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      Jake stretched as he got out of his beat-up old Toyota. It was good to be back in his hometown again, and he was looking forward to catching up with his best friend. He had gotten home the night before after another six-month stint at the University of Melbourne. Jake was studying for his Masters of Commercial Law and had another eighteen months' worth of study ahead of him.

      However, now it was semester break and Jake had come home. He wanted to see his friends and run with his pack. That, especially, Jake had missed. Living in the heart of a large city for most of the previous few years while he was studying caused issues with his inner wolf. There wasn't a great deal of land in cities where a were could shift and run during the full moon.

      Jake was really looking forward to running with his pack once again. Speaking of pack, he looked up at the house of his Alpha, Joe Holland. Alex, his best friend, had no idea he was home for the holidays yet. He'd gotten in late and thought to surprise his friend that morning.

      Jake walked up the brick pathway, noticing there were no cars parked in the drive. He wondered if anyone was actually home. If not, he would just call his friend and find out where the hell he was. Excited now to see Alex, Jake quickened his pace.

      Lifting his knuckles, he rapped loudly on the solid wood door three times before taking a step back and waiting. Jake frowned when the door wasn't immediately opened and realised his surprise wasn't going to work if no one was home. Turning around to head back to his car, Jake had only taken two steps when he heard the unmistakable sound of the door swinging open.

      Jake spun around, expecting to see his best friend standing in the doorway. Instead he was confronted with the sight of the extremely sexy and delicious smelling, not to mention totally off-limits, youngest Holland brother.

      Jake shook his head to clear the lust coursing through his entire body. The only thing that seemed to do, however, was to stir the air around him and allow the most wonderful scent he had ever smelt in his life to permeate every pore in his body. Jake groaned as his cock hardened to just this side of painful, and his gums itched as his canines threatened to extend.

      He had never lost control of his wolf before, but staring at the young man in front of him was causing all sorts of internal struggles. Jake had always been especially drawn to Patrick, but with the cub being so much younger than he was, he had kept his distance. Now, his wolf wanted that distance to disappear.

      Before Jake knew what was happening, he found himself with his arms full of hot, horny teenager as Patrick attempted to climb his body. Jake moaned when their hard shafts rubbed against each other as Patrick's soft lips found his. Jake wrapped his arms tightly around Patrick and took control of the kiss while the younger man clung to Jake's body.

      He staggered back towards the house until he had Patrick pressed up against the wall. Jake's wolf howled his approval of the situation. His brain finally kicked back into gear, though, and he remembered exactly whom he was practically molesting against the front of his Alpha's house.

      Breaking the kiss, Jake looked down into the shocked dark eyes of the boy in his arms. Nearly black eyes stared back at him, heavy with lust and what Jake thought looked suspiciously like love. Shaking his head, Jake tried to take a step back, only to realise Patrick was still wrapped around him.

      "Mate," Patrick whispered at him.

      "Shit!" Jake couldn't help the expletive from passing his lips. He didn't expect this when he came home from uni. Jake's heart skipped a beat as the happy, excited expression slipped from Patrick's face and his legs fell from around Jake's waist.

      Mate? How the hell could this have happened? Jake knew he'd always been drawn to Patrick, just as Patrick had always seemed to find a way, in his younger years, to insinuate himself into whatever Jake and Alex were doing. Neither of them had minded much. Jake had put it down to a case of hero worship or something similar. But Patrick being his mate had never really crossed his mind.

      The age difference between them had made sure that Jake never looked at Patrick that way. If that wasn't enough, the idea of making a move on his best friend's youngest brother and what Alex would do to him if he ever found out was certainly enough to stop any errant thoughts he might have had in their tracks. That wasn't to say that Jake's eyes didn't automatically search out Patrick anytime the man stepped into the same room as him. He just refused to think of it as anything other than looking out for the younger man.

      Now though, things had changed. In the time that Jake had been away, Patrick had matured and grown even more beautiful. Wanting nothing more than to see his mate smile, Jake really couldn't deny the fact that the younger man was his mate when his entire being screamed the truth of the words. He cupped Patrick's face in his hands and gently pecked his lips in another soft kiss.

      "Is anyone else home?" he asked, wanting to move this from the front where anyone and everyone could see.

      Patrick just shook his head, looking a little too stunned to answer. Jake grabbed his hand and led the youth into the house. He needed to go somewhere he wouldn't be tempted to ravish the barely legal young man. The age of consent in the state was sixteen, but Jake was still six years older than Patrick, and the thought was just wrong as far as he was concerned. His wolf, on the other hand, didn't care about age differences. All he cared about was the fact that his mate had been found and was of suitable age. Jake had to grit his teeth as his animal fought for what it wanted.

      Looking around, Jake decided the lounge room with its large couch was definitely out, as were any of the bedrooms. That only left the dining room and the kitchen. They seemed safe enough.

      Jake took a seat at the head of the table, while Patrick sat in the chair to his right. He never once let go of Jake's hand, which Jake was silently happy about. His mate might have been young, but Patrick was still his and Jake wanted to touch as much as he was allowed.

      "So, this is a surprise." Talk about stating the obvious, but Jake was still in shock.

      Patrick laughed and the sound shot straight to Jake's cock. Patrick's entire face lit up, and Jake wanted to see his mate laugh every day, just so he could see that expression. It wasn't like Jake hadn't seen or heard Patrick laugh a million times in the past, but now everything seemed different. The way Patrick looked, how he felt, his scent…oh god, how his scent filled Jake's lungs and seemed to settle inside him.

      "I didn't realise the mating instinct would feel so strong. I'm only sixteen," Patrick said, breaking Jake away from his thoughts. Patrick blushed and ducked his head, shy all of a sudden. Jake groaned as his cock throbbed in his now uncomfortable pants. Jake was about two seconds away from dragging Patrick out of his chair and laying him out on the table like a buffet. "I've always had a crush on you," Patrick admitted so quietly that if it wasn't for his superior hearing, Jake would have missed it. His mate's soft confessions weren't helping Jake's control one bit.

      Jake tucked a knuckle under Patrick's chin and lifted his face so he could once again look his mate in the eyes. He knew Patrick wasn't going to like what he had to say, but there was no other choice as far as he could see. "I can't claim you yet." But boy did he want to. His wolf howled inside him and scratched to be let out. Jake winced as he felt like he was being ripped open from the inside out.

      Patrick's eyes widened and his mouth opened in shock.

      "Please hear me out." Jake cursed, not at all liking the look of hurt that crossed Patrick's features. "You're only sixteen. I'm six years older than you, and I'll be leaving again in a week to go back to Melbourne for uni. If I claim you now, I wouldn't be able to leave you behind, and I can't take you with me. You still have school here to complete." Jake hated the situation as much as he knew Patrick did, but there really wasn't anything that could be done. If he hadn't come home, if he'd just stayed in Melbourne until he'd finished his Masters, then Patrick would have been older, more mature and they would have had the ability to mate, instead of having to wait like they were being forced to do now.

      Patrick looked so sad, but he nodded his understanding.

      "I'm not saying I won't claim you, Patrick, we just need to give it time." Jake pulled Patrick forward and kissed his mate, trying to reassure himself as much as Patrick that everything would work out if they just gave it the time they needed for both of them to finish school. Breaking the kiss, another thought entered Jake's head. "Fuck, your brother and your dad are going to kill me." He groaned at the mere idea of telling Alex his youngest brother was Jake's mate.

      Patrick laughed again, the light tinkling sound seeping into Jake's skin. "I won't tell them until you're willing to claim me. How's that?"

      Jake was blown away by what Patrick was willing to sacrifice for him. He knew Patrick didn't offer his word lightly, and Jake also knew just how close the Holland family was. There were never any secrets between them. For Patrick not to announce that he'd found his mate to make things easier between Jake and Alex was mind-blowing.

      "You don't have to do that, Patrick. I don't mind if you want to tell them, they're your family," Jake said carefully, not wanting to sound ungrateful.

      "I know I don't have to, Jay, but I want to." The sound of the nickname Patrick had given him years ago said in Patrick's soft voice sent shivers down Jake's spine. "I want to keep you all to myself for the time being. If no one else knows, then you're all mine." His cheeks turned pink at the confession. Jake loved the look.

      Patrick rubbed his hand over the stubble on Jake's cheek. He'd been lazy since he finished school and hadn't shaved in several days. "I like this look on you. It makes you look even sexier than before."

      "I should head off before your family gets home and finds me ravishing you," Jake announced suddenly, the lust in his voice making it even deeper than usual. His body screamed to do just what he'd said.

      "You can ravish me anytime you want," Patrick offered.

      Jake wasn't strong enough not to bring their lips together and once more take control of the other man's mouth. He thrust his tongue past Patrick's lips and growled at the taste. He slowly gentled the kiss until he pulled back completely.

      "Have you got your own phone?" Jake asked when he once more had the power of speech. Patrick nodded and gave him his number. "I'll call you tomorrow."

      "I'd like that," Patrick said and then they stood.

      They walked through the house to the front door in silence. Cupping Patrick's cheek, Jake placed a gentle peck on the kiss-swollen lips. "Be good," he whispered before he turned and left the house. Jake didn't look back as he didn't think he would be able to leave if he saw his mate watching him walk away.

      Jake got in his car and drove to the pack running grounds. He had excess energy to burn, and his wolf was demanding to be let out. His was the only car in the car park as he pulled up and got out. Jake stripped where he was, as there was no one else around, and walked into the bush. He shifted, then ran. Several hours later, his thoughts were still stuck on the fact that Patrick Holland was his mate, his very young and inexperienced mate.

      The idea of being Patrick's only lover brought forth a howl of possessiveness. He loved the fact that no other man would ever get the opportunity to touch his mate. Now that he knew exactly who Patrick was to him, it was going to kill Jake not to be near him. Jake had to talk to his father and let him know he'd found his mate, even if he couldn't claim Patrick yet.

      Exhausted after his run, Jake took his time making his way back to his dad's house.

      His mum had died several years before, which had just left Jake and his dad. Jake had never been especially close to his dad, his mum being the one that had held the family together. His parents had been a mated pair. Jake knew his father had loved his mother deeply, they had been very happy together.

      Jake unlocked the door and made his way through the house to his old room. He didn't see the point of having his own place when he was only here for a couple of weeks. He was thankful now that he was staying with his father, even if they didn't get along great, because if he had his own space, the temptation to have Patrick with him would be great.

      He stripped his clothes once again and headed for the bathroom. Jake stopped to look in the mirror. He knew it was silly, but if Patrick liked him with stubble, then he would keep it. He would have to buy a shaver to keep it to the length he wanted as he didn't want to be sporting a full beard. That look wouldn't suit him at all, he didn't think.

      Turning the water on to heat up, Jake palmed his still hard cock and watched as a bead of precum appeared at the tip. Jake stepped into the water and hissed as the hard spray hit his aching shaft. Now he could finally do something about it.

      He grabbed the conditioner from the shelf and squirted a generous amount in his hand, then wrapped his fist around his dick and squeezed hard. Jake moaned as lightning bolts of arousal shot through his body. His thoughts were firmly back on Patrick wrapped around his body as their mouths met in a spine-melting kiss.

      Jake increased his speed, knowing he wouldn't last long. He had been on edge for hours. Remembering the feeling of Patrick's hard shaft rubbing against his own sent Jake careening over the edge. His mate's name escaped his lips at the exact moment of ecstasy as his prick erupted with streams of cum. Jake placed his palm against the wall as he attempted to keep his legs from buckling beneath him as the last shudders of his orgasm left his body.

      Once Jake was sure he could stand without his legs giving way, he quickly washed his body and stepped out of the shower. He dried himself, then made his way back to his room. Jake collapsed facedown on his bed and succumbed to the exhaustion that swept through his body.

      

      Jake startled awake several hours later as the front door slammed shut. His dad was home, and it didn't sound like he was in a good mood. Every time Jake came home from school, his father had more and more mood swings. Jake wondered how his father would take the news that he had a male mate.

      He hoped the news would bring his father some joy; after all, the man knew exactly what it was like to be mated. It might be a bit of a shock who Jake's mate was, however. Alex had come out several years ago and his dad had told him to each his own. This gave Jake hope his father would be fine with his own sexuality. He had never really thought about coming out himself as Jake enjoyed a well-rounded sex life.

      Patrick had agreed not to mention their mating to anyone, but Jake wanted to ask his father to keep an eye on his mate until he could finish uni and get back here permanently.

      Jake dressed in silence and made his way down the hall, looking for his dad.

      He found him in the living room sitting in his favourite chair watching the news. "Hey, Dad, bad day at the office?"

      "Yeah, you could say that. Pizza for dinner okay?" Arthur Richmond was a large man, with thick black hair and wide shoulders. He had sharp cheekbones, and his five o'clock shadow was as dark as the hair on his head. He was also one of the more powerful wolves in their pack.

      "That's fine, you want me to order?" Jake took the nod as assent and went to get the phone. He placed their order for pizza and then joined his father. He wanted to give his dad time to relax, so Jake decided to wait until after they'd eaten to bring up his new discovery.

      Jake watched the television with his dad until the doorbell rang. He paid for their dinner, grabbed a couple of plates and went back to the living room. They ate in silence until the entire pizza was gone.

      Once Jake was sure his dad had relaxed enough, he gathered his courage and turned to face his father. "Dad, can we talk?"

      His father muted the television before he adjusted his position in his seat to face Jake. They were catty-corner to each other with Jake sitting on the couch. "How's school going?" About the only thing his father was proud of Jake for was becoming a lawyer.

      "Fine, Dad, school's good. It's a lot of information to take in, but I'm doing well." Jake looked his father in the eye. "That's not what I want to talk to you about, though." He really hoped this went well. Jake wanted to be able to ask his father to keep an eye on Patrick when he had to go back to classes.

      His dad looked a little shocked, but his expression still showed love and acceptance of whatever Jake wanted to talk about. "Okay, then, what is it?"

      Jake sucked in a deep breath, then let it out. It was like ripping off a Band-Aid. "I found my mate." Okay, so maybe not quite like ripping off a Band-Aid.

      His dad's expression showed nothing but joy. "That's great! Where is she? Why didn't you bring her home with you?" He was looking around as if he expected someone else to walk out from around a corner.

      Jake winced at his dad's assumption about the sex of his mate. "It's a little more complicated than that, Dad."

      "What's complicated? You claim her and bring her home to meet me."

      "Dad, my mate is Patrick Holland, and he's only sixteen. That's why it's complicated." Jake watched as the love and joy on his father's face changed instantly to anger and hatred. Jake was startled at his father's expression.

      "Dad?" he queried when his father had failed to say anything for a minute or two.

      "Your mate is who?" his dad screamed at him. Jake sat there shocked, not only at the sudden burst of sound in the quiet room, but also the vehemence he heard in his dad's voice, a sound he'd never thought to hear from the man who had raised him.

      "Patrick Holland, the Alpha's youngest son." Jake hoped that the mention of their Alpha might calm his father down, but he was mistaken.

      Arthur Richmond seemed to get even angrier. "I forbid you to claim him!" his father roared as he leapt to his feet.

      Shock coursed through Jake's body as he jerked back quickly. God, he hoped he had misunderstood what his father had said. "Dad, Patrick's only sixteen. I've already told him I won't claim him, at least until after I finish school."

      All Jake's hopes died when his father's next words registered. "I don't care how old the kid is," his father answered, practically biting off each word through clenched teeth. "You. Are. Not. Going. To. Claim. Him! I. Forbid. It."

      Jake looked at his father: face red with rage, hands in white-knuckled fists, his chest heaving with every breath he took. He had never seen his dad like this. "Why?" he asked since he couldn't get his head around why his father was so against him mating Patrick.

      "You are not gay. You will never be gay. I don't care what your friends do with their lives, but my son will not lower himself to be a goddamn sodomite."

      Jake shook his head, trying to understand where all this sudden anger and hatred had come from. Had his dad always been like this and he had just never seen it?

      "Dad, Patrick is my mate. It doesn't matter what gender he is, I have to claim him." Jake tried again, pleading with his father to understand. "Surely you can understand just how hard it would be for me to stay away from my mate. You felt the pull with Mum. You know what I'm going through."

      Before he could even blink, his father was in front of him. He hauled Jake off the couch and pressed him against the wall with his fist wrapped tight around Jake's throat. "How dare you mention your mother! She would be as disgusted as I am to know her son is a perverted faggot." Claws dug into his skin as his dad pressed harder, cutting off his air supply. Jake could feel the trickle of blood run down his neck.

      His father stood with his face mere centimetres from Jake's own, not once letting up the grip around his throat. Jake could barely breathe and what little air he did have drained from his body at his dad's next words. "Now you listen to me and you listen good." Arthur Richmond shook him menacingly before continuing. "You lay one hand on your so-called mate and I will kill the little fucker. I don't care who his father is."

      All the blood drained from Jake's face at the same time the air expelled from his lungs. Jake couldn't believe what he had just heard. "You run and tell anyone else that he's your mate and I kill him. I will not have a fag for a son, do you understand me?" Jake could barely move, he was pinned so tight against the wall. "I have no problem with carrying out my threat against the little shit, so you better take me fucking seriously."

      A minute nod of the head was all Jake could manage. His father spat in his face as he stepped back and let him go. "Get out of my sight," Arthur snarled, disdain practically dripping from his words.

      Jake doubled over, heaving to gain precious oxygen back into his lungs. Once sure he could move, Jake stood straight and looked his father in the eyes for the last time. "If you touch a hair on Patrick's head, I will kill you myself."

      Jake turned to make his way to his bedroom. He heard his father call out behind him, "That may be so, son, but it won't stop your so-called mate from being dead."

      Jake ignored his father and collapsed on his bed as his mind processed everything he had gained and lost all in the matter of a day.

      Hours later, he heard his father moving around getting ready for bed. When everything was once again quiet and he was sure his old man was asleep, Jake packed everything he wanted to keep and left. He would never come back to this house again as long as his father was alive.

      Jake loaded his car up and drove away. He wiped at the tears running down his cheeks as he made it to the town limits. Jake had to call Patrick. He knew it was late, but hopefully his mate would have his phone close by. Jake pulled over and stared at the name of his mate in his phone. The screen blurred behind his tears, and Jake angrily wiped them away. He couldn't do this if he was crying. Gathering all the courage he had, he pressed the button to connect the call.

      Jake knew if he saw Patrick again, he would ask the young cub to go with him, and that wasn't fair to either of them or Patrick's parents. This was the only thing Jake could think to do to keep his mate safe from his father for the time being.

      The call connected after a couple of rings and his mate's sleepy voice sounded. "Hello?" The word was almost slurred. Jake had to stop himself from smiling.

      "Patrick—" Jake's throat closed in refusal to let out anything else.

      "Jay?" Jake could hear rustling in the background as his mate moved in bed.

      "Listen…Patrick," Jake tried again, forcing his throat to cooperate. "I've thought about things, and we can't be together." He could feel his throat trying to close up and his eyes began to swim.

      "I know that, Jay, you said that this afternoon. When I finish school and you come back from uni for good, we can be together then." The hope and longing in Patrick's voice was evident. Jake had to bite his lip, hard, to stop himself from crying.

      Jake shook his head even though the other man couldn't see him. "No, Patrick." Jake forced himself to continue. "We can't be together, ever. I don't want you as my mate." It was the hardest thing Jake had ever said.

      The quick indrawn breath on the other end of the line nearly broke his heart. "What?" The word broke on the end of a sob, and Jake hated himself for putting his young innocent mate through this. More than anything, though, he cursed his homophobic father.

      "I don't want you as my mate. I'm heading back to uni tonight. Please don't call me."

      "No, wait, please, Jay, can't we talk about this? We're fated to be together. I love you." His mate's quiet sobs shattered what remained of Jake's heart.

      Jake managed to squeeze out one more word, "No," before he hung up the phone and broke down. Jake turned his phone off when he could no longer handle seeing his mate's name constantly pop up on the screen.

      Jake wiped his eyes a short time later and put the car in gear. He had a life to get back to. It may be one filled with a broken heart and loneliness from now on, but Jake would be back.

      He couldn't stay away from his mate no matter what his father said. When he finished school he would be back to watch over Patrick and make sure his father never laid a hand on a single hair on Patrick's head. With that plan in place, Jake took off on the dark road back to Melbourne.

      

      A week later, he was back on campus sporting a brand new tattoo and waiting for the first lecture of the semester to begin.
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      Rick Holland swiped at the tears running down his cheeks as stared at the phone in his trembling hand. He was having trouble believing what had just happened. Rick hiccupped with the force of his sobs and, through tear-filled eyes, redialled Jake's number. The damn thing just rang and rang, and when no one answered, he disconnected the call and tried again. Rick kept trying until eventually the call wouldn't even connect.

      He collapsed back on his bed, sobs shaking his still growing body as he curled under the blankets. Rick shoved the doona in his mouth in an effort to quiet his sounds, not ready to deal with his parents or brothers if they overheard him.

      Rick couldn't understand what had happened. They had been so happy earlier in the day when Rick had found Jake on the front porch of the house and realised the man he had been lusting after for years was his mate. The kisses they'd shared had sent shockwaves through Rick's body and lit it up like a Christmas tree. The second Jake had left him, Rick had raced to his room and beaten off what felt like a half a dozen times. His dick had been in a perpetual state of happy since the encounter, and Rick had been walking around on cloud nine all afternoon and evening.

      It had been hell not being able to tell his family why he was so happy, but he had promised Jake he would keep it a secret. Rick did understand why it was a good idea to keep their being mates quiet. He was only sixteen, after all, and still in high school. It wasn't unheard of for mates to find each other that young. However, in the rare cases these days when mates met at such a young age, the pair refrained from officially mating until their eighteenth birthdays. Customs had to change over the years to fit with modern morals. This allowed the couple to mature and still experience their adolescence, albeit most times together. As it was, Jake still had a couple of years to go at university, not to mention the fact Jake was also Alex's best friend.

      Rick loved his brothers, all of them, but Alex, being the oldest, could be a little overbearing. Rick was sure that if Alex found out his best friend was his baby brother's mate, all hell would break loose.

      A fresh wave of tears broke over Rick as he realised he didn't have to worry about that anymore. Jake had been more than clear when he'd said he didn't want Rick. How could his heart feel as if it was breaking when the only difference from yesterday to today was one revelation?

      One little revelation, well, huge really, had caused Rick to experience the most incredible high of his life and then followed it up roughly twelve hours later with the most gut-wrenching low.

      How was Rick supposed to go through the rest of his life knowing who his mate was and not being able to touch him? Wolves weren't supposed to live without their mates. They were their other halves, the missing pieces of their souls.

      Rick curled into a ball and hugged his pillow tight against his chest, sobbing harder than before, desperate to keep quiet. He hoped his sobs didn't carry to his family. Rick really couldn't deal with them right now, and no matter what Jake said, Rick wasn't about to break the promise he made to his mate and tell his family what had happened. He didn't know how he was going to pull it off, though.

      When pain shot through Rick's hand, he looked down through tear-clogged eyes and found his phone still clenched tight within his fingers. He had to try several times before his digits finally responded and the phone dropped to the bed beside him.

      Rick closed his eyes, unable to look at the object any longer. He shivered; even though the room wasn't cold, Rick's body shook. He pulled the blankets tighter around himself in an effort to get warm, but nothing seemed to work. Rick lay there most of the night, and every time he closed his eyes, images of Jake would appear from earlier in the day.

      The uncertainty quickly followed by joy on Jake's face as Rick had wrapped himself around the older man and proclaimed them mates was easy to see in his memory. Rick opened his eyes immediately, not ready to relive those moments yet.

      He lay there occasionally wiping away the tears and snot that ran as he cried for the life he was supposed to have but wouldn't get the chance at now.

      How was he equipped to deal with this situation? Sixteen and he'd already lost half his soul. This kind of thing wasn't supposed to happen until after he'd had a chance to live a little.

      Before Rick knew it, soft dawn light started to shine through the gaps in the blinds. His eyes felt heavy and grainy, and he didn't think he'd managed a wink of sleep. Rick had never had a night like the one before but had a bad feeling there were going to be more of them in his future.

      Rick reluctantly crawled out of bed and headed for the bathroom. He had to get out of there before his family woke and found him in this state. He wasn't up for twenty questions.

      As soon as he'd finished his business, Rick washed his hands and splashed cold water on his face. The shock of the water did nothing to help him. He still felt like crap. Rick made his way back to his room and dressed in a pair of athletic shorts and a tank top. He shoved his feet into his sneakers and wrote his parents a quick note that he was in need of a run in another form and not to worry about where he'd gone.

      Rick left the note on the dining room table, knowing his mother would see it on her way to the kitchen. He walked out the back door, grabbed his mountain bike from where it rested against the wall and made his way through the side gate to the front of the house. Unfortunately, he had no other way to get to the pack grounds but by bicycle. The sun was barely peeking over the horizon as Rick mounted his bike and took off.

      This was one of those times that Rick cursed his age. He would have loved to have been able to jump in a car and take off after Jake last night. There were two problems with that, though. One, he didn't own a car, and two, he didn't have his licence. Well, he had his learner's permit, but that meant he was only allowed to drive a vehicle with a fully qualified person present in the car and that wasn't going to happen.

      So Rick had to content himself with his bike for another few months until he was able to test for his provisional licence, but even that didn't solve the fact he didn't own a car. Right now, though, the bike was exactly what he needed. Rick rode flat-out through the quiet streets of Leyburn, his body soon covered in a fine mist of sweat from the exertion.

      He followed the road out of town and up into the mountains, the sun fully up now and lighting the way before him. Rick turned off at the entrance to the pack grounds and rode up the steep winding hill. He was mentally and physically exhausted by the time he made it to the car park. He didn't stop there. Even though there were no cars about, Rick rode right on into the forest, the sound of the leaves and twigs snapping and crackling under the tyres of his bike matched only by the sound of his heavy breathing.

      When Rick finally made it through the trees to the pack clearing, he laid his bike down and tumbled to the ground. He lay there for a moment heaving in lungfuls of air. Rick rolled over onto his hands and knees, his fingers digging into the earth beneath him as he cried out his pain and sorrow at losing his mate.

      He felt his beast rise, and Rick scrambled to shed his clothes before they were shredded. He didn't want to be stuck here naked with no way to contact anyone and ask for new ones to be brought to him. Rick had just managed to kick his shorts off when his wolf took over. He'd only shifted a half dozen times so far, and the process was still new to him.

      His skin felt tight, his body hot, his muscles contracting and loosening. Rick tried to relax and let the shift happen, but after the last twenty-four hours, he was too wound up. Instead, his wolf, sensing his distress and wanting to take charge before anything else happened, burst through his skin. One second a man, the next a wolf. Rick screamed, which soon turned into a howl as his animal took over.

      Rick sat on his haunches, lifted his muzzle into the air, and howled out his pain and anguish from the previous night. He cried out for the loss of his mate. When the sorrowful sound ended, Rick stood and shot off into the trees. He needed to run, to let his wolf take charge and lead for a while.

      The sun was high in the sky by the time Rick made his way back to the clearing. It didn't look like anyone else from their pack had been there as his things were still exactly as he'd left them.

      Rick lay down next to his belongings, his head resting on his front paws, his tongue lolling to the side as he caught his breath, and took a moment to relax before he shifted back again. He closed his eyes and let the sun beat down on his body, the cool gentle breeze ruffling his fur felt good, and Rick finally let his exhausted body rest.

      

      Someone shaking him woke him several hours later. Rick blinked his eyes several times and squinted in the bright afternoon sun. It took him a moment to get his bearings back, and he realised he was lying in the middle of the pack grounds naked just before he registered that Alex had been sent to look for him.

      Rick couldn't really blame his mother, he hadn't expected to be gone for as long as he had been, but after last night he was just too exhausted to do anything else. The thought of last night brought a dull ache to his heart, and he reached up to rub to the spot absently.

      "Everything okay, squirt?" Alex asked as he hunched down next to him. "Mum's having a damn conniption because you've been gone for so bloody long."

      "Don't call me that. You know I hate it," Rick growled at his brother. Just because he hadn't finished growing yet and stood well shorter than all his brothers, they all took it upon themselves to rub the fact into him whenever they could. He knew it was all light-hearted teasing. Rick just wasn't in the mood for it today.

      He was thankful the shift and the run had cleared up what he was sure would have been a puffy crying wookie face from hell. Rick was thankful his eyes no longer felt gritty and laced with sand. His heart ached immeasurably, but he'd had a lot of time to think while his wolf had taken over, and Rick had decided he wasn't going to give up.

      Jake was his mate. You only got one of those in a lifetime, and there was no way he was just going to stand by and let his walk away from him. There was nothing Rick could do about it right now, though. He had to continue with life as if nothing had changed, as if his world hadn't flipped on its axis in the course of a single day and…

      "Hello… Earth to Patrick? Come in, Patrick."

      Rick snapped out of his thoughts to his brother waving a hand in front of his face like he was a space cadet. He reached out and batted Alex's hand away, rolling his eyes at how damn annoying the man really was. This guy was supposed to be their next Alpha. Heaven help them all.

      "I'm fine, just needed to run and then fell asleep," Rick said in exasperation as Alex continued to hover over him. He stood and started to pull on his clothes. "Now if you don't mind, would you leave me in peace so I can dress and then I'll head home so Mum can stop worrying?"

      Rick turned away from his brother. He knew Alex was probably sensing all types of things from him, especially in his body language, but Rick couldn't stand there, look his brother in the eyes, and outright lie to him about being okay. He wasn't okay. Rick didn't know if he ever would be okay again. He just knew he needed to keep up appearances as best he could until he got a handle on his emotions and managed to bottle everything away. Everything was too raw, too new, and Rick was just too young to be able to lock any of it away right now.

      "Rick," Alex started.

      "Don't, please, Alex. I'm fine. Just let me finish getting dressed and ride home." If Rick's voice broke halfway through the sentence, he refused to acknowledge it.

      "I can take you home. We can throw the bike in the back." Alex clapped a large hand on his shoulder and squeezed. He knew his big brother meant well and was just trying to look out for him, but it was more than Rick was capable of handling at that moment.

      He shook his head. "Thanks, but I want to ride. The exercise will do me good. Can't have a fat werewolf on our hands." Rick attempted to smile as he turned and started to shove his feet into his sneakers. He never tied the things up, left the laces so loose his feet could practically slide right in and out of them. His mum was always having a go at him about doing up his shoes, but Rick, in typical teenage rebellion, ignored her.

      Alex snorted and Rick looked up to see the smile on his brother's face. He thought it might have looked a little forced, but he wasn't going to delve into it as he didn't want Alex poking around in his life just then. "Like that's even a possibility."

      "You never know, plus I like the ride and the solitude. I'll be home shortly," Rick said as he grabbed the handlebars of his bike and lifted it from where it lay on the ground. He swung his leg over the middle bar and sat on the seat. He gave his brother a mock salute and then took off, heading for the edge of the woods once again.

      Rick pretended he didn't hear Alex calling out for him as he crashed through the tree line. Unlike earlier when everything was just about silent, now there were plenty of noises to accompany his momentum. Birds chirped, rodents scurried about, insects flew by and rabbits and some larger marsupials went about their business.

      He broke through the tree line to the almost deserted car park. Only Alex's car sat stationary in the lot. Rick rode right on by without stopping and headed for home. He didn't rush as he'd done that morning, taking his time and not exhausting himself. Alex drove by not long after he hit the main road leading to the town. Alex waved out his window and passed Rick on the side of the road. Being a typical teenager, Rick stuck his finger up at his brother.

      Rick laughed for what seemed the first time in forever when his brother's hand changed to a similar gesture. The levity soon left him, though, as Alex drove out of sight.

      It took some time, but Rick eventually pulled into the driveway at home. He made his way through the side gate and to the back of the house with his bike. He leant it against the wall and turned only to be met with the sight of his mother standing in the doorway with her arms crossed, a scowl on her face.

      "You shouldn't scowl, Mum, the expression doesn't suit you at all. You're much too gentle for it," Rick said as he walked right up to his mum and wrapped his arms around her.

      His mother made a surprised squeak before she extracted her arms and hugged Rick back. As much as he loved his parents, he was a typical boy and the hugs and kisses had grown few and far between. Right now, though, he needed the comfort of his mum.

      "You okay, baby?" she asked him gently.

      Rick took in a deep shuddering breath and then let it out. He had to hold it together. "Yeah, Mum, I'm fine. Just had a need to run this morning, and I fell asleep afterwards. Didn't mean to worry you."

      His mother gave him an appraising look. He didn't think she believed him, but just when she opened her mouth to start talking again, Rick beat her to the punch.

      "Do I smell cookies?" He smiled, as big and as fake as he could make it.

      His mother sighed, as if knowing she wasn't going to get anything more out of him.

      "Maybe," she said slyly.

      Rick stepped back and drew in a deep breath, inhaling his mother's wonderful scent, but also sugar, golden syrup, oats and coconut. Rick groaned. "You made ANZAC Biscuits." His mouth watered, he couldn't wait. His mother made the best ANZAC Biscuits he'd ever tasted, better than any shop bought ones any day of the week.

      He let out a loud whoop as he picked his mother up from where she stood blocking the door and swung her around so he could dash inside.

      Maryanne laughed at his antics before she called out to him, "Patrick Joseph Holland, don't you dare touch those biscuits."

      Full names were a scary thing when either of his parents pulled them out, but the joy and laughter in his mum's voice had Rick willing to brave her wrath as he darted into the kitchen to see ANZAC biscuits laid out on cooling racks right across the entire length of the bench. His mother had made a shitload of the things. It didn't surprise him, though. They never lasted very long; each and every member of the family loved them and tended to eat them like they were going out of fashion, which they never would.

      Rick loaded up his hands with the still warm cookies and raced out of the kitchen, stopping only long enough to give his mum a kiss on the cheek, not willing to wait around for her to interrogate him further on his absence this morning.

      Once again in the solitude of his room, Rick closed the door and headed for his bed. He stopped dead in his tracks when he spotted his phone lying in the middle of his bed. His eyes began to water again as he remembered the conversation that had taken place last night. Rick wiped his eyes angrily and stuffed a cookie in his mouth. The rest he placed on the wooden bedside table, and then he sat on the edge of his mattress.

      He reached out a shaking hand and picked up the phone. Rick somehow managed to swallow his food around the large lump that had formed in his throat. He brought up his contact listing, and even seeing Jake's name there sent a shock of pain through his chest. Rick pressed the button to connect the call and waited. The sound of the phone ringing on the other end was more that he thought he would get. Hope started to rise that maybe Jake had had a chance to think things over and the dawn of a new day would give them the opportunity to be together.

      Hope faded fast though as the ringing of the phone continued without the call being answered. Eventually the system gave up on connecting the call and Rick was left with the engaged tone. He ended the call, placed his phone on the table, and picked up another cookie.

      Rick scooted back on the bed against the wall and brought his knees up to his chest. He wrapped his arms around his legs and rested his head on his knees. He didn't try to hold back the silent tears that fell.

      

      The next month passed with Rick walking around in fog. He ate, he showered, he went to school and attended his afterschool job at the local supermarket. Apart from that, he didn't smile, he barely saw his friends, and he didn't join in on family or pack activities. Rick attended them, sure, but just ended up sitting quietly in a corner while the rest of them went about their business.

      He knew his family was worried about him. Every chance his mum got, she tried to corner him and ask him what was wrong. Rick's response was always the same. "I'm fine." He wasn't really, though, never would be again. Every day Rick called his mate, and every day Rick was forced to listen as the phone rang and rang in his ear. Hope always bloomed that maybe today was the day Jake would answer his call, and every day his heart took another pummelling when the ringing stopped and he had to end the call.

      His father had tried talking to him on several occasions, as had Alex. Simon and Marcus had both called him to find out what was going on as they were both out at university. Marcus only had a year left and Simon had just started. Those conversations were always easier, as they weren't face to face and Rick could always hang up if his brothers got too annoying.

      As much of a ball-breaker as his mother was, it was his father and Alex he had to look out for the most. His dad was the Alpha of his pack with Alex next in line. His wolf warred inside of him to submit and tell them what was going on. Only loyalty to his mate allowed him to override the intense urge to follow his father's orders.

      Those conversations always left him feeling worse. If he spilled and told his secrets, then he would be betraying his mate's trust. But every time he lied and told his father he was fine, he felt like he was betraying not only the bond of a father and son, but also that of an Alpha and packmate. Rick wanted to scream his pain into the night but knew he couldn't do that either without raising even more questions.

      One thing Rick did do, though, with any kind of enthusiasm was study and practice for his provisional licence. His parents had made a deal with all four of their children that when it came to their first car they would match any amount of money the boys had saved and wanted to use towards the purchase of a vehicle. Rick had a nice amount saved up for the purchase of his first car. If the plan Rick had in place to win his mate back had any chance of success, then he needed both a car and his licence.
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      Jake stared at his phone as Patrick's name once again flashed across the screen. It had been roughly two months since that fateful night when Jake had gone to his father and told him the wonderful news that Jake had found his mate and his life had been turned upside down by his father's hate and bigotry.

      He watched silently as the calls came in from his mate day after day. He never answered them. He wasn't strong enough to do that. Jake knew Patrick would want to know why, would want them to be together despite his father, but Jake's dad would never allow that. As it was, he'd received several pictures from his dad of Patrick as his mate went about his day, unaware he was being photographed.

      Jake hated the way Patrick looked in the photos, too skinny and downtrodden. But he cherished the pictures just as much as he hated them. They were the only photos he had of his mate.

      He wasn't doing much better than his mate. Jake was dangerously close to failing one of his courses if he didn't get his act together shortly. His appearance had also gone to shit. He no longer shaved regularly, only bothering when the whiskers got to the point that he could no longer stand them. His skin was looking drawn, and he hadn't been for a run in wolf form since he'd left, afraid that if he did Jake might not get control again.

      Jake had set his course and as much as he hated it, had to stick with it. It was time, he knew that. Watching his mate's name flash on his phone every day was Jake's own brand of living hell. He had to break the cycle or else neither of them would ever be clear to move on with their lives.

      He bit the bullet and dialled the phone company and went through the motions of getting a new number. Jake hoped Patrick could forgive him one day for everything that he'd done, but he couldn't continue on, seeing Patrick calling him daily. It was bad enough when his best friend, Alex, called him all worried about how his baby brother was acting and not knowing what had happened to him.

      Jake was surprised Patrick hadn't told his family the truth to begin with, then warmth spread through him as he realised his mate wouldn't betray the secret Patrick had offered to keep. Jake had gone on a three-day bender after that revelation.

      The calls from Alex came in at least once a week, and Jake had to bite his tongue through them. He couldn't exactly tell his best friend why he didn't want to talk about Patrick. Jake doubted Alex would ever speak to him again if he found out the truth.

      The following day when his new number had come into effect, Jake sent messages to all his friends with his new contact details, giving them all a rubbish line about losing his phone and having to get a new one. No one seemed to question him, just sent their sympathy at such a shitting thing happening and adding his new details to their listing. Even though Jake didn't send his new number to Patrick, he still kept his mate's number tucked away in his phone. Jake knew it was stupid, but he couldn't seem to give up that final piece.

      He also didn't bother sending his new number to his father. He had nothing to say to that man. If he wanted to contact Jake, then he could send him an email or letter.

      A knock at his door broke him out of his wandering thoughts. "Come in," Jake yelled from where he lay on his bed.

      He smiled when Josie, his friend and classmate, stuck her head round the door. "Come on, you lazy ass, if I'm going to have a chance in hell at helping you pass this class, then you need to get that gorgeous butt of yours into gear."

      Jake couldn't help but laugh.

      The woman was a spitfire. Bright red hair cut in a short bob, her lips were nearly as red as her head and her mouth looked soft and pouty. Her eyes sparkled at the moment, but they turned hard as granite if she was ever pissed off. She also didn't stand any taller than five and a half feet and had just the right amount of breast that a man could cup in the palm of his hand.

      They had met last year when they had both taken the same law class. Both of them being wolves in a sea of humans had drawn them together. Josie had been dating someone at the time, otherwise Jake would have happily gone there. Now Josie was single, and Jake couldn't even think of anyone but his mate.

      Just because sex was off the table didn't mean Jake wasn't willing to be friends. Plus he needed all the help he could get after the dog's breakfast he'd made of his class.

      "Keep your panties on, sweet cheeks, I'm coming."

      "That'd be a waste." Josie cocked an eyebrow and chuckled at her own joke as she obviously stared at his groin.

      Jake groaned in mock annoyance. "Hardy har har. You're so funny."

      "Thank you, I am, aren't I?" Josie grinned, big and bright, at Jake, and he couldn't help but smile back. The woman really was a menace, and Jake felt sorry for anyone that went up against her in a court.

      Jake slid off the bed and hefted his bag filled with books and then picked up his laptop case. Feeling very much like a pack mule, Jake shooed the annoying woman out of his room and once sure he had everything followed her out.
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      Rick listened to the automated voice telling him for the millionth time that the number he had dialled was no longer connected. Jake had changed his number. On some level Rick figured Jake would do something like that, but after the first month had gone by and nothing, he'd hoped that one day Jake would actually answer one of his calls. All that hope was gone now. Dead and buried.

      He wasn't giving up, though. The school break was coming up in a couple of weeks, and Rick had organised on the quiet to take some time off work. He'd passed his provisional licence, and his dad had taken him car shopping. Rick was now the brand-new owner of a secondhand red Camaro mid-nineties model with twin grey racing stripes down its centre. Rick loved his car, and as far as he was concerned it was the find of a lifetime.

      It ran like a dream and—hopefully—shouldn't have any problems making the drive to Melbourne. Rick had planned to see his mate as soon as school let out. He knew his folks were more than likely going to have a shit fit when they found him gone, but it wasn't like he could exactly tell them where he was going or why.

      Rick hadn't spent all his money on the car so he should have enough to get him down there and back again. He just had to see Jake. It was like an aching need inside his chest, one he hoped he could satisfy with this trip.

      [image: ]

      Two weeks later, Jake was confident he'd made up ground on his midterms. His classes were over for the time being, and he was enjoying a much-needed break. The warmth of his bed was entirely too comfortable, and Jake refused to move for anything. The last week had been full of long nights and early mornings, and all he wanted to do right now was lie in bed and enjoy the fact that he had nowhere he needed to be.

      The shrill ring of his phone caused Jake to wince and pull the blanket over his head to dull the noise. Whoever it was could go away and leave him in peace for a few more hours. Jake no longer worried that every time his phone rang it would be Patrick on the other end. Did he miss seeing his mate's name constantly pop up on his phone? Yes. Jake knew this was for the best, though, no matter how much it sucked.

      He sighed in relief when the ringing stopped and had started to lower the blanket when the ringing started up again. "Oh, for fuck's sake," Jake growled and shoved the covers down and reached out for his bloody phone.

      He checked the display. Alex. Why the hell was his friend calling at this ungodly hour?

      "Yeah?" he answered, Jake's voice still rough from sleep.

      "Patrick's missing," Alex announced.

      Jake sat up in bed, his heart beating a mile a minute. Image after image of all the awful things his father might have done to his mate flashed through his mind. He'd kill the bastard if he'd put one hand on Patrick. He barely registered the growl that escaped his lips as he mentally started calculating how soon he could get there. It didn't matter that Jake had walked away from Patrick. The man was his mate, and by Christ, he would be there if his father had done anything to hurt him.

      "Jake?" Alex's sharp tone brought him back to the present.

      "Sorry, what's going on? Do you know where he is? Has someone taken him? How long has he been gone?" Rapid-fire questions left his mouth before he even had a chance to think about what he was saying or how he sounded.

      Alex sighed on the other end of the line. Jake could just picture his friend pacing back and forth as he ran a hand over his head. "No one's taken him. At least it doesn't look that way."

      "What does that mean?" Jake asked as he stood and started dressing.

      "It's school holidays, as you're well aware. Mum and Dad woke up yesterday to a note on the counter telling them Rick needed to do something, not to worry about him and he would be home before school started again." Alex growled. "I'm gonna kill the little bastard when I get my hands on him. Mum's beside herself and Dad is pissed."

      Jake collapsed backwards onto his bed as relief rushed through his body. Patrick was safe. His father hadn't hurt him. "Is there anything I can do? Do you need me to come home and help you look for him?" Jake really didn't know what he wanted the answer to be.

      Alex sighed. "Nah, it's school break and I wouldn't want to interfere with what I'm assuming will be a very busy social calendar." Jake had to bite his tongue so he didn't disagree with Alex. His friend would want to know why not as it would be a break from his usual behaviour, and he couldn't explain to Alex why he wasn't taking men and women to his bed right now. "I've called Marcus and Simon. Marcus is on his way back, Simon is going to hang out down there in case Rick shows up. He's sixteen, for crying out loud. He probably just wants a taste of life. Hell, he has his own set of wheels now so it wouldn't surprise me." Alex sounded tired to Jake.

      "Since when does Patrick have his own set of wheels?" Jake's mind spun with the positives and negatives of that one simple fact.

      Alex chuckled. "You know it's really funny how you're the only one who insists on calling him Patrick. Even Mum and Dad call him Rick. I wonder why he doesn't give you any shit about it?"

      Jake held his breath. Fuck, he didn't even realise he did it half the time. Jake could just remember when Alex had taken him home when he was eight to meet his brand new baby brother. Patrick had been introduced just like that, full name, but as the boy had grown, he'd liked Rick better and everyone started calling him that.

      Jake couldn't say what it was that made him always refer to Patrick with his full name. At first he did it just to annoy the little squirt, then when Patrick didn't have a problem with him calling him by his full name like he did with others, it became just a thing between them. Jake had always thought Patrick suited the man better than Rick anyway. When he'd realised they were mates, it all seemed to make a lot greater sense.

      He didn't want Alex thinking too much on the idea, so he brought the conversation back round to what he wanted to know. "Umm… Car?"

      "Right, yeah. Dad took him car shopping a couple of weeks ago. They drove down to Bendigo. Little shit came back with a fucking Camaro." Alex laughed. Jake groaned. He could just imagine Patrick behind the wheel of a muscle car. His mate would look hot as hell. Fuck! Jake shook his head vigorously to dislodge the image.

      "So, you sure there's nothing I can do to help? Say the word and I'm there, you know that, man." Please say no, please say no, please say no, Jake chanted over and over in his head.

      "Nah, man, you stay there. Go out and get laid. One of us needs to be getting some and it sure as hell ain't me at the moment."

      Jake laughed, wondering if it sounded as forced as it was. "Will see what I can do about fulfilling that command."

      "If you spot him in your travels, not that I expect you would, grab hold of the little shit and give us a call, hey?"

      "You got it," Jake said as bile rose in his throat. He had a bad feeling he would be seeing Patrick all too soon, and he didn't know how he felt about that. He hated lying to Alex and not telling him the reason he believed was behind Patrick's disappearing act. Alex would kill him.

      "Thanks for listening to me, man." Alex paused a second. "I was going out of my mind. Talking things through with you always seems to help."

      "Anytime, you know that."

      "I do. I'll let you know when we've found the bugger."

      "No worries. I'm heading back to bed now."

      "Someone warming the sheets for you?" Alex chuckled as he asked.

      The image of Patrick in his bed sprang to mind, and Jake ached for it to be a reality. He knew it never would be, though. "You'll never know. I don't kiss and tell." Jake tried to infuse levity into his tone, but he wasn't sure he succeeded.

      "The fuck you don't." Alex roared with laughter, and Jake had to chuckle along with his friend.

      "Well, much anyway. Talk to you later."

      "See ya."

      The call disconnected and Jake collapsed back on the bed. He stared at the object in his
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