there at all.”

“Let’s keep it that way, shall we?” Harley said,
slapping the final piece of tape in place. “You can bring Lucy in
on your first-year anniversary and I’ll tattoo your name on her for
a change. How does that sound?”

“Hey, yeah,” Samson’s face brightened. “Matching
tattoos, what a great idea.”

Taking the money Samson handed over; Harley
didn’t even bother to count it. The Epitaphs boys never short
changed him. “Go on, scat. I have a dinner date of my own
tonight.”

“Make sure fancy pants takes you somewhere
nice,” Samson grinned, waving at Bronson. “He looks like he’s good
for it.”

Bronson
waved back, his gaze still glued to his phone. Harley felt a warm
glow as he cleaned up. Bronson never took offense at
the boys’ use of his nickname and seemed to understand that
touching people was part of Harley’s job. Pulling off his gloves
and throwing them in the trash, he sauntered over to where his mate
was waiting.

“I’m starving and all yours. Feed me,” he
grinned, tugging Bronson to his feet. Bronson’s answering smile and
the speed with which he pocketed his phone sent Harley’s heart into
overdrive. Bronson focused all his attention on him, every second
they were together. Harley was slowly getting used to it; his heart
dreaded the day that might change.

I can do this. Whatever Bronson tells me, I can
cope, and with that
resolution, Harley pushed all his negative thoughts out of his
head. Spending time with his mate had been a true delight so far,
and Harley didn’t want to jinx it.



Chapter Sixteen

“Your mom’s alive and still living where you
left her.” Bronson decided on the rip-the-bandage-off approach, and
the words were out of his mouth before Harley had fastened his seat
belt.

“Percy?”

Bronson nodded. “Visits every other day. There’s
more. Seems your concerns the other night were bang on. The PI
couldn’t see for sure, but there were definitely signs of at least
one child staying at the property. Diapers on the clothes line,
plastic toys in the yard, that sort of thing. The PI couldn’t get
close enough to see the child, but he spotted your mom in the yard
a few times.”

“Is she…does she look okay?”

Bronson inhaled sharply. “She’s probably looked
better,” he said, thinking of the PI’s report. By all accounts,
Harley’s mother was thin to the point of emaciation and barely able
to walk. “The sooner we get her out of there, the better. That’s
why Asaph wants to talk to us. If we’re taking on a vampire, he
wants to come along.”

“Trent will
probably come too
if we ask him,” Harley said and
Bronson breathed a sigh of relief his mate didn’t think of going
alone. He started the car, and pulled into traffic, heading toward
Breathless.

“Timing’s going to be critical,” Harley
continued. “If he’s visiting every two days, then chances are my
mother is still his major food source. My mom will be at her
strongest, just before he arrives.”

“While he’s at his weakest,” Bronson agreed. “So
this might take a few days, depending on when we get there. I hope
you don’t have a problem with flying.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Harley shot a smile in
his direction but was silent the rest of the drive. Bronson wished
he knew what his mate was thinking, but for now, he concentrated on
the traffic. If Harley didn’t say anything by the time they went
home, he’d pin the man down until he talked. On the bed. Both of
them naked. Yep. That brought a smile to his face.

/~/~/~/~/

Agitated, Harley tried to hide it as he sat
through dinner. Asaph and Bronson came up with a sensible plan
which basically involved storming his mom’s house shortly after
Percy visited; killing the vampire and saving his mom and any other
persons in the house. It sounded good, simple and with only
paranormals involved, no worries about law enforcement. The remote
location of the house was a bonus both Bronson and Asaph commented
on.

“You have to
let me take out Percy,” he said when a lull in the conversation
gave him room to speak. Harley was glad Asaph booked a private
room; otherwise,
local patrons of his club would
be calling for the police
or men in white coats carrying
straitjackets. “It was me he abused, it’s my mother he’s holding
captive, and it’s me who should deal with him.”

Bronson leaned back, crossing his arms, looking
deliberately casual, but Harley wasn’t stupid. The ache in his gut
told him his mate was pissed. “And what, pray tell, do you expect
us to be doing while you single-handedly ‘take out’ a vampire?”

“You said there could be a kid in the house,”
Harley wasn’t ready to think of the child as a sibling yet. Knowing
Percy, it could be a child from some other woman he’d insisted his
mother care for. “And that my mom’s not in the best of health. They
need to be taken to a place of safety.”

“I agree,” Asaph said, “but as her son, don’t
you think you’d have a better chance of achieving that?”

“We’re going there to kill the man she claims to
love,” Harley said bluntly, old resentments resurfacing. “I hardly
think she’s going to welcome any of us with a plate of
cookies.”

“Even so, you’ve been gone a long time, don’t
you think maybe she’s had time to regret what happened and wants to
make amends; at least be happy to know you’re alive and doing well
for yourself?” Bronson was still playing the cool, unaffected dude
and while Harley hated it, he hated the thought of being
marginalized even more.

“You don’t
know a lot about cats, do you?” He said, harsher than he intended.
“While you wolves are all about the pack, caring for your
young and family bonds; big cats, lions being the exception, don’t
like having children around when they go into heat again. I
would’ve been kicked out within a year, regardless of whether Percy
was in the picture or not.”

“Surely not, at fifteen?” Asaph seemed
shocked.

“Like I
said, you don’t understand big cat mentality. If Percy had been
another tiger, he could’ve killed me when he came on the scene and
there’s nothing Mom would’ve done about it. Being a
vampire, he probably thought it was amusing to keep me
around for his own depraved pleasures; once there was a chance I
could threaten him and the relationship he had with my mother, I
had to go and he made sure I had the incentive to do
so.”

There was silence as Bronson and Asaph digested
his words. Fortunately, Ronan was busy warming up with his friends,
the carefree dancer totally oblivious to the harsh turn in the
conversation.

“Let me get
this straight,” Bronson said at last. “You
want us to come along for the ride; protect your mother and this
child who may or may not be your sibling, while you, on your own,
kill Percy.”

“That’s the
only way this is going down.” Harley clenched his hands on his lap
to stop from reaching for his mate. “This is something I should’ve
done a long time ago but I was too much of a coward. I admit it,
accept it; but if you think for one second I’m
going to let you fight a man faster and stronger than you will ever
be in either form, then you’re delusional.”

“I see.” Bronson stood and smoothed the creases
in his slacks. “Well, you should certainly be good at whatever it
is you plan to do. You’ve managed to castrate me, quite effectively
I might add, without raising a finger. If you’ll excuse me, I have
other things I need to attend to. Perhaps you can give me a call
when you get back into town.”

Harley’s
heart split in two as he watched his mate walk away, even while his
head was applauding the decision. He’d die if anything happened to
his sweet Bronson and while watching him go was the hardest
thing Harley’d ever faced; he kept his back straight and
his face calm as he turned to face Asaph.

“I’d appreciate it if you could watch him for
me; I don’t want anything to happen to him.”

“Do you still want these tickets, or are you too
proud to take them?” Asaph held up the five tickets he’d
purchased.

Biting his lip, Harley reached out and took two
of them. “I’ll see you’re reimbursed for them and the PI too. Thank
you. Just watch out for Bronson for me.”

“Bronson can
take care of himself,” Asaph said, but Harley wasn’t in the mood to
question such a loaded statement. He’d simply trust that the
decades-long friendship the two men shared was enough for Asaph
to see Bronson didn’t do anything stupid. He nodded his thanks and
raced from the room. He needed to call Trent and if the big wolf
couldn’t help, then he’d go and face Percy on his own. Something he
should’ve done before he’d got caught in the mating
snare.

Now if he
could just get his cat to stop howling and scratching to go after
Bronson, he’d be golden. It’s for his own good, he mentally told his animal half. Unfortunately,
his cat was in too much of a snit to
listen.
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“That’s a freaking good mate you’ve got there,”
Asaph said, strolling into Bronson’s office and flinging himself on
a chair. “I have to admit, I was wrong about him. I didn’t think
cats had the same bonds with mates we wolves do, but Harley proved
me wrong.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me; save your
sarcasm for someone else,” Bronson looked at his friend wondering
if he’d got hit on the head. “Did you hear what he said? He
insulted my wolf; he believes I can’t protect him and he’s got some
idiotic notion he can destroy a vampire by himself.”

“We’ve never
seen his shifted form, maybe he can,” Asaph shrugged. “It’s you I’m
surprised at. Harley did what any mate would do in a
situation like this; made sure his mate was protected.”

“By insulting my manhood!” Bronson still
couldn’t believe it. He’d only been congratulating himself earlier
that he and Harley were getting on so well.

Asaph’s chuckles surprised him. “Yeah, Harley’s
got some smarts all right,” he said, shaking his head. “I can’t
believe you fell for it.”

“What are you talking about? Fell for
what?”

“Well, surely you could see he was testing you,
pushing your buttons and you fell right into his trap. Stormed off
in an indignant huff of wounded male pride like any wolf shifter
would in that situation; leaving him to cope with his shame and
biggest fear on his own; just like any cat would do. He played you
like a fiddle.”

“I haven’t got a clue what you’re talking about.
I’ve got every right to be upset and when he comes and apologizes,
he’ll see that hunting a vampire on his own is a dangerous thing to
do and he’ll let me handle it.”

“Uh huh.” Asaph reached inside his jacket and
pulled out airline tickets, throwing them on Bronson’s desk.
Bronson picked them up, frowning.

“I thought you bought five tickets; the four of
us and one for Trent if he wanted one,” he said, looking at the
three in his hands.

“Harley took two of them. Oh, don’t worry, he
plans on paying me back. Course, it’s not a given that Trent will
go with him. The guy is mated to an omega like me, so he won’t want
to leave him and he won’t want him in danger either. But Harley
seems demon-bound and determined to fix an issue from his past; he
believes he should have dealt with before. I imagine Trent’s
absence won’t stop him from going.”

“You let him go alone?” Bronson jumped out of
his seat. This was wrong, so wrong. Harley was meant to come
running after him, apologize and let his alpha wolf shifter make
everything all right again. Like Harley was ever the type of man to
behave like that. Bronson hit his head. “How could I have been so
stupid?”

“He asked me to watch out for you while he’s
gone. I told him you didn’t need it, but it was sweet of him to
ensure your safety when you didn’t care about his.”

“Of course, I care about him,” Bronson
raged. “He’s my mate. Mine.”

“And yet this desk still stinks of another man’s
spunk and I’ll bet you a thousand bucks you haven’t taken him to
your house yet because half the furniture there needs replacing for
the same reason. What does that say about your commitment to your
mating?”

Bronson slumped back in his chair. He wouldn’t
take the bet because Asaph would win. “I thought…Harley needed more
time. I didn’t think I needed to do anything like that yet. We’ve
only been mated a couple of weeks.” Okay, that sounded lame even to
him.

“Ronan and I were married in less time than
that. Look,” Asaph leaned forward resting his elbows on his knees.
“I’ll admit I’m the last person to offer relationship advice. But
think about it. For all the spouting off you’ve done about wanting
to find your mate, what have you done for him now you’ve got him?
Yes, you stay with him every night, you both reek of sex every time
we meet up and yes, you did get him supplies for his business. But
when the chips were down, when he needed you to stand by him, you
let a few well-placed words sent you running off in a temper
tantrum. And you expected him to run after you and apologize? When
he’s confronting something that’s scarred him for the rest of his
life?”

“He was deliberately insulting.”

“Yes, he
was. I wonder why? The thing is you told me you were worried about
Harley’s trust issues. You told me how hurt you were
because you felt he was pushing you away when you wanted to help
him. What’s it going to do to Harley’s trust in you, if the one
time he stands up for himself in an effort to protect you; you turn
away from him, dismissing him and the danger he’s walking into? How
is that making him feel right now?”

Phoo all. Bronson could imagine just how
Harley was feeling. The pain in his heart wasn’t just his. “I’ve
let him down,” he whispered staring at the tickets on his desk.

“You can
fix it if you get your skates on and grab your go-bag,”
Asaph said, standing and walking to the door. “There’s a limo
downstairs and Ronan’s already in it.”

“But won’t
the plane have left by now?” Bronson grabbed his jacket,
wallet, keys and bag and followed.

“Apparently, that flight has been mysteriously
delayed. Passengers have been advised to stay in their seats until
it is cleared for takeoff. Which will be when you get your rear in
the seat next to Harley.”

“I owe you big time,” Bronson said, sprinting
down the steps after his friend.

/~/~/~/~/

Harley sat
on the plane, nibbling the side of his nail, his long hair pulled
over his face so he didn’t have to look at anyone. He was kinda
sorry Trent begged off the trip. But Harley understood. He didn’t
want his mate along either, although the empty seat beside him
echoed the emptiness in his heart. I’ll feel better when the plane starts
moving, he told himself
although his cat didn’t agree. Being cooped up in a steel box, even
in first class, wasn’t something his animal half approved of in any
way, shape or form. I thought this plane was supposed to leave twenty minutes
ago, but then, Harley
reasoned with himself, maybe all planes left late. Maybe the
takeoff times were only guidelines. It’s just with a two-hour
flight ahead of him; he wished the thing would start
moving.

“Take off in five minutes,” the captain’s voice
came over the speaker. “Please ensure your seat belt…”

Blah, blah, blah. Harley heard the instructions the first time. That was
before they mentioned the delays; before the flight attendant came
around, her professional smile slipping when she caught sight of
his tattoos and ripped jeans. Hey, maybe I’m some superstar rocker or something.
Ever think about that? But of course, Harley didn’t say anything. It was a bit
hard to anyway, with the lump in his throat.

Leaning his
head on the window, at least he wasn’t stuck sitting next to
someone else, Harley closed his eyes, a single tear rolling down
his face. He knew he’d been cruel to Bronson, but there was another
side of him hurting because
for all the sweet trash his mate
kept saying; when the chips were down, it was so
easy for that wolf to walk away.

Everything he knew about wolf shifters, and
admittedly it wasn’t much, suggested they were loyal to a fault,
never walked away from a fight and were glued to their mates
like…glued stuff. Harley huffed. His brain wasn’t working. His cat
kept howling for him to go back, grab his mate and never let go and
that wasn’t helpful. He had a job to do and if the plane would just
get its pesky wheels off the ground, he might be able to get it
done and maybe go back and see if there was anything left of his
relationship to salvage.

“Your seat,
sir.” Harley kept his face studiously averted as the attendant
showed someone to the seat beside him. Brilliant. Maybe if I snarl,
whoever it is will ask to be moved.

“Oh look, it’s Sheila. Hello Sheila, bet you
didn’t expect to see us again.” Ronan? Harley’s shoulders
stiffened. Then a waft of his mate’s scent tickled his nose and he
recognized the hand waving in front of his face as two familiar
people took the seats in front of him.

“What are you doing here? I thought you were
pissed at me?” He hissed ignoring Sheila’s astonished glance before
she hurried off to do whatever flight personnel did. At least the
engine started up and the flight could finally get under
way.

“I saw through your little ruse,” Bronson said
casually.

Harley frowned. There were a lot of things he
could say to that, but not in a human infested airplane.

“You should take my hand,” Bronson added,
holding his out. “Takeoff’s tough.”

Harley
slowly put his hand in Bronson’s, leaning back against the seat as
the plane finally started to move. Maybe I can ditch him and the others when
we land. But Harley knew
he wouldn’t do that. His cat had finally shut up; his muscles
relaxed and while Harley was still hurting inside, he was feeling
better by the minute.

And Bronson was right. Takeoff was tough and
yes, holding hands did help.
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Bronson
might be giving the appearance of a man in control, but inside he
was berating himself. I didn’t think things through. Harley held his hand the entire flight,
which was good, comforting, but the ache in his heart was still
there, and there was a rumbling in his belly which had nothing to
do with turbulence. He frowned at the two empty seats in front of
them. Of course, Asaph and Ronan would’ve snagged the toilets. He
wouldn’t have minded introducing Harley to the mile-high
club if Harley wasn’t pissed with him and he’d got to the
bathroom first.

He had no
chance to talk to his mate, not without a dozen nosy humans hanging
on every word in his direction. Sheila was overly attentive, which
was something Bronson usually appreciated, but not today.
Harley…there was no way of knowing what was going on in Harley’s
head. Was he worried, scared, upset, or angry? His scent
suggested all four of the above and more. But the man himself
didn’t say a word, except to politely refuse refreshments when
asked.

Arriving at
their destination didn’t help. Asaph, with his ruthless
efficiency, arranged for the PI who’d found Harley’s mother to
be waiting with a large SUV to take them to the hotel.
The PI, another wolf, realizing who Harley was, dragged him off as
soon as they got to the hotel, to fill him in on the situation.
From the look on Harley’s face, it wasn’t good news.

“It would help if you smiled,” Ronan said with
one of his own as he came up to the bar where Bronson was
standing.

“I need to talk to Harley about what happened
back home, but I can’t. Look at him.”

“He looks like a man who needs a hug to me,”
Ronan said, beaming at the bartender. “Two whiskeys, no ice. Were
you having anything Bronson?”

“No, thank you.” Bronson realized he didn’t even
know if Harley drank. “I’m going to see if he needs any
support.”

“Don’t give up.”

Bronson half waved, intent on watching Harley’s
body language as he crossed the floor. “Hey, sweetness,” he said
sliding in beside his mate and tucking his arm over Harley’s
shoulder. “Anything new?” He asked the PI.

“Name’s Bob, I live around here.” Bob held out
his hand and Bronson shook it.

“Bronson, Harley’s partner. Now, what can you
tell us?”

“As I was explaining to the lad here, not much’s
changed. The woman’s in bad shape; there’s definitely a kid
involved and the person of interest was there yesterday. If he
sticks to his regular pattern of behavior, we’ll be good if we get
out there tomorrow around lunchtime.”

“Does this person of interest have any local
ties to the area?” Bronson met Bob’s eyes directly. They both knew
he meant coven.

“Nope. Tracked him a couple of times, couldn’t
get too close for obvious reasons, but he seems to have a pad in
town, lives alone and keeps to himself. He owns a lot of property
all over the place, but none would be worth much.”

“What about your people? Are we stepping on any
toes?” Bronson was worried about Harley. His mate’s body was
trembling and his face was a mask, the scar standing out in stark
relief against his reddened cheeks.

“None, that’s why I like it here. Mr. Bosch
explained the situation. You go in, do what you have to do and then
get the heck out. Understood? Where we’re going, the locals don’t
take kindly to strangers. There’s a lot of hunting goes on not ten
miles from here.”

Bronson nodded. His pack lived in a similar
environment. It was handy for security purposes. But with no pack
running the area, humans with guns could be a real problem for
anyone in their shifted form.

“I think we’ll head up to our rooms. See you at
breakfast.”

He tugged an unresponsive Harley with him,
holding him close until they made it to the room Asaph booked for
them. By the time the door closed, tears streamed down Harley’s
cheeks and Bronson guided him to the bed; nudged his mate onto his
lap and held him close, gently stroking his hair. Whatever Bob told
Harley devastated him.

/~/~/~/~/

“My mom’s an addict.” Just saying the words
seemed surreal. Harley was still upset about Bronson’s walking out
on him, but now, after hearing Bob’s stark retelling of his
mother’s life, Harley couldn’t keep his despair to himself.

“I don’t understand, sweetness,” Bronson said
quietly. “You told me she’s a tiger.”

“She is,” Harley sobbed. “But apparently,
there’s something in a vampire’s bite. It’s why they don’t bite the
same donor too often. It’s highly pleasurable. Between mates it’s
fine, but vampires are supposed to rotate random donors because
otherwise those bitten come to crave the bite.”

“And this impacts paranormals too?”

Harley
nodded. “I didn’t know, but
Bob said it’s why she won’t
leave him. What am I going to do? There’s a child there; Bob
doesn’t know if it’s hers and related to me or not, but I can’t let
another child be hurt. Look what he did to ME!”

It was time to stop worrying about looking weak
in front of his mate. For fourteen years, Harley wrestled with the
idea of going back; making Percy pay for what he did. Taking his
innocence, scarring him – Harley lived with the man’s actions every
day and would continue to do so for the rest of his life. He was
angry, scared and worried sick, but not for his mother; and while
that might sound, it was for the child who could end up like he
did; broken, scarred and unable to fight back.

“Your mother
made her choices. They might not have been informed choices at the
time, but you said yourself, she did nothing when Percy attacked
you,” Bronson said, his voice a gentle counterpoint to Harley’s
anguish. “Did Bob mention if there was a cure? A facility we could
take her to where she could get help?”

“Apparently,” Harley’s mind was a bit of a blur on that
point. “He said,” Harley gulped and started again. “He said if we
get rid of Percy, whose death is covered by paranormal law because of what he did to me, then Bob could take Mom
to this place he knows up north. But that still leaves the child.
Bob didn’t see him or her, but doubts the kid is old enough to look
after himself.”

“We could take the child. How do you feel about
children?”

Harley’s eyes just about popped out of his head.
“Kids? Me? Look at me. I’m a tattooist; I hang around bikers every
day.”

“I’m sure a lot of bikers love their family
fiercely; and raise well-mannered, well-adjusted kids,” Bronson
said, apparently unconcerned. “Personally, I like the idea. Of
course, we’d have to move in together, make things more permanent,
but I think it could work.”

“I haven’t even seen your house,” Harley
scoffed, hiding a growing bud of excitement.

“For good reason,” Bronson said. “Look, I’ve
been meaning to talk to you about this before, but, well, you saw
the way I behaved before we claimed each other. I need new
furniture. I promise I’ll get onto that as soon as we get back, but
there’s nothing wrong with your place in the meantime.”

“You can’t go moving a kid from one house to the
next just because you’ve changed the furniture. They need security
and safety and a permanent home,” Harley said without thinking.

Bronson beamed. “See, you’re sounding like a dad
already. And think of the people we have who can help us. Asaph can
teach the little one business and money management, Ronan will have
the tyke dancing as soon as he or she can walk. I can share my
appreciation of art…”

“While all I have to offer is a love of tattoos,
bikers and how to keep themselves safe.” The hope in Harley’s heart
grew.

“You have friends; we have friends,” Bronson
said, his smile wide and Harley melted at the look of hope his mate
wasn’t afraid to show. “We can do this. Related to you or not, this
little one is going to need someone to care for them. Why not
us?”

“We’re not exactly stable ourselves right now,
and kids bring more stress, not less,” he said, keen and worried
all in one go.

“We are
stable; we’re true mates and that won’t ever change,” Bronson said
firmly. “You hurt me when I thought you insulted me; I did you a
grave injustice by walking away from you when you needed me.
I admit it was arrogance. I fully expected you to run
after me.”

Harley snorted. “I hope you learned your lesson
on that one. Cats don’t run after anyone. Far too much pride.”

“You stalked me for weeks before we mated,”
Bronson leaned closer, nuzzling his nose along Harley’s scar.

Wrapping his arms around Bronson’s neck, Harley
whispered, “But it was you who came after me in the end.”

“And from
this moment on, I always will. You have my word.” The lump in
Harley’s throat increased and his eyes grew moist again. Deciding
they’d said enough
for now, he applied his lips to
a far more useful endeavor – making Bronson moan.
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The
godforsaken cabin was shabbier than the one depicted on Harley’s
back; Bronson felt a chill run down his spine as he looked at the
sheer poverty reeking from the scene. The porch overhang was in pieces, the steps looked as though they were ready
to splinter. Tatty rags hung limply on the clothes line, but what
shocked Bronson most of all was the darkness. It was the middle of
the day yet the thick trees crowded so close to the
house, it was impossible for sunlight to penetrate, giving the
whole area a depressing air.

“Step back,” Bob said sharply. “Percy’s
coming.”

Bronson watched as a blur materialized by the
porch, Percy clearly choosing to run to this location. Not that a
vehicle of any kind could get to the house. They’d parked half a
mile away and come through the trees. It seems Percy did the same.
At his side, Harley trembled and Bronson looked down and saw his
mate’s fists were clenched.

Biting his lip, Bronson looked back at the too
silent house. As a shifter, from their position, they should’ve
been able to hear something, but there was nothing. No children’s
chatter, no greeting between Percy and Harley’s mom. He narrowed
his eyes as he turned to Bob.

“Is there some sort of noise suppression thing
going on in the house?”

“Nope, I
thought that too, but round the back, there are holes in the walls so I’m figuring he could have spelled
the house in some way or something.”

“Idiot, we need to get in there.” Bronson turned
Harley to face him. “You ready for this?”

“Just get my mom and anyone else out of there.
She won’t like it, but do it anyway.” Harley’s eyes blazed, on the
verge of a shift.

“Got the tranq gun,” Bob pulled it from his
pocket. “I swear it won’t hurt her and it’s short acting, maybe
five minutes at best on a shifter.”

“Use it if you have to. I’m going to shift.”

“You don’t want to say anything to him first?”
Bronson asked, moving between Harley and the others as Harley took
off his shirt.

“Got nothing to say.” Harley dropped his jeans
and shifted. In one fluid move. Bronson had never seen a shift so
fast, but the animal standing in Harley’s place astounded him.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered, holding out
his hand to the huge white tiger who stood stark against the
darkness of the trees.

Harley bunted his hand, allowing a brief rub of
fur, before padding silently towards the house.

“Looks like we’re up,” Asaph said, slapping
Bronson on the shoulder. “Ronan, stay here please, we may need you
to look after the youngster inside.” Ronan ducked behind a tree and
Bronson, Asaph and Bob hurried after Harley.

As they came to the porch steps, Harley
hesitated a brief moment and then crouching down, he gave one
hellacious roar, leaping far enough to clear the porch, the door
smashing under the impact of his body. Bronson heard a woman scream
and he and Asaph jumped over the steps, following Harley
inside.

The scene inside was chaos. A rickety dining
table had toppled; there were no television or couches. Just a
single bed along one wall, a tiny cot in the corner by the door and
a kitchen counter and sink along the back wall. “Asaph, the cot,”
Bronson whispered.

“On it.”
Asaph slipped around the room, pulling a cloth bundle from
the cot and slipping out again.

Bob had his
gun drawn, but it was hard to get a clear shot. Harley’s mom,
because it couldn’t be anyone else, stood in a wafer-thin
nightgown, her skeletal structure showing as she was
knocking Harley around the head with a pot. Harley had Percy’s body
covered, his teeth bared, but he didn’t strike.

“You’re killing him, you dang mongrel,” the
woman shrieked. “Get off him. Get off him. I swear I wish you’d
never been born.”

“Don’t you
dare talk to my mate that way,” Bronson yelled as he crossed the
room, dragging the woman kicking and screaming outside. “Bob, bring
a blanket if you can find one.” The sight of the woman’s emaciated
frame turned his stomach. From inside he could hear the sounds of
yelling and thumps on the floor, but Bob ran from the house,
holding a blanket as threadbare as the nightgown the woman was wearing.

“He’s holding his own,” Bob said tersely, “I’ll
take her; you get back in there, but don’t interfere.”

“He’s killing the man I love; how could he? The
ungrateful useless mongrel. When I get my hands on him….” Bronson
winced at the hatred in the woman’s tone.

“You’re a addict; addicted to vampire
slobber,” he snarled, shoving her none too kindly towards Bob. The
woman tried to make a run for it, but Bob tackled her, sending her
sprawling in the dirt. Bronson went to help, but Bob caught her,
his arms forming a vise around her middle. She was still spewing
vitriolic hatred, kicking her bare feet and Bronson’s heart broke
at what this meant for Harley.

Harley.
Incredible. Bronson ran towards the house just as the lovely tiger
stalked out. His jaws and paws were streaked with blood but there
were no obvious signs of injuries. “Is it done?” Bronson asked,
running to hug his mate
while trying to see
in the door at the same time. The tiger nodded, rubbing his
cheeks against Bronson’s before stepping back and
shifting.

“He’s not coming back,” Harley said. “Got a
match?”

Bronson shook his head. “Then wait here,” Harley
went back into the house; his pale rear flexing caused Bronson to
have thoughts not appropriate to their situation. A few minutes
passed and then Bronson caught the hint of smoke in the air and
Harley strolled out, a harsh look on his face. Grabbing Bronson’s
hand on the way past, he continued until he was standing right in
front of his mother.

“You callous mongrel.” His mother spat on the
ground at Harley’s feet.

“Callous? Let me tell you about callous. Callous
is a woman who watches the man she supposedly loves rape and beat
her fourteen-year-old son. Callous is a woman who keeps her baby
drugged so the crying doesn’t interfere with her pleasure. Callous
is a woman who’d live in this pile of trash, with a baby, and think
that’s perfectly acceptable. Face it, Mom, you sold me out.”

“You ran away like the coward I always knew
you’d be,” Harley’s mother sneered. “You’re gay, taking up the rear
wouldn’t hurt you and it seems you managed to do something right,
taking up with some fancy pants who believes your lies.”

“You don’t get to call him that,” Harley
snarled. “You got suckered in by a vamp with no money, no prospects
and who used you like a blood bag. You gave up one son to his
perverted ways and now you’re losing the other. Take a long look at
my face Mother because this is the last time you’ll see it. Take a
long look at this and remember what you’ve done.” He pointed at his
scar. “I hope when you’re finally free of your addiction, the
nightmares keep you awake at night, because they do me.”

“I’m not addicted!” The woman screamed. “I love
him; he took care of me….”

“You call this being taken care of. Woman, you
need to have more respect for yourself.” Harley turned to his mate.
“Where’s the baby? I notice she’s not worried about him, but I
am.”

“Asaph and Ronan have him. Let’s go see our new
son, shall we?”

“Son? Son?
That baby’s mine, you mongrel. You can’t take him. Bring him back.”
Bronson wrapped his arm around Harley’s shoulders, leaving the
burning cabin and the screaming woman for Bob to handle. He heard
the crash of falling timbers as they walked away and he sent up a
prayer for the forest. Fortunately, it’d rained overnight
and it was unlikely to spread too far.

“Are you okay?” He asked as Harley stopped to
retrieve his clothes.

“I’ve been better,” Harley said tersely. “But
thank you for being here.”

Bronson nodded, leaning over to give Harley a
quick kiss. “I’m here if you need me.”

“Good. Know anything about changing
diapers?”

“Nope,” Bronson laughed, “but there must be
something about it on YouTube, right?”

Harley’s laughter rang through the forest as
they made their way to the waiting vehicles. It wasn’t a joyous
sound, more forced than anything, but Bronson smiled. It was a step
in the right direction.



Chapter Twenty

Back in
their hotel room, Harley stared at the sweet bundle in his arms.
His half-brother, now his son, was clean, fed and sleeping
peacefully, his tiny lips shaped in a bow, his mop of black hair,
exactly like Harley’s, mussed in curls
around his face.

“The little tyke asleep?” Bronson came out of
the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his hips, another one being
used in his hair. “What are you going to call him?”

Harley shook his head. “I haven’t got a clue.
I’m not even sure what type of shifter he is. I’m guessing at least
half tiger, but I’m not getting a scent of vamp from him at
all.”

“Hang on, and I’ll take a sniff. I couldn’t
smell anything but his nasty diaper on the trip back from that
dump.” Harley watched as Bronson dropped his towel and shifted into
his wolf form. Harley held up the sleeping baby as the large black
wolf padded closer, his nose gently nudging the blanket.

“Yes, he’s really ours,” Harley was speaking to
the wolf half directly. “Our son, to protect and care for. You’re
going to help me with that, aren’t you?”

The wolf
nodded and gently licked the baby’s cheek. The baby squirmed and Harley held his breath, but the little one
didn’t wake up.

After
sniffing a while longer, and rubbing against Harley’s legs, Bronson
shifted back, a giant smile on his face. “He’s pure shifter,” he
said quietly. “There’s not a trace of vampire in
him. I don’t know how it happened, but then we assumed Percy got
your mother pregnant; it’s possible she had sex with a random
shifter traveling through the area.”

“I thought the only shifter in the area was
Bob,” Harley shrugged. “Not that it matters. At least we don’t have
to start scouring hospitals for blood banks. Baby formula is easier
to buy and cheaper. So, what are we going to call him?”

“If I ever had a son, I always wanted to name
him after my father,” Bronson said, stroking the baby’s cheek.
“Horatio Franklin Cunningham.”

Harley coughed. “Er, yeah, no disrespect, but no
son of ours is going to school with a name like Horatio. I can live
with Franklin but the Cunningham half is going to have to wait
until you make an honest man out of me. He can be Franklin, just
plain Franklin, no last name until then.”

“You’d marry me?” Bronson was in danger of
losing his eyebrows. Harley could feel his cheeks heating but he
refused to look away.

“If you ask nicely and we sort out our housing
situation, I’d consider it. After all, we’re parents now and I want
our son to know both of us.”

“Oh, Harley, do you have any idea how much I
love you?” Harley found himself engulfed in a Bronson hug, which
was just as well because he could feel his own eyes popping
out.

“Erm…no, I didn’t know that,” he said, hoping
Bronson wasn’t squashing Franklin. “But, I love you too?” That’s
what people said, wasn’t it? Strangely enough, the words sounded
right.

“Are you asking me, or telling me?” Bronson
pulled back and the look of pride on his face couldn’t be
disguised.

“Telling you,” Harley said firmly. He’d said it,
the words he never thought he’d say to a living soul, but now he
had, he wasn’t taking them back.

“Then, my sweetness, you need to put our
precious Franklin into the crib provided and let me take you to
bed. I’ve heard babies don’t sleep for very long and I will need
every minute to show you just how happy that makes me feel.”

/~/~/~/~/

Bronson’s
heart couldn’t be fuller. After making love to his precious mate,
he let Harley sleep
but kept his ears and eyes
open. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to know exactly what Harley did
to Percy. In the grand scheme of things, it didn’t matter. If the
injuries Harley inflicted on the vampire didn’t kill him, the fire
would. Bronson doubted Bob would’ve left until he knew the fire was
out and the house reduced to ash.

He shook his
head in the dim light as he thought about Harley’s mother.
Addiction wasn’t something he’d ever come across before; not in
such a graphic form. Seeing men and women snort up in club
bathrooms was one thing, but her hatred, the vile things she said,
after all Percy’d done. Bronson wondered if she’d ever be the mother Harley
used to know. He looked down at his sleeping mate, the harsh scar a
clear reminder none of them would forget what happened. He traced
it lightly with his fingertip, praying
that maybe now his mate might find some relief from his
nightmares.

A snuffle
and a small wail
had Bronson sneaking out of
bed, grabbing a bottle from the hotel fridge and placing it in the
microwave the hotel thoughtfully provided. “Hey little fella, are
you ready for another feed?” Bright green eyes stared up at him,
unblinking and then the hint of a smile twitched around those
rosebud lips. Bronson had to close his eyes for a moment, blinking
back his tears. “I promise you’ll have the best life,” he
whispered, once he’d got himself under control.

Scooping Franklin up, Bronson marveled at the
tiny fingers reaching out for him. “Hey there, yes you can touch.”
He held the baby up to his face, loving the little grabby motions
Franklin made. “Oh, you are going to be a strong one,” he chuckled
quietly as Franklin’s fingers caught in his hair. “How about we get
you that bottle and keep quiet, okay? We want your dad to sleep.
He’s had a rough day.”

Retrieving
the bottle from the microwave, Bronson juggled it and the baby;
screwing on the nipple
before testing it on his arm
just like the YouTube video showed him. Shifters ran
hotter than humans; the video told him the bottle should be at body
temperature. “Probably don’t want to burn your little tongue with
it at my body temperature, do we?” He said to Franklin who was
watching him avidly. “Let’s go sit and wait for this to cool a
bit.”

Humming
softly, Bronson looked around. The armchair would have to do. He
didn’t want to wake Harley by climbing on the bed. He wished they
were home, and yeah, in his heart, Harley’s place was home. But by
the time they’d got back to the hotel, Harley said the baby’s needs
were more important and that they’d fly back the next day.
He’s going to be
such a good dad, Bronson
grinned at Franklin. “He is; your dad is going to be so good to
you.”

Franklin cooed and waved his little hands. He
was skinnier than Bronson thought he should be, but then none of
them knew how old he was. He’d have to see if he could track down a
shifter doctor and get the little tyke checked out. It was unlikely
there was anything wrong with him, but Bronson was feeling
protective and a doctor’s visit wouldn’t hurt.

Shaking the
bottle once more, Bronson tested it on his wrist and then licked
the spilled milk. “Ugh, rather you than me, little
man,” he said, tipping the bottle against Franklin’s mouth. The
silence of the room was broken by Franklin’s eager slurps. He
didn’t seem to have any trouble feeding; a major worry taken care
of. Bronson wasn’t sure what they’d have done if the little one had
been breastfed, but Harley said there was evidence of
canned formula and bottles in the house.

The bottle empty, Bronson put it on the floor
and then swung Franklin up onto his shoulder. Franklin gave a loud
burp and Bronson felt a sticky wetness on his shoulder. His eyes
widened as he realized what happened and he yelled, “Harley wake
up, wake up. He’s been sick. He’s been sick.”

The baby started crying, Harley stumbled out of
bed and the adjoining door between theirs and Asaph’s room flew
open. “What’s the matter? What happened? Is the baby all right?”
Ronan said, his hair a mess, his eyes frantic.

“He’s been sick and now he’s crying. I followed
all of the instructions to the letter; the bottle wasn’t too hot,
he drank it all down easily enough but when I put him on my
shoulder he was sick,” Bronson said, trying to shush Franklin.
Shaking his head, Harley took the wailing baby and cuddled him
against his own shoulder.

“Goodness, yell
loud enough to wake the hotel, why don’t you. He’s not sick;
he just ate too much. Sniff the spillage for yourself and see.
There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s probably crying because of
your yelling. Sheesh.” Shaking his head, Ronan went back into the
room he shared with Asaph, leaving Bronson wide-eyed and worried.

“Ronan’s right, you know,” Harley said, patting
the back of a now quiet baby. “Sniff your shoulder before you wipe
it up, then you’ll know for next time.”

Bronson cautiously sniffed at the mess coating
his shoulder. It smelled like formula. Striding into the bathroom,
ignoring a smirking Harley, he wiped it off and threw the towel in
the hamper. “How was I supposed to know babies leaked from both
ends?” He asked, watching as Harley carefully put the now sleeping
baby back in his crib.

Placing a soft kiss on Franklin’s head, Harley
headed for the bed and Bronson followed. Harley held out his arm
and Bronson snuggled in, still pouting. “Watching a video on how to
prepare a bottle is one thing,” Harley said.

“And diaper changing,” Bronson interrupted
quickly. “I got that one worked out pretty quick, thanks to that
nice lady on YouTube.”

“You did an
excellent job with diaper changing and bathing,” Harley agreed.
“But, I’d have thought you might have also checked to see if
there are any feeding problems we might incur. Spillage is
one of them. Frank’s small. He might do that for a
while.”

“Did they suggest how we can stop it?” Bronson
had visions of him wearing baby ‘spillage’ until Franklin went to
school. At least he wasn’t wearing a suit.

Harley’s chuckles rang around the room. “Put a
towel on your shoulder next time, and show a little less oomph when
you move him up to your shoulder to burp him.”

“Wait,
what? You were watching me? I thought you were sleeping,”
Bronson blushed; pleased Harley couldn’t see his face.

“I was, but
the ding from the microwave woke me up. You two look
adorable together. But imagine how you’d feel if you’d just had a
big meal and someone swung you in the air straight
afterward.”

“It was only a little swing.”

“And he only
had a little spillage. We only have to worry about him being sick
if the stuff coming out of his mouth smells nasty. Now get some
sleep. He’ll want feeding
again in two to four
hours.”

Resolving to stock up on baby-rearing books as
soon as they got back to Orlando, Bronson closed his eyes and tried
to sleep. It wasn’t easy, he kept wanting to check on little
Franklin, but he finally dozed off. When he woke up, he was greeted
with the beautiful sight of Harley and Franklin both curled up in a
chair, fast asleep. And yep, Harley had a towel on his shoulder and
another empty bottle was on the floor.


 Chapter
Twenty-One

Harley
frowned as someone knocked on his partially open office door and he
saw Bob, of all people, lurking behind it. “Come in,” he said, more
sharply than he meant to. But in the six months, since Harley killed Percy and him and Bronson brought
Franklin into their lives; Harley had a niggling feeling his mother
wouldn’t stay away. Seeing Bob brought back all his insecurities
and he gestured to the chair angrily, wanting this conversation
over with.

“Have a seat, Bob. Don’t mind telling you,
you’re the last person I expected to see around these parts.”

“You took some tracking,” Bob agreed, rubbing
his hands on his jeans as he sat down. “You’ve done well for
yourself,” he added, looking around Harley’s office. Thanks to
Bronson’s urgings, Harley now had a new computer system and somehow
or other, Bronson managed to wheedle a new desk and chair into the
bargain. The paint was relatively fresh from the overhaul done
after the police visit, but yes, Harley conceded, he had done well
for himself.

Business was
booming and thanks to some cash injections from Asaph the
neighborhood was slowly coming alive. It took time to
overcome prejudice on both sides of the deal; the bikers not sure
they wanted their territory infringed on, and new business owners
worried the bikers would be their only customers. But things were
working out slowly and with his shop in the heart of it all,
Harley’s business was doing well enough; he was seriously
considering taking on a new tattooist so he could spend more time
with his family.

“I’m sure you didn’t come to see me about a
tattoo,” Harley said. “I truly appreciate all you did for me back
in your neck of the woods, but I didn’t get the impression when we
left that I’d see you again.”

“No, well, I did tell Rachel to leave well
enough alone, but she insisted I come,” Bob looked down at his
hands, and then back up at Harley. “She came through the treatment
and she’s been having therapy. The clinic doctor says she’ll make a
full recovery.”

“I’m very pleased for her,” Harley said,
thinking nothing of the sort. “That still doesn’t explain why
you’re here. I didn’t realize you’d been keeping tabs on her.”

“Yeah, well, about that.” Bob looked at the
walls, the ceiling and then back at Harley. “She’s my mate. I
didn’t realize it at the time, with her being so filthy and full of
vampire saliva. But once she got clean, settled down and stopped
crying for Percy every five minutes, she asked to see me, to thank
me. That’s when I knew.”

Harley sat stunned for a moment. Then he said,
without thinking, “I sure hope you don’t expect me to call you
Dad.”

“No, no, I wouldn’t expect that,” Bob shook his
head. “It’s not as though you’ll see us much anyway. It’s just
about little Harley….”

“She gave her new baby the same name she gave
her old one? The one she didn’t care about?” Harley couldn’t
believe his ears.

“Yeah, well, she wasn’t thinking straight at the
time, anyhow….”

“You’re not
taking him.” Harley stood up, his claws extended. “If that’s what
you’ve come for, you can forget it right now. That baby is now my
son and I will fight you to the death before I let you or
her get your hands on him.” His cat was there, right behind his
eyes and Harley was ready to shift if Bob so much as moved a
finger.

“No, back down,” Bob said leaping to his feet,
his own wolf responding. “Incredible, I told Rachel this was a bad idea.
I’m not here to take the baby. I’m hoping, once Rachel is
completely well, that we might have some of our own. But Rachel’s
not in a position to look after the little one and I’m not sure
it’s a good idea her having a constant reminder of what that
jerk Percy did to her.”

“Did to her?” Harley sat down. “That’s all she’s
worried about, what he did to her? She chose that life. What about
me? I was fourteen when he did this,” he gestured to his face.
“Fourteen when I was raped and beaten and do you know how Percy
stopped me from shifting so I could heal? By threatening to kill my
mother. And she sat there and watched it all, never said a
word.”

“I’m not denying those weren’t hard times, for
both of you,” Bob said, his voice uneasy. “But you have no idea
what it’s like being an addict. All she could think of was Percy.
All she wanted was that vampire and no one and nothing else
mattered to her.”

“Sucks to be you,” Harley snarled. “Look, I will
make this easy for you. I don’t want to see my mother, and if
you’re mated to her, then I don’t want to see you either. Neither
of you are getting within ten feet of my son, and that’s
final!”

“These are
the papers, signing him over into your care,” Bob pulled a sheaf of
papers from his back pocket. “You’ll need to get a birth
certificate and trash for him if you want him
to go to school, but this has been drawn up by the clinic lawyers
and will stand up in any human court.”

“Thanks,” Harley stuck the papers in his jacket
without reading them. He’d get Bronson and Asaph to check them over
later. “Was there anything else?”

“I just want to be able to tell her that little
Harley…I mean, your son is in a good place,” Bob corrected himself
quickly. “I know she’d like to see him, sometime in the future
maybe….”

“Not going to happen.”

“Phew,” Bob looked relieved. “Look, just between
you and me, it’s going to take another six months before she can
even think of leaving the clinic. Personally, even though I’m sure
he’s a good kid, I don’t need that little one reminding her of her
life with that bloodsucker. As far as I’m concerned, I don’t care
if she never sees either one of you again.”

“Then we have an agreement,” Harley bit his lip
to stop his pain from showing. He’d always known…but then, maybe
inside there had been a kernel of hope that if his mom got better….
But Bob was right; it was time for them all to move on. “My son
will be well cared for, he won’t lack for anything, especially a
loving family. I wish you well with yours.”

Bob nodded and slipped off his chair and out of
the office. Taking in deep breaths and letting them out slowly,
Harley grabbed his phone and dialed his mate. “Hey there, you, what
are you two up to?”

Bronson laughed, the deep chuckle filling those
empty spaces in Harley’s heart. “Frank’s going to be an artist, I
tell you. I’ve given him some paint and paper on the floor and I
gotta tell you, we’ve got a genius on our hands.”

It was Harley’s turn to chuckle. Franklin
couldn’t walk yet and although he could crawl, and grab things in
his hands, most of what he grabbed he tried to eat. “How much of
the paint is he wearing?”

“Well, not that much; it’s only water based and
can’t hurt him,” Bronson admitted. “But Ronan’s here, and Trent and
Marly too and when Frank tipped a pot of paint on his belly, the
smaller guys started showing him how to roll on the paper. I tell
you, it’s the next big thing in art – body painting.”

That was another new thing, the coming together
of all the known shifters in Orlando. Once Trent knew they had
Franklin in their midst, it wasn’t long before his sweet mate Marly
was over at the house every chance he got. He’d even bought a wee
leather jacket for Franklin to wear. Ronan and Asaph were frequent
visitors, and as Harley sat back in his chair, listening to Bronson
share the events of his day with their son, Harley couldn’t help
but smile. It took a lot of time, the road wasn’t always smooth,
but he could say hand on heart, he had a family he was proud
of.

“I think I’ll come home early,” he said,
interrupting Bronson’s flow. “I have to see this artistic genius
for myself.”

“Can’t wait to see you,” Bronson replied without
hesitation. “Love you.”

“Love you too.” Harley disconnected the call and
hurried out of his office. He had a home to go to and with friends,
family and his wee son; he’d break speed limits to get there.

The End


 Note from the
Author

I do hope you enjoyed this little story. Bronson
came across as such a good friend to Asaph in Dancing Around the
Cop I was thrilled when readers expressed an interest in reading
his story too. As some of you who follow me on Facebook will know,
the first third of this story was included in Stormy Glenn’s
ManloveFantasies Spring competition for readers and I have to
confess, when I started this, I never imagined it would turn into a
book. But Bronson and Harley proved to be complex characters and it
would have done them a disservice to simply leave their story at
the claiming scene.

In the
meantime, I want to thank you for all your love, support and
excitement over my characters. Writing, by necessity, is a
lonely craft, but every day when I go onto Facebook, people are
there sharing their pictures of men and cute animals which
makes me smile. I really feel the love and it means the world to
me. If you want to share the fun, please join my group – Lisa’s
Wolfpack - https://www.facebook.com/groups/217413318738434/.

If you liked this book, please consider leaving
it a review. They really do help the author. If you have any
questions or comments you want to share privately with me, feel
free to use any of the contact options listed under the “About the
Author” section.

Hug the one you love.

Lisa
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