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      Brian couldn't believe how nervous he felt. He had gone over and over in his head the pros and cons of what he was about to do. It always came down to one point though. He wanted his parents to know who their son really was. Yes, he was a little apprehensive in telling them but Brian knew his parents loved him and they would accept who he was. His father might be a little upset at first but he was sure his dad would come around.

      He knocked on the door to his parents' house. Brian had called earlier and spoken with his mum and been invited round for dinner. He figured now was as good a time as any to drop his little bombshell.

      "Come in honey," his mum called out from inside the house. He smiled as he opened the door and the scent of garlic and onions cooking assailed his senses. Brian loved his mum's cooking. She had taught him everything he knew, and he would be eternally grateful for the fact that he would never go hungry.

      Brian made his way through the house. The last football game of the weekend was on the television with his dad sitting in his ratty old green velvet recliner watching with a beer in hand.

      "Hey, Dad."

      "Hey, son, grab a beer and come watch the rest of the game with me," his father said without taking his eyes off the action on the screen.

      "Sure, Dad, let me just go say hi to Mum first."

      His dad grunted at him, and Brian turned and walked down the short passage to the kitchen, following his nose towards that delicious scent. Brian walked into the kitchen and up to his mother, kissing her on the cheek and giving her a quick hug hello.

      "Something smells good, Mum."

      "Oh, get out, you. It's nothing fancy, just a chicken pasta dish. You know how much your dad likes his pasta."

      Brian did. His father would eat pasta with every meal if he could. Considering the man was a werewolf, Brian found that surprising. Most wolves he knew, including himself, loved a nice juicy steak for dinner. That wasn't to say Brian didn't enjoy other foods as well, but his fallback every time was steak, his dad's was pasta.

      "Whatever it is, it smells heavenly. I'm going to go join Dad for a bit. Yell if you need me for anything."

      "Will do, honey. Go have fun." His mum turned back to what she was doing and Brian went to the fridge to grab a beer.

      Brian stood and watched his mum for a minute. Beth Townsend was still young, only in her early forties. Brian's parents had met and married young. They'd had him not even a year after their wedding. Unfortunately, due to severe complications when she'd given birth, his mum had been unable to have any more children. Brian had always felt a little guilty over this but his mum had never seemed to mind. She just heaped all her love onto him.

      His mum was on the shorter side, standing just shy of five foot six, and still had a full head of luscious golden blonde hair, not a single grey hair in sight. Brian hoped that boded well for his future. Her kelly green eyes were warm and kind and Brian hoped to Christ they still looked at him the same way after he told her his secret.

      He wandered back into the lounge room completely lost in thought. Brian had to wonder exactly how much of a surprise his news would come to his parents. He was, after all, a florist by trade. His father and he had argued for months on end when he had announced what he wanted to do for a living.

      Clayton Townsend did not think being a florist was an appropriate job for his son and had made his feelings on the subject well known. Brian had argued back and forth with his father over the subject until one day he had just stopped. He'd decided that it didn't matter what his dad thought of his job as long as Brian was happy in his life.

      On the rare occasion Brian's job was mentioned around his dad, the man would get this pinched look as if he'd eaten something rotten.

      Before Brian realised it, the football game was over, his beer was empty and his mother was calling him and his dad in for dinner.

      Most nights he was sure his folks probably sat and ate their dinner in front of the television, but whenever they had company, even if it was just Brian, then they made use of the dining room table to eat.

      His mum dished up dinner, and after making sure everyone had something to drink, they all sat down to eat. The food, although probably delicious, tasted like lead in Brian's mouth as he thought about the reason why he was here. He needed to tell his parents who he was.

      Brian was tired of always hiding a part of himself, always looking over his shoulder every time he went out, scared someone who knew him might see him and report back to his parents what he had been doing. Brian wanted to be an out and proud gay man.

      "I'm gay," he blurted between mouthfuls. Brian hung his head. He hadn't meant to just announce it like that. He'd meant to gently lead into it. The sudden stillness and silence in the room had Brian slowly looking up from his plate to his parents.

      His mother was looking at him in utter shock and his father's face looked like he was about to explode.

      "What did you just say?"

      Brian didn't think he'd ever heard his father's voice so controlled, so devoid of emotion before.

      Brian swallowed the lump of food in his mouth, having to try three times to get it down. "I'm gay," he finally managed to get out, no longer feeling as confident as earlier in the face of his father's clear anger.

      "That's what I thought you said." His dad stood so abruptly from the table his chair clattered to the ground beneath him. Brian jumped at the sudden movement and his mother squeaked from her chair beside him, her hand covering her mouth.

      "Dad," Brian said, reaching out, wanting his father to talk to him.

      "Don't."

      Brian watched in something akin to horror as his father took one last look at him, turned, and stormed from the room. Brian jumped again when the front door slammed and moments later heard his dad peel out of the driveway.

      Brian turned to talk to his mother, to ask her why his dad had just stormed out of the house only to have her burst into tears and run from the room.

      "What the hell?" Brian said to the suddenly empty room. His dad's chair still lay on the ground, plates of half-eaten food still sat in their places, forks landed wherever they had been dropped. Brian couldn't quite comprehend the reaction he'd just gotten to his news. He'd thought his parents had loved him. He had been sure of that fact, not five minutes ago.

      Now he had absolutely no clue what they were thinking as they had both left him, after barely saying anything. His dad had said don't. Don't what? Brian wanted to know. Don't touch him? Don't stop him? Don't call him Dad? Brian choked back a sob of his own at that last thought. He loved his parents and he thought it might break something inside him if they couldn't get past this and accept who he was.
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      Marcus Holland had trouble believing what had just happened. How could Stacey have done that to him? He angrily threw back the covers on the bed and furiously started to get dressed.

      "Marcus, love, what's the matter?" Stacey's grating voice came from the bed where she was sitting up holding the sheet in front of her naked body.

      "You know damn well what the matter is. And I'm not your love."

      "What?" she sounded genuinely confused and that had Marcus pausing for a moment.

      "Which part are you having trouble with here? The part where you just tried to manipulate me into mating you, even though you are not my fated mate? Or the part where I'm not your love?" he asked, absolutely furious. Honestly, Marcus was still having a little trouble reconciling what she had done and what the ramifications might have been if she'd been successful in her endeavour.

      "What did I do that was so wrong? We've been together for a year, don't you love me?"

      "You're not my mate," he bit out. "I've told you this plenty of times in the past. I've also never once told you that I loved you, because I don't. I will not mate with anyone except the woman fate has chosen for me. You know this. And for you to try to influence me in the middle of sex, when you know full well that I wouldn't be willing, is nothing short of reprehensible."

      Marcus was so angry he wanted to hit something. He wouldn't, though, he'd never hit a woman in his life and he wasn't about to start now, even after what she'd done.

      His brain had shut down in the wake of his orgasm. Stacey had timed it perfectly and if he'd had a little less self-control, then he would be a mated man right now.

      The allure to bite, to claim, to sink his canines into the supple flesh had almost been too much. The strong hold Stacey'd had on the back of his head, pulling him against her arched neck, had made his wolf snarl at him from within. Marcus had been seconds away from giving into what she had wanted and now he was furious, both at Stacey for what she had knowingly done and with himself as well for being as close as he was to mating someone he not only didn't love but barely tolerated.

      "Love, stop being silly and come back to bed so we can talk about this." Stacey held out a hand as if she really expected Marcus to climb back into bed and forget about everything.

      "You're bloody lucky I don't report you to my brother for the stunt you just pulled." Marcus watched as the smile finally started to slip from her face.

      "But you're mine; of course you want to mate me."

      Marcus growled low in his throat. How had he put up with this for so long?

      "I'm not yours, and you aren't mine either. It was fun while it lasted but you're not my mate and you're never going to be. You've never spent the night at my place and I've never stayed here, how would you even think we have anything meaningful going on?" It honestly amazed him how Stacey could actually think he loved her. "We're through, Stacey, there's no point in dragging this on any longer. I can't trust you and I don't love you. I'm sorry if this sounds harsh but I never once made you any kind of promises of forever. I thought you understood this was just a casual thing."

      Marcus finished dressing and patted his pockets to make sure he had everything. Stacey climbed from the bed, uncaring of her nudity, and ran to him.

      "Marcus, please," she begged as she tried to throw her arms around his neck and press up against him. Marcus stepped back out of her reach before she was successful.

      "Goodbye, Stacey. Take care." Marcus turned and left the room, walking through her house with purposeful strides. He needed to get as far away from there as possible.

      "Marcus!" Stacey screamed from behind him.

      Marcus winced at the shrill sound but otherwise ignored it as he left the house. He climbed into his car and took off. Anger, betrayal and hurt all vied for supremacy inside him as the most potent emotion. Marcus pounded his fists against his steering wheel, pissed at how close he'd been to royally fucking up the rest of his life. Marcus didn't even want to think about what would have happened if Stacey's plan had been successful and then Marcus had met his mate. He'd have been unable to claim her due to his tie to another woman.

      Marcus needed to run. He needed to let his wolf take control for a while so he could stop thinking about Stacey and her conniving, scheming ways. Marcus headed the car in the direction of the pack lands and breathed deeply, trying unsuccessfully to calm himself down.

      [image: ]

      Brian jarred as his truck unexpectedly hit a large pothole in the road. He heard the loud pop of his rear tire blowing and a thunk as something snapped beneath him before the truck suddenly pulled to the side as he drove down the highway. The unexpected noises had been enough to give anyone a heart attack. "Shit!" Brian exclaimed as he slowly manoeuvred his truck over to the side of the highway. "Could this week get any worse?"

      It was getting dark, and he knew he didn't have a spare. Brian had gotten a flat tire as he'd driven through the previous town. He'd been lucky and had been able to make it to the nearest mechanic and they'd change out his flat for him. Being low on cash due to his hasty departure, he'd decided not to incur the added cost of replacing his spare right away. Brian figured he'd already had his bad luck for this trip and that he surely wouldn't need another tire until he got wherever it was he was going. Boy, how he'd been wrong, about a lot of things apparently.

      Thinking back over the past few days, he grimaced. Whatever had possessed him finally to be open and honest about his sexuality was beyond him. He'd thought his parents might be a little upset, maybe taken aback at his announcement. He just didn't expect what had actually happened. Not in a million years did he think his Alpha would kick him out of the pack while his parents stood by and watched, never saying a word. He didn't think being gay was that big of a deal, but apparently who he slept with was the entire pack's business.

      He grimaced as he remembered his Alpha telling him to leave and not come back; that his kind weren't welcome. He wasn't even given a chance to pack his belongings as the Beta of the pack, Richard Simms, had forced him to leave, going so far as to follow him for half the night. Brian had jumped in his truck with nothing but the clothes on his back, his wallet, and phone, driven away from the only home he had ever known. He'd been on the road for the last three days, slowly heading towards the southern states of Australia. Stopping only to sleep at night, he wanted to put as much distance between himself and his old pack as possible. He hadn't even had a chance to let his wolf out for a run and was feeling the tension in his skin as his wolf itched to roam free.

      Brian had no idea where he was heading; he had no family apart from those he'd left behind, and they no longer wanted anything to do with him. It was just his luck that his truck would have to break down for the second time in one day, about five miles from the next town. He'd been seeing signs for Leyburn for the last five minutes. It looked to be a relatively nice small town, but one could never tell until you met the people.

      Brian leaned back against the driver's seat and closed his eyes. Running his hands through his hair, he took a deep breath. This helped him settle his wolf even as his world seemed to be crumbling around him. He had no job, no family, no pack, and he had to walk away from his one and only friend. What little money he had in savings was fast being eaten away by his constant travel. Tears started to prickle his eyes as he tried to hold them back. He would not cry!

      "What the hell am I going to do now?" Brian asked aloud, even though there was no one there to answer him.

      The sound of tires crunching on the dirt nature strip next to the road had Brian's eyes snapping open. He looked in the rearview mirror and saw a police car had pulled up behind him.

      "Great," Brian grumbled. "This just keeps getting better and better. I'll bet he's going to tell me it's illegal to break down on this stretch of the highway."

      As he kept watching in the mirror, the sexiest man he'd ever seen stepped out of the police car and started towards him. Brian couldn't take his eyes off him. God, he was stunning. He had to be at least six foot four, and his tight uniform showed off his muscular body to perfection. Brian wondered what it would feel like to be able to run his fingers through the dark brown, bordering on black hair that fell into his eyes. Brian couldn't make out the colour of his eyes yet, but he was sure they were gorgeous, and the man had lips that Brian could spend hours kissing and never get enough of. Brian's cock twitched at the sight of the beautiful man.

      "Just what I need, to get beat up for trying to come on to a cop. Behave," Brian told his dick.

      The officer knocked on the window. Brian wound it down as he looked up at the man and noticed that his eyes were a deep chocolate brown. Before he could say anything, the most amazing scent reached him. It was primal, very male, musky, reminding him of running in his wolf form through the woods. His wolf instantly sat up and took notice, itching to get closer to this most amazing scent. His cock went rock hard in a matter of seconds and throbbed insistently against the fly of his jeans.

      "Shit! You're my mate," he blurted out, not even thinking to censor what he was saying. At the look on the officer's face, he wished he had.

      [image: ]

      Marcus groaned the when his phone rang for what felt like the millionth time that afternoon. He checked the display, and seeing the call readout display 'Mum', Marcus reluctantly answered the phone. Stacey had been calling his cell all day. You'd think the woman would get the idea he didn't want to talk to her after he'd sent her first dozen calls straight to message bank, but apparently she didn't understand subtle.

      "Hey, Mum." Marcus tried to sound upbeat but he really didn't think he managed to pull it off.

      "What's this I hear about you breaking up with that lovely girl of yours?"

      Marcus groaned. Apparently, he just couldn't catch a break. "Mum."

      "Don't you Mum me. What was wrong with Stacey? For crying out loud, Marcus, you've been seeing her for a year." She sounded so exasperated with him. "You need to settle down and get married. I need some grandbabies before I'm too old to enjoy them."

      It was the same argument every single time with his mother and Marcus really wasn't in the mood to sit through it again. "My reasons are my own, Mum. And I'll settle down and give you grandbabies just as soon as I meet my mate. I know that not everyone out there is lucky enough to meet their mate, but I refuse to settle for less than I deserve. Now I have to go, I don't have time to talk about this with you. Bye, Mum, Love you."

      As pissed as he was with the world, he knew deep down his mother meant well. He just couldn't deal with her on top of everything else at the moment.

      Marcus ran his hands through his hair in frustration. What he wanted at the moment was to head home and crack open a beer. He didn't relish the thought of being hounded by his brothers but he really wanted some quiet time. Looking at his watch, he smiled when he realised it was time to knock off.

      He gathered his possessions and said goodbye to the few people currently in the station.

      In his car, Marcus was halfway home when a call came in from the dispatcher. Marcus groaned, this what not what he wanted at all. He wanted to go home and forget the last twenty-four hours had ever happened. Now he couldn't even get away from work.

      "Yeah," he growled as he picked up the call.

      "Hey, Marcus, sorry to bother you, I know you said you were on your way home."

      "It's fine, Jeanie, what can I do for you?" It wasn't fine, and Jeanie could more than likely tell from his curt tone but Marcus tried to be reasonable.

      "Sorry. We've received reports of a car broken down just outside of the north entrance to town. You're the closest one to the location and everyone else is currently occupied."

      Marcus doubted that. He'd just left the station, where there was no less than three other officers sitting at their desks.

      "Will check it out and let you know the result." Marcus knew there really wasn't much point in him arguing or taking out his frustration on Jeanie. This hopefully shouldn't take more than ten or fifteen minutes then he could finally go home.

      Marcus drove out of town and saw the old Ford truck parked on the side of the road. He slowed and indicated then completed a U-turn to pull in behind the battered vehicle. As he came to a stop, he noticed the out-of-state license plate.

      "So, not a local then," Marcus mumbled to himself as he got out of the police cruiser and started towards the other vehicle. As he got closer, the sweetest scent started to prickle his nose. His wolf was suddenly scratching at him to be let out to investigate, and his cock hardened in seconds. He'd never had this reaction before and moaned as he took in a deep breath to try and get his body under control.

      It didn't work. The scent of flowers and sunshine flooded his body, and he moaned again. Anticipation zipped through his body like an electrical current, he wanted desperately to find out who this intoxicating scent belonged to, he had a feeling that the woman driving the car was his mate; with the way his wolf was reacting inside him, he was almost positive of it. Stepping up beside the car, he tapped gently on the driver's side window. Marcus waited impatiently for the occupant to wind it down. Taking another breath, he tried to calm his racing heart. At long last the window lowered. Marcus found himself looking into the most amazing pair of green eyes he'd ever seen.

      "Shit! You're my mate," the man in the truck said. Marcus jerked back and frowned down at the obviously male person sitting in the truck.

      Surely, there must be some sort of mistake. This couldn't be right. Marcus wasn't gay. His brothers might be but he wasn't. Marcus slept with women. Yes, the sex might not have been as exciting as he thought it would be, but he didn't date men, didn't even fuck men, and he certainly wasn't about to mate with a man.

      "What did you say to me?" Marcus asked, frowning down at the man.

      "You're my mate," he repeated, this time without the cursing and a small smile gracing his beautiful face.

      "Mate? What are you talking about? I don't know you, and I'm not gay," he replied firmly. Marcus inhaled the sweet scent again. He realised this man didn't smell like pack, but he was definitely a wolf shifter, meaning he would know all about mates. Marcus shook his head, trying to clear it of the thoughts currently racing through his brain. "Nope, not gay," he repeated more for himself than the other man.

      "Name's Brian Townsend," he said as he held his hand out through the window.

      "Don't really care what your name is, just need you to move your vehicle," Marcus grunted as he took another step back from the man with the stunning scent.

      The guy's face fell as he made that last remark. Marcus didn't know why he'd said it, but the young man had him feeling out of sorts. Being confronted with this stunningly beautiful man who claimed to be his mate had him feeling like he had been hit upside the head. Stunningly beautiful? Where in the world had that thought come from? Marcus had never thought about a man like that before in his life.

      He wasn't gay; he couldn't be gay. He had never been attracted to a male before. Why would fate mate him with a man when it was his job, as the only straight man in his family, to have cubs and help continue the family name? Why couldn't his life be easy for once? It just seemed that recently it was one drama after another piling up all around him.

      Marcus looked at Brian and thought he looked like someone had just kicked his puppy.

      "Look, we are not mates," Marcus stated in a very firm voice. "You need to move your truck. If there's something wrong, here's the number for the local garage. They're probably closed, but someone will come and tow the vehicle so it can be fixed in the morning."

      He handed over the number, careful not to touch Brian, and turned to leave. As he was turning, he noticed Brian wipe a tear from his cheek. He felt a pang in his chest at causing the other man hurt but stiffened his spine and walked back to his cruiser. It took all of his effort to ignore his wolf that was howling inside for his to turn around and go back to Brian. Marcus gritted his teeth and continued on his path. He could not be gay. His parents were counting on him being straight. As he got in the car and drove away, he refused to look in his rearview mirror for fear he might not be able to deny his wolf any longer.
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      Marcus pulled into the driveway of the house he shared with his three brothers and found their cars and bikes parked in the garage. He groaned, of course all his brothers had to be home. God, they hadn't all been home at the same time in weeks. Why did they choose now to all be here when he just wanted to be by himself? His cock was still rock hard, and it didn't seem like it would be going down anytime soon. He could still smell Brian's scent; it clung to him like it didn't want to let go. He groaned again and thumped his hand against the steering wheel.

      This couldn't be happening. Why him? Why couldn't this man belong to one of his gay brothers? Hell, why couldn't this man be a woman? Marcus wanted to rage at fate for the torment it was causing him.

      Steeling his nerves, he got out of the car and walked towards the house. He could hear his brothers talking inside. He schooled his features and opened the door.

      "Marcus, come on in here," his eldest brother, Alex, yelled out to him from the living room.

      Well, I guess that takes care of that. No sneaking through to his bedroom.

      He should have known it wouldn't be that easy. Straightening his shoulders, he went to join his brothers in the living room. As he walked in, he noticed Alex lounging on one of the brown leather sofas with his feet on the coffee table. Next to him was Patrick, or Rick as he liked to be called, and Simon was taking up one of the recliners by himself. They all looked so relaxed watching the football game. Marcus strode over to the other recliner and flopped down. His prick was still hard, and this was the last place he really wanted to be.

      Alex smiled at him. "What's the matter with you, bad day at work?"

      "Nothing's the matter. Leave it alone," he grumbled. Alex just looked at him with that piercing gaze of his, then noticed the bulge in his pants and raised an eyebrow at him.

      Marcus quickly grabbed a cushion from behind him and shoved it over his throbbing dick.

      "You okay there?" Alex had a smile on his face that Marcus was really starting to dislike.

      "Yeah, fine," he growled at his brother. That eyebrow went up again. Shit.

      "Talk."

      "No."

      "So what's this I hear from Mum about you and Stacey breaking up?"

      Marcus groaned and ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. He should have known his mum would tattle on him to Alex. He loved his mum to death, but that woman just couldn't keep her nose out of her son's love lives.

      "What about it?"

      "Why'd you two split up? I thought you were happy. And what's with the boner you're currently sporting if you broke up with your girlfriend? Meet someone new already?"

      "No," Marcus answered, a little too quickly, he knew. He could practically see the wheels turning in his brother's head. To try to head his brother off, Marcus focused on the other things Alex had said to him.

      "My reasons for breaking up with Stacey are my own. I don't go butting into your love life and I would appreciate the same courtesy in regards to mine. And I wasn't happy, just biding my time." Marcus knew his last comment made him sound callous, but it was the truth. "You know as well as I do that Mum wants grandcubs."

      Marcus could see Alex getting ready to interrupt him but Marcus stopped him before he got started. "You know it's true, and the job of providing them has fallen to me seeing as how my brothers are all of the gay persuasion.

      "I have absolutely no problem with either of these things, you know that." He grinned at his brothers and heard a snort of laughter coming from Simon. "I love you guys no matter what and I don't mind Mum's hopes for grandbabies falling to me because I want kids as well. However, I will not have them with anyone but my mate and Stacey is not my intended."

      A sharp pain ripped through Marcus as he finished talking when he realised that he'd found his mate and there would be no possibility of having cubs of their own with the man.

      Alex's piercing gaze watched him for what felt like forever before his brother finally nodded. "Fair enough. If you need to talk, though, about anything, I'm willing to listen."

      "Thanks, but I don't think so." There was no way Marcus was ready to tell any of his family that he had just met his mate, let alone the fact that Brian was a man. Wondering what else he could say to take Alex's mind off his love life, Marcus had an idea. "You might be interested to know there's a non-affiliated wolf in town at the moment." Marcus ignored the odd pangs of guilt he felt at telling his Alpha about Brian.

      "Oh? Where'd they come from and how long are they planning on staying?" Alex asked. Marcus found it fascinating to watch as Alex went from fun-loving, pain-in-the-ass brother to tough-as-nails, no-nonsense Alpha.

      "Car broke down just outside of town. Should only be here for a day or so, depending on what's wrong with his truck."

      "Keep an eye on the situation for me, as long as he leaves within three days there's no reason for me to get involved yet."

      Marcus knew that as well. Every wolf had safe passage through another's territory if they planned to be there for three days or less. Any longer than that in one place and they had to notify and get permission from the local Alpha to be in their territory. Seeing as how Brian looked like he had been just passing through, Marcus doubted he had permission to remain in the area for an extended amount of time.

      Marcus's wolf didn't like the thought of his mate moving on to Christ knows where. He felt like he was being clawed at from the inside out. Taking a deep breath, Marcus tried to focus and calm his animal. He couldn't deal with his wolf and its reaction to Brian Townsend just yet.

      "Now if you'll all excuse me, I've had a very long twenty-four hours and I need to get some sleep."

      "Remember what I said, Marcus," Alex said as Marcus rose from his chair.

      "We're all here if you need to talk, or hell even if you need to drink and forget about everything for a while, we'll be here for that too," Patrick said with a wicked grin, nearly causing Marcus to laugh at him.

      "Thanks, Rick. I'll keep it in mind."

      "You do that. Night, bro."

      "Night, guys." Marcus turned and headed out of the lounge room and up the stairs to his bedroom.

      He made sure to close his door behind him, then collapsed on his large bed. His arm came up to cover his eyes. "What a fucked up couple of days," Marcus muttered to himself.

      Surely, fate had to be fucking with him. Marcus had never once thought of himself as gay, he couldn't understand why in the world fate would mate him with a man.

      The more Marcus continued to think about it the more sure he became that there had been some sort of mistake. Marcus wanted cubs of his own, he wanted a family and he knew he wouldn't have that with Brian.

      Thinking back on what had happened that afternoon, Marcus started to doubt if what he thought he'd smelt had really been true or not. He'd been under an enormous amount of pressure with everything that had happened with Stacey and then added on top of that his mother, not to mention the pressures of his job. Marcus became almost certain that him thinking Brian Townsend to be his mate was nothing more than his overworked brain short circuiting.

      Happy with the conclusion he'd come to, Marcus started to relax. With this one answer, he'd been able to put to bed all the questions such an unexpected development had created.

      Marcus being the man that he was, though, needed proof. He was a cop after all and in his line of worked everything needed proof in order to justify the answers they had come to. He wracked his brain trying to come up with some way that he could prove Brian meant nothing more to him than a name on some paperwork he was going to have to complete in the morning.

      He wasn't happy when the only way he could come up with was to actually go and see the man again. Marcus needed to be able to see Brian and inhale his scent without it affecting his body in any way. Positive his plan would be a piece of cake, Marcus sat up. He would go now and therefore be able to put his mind at ease. He knew if he didn't do this tonight there was no way he would be getting any sleep.

      Marcus had to prove to himself that Brian Townsend was not his mate.

      He would use the excuse of Alex wanting him to keep an eye on Brian as the reason for him stopping by. Marcus wasn't about to tell the other man that he was there to confirm that they were not mates. He may be a bastard on occasion but he wouldn't be deliberately cruel.

      He pulled out his phone and dialled the local garage. He needed to speak with George from Den Motors and see if the man had towed Brian's car and where they'd dropped Brian off.

      "Come on… answer already," he grumbled, impatient to be on his way.

      "Den Motors. You've got George."

      "George, Detective Holland here."

      "Detective, how are you? What can I do for you this fine evening?"

      "Did you get a call for a tow just outside the town limits late this afternoon?"

      "Yep. Poor guy looked pretty devastated when I arrived." Marcus could clearly hear the sympathy in George's voice. "Could tell he had been crying, though he tried to hide it. Towed his truck to the shop. Why?"

      "I need to see him in regards to a pack matter. Do you know where he's staying?"

      "Yeah, I dropped him off at the motor lodge after we dropped his truck at the shop."

      "Thanks, man, I owe you one." Marcus hung up before George could reply.

      He shoved his phone in his pocket, and making sure he had his keys, he walked out of his room. He ignored the queries from his brothers wanting to know where he was off to and walked out the door to his car.

      Now that he knew where the man was staying excitement buzzed through his system. Marcus just didn't know if it was because he was going to see his mate soon or he was going to be able to deny they were even mates. Either way Marcus would know for sure shortly. He started his car and pulled out of the driveway, heading in the direction of the motor lodge.
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      Brian lay curled up in a pair of boxer shorts in bed at the motor lodge where the nice guy who'd towed his truck had dropped him. He might have mentioned his name, but Brian just couldn't get his brain to work at the moment. The only thought going through his mind was that no one wanted him. Not his parents or his old pack, and apparently his mate didn't want him either. Brian wiped yet another tear from his cheek at that thought. His wolf lay curled up inside him completely docile as Brian mourned the loss of the last person he thought would care about him.

      He'd always been led to believe that mates were supposed to be perfect for each other. They were your other half, the missing piece of your soul. If that were the case, then why did fate decide to stick him with a straight man?

      It just wasn't fair, damn it.

      Brian curled in closer and pulled the quilt up to his chin, trying desperately not to start crying again at the turn his life had taken. Gathering his strength, he decided if his mate didn't want him, there was no reason to stick around here. Brian groaned when he remembered he didn't really have a choice in the matter.

      Whoever had picked him up this afternoon and towed his car had taken one look under the truck and announced he had a broken axle. Brian didn't even want to know how much that was going to cost to fix, but the problem was he needed his truck. He was all out of options, as much as he hated the idea of having to stay in the same town with a mate who didn't want him, he didn't see any other way around it.

      He needed to get a job and earn some more money as he was starting to run low on funds anyway. Brian knew he wouldn't have been able to go much farther in his travels before he would have been forced to stop as a matter of circumstance. Satisfied he had at least some sort of plan in place, even if he wasn't overly happy with it, Brian closed his eyes and attempted to get some sleep.

      A knock at the door a half hour later scared him enough that he let out a little squeak. Deciding he didn't know anyone in town and the person couldn't possibly be looking for him, he ignored it. A few seconds later, another knock sounded. Cuddling into his quilt, he wished whoever it was would just join the rest of the world and leave him alone.

      "Brian? I know you're in there. Open the door."

      Oh god, what did Marcus want? He had been listening enough this evening to hear when the tow truck driver told him the Detective's name was Marcus Holland. Brian couldn't think of a reason why he would be here in the middle of the night knocking on his door. He had made his feelings perfectly clear earlier when he had walked away from him without a backward glance. Knowing all that, however, still didn't stop his cock from hardening in a matter of seconds and throbbing in his boxer shorts just at the sound of the man's voice.

      "Please, Brian? I want to talk to you." He sounded so lost and a little angry as well.

      Brian was in the process of throwing his quilt off when he remembered how he had felt this afternoon, and all the hurt came rushing back. The pain of once again being rejected, so soon after his parents, had Brian struggling for breath. This wasn't how it was supposed to be. He was supposed to meet his mate, fall in love, adopt a bushel of kids and visit his parents for the holidays. Never did he imagine he would be homeless, packless, without a family and rejected by his mate.

      "Go away." Brian's voice cracked as he called out. He pulled the covers back over himself, cocooning himself in their warmth, hoping if he could just get some sleep, when he woke up he would find out this had all been one huge nightmare and his life would be set back to rights. He curled up, brought his knees up under his chin, and closed his eyes, stubbornly ignoring the image of Marcus Holland that seemed to be burned into his brain.

      "Brian, open this bloody door right now!" Marcus sounded pissed.

      As much as Brian wanted to continue to ignore the man, he really didn't think it was wise to continue to do so. Brian slowly got out of bed and walked towards the door. Resting his forehead and hand against the back of the door, Brian softly spoke to his mate, "Give me one good reason why I should let you in."

      Taking a deep breath, he waited for the reply. It would have to be bloody good for him to open the door.

      "Look, I know the timing probably isn't the best but I need to speak with you. I have a message from my Alpha."

      Crap, crap, and double crap. Brian hadn't even thought about the ramifications of his car breaking down and him being stuck here other than the torture he knew he would be putting himself through being so close to his mate. Marcus's words though brought everything else to a grinding halt. He would have to speak with the Alpha of the local pack and explain the situation. Brian had no idea what sort of reception he was likely to get seeing as how Marcus was here now with a message for him. He knew that meant his mate was high up in the pack hierarchy.

      Reluctantly Brian opened the door then turned and headed to the opposite side of the room. He refused to look at the man whose betrayal of their bond had caused him just as much pain as his parents' rejection. The scent of his mate permeated his small room quickly, and Brian bit his lip until he could taste blood to stop himself from begging the other man to accept him. Brian was stronger than that and if Marcus didn't want him, he wouldn't beg for the man's attentions no matter how much he longed for them. Inside his wolf was crying out for its mate, panting and scratching, wanting to be let out so he could go to his other half.

      Brian listened as Marcus took a couple of steps inside the room and quietly closed the door behind him.

      "I came here tonight in the hopes of proving to myself that you're not my mate."

      Brian bit down harder on his lip, feeling like his heart was breaking. He desperately tried to blink back tears but knew he wasn't successful as he felt the wet slide of them running down his cheeks. Was there some unseen force out there that wanted him to completely break? Brian knew if there was then they would get what they wanted soon as he wasn't sure how much more hurt he could endure.

      Steadying his voice, Brian somehow managed to croak out around his tears, "And what did you find?"

      "I've informed my Alpha of your presence in our territory. He has granted you safe passage for the prerequisite three days. After that his permission must be sought or your continued presence will be taken as an act of aggression towards the pack and you will be hunted down."

      Brian nodded, not saying a word as he continued to look out the window overlooking the back of the motel property. He wasn't about to tell Marcus that he'd been informed he had a broken axel and wouldn't be going anywhere for a while. He'd gotten the name of a business in town where he could find the Alpha tomorrow. Brian would go and explain his situation and hope the Alpha was kinder than his last one and wouldn't kick him out of town with nothing but his clothes.

      As for Marcus, the man had made it perfectly clear that Brian meant nothing to him, therefore Brian didn't see a reason to inform him that he was sticking around for a while. Hopefully he would be able to avoid running into him during his stay. Brian knew he wouldn't be setting down roots in Leyburn permanently. There was no way he could do that to himself, torture himself with his mate always just out of reach. He would stay, get a job and earn some money until his car was fixed and he had enough to move on, then he would be out of this place. Brian chose to ignore the pain in his chest that thought caused him.

      "Are you even listening to a word I'm saying?"

      "I heard you loud and clear. You wish we weren't mates, you want me out of town and have given me three days to do it in before you call a hunt on my ass, that about sum it up?"

      Brian heard the grunt from over by the door and figured he'd hit the nail right on the head.

      "If you don't mind, detective, I'm rather tired. It's been a trying day for me, what with being rejected and all. I'd like to get some sleep, so please don't let the door hit you in the ass on your way out."

      The growl wasn't unexpected. Brian knew his smart-ass comment was sure to get some sort of rise out of Marcus and he tensed in preparation. All he heard though was the rough opening and closing of the motel room door. He flinched at the loud bang to door made as Marcus slammed it closed after him.

      As soon as he was alone again Brian collapsed. His knees buckled, no longer able to hold up his weight and he found himself curled up in a ball on the rough carpet sobbing as all the hurt, anger and pain of the last few days all bubbled to the surface and broke free.

      Brian cried over the loss of his parents, he cried over the love of his mate that he would never get the opportunity to feel, and most of all he cried over the loss of the family he would never get to have.

      He had no idea how much time had passed—it could have been five minutes or five hours—when the sobs finally abated and Brian crawled across the carpet and pulled himself up onto the bed.

      His face felt swollen from his tears, his nose was clogged and his eyes heavy but none of that compared with the ache in his heart. Brian once again pulled the covers over him and tried to shut out the world. Things had to be better tomorrow Brian told himself. He had to believe that, otherwise he didn't think he'd survive it.
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      Marcus walked out of the motel room in a daze. He had gone there with one thought in mind. To prove Brian Townsend was not his mate, and boy hadn't that failed spectacularly.

      As soon as Marcus had gotten even remotely close to the room Brian was occupying he had been able to sense the other wolf. His scent still clung to the air outside his room and simply inhaling the intoxicating aroma had a peace settling over him at the same time his dick had started to perk up.

      The entire time he'd been in the room, Brian had refused to look at him once. Marcus had wanted to stalk over to the wolf and swing him around until he had no choice but to look at him. Not because the man's scent was driving him insane, not because he was harder than he could ever remember being, and certainly not because the sight of the tears running down his cheeks caused a pang of guilt to assault him. No, Marcus wanted Brian to look at him because he was the enforcer of his pack and he deserved the respect of a lower wolf while in their territory.

      Now, back in his car Marcus had to concentrate on evening out his breathing. Brian Townsend was his mate.

      There really was no doubt in his mind that fate had royally fucked him on this one. How could he possibly mate a man and still have the family he'd always wanted? He couldn't and that combined with the fact that he wasn't gay determined that Marcus would never be able to claim his mate. His wolf howled inside him at the loss.

      His phone rang, breaking his spiralling thoughts. Marcus pulled it from his pocket and noticing it was once again Stacey's number and declined the call. He wasn't in the mood to talk with his ex. He held out hope that she would eventually get the message and leave him the hell alone.
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      Brian woke feeling as if his head was stuffed with cotton wool. His eyes felt puffy, and his entire body ached. He knew this was all a result of his minor breakdown last night. He looked at the clock on the bedside table and wondered how he had managed to sleep so late. He'd never slept to almost noon in his life. The fact that he tossed and turned most of the night probably had more to do with it than anything else.

      Throwing the covers off, Brian slowly got out of bed, testing to make sure his legs would hold him up before taking a step.

      In the bathroom, he went through his morning routine then showered. Standing under the hot spray, Brian bowed his head and just let the water run over him. Brian refused to think about yesterday and the events that had transpired. If he did he might just give up. Even after everything he'd been through there was still a small spark or life buried deep down inside him that wasn't quite ready to do that.

      Using the hotel shampoo and body wash, Brian cleaned up and turned the shower off. Once he was dry, he walked back out to the room with the towel wrapped around his waist. He grabbed his small bag and pulled out a pairs of jeans and a t-shirt.

      He'd stopped somewhere along the way and pulled into a department store to get some cheap clothes after his first day of driving. He hadn't bought much, just a couple of pairs of jeans and a few shirts. If he was going to get a job then he'd have to find somewhere close and buy some more depending on what job he could actually get.

      Brian wasn't particularly picky about work but he would much prefer to get a job doing what he loved most and that was flowers. He wondered if Leyburn even had a florist?

      Once his shoes were tied, Brian stood and making sure he had everything he needed, he headed off in the direction of the Alpha's place of business. Brian had been told where he could find it, and seeing as it resided on the main street he didn't think he'd have much trouble. Being without a vehicle though was a pain in the ass and forced Brian to walk the entire way.

      At least this way he would get the chance to see a little more of the town.

      It took Brian a good three quarters of an hour to get from his motel to Eternal Ink, the tattoo shop owned by the Leyburn pack Alpha. Taking a deep breath, Brian pushed the door open and listened as a little bell above him announced his entry.

      He didn't have to wait long before a small slip of a woman came down the passage and out to the counter. Brian didn't think she could be more than five and a half feet tall. Her long black hair had thick chunky streaks of vivid purple running through it. Her left eyebrow was pierced as was the right side of her bottom lip and her left nostril. Brian could also see colourful tattoos decorating nearly every inch of visible skin.

      "Welcome to Eternal Ink. My name's Suzi, how can I help you?" the sweetest voice imaginable asked him and Brian could do nothing but smile at her.

      He inhaled deeply and under the smells of disinfectant and blood and a myriad of others was wolf. This woman was pack.

      "I'm new in town and I need to speak with the Alpha. I realize this isn't the usual way of going about things but I'm sort of between a rock and a hard place at the moment and was hoping he might be able to spare me five minutes of his time."

      Brian watched as the tattoo artist seemed to consider what he'd just said. "You can take a seat over there. Alex is out getting some lunch at the moment. He should be back soon. I'll call him and ask if he can spare some of his time to meet with you. What's your name?"

      "Thank you. Name's Brian Townsend."

      She nodded at him before she turned away and picked up the phone that sat next to the computer on the counter. Brian moved through the shop to the chairs indicated and looked around the walls at the hundreds of pictures of different body parts all with permanent markings drawn on them. There were just as many pictures of women as there were of men. The soft buzz of a tattoo gun from somewhere down the hall added to the atmosphere.

      He could hear the sounds of the woman talking into the phone but didn't listen in. It would be rude to intrude.

      "He'll be back shortly," Suzi called out to him from behind the counter.

      "Thank you."

      Brian watched as Suzi took one last look at him before heading back down the hall to the room she'd exited earlier.

      Settling back in the chair, Brian picked up what looked like a portfolio on the small table in the centre of the waiting area and flicked it open. The black binder was heavy as hell. Inside, Brian found even more pictures of tattoos.

      Brian didn't think he'd ever get a tattoo himself, the fact that he hated needles with a passion and didn't have a high tolerance for pain combined to ixnay the idea.

      He was about halfway through the folder, deeply engrossed in what he was looking at, when the front door opened and the bell sounded again. Brian jumped at the unexpected noise, his heartbeat quickening with the small scare.

      Brian swallowed down the lump in his throat when a huge man walked through the door.

      There was no doubt in Brian's mind that he couldn't be anything but the pack Alpha. The power and strength that radiated out of him was nearly overwhelming. He stood a good foot or so taller than Suzi. His broad shoulders were defined spectacularly by the muscles his body seemed to have an abundance of.

      The Alpha was a gay man's wet dream. He didn't know what it was but there was just something about the man that drew him in. If it wasn't for the fact that Brian was positive he'd end up getting the shit beaten out of him for even thinking about jumping the man, he'd be tempted to flirt a little. But then again his heart really wasn't up to anything of the sort at this point in time so he stuck with just looking.

      One thing Brian didn't sense coming from the much larger wolf was menace, hopefully that boded well for his future.

      Brian placed the folder back on the table and stood slowly, tilting his head to the side and exposing his neck to the much more powerful wolf.

      The Alpha continued to watch him for a time as he stood there with his neck bared until finally he walked over and touched him.

      "Follow me."

      Brian shivered as the deep powerful voice of an Alpha wolf washed over him. His previous Alpha had never made him feel like that and it made Brian wonder what it would be like to belong to a pack whose Alpha really cared about his people.

      Alex didn't wait for any kind of reply, just turned and walked down the passage Suzi had disappeared down earlier and opened a door right at the end. Brian walked into the room a couple of steps behind the Alpha and looked around, realising he was in the man's office.

      Alex strode casually across the office and around his desk, taking a seat in the large black leather chair. He indicated Brian should take a seat in one of the chairs set up in front of his desk, then leant back and folded his hands atop his stomach.

      "To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit, Mr Townsend? I was informed by my enforcer this morning that you would be out of town within the three-day allowed period, so I have to confess to being a little shocked that you're here wanting an audience with me."

      "I didn't inform your enforcer of the facts, Alpha. He made his own conclusions as to when he wanted me out of town." Brian could see the Alpha's eyebrows rise at his words but ploughed on instead of giving him a chance to ask questions. "I've been informed that my truck has a broken axle and parts will need to be ordered in so it can get fixed. Then there's the fact that I need to be able to afford the repairs. I'm stuck here at the moment and as such I would appreciate your permission to remain in town for the duration."

      "Why did you not inform my enforcer of this?"

      "Because the man's a homophobic asshole."

      "I'm sorry?" Alex spluttered at him, sitting up straight.

      "Look, I'm gay and if you're going to have a problem with that, please tell me know and I'll try to figure out another way to get my truck fixed and be out of your hair as soon as possible." Brian wracked his brain trying to come up with ideas of how he could get his car fixed and leave town as soon as possible. He did a quick calculation with the amount of money he had left in the bank and thought he might just be able to scrape by, it would leave him with nothing but he would at least be away from here.

      "Why in the world would you think my enforcer is homophobic?" The fact the Alpha had ignored his question was not lost on Brian.

      "Because when I told him he was my mate he couldn't get away from me fast enough. He's told me—in no uncertain terms—he will never mate a man, let alone me. As you've already said, he wants me out of town as soon as possible. Trust me when I tell you that hanging around here and being rejected at every turn is not my idea of a good time but I'm stuck and would appreciate a little lenience."

      Brian looked at the Alpha and stilled at the expression on the man's face. Shock was plain as day, but it also looked like all the blood had been drained from his face.

      "My brother's not gay," said Alex after a full minute of silence.

      "So he's informed me." It took a moment for what Alex had said to register fully with Brian and then he gasped. "Oh, fuck me… Brother?" he whispered.

      "Alexander Holland. Brother to Marcus, Simon and Patrick."

      "I'll be going then. Sorry to bother you." Brian jumped up and ran for the door.

      How had he not seen it? The resemblance was there for the entire world to see, the brown hair and chocolate eyes, they even had the same cheekbones. Brian berated himself for not finding out the Alpha's surname before coming here.

      "Stop right there." Alex's Alpha voice had him stopping in midstep with his hand reaching for the door handle. His entire body trembled as he worried about what the Alpha was going to do with him now. Surely, he would want to get rid of Brian just as quickly as Marcus did before anyone else found out and besmirched their studly reputations.

      "Take a seat, Brian. We haven't finished our discussion."

      "Really? Funny that, I could have sworn we were done." Brian slapped a hand over his mouth the second he'd finished talking. Jesus Christ, what in the world was he thinking smarting off to the Alpha like that.

      The slight chuckle from behind him surprised Brian. He turned to see the Alpha still sitting in his chair, completely relaxed and with a smile on his face. The smile didn't hide the slight tightening around Alex's eyes though.

      Reluctantly, but not seeing any other choice, Brian walked back and sat down.

      "So, if I'm to understand everything you said earlier, you're Marcus's mate?"

      "Not according to him." Brian couldn't help the venom that practically dripped from those words.

      "My brother can be a fucking idiot sometimes."

      Brian's mouth twitched in the beginning of a smile. Despite everything, he actually liked this Alpha. It was a shame he couldn't stick around and join the pack permanently.

      "You'll get no argument from me on that."

      "So, mates then?" Alex asked once again and Brian could do nothing but nod. "And he won't mate you because you're not female?"

      "Pretty much sums up the entirety of our conversations, yeah, oh and the 'I'm not gay' thing and the whole 'leave town'."

      Alex nodded as he seemed to think over Brian's answers.

      "There are some things you need to know about my brother."

      "I don't see why. He's made his feelings on the subject of us very clear to me and I don't see him changing his mind anytime soon."

      "Indulge me please."

      "Fine."

      "I'm gay."

      Alex could have knocked Brian over with a feather right then. That was the last thing he expected to come out of the big tough Alpha's mouth. Alex chuckled at his reaction and Brian eventually snapped his mouth closed.

      "As I was saying, I'm gay, as are my two youngest brothers, Simon and Patrick. Marcus was the lone holdout amongst us." Alex paused for a moment before he continued. "Our parents are fine with our sexuality as long as we're happy. My mother though, wants grandcubs so has placed all her hopes of getting them on Marcus as the only straight son.

      "This has put a lot of pressure on Marcus to deliver. I know he doesn't mind because he desperately wants a family of his own, but he refused to settle down and start one until he met his mate." Alex rubbed the back of his neck as Brian tried to digest everything the Alpha was telling him. "You turning out to be a man has probably thrown him for a loop. I don't think it ever once occurred to him that his mate might be male. He's more than likely seeing all his hopes and dreams for the future disappear with your sudden appearance."

      For the first time in god knew how long, Brian felt anger burn inside of him. He could feel it bubbling away until it became so much that it had to burst free.

      "You think I don't want a family too?" he yelled, unable to stop himself now that he started. "I don't have a family anymore, they threw me out like yesterday's garbage when they found out I was gay.

      "All I ever wanted was to find my mate and have some kids, be a family together. I don't care if they're not mine by blood. I would love them like they were." His heart hurt at the thought
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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