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CHAPTER ONE
“I know where your lousy brother is hiding. He’s up north in that town Eastport, and he’s made friends apparently. But no matter, he can only run for so long before he makes a mistake, and there won’t be people around to save him.” Raymond laughed, but it wasn’t with humor. He sounded scared and angry, a bad combination for a man losing his mind. “It won’t be long before my men find you both and finish this.” Thankfully Max was already on the road headed to Eastport when his uncle called.
“Leo has friends, capable friends who will stop you.” Max shot back, hoping to lessen the man’s confidence in succeeding with his crazy plan. “Your hired muscle have failed so far, and they will continue to fail.”
“His so-called friends are no better than I am. They are as dirty as any business partners I’ve ever dealt with.” Raymond sneered and then added. “I know that you’re on your way north.” He laughed with more humor this time. “I’ve had people on you and your brother for days, and when one fails, another takes over. You won’t make it in time, you probably won’t make it at all.” He stated and then abruptly closed the call.
Max stared at his phone for a moment and then tossed it onto the passenger seat and kept driving. Raymond was always making veiled threats hoping to keep people on edge. It was exhausting being around that man. Max pushed the conversation from his mind and kept his eyes on the road ahead. He would be there in a couple of hours, and together, he and Leo would figure out how to get Raymond out of their lives once and for all.
He was entering town from the highway and pulled off at a rest stop a couple miles out in order to freshen up because he’d driven straight through. He was sure he was far enough away from Chicago that Raymond or his toadies wouldn’t be close by. The rest area was a bit isolated, but he wouldn’t be long, and he really needed to use the facilities. He was just finishing up washing his hands when he heard someone enter the room. He ignored them at first, and then when they didn’t head for a stall or urinal but remained standing by the door, he looked over at them.
“I’ve been following you since you left your apartment, and you never once noticed me. I feared you were going to drive right to Eastport without stopping. I figured that I’d have to improvise a way of getting you off the highway before you arrived and then, to my surprise, you so eagerly turn into this out of the way rest stop. It was made to order for what I have planned for you.” Raymond was there, but how was it possible? Max had left right after work, and at the time, Raymond was packing at the main house and scheduling a flight somewhere. How could be here right in front of the door with his brute of a driver standing beside him?
“Why are you here? You’ve already lost the hotels, and your friends have cut you off. Why bother Leo and me now? You won’t get the hotels, even if you kill us both you don’t inherit because you have been disqualified by the court. They will go to some unknown relation that probably doesn’t even know we exist. You have nothing to gain.” Max attempted to plead to the unnecessary insanity of what Raymond appeared to be planning.
“That’s where you’re wrong, Max. I have so much to gain from kicking your ass; just the pure satisfaction itself would be enough, but I have so many other reasons. I want to see you lose, and I want to see you hurt.” Max watched as Raymond motioned for his driver to move to the right while he moved to the left towards him.
“You and Leo made everything so fucking difficult for me. You humiliated me with my business partners using Derek and Henrik Vaughn to destroy my strength and credibility. You took everything from me and left me a laughingstock. I can’t touch the Vaughn brothers, but I can touch you.”
That was the end of the conversation, and with a snap of his fingers, Raymond had his driver restrain Max while he beat the living hell out of him. Raymond was a coward, but a mean coward. He had no qualms with beating a man who was being held down, none at all.
…
“What about Max?” Leo inquired again. “Has he been found?”
“No, but Henrik has people searching from Chicago to Eastport. We will find him. I promise you we will find your brother.” Derek pledged to his mate. Leo worried that Raymond may have sent people after Max just as he had Leo. He called so many times, but his brother never answered. Derek had saved him, but who was there to save Max? Max was all alone.
That evening a small get together took place at the Black Dog Lounge, situated on the ground floor of the Indigo Hotel. It was to observe the union of Derek and Leo and to welcome Leo to the Pack. Leo Russo was the newly claimed mate of Derek Vaughn, the brother of Henrik Vaughn Alpha of the Bay Harbor Wolves. The party went late with plenty of celebrating, but there also remained a shadow of sorrow over Leo. Max was not there, and his whereabouts were unknown, and that weighed heavily on Leo. It had been nearly two days since Leo had heard from him.
Just as the party was ending, a loud banging was heard coming from the door that led to the sidewalk. It was an exterior door of the lounge that they referred to as the public entrance. Henrik, with a hard look that was surprisingly intense considering the situation, headed towards the door. Everyone stood back and waited. The Alpha’s strange, heightened mood caused a rising tension in the room.
“What is it?” Leo asked.
“Henrik is disturbed by whoever is at the door.” Everyone waited in still silence.
The stillness broke when Henrik opened the door, and a half-dead man dropped into his arms. He wasn’t recognizable at first with his clothing torn and bloody and his face covered in blood, but then Leo saw the dark auburn hair and the class ring and realized the man was Max, his brother. His heart leapt into his throat, and he tried to wrench himself away from Derek, who was forcefully holding him back.
“It’s Max.” Leo cried. “Let me go to him. He needs me.”
“No.” Derek barked. “You have to stay back. Don’t interfere.” It was an order that was nearly impossible for Leo to obey. “Look,” Derek stated abruptly and directed Leo’s gaze to Henrik.
Henrik looked unhinged. His wolf snarled and threatened anyone who stood too close. The room hushed once again as everyone took a careful step back. Henrik lifted Max into his arms while keeping everyone at bay with a look that was both predator and protector. He had half shifted, and Leo had never witnessed anything so wild and feral. Black hair, fangs, and claws like daggers appeared.
Henrik howled so loud and desperate that every wolf in the room responded in kind. It was a visceral sound that shook you to your soul. Henrik flew from the room so fast that he was gone between one breath and the next.
“We have to save Max.” Leo pulled on Derek’s arm, trying to get him to move and was completely taken aback by the smile that spread across Derek’s face.
“In Henrik’s arms, your brother is the safest man in the world.”
…
Henrik Vaughn, Alpha wolf, leader of his people and dominant mythical black wolf, stood looking down at his newly discovered mate, feeling completely helpless and inadequate.
Max Russo lay in Henrik’s bed on the penthouse level of the pack owned Indigo Hotel. Henrik kept an apartment at the Indigo as did his Second Zayn and his Enforcers Koa, Javier, and Seamus. His brother Derek, never one to like too much stuff, declined the offer of an apartment downtown and just used Henrik’s whenever the need arose. Derek was now mated and somewhat settled. If a soul like Derek could ever be completely settled. He was happy, that was clear, and who could ask for more than happiness.
Henrik had felt a stab of jealousy when Derek came to him and shared that he’d found his mate. He fought it, knowing that Derek deserved that blessing, the gift of unparalleled love and devotion. Now, as he looked at his own blessing lying asleep in his bed, he wondered how he could have been so careless at such a crucial time.
He wished that he’d heeded his instincts days ago before this tragedy had a chance to befall his mate. He sat on the edge of the large bed and brushed the soft auburn hair back from Max’s forehead. The injuries were healing and didn’t look as bad as when Max first fell into his arms. The pack doctor cleaned and treated Max’s wounds and gave him a shot that would allow him to sleep for a while. The bruising around his face and upper body was concerning, but there was no serious damage, just surface damage, according to Dr. Abrams.
Max was an attractive man, even in his present state. Henrik didn’t doubt that once he could get a good look at his eyes, they would be the same color as his brother Leo’s, a gorgeous honey hazel color. Right now, they were nearly swollen shut, and what could be seen was bloodshot from the attack he’d suffered. How he ever made it to the Indigo in his condition had to be sheer force of will.
He should have checked on him when the danger was made clear, but he thought Leo was the focus of their uncle’s threats, not Max. He should have insisted that Max leave Chicago, but instead, he ignored his instincts and the call he felt to look into Max’s situation. He failed, and that truth would haunt him for some time.
He could argue that he had no idea Leo’s brother was his mate, but there had been a moment during Leo’s call to Max that Henrik had felt something touch him, something familiar. He overheard the masculine tone of the older brother as he spoke to Leo and appreciated the tenor and the cadence. He’d ignored it even though it was something that he’d never noticed with anyone before. He simply moved on with his business leaving his mate to suffer the consequences. Thankfully, Max had found his way home to Henrik, and he vowed that never again would he ignore his instinct where Max was concerned.
A knock on his bedroom door brought his attention to the outside world once again. Since discovering his mate at the public entrance of the lounge, his mind had been dominated by the needs of this man, so silent, so ravaged, so beautiful. The only person allowed to enter his apartment without permission and was now standing at his bedroom door was Derek, and if his senses were correct, Leo was by his side.
“Come in, Derek, Leo.” He said but did not leave his mate’s side. He remained seated on the edge of the bed, holding Max’s hand, his possessive streak still going strong. It had been several hours since Henrik had bolted from the lounge with his mate tight in his embrace. Leo had tried to intervene, but thankfully Derek had stopped him recognizing the situation for what it was, an alpha wolf protecting its injured mate. The danger for anyone getting in the way would have been great.
He listened as the door opened and they stepped inside. Henrik had not as yet taken his eyes off Max. They came up to stand beside him but not too close. Henrik’s wolf was still on alert for any further danger to his mate. It had even been difficult having Dr. Abrams touching Max, but Henrik had restrained his wolf knowing that the care and treatment were necessary for his recovery.
“How is he?” Derek asked with calm concern, but Henrik could feel Leo’s discomfort and worry for his brother hanging in the air. It was a tenseness that spoke of his fear that Max was still at risk. Henrik tore his gaze from his beloved and captured Leo’s nervous stare.
“He will recover, but he’s been beaten badly.” There was no need to sugar coat it since Leo could see that his brother was gravely injured. “There are no serious internal injuries, which is a blessing considering the severity of the assault he endured.”
“Who did this to him?” Leo asked his tone filled with sadness with which Henrik could relate.
“He was covered in the scent of a jackal when he first arrived.” Henrik again ran his fingertips across Max’s brow, brushing the hair from his forehead and finding comfort in the touch. “He has been washed, and Dr. Abrams has tended to him. He smells only of sunshine and apple blossoms now.”
“Max is your mate?” Leo asked, obviously confirming what Derek had already told him.
“Yes.”
Derek barked a short laughed. “Brothers with brothers, feels right.”
“Yes, it does.” Henrik smiled.
“Although I have got to tell you that I have the most handsome of the two.” Derek ragged on his brother just a bit.
Henrik laughed. “No offense Leo but your brother is the most gorgeous man in the land.”
“No offense taken,” Leo assured and then became more sober when he again asked about Max. “May I come closer? I need to touch my brother. He came so far to reach me, and I want him to know that I’m here.” He made his request and waited.
Henrik understood Leo’s need to touch his brother and see for himself that he was alive and recovering, but still, it was difficult for him to step back. “Okay.” He said finally and stood but did not step back but instead moved to stand at the head of the bed just inches away from his mate. His wolf refused to allow him to go very far as Max lay helpless and unconscious.
Leo sat on the edge of the bed, where Henrik had been seated and took hold of Max’s hand. “I shouldn’t have left you.” He whispered, and both men saw the emotion welling up in the young man as he took in the brutality of what happened to his brother.
“This was not your fault,” Henrik stated firm and clear, and Derek stepped forward, placing a hand on Leo’s shoulder.
“This was not your fault,” Derek repeated Henrik’s statement and then added his own sentiments. “Your Uncle Raymond brought this on both of you, and if he hadn’t run away like a coward, he’d have been dealt with already. But his day of reckoning is coming.” Henrik nodded his agreement.
“He set those animals loose on his own flesh and blood, and he will answer for it, and so will the jackal that dared to touch my mate.” Henrik would not be able to rest, knowing that the beast that brutalized Max still walked the earth.
“It wasn’t the same two who attacked me?” Leo looked up at Henrik.
“They were already dead when Max was attacked. His wounds are a few hours old.” Unable to resist any longer, Henrik bends and once again ran his fingers down the side of Max’s face, careful to not disturb him but needing the contact.
“Keep him safe.” Leo implored as he stood up and stepped back from the bed to stand beside Derek.
“I will, you have my word on that,” Henrik vowed and returned to his seat on the edge of the bed and took Max’s hand. Derek squeezed Henrik’s shoulder and assured him of his total support, of which Henrik had no doubt.
“May I visit him tomorrow?” Leo asked.
“Of course, and I will keep you updated on his condition,” Henrik told him, appreciating that he wasn’t pushing too hard for his own needs at this point in time. They said their goodnights, and Derek was ushering Leo towards the door when Henrik made a final comment.
“Thank you for your understanding, Leo.”




CHAPTER TWO
Max came awake abruptly and nearly launched himself off the bed. The moment from unconscious to awake was but a split second, and he felt compelled to defend himself. He couldn’t see worth a shit, and every square inch of his body was aching, but he had to get to Leo. He fought hard against the hands determined to hold him down.
“Don’t fight me, sweetheart.” The voice insisted, and the sound, although demanding in its tone, was not aggressive. The hands that held him were careful and considerate of his pain and injuries. Finally, two arms like steel bands wrapped around him and held him prone to a wide, solid chest. Max could not move as his arms were pinned to his sides, and his upper body was held fast.
He moved his face to the side, breathing in the scent of comfort that was emanating from this man. His heart calmed, and his fright subsided as this man held him and spoke softly but commanding in his ear. His breath was warm and fragrant, and his words slowly pushed the fog from Max’s mind.
“My name is Henrik Vaughn, and you are in my apartment on the top floor of the Indigo Hotel. You arrived last night in a compromised condition. Your brother Leo was here last night and will check back again today.” The voice was soothing and reassuring, giving him all the information he needed. At the mention of his brother Max jerked and tried to speak, but words would not come out of his mouth, only a strange grunting.
“He’ll be back soon, don’t worry. He’s with my brother Derek. Has he told you that he and Derek are a couple?” Max thought the name was familiar, but he couldn’t recall Leo mentioning that he was in a relationship. But he might have. Things were so mixed up in his head. Leo was here checking on him, so he must be okay. Leo was safe.
He drove to Eastport to make sure Leo was okay, that Raymond’s men hadn’t hurt him. Yes, things were coming back, and with his memory also came a calming of his mind. Henrik carefully leaned forward and lay Max back down onto the bed but kept his arms around him for a few moments before straightening and looking down at him. This was the first that Max was able to get a good look at the man who was seated beside him.
He was strikingly handsome, not just good looking; this man was breathtaking. Black raven wing colored hair, short and stylishly cut, and a facial structure that was all hard planes and edges. The eyes, a penetrating deep blue, were what captured and conquered. Max thought he might be hallucinating, considering the level of allure he was feeling for this man. No one is that good looking coupled with also being kind and considerate, and from what he could see from his seated position, he also had a perfect build. Nope, had to be dreaming this one.
He continued to stare until Max began to feel ill at ease. What was he looking at? What did he see that warranted such scrutiny? Max wanted to ask, so with effort and attention, going slowly one word at a time, he managed to speak actual words. “What’s wrong” was what he was shooting for, and even with a few added syllables and running the words together slightly, it wasn’t wholly unrecognizable.
“Nothing is wrong,” Henrik said with a faint smile that contrasted with his sad eyes. “You were beaten pretty badly, but the doctor said you will soon recover. For now, you need to lay still and rest for your body needs to heal.” Max tried to speak, but Henrik stopped him. “Don’t force it, sweetheart, let your body rest.” With that, Max relaxed into the luxurious pillows under his head and fell asleep.
…
Henrik had stayed by his mate’s side all through the night, listening to the sounds of his fear and his pain. His sleep had been restlessly punctuated with nightmares and fever. Max was healing but at a slower rate than if they’d already bonded. The power of their connection was helping but not as fast as Henrik would prefer.
He pulled out his phone and called Derek, letting him know that Max had woken and had asked for Leo. “He’s sleeping now, but I think it would be good if Leo were here when he next woke up.”
“How is he?” Derek asked.
“He’s confused and afraid, which is expected.”
“How are you?” Derek went to the heart of it.
“Seeing him this way tears me inside out. He woke up swinging even though he could barely see, and moving caused him so much pain. He fought me, and it was heartbreaking.” Derek was the only person he was this open with. He was the only person who ever saw Henrik’s vulnerabilities. As Alpha, he could not risk showing weakness of any kind.
He was secure in his leadership and trusted his inner circle, but wolves were wolves, and they craved power. Any hint of weakness could lead to annoying and disruptive challenges for power. Derek never had such cravings. Derek was his rock.
“He’s tough like Leo. He’ll get through this with you by his side.” Let your wolf ease his pain and your mind. Don’t hold back, your wolf needs to be assured his mate is well.” Derek was more insightful than usual, and Henrik appreciated his encouragement.
“He’s been trying to push forward, but I’ve been preventing him. You’re right; he needs to feel the presence of his mate, and Max needs the power that he brings.” They talked for a while longer regarding the violent circumstances surrounding their mates and the need to finish whatever evil still remained of Raymond Russo.
“We’ll see you soon,” Derek said his goodbyes, and Henrik returned his full attention to his sleeping mate. Max looked tense even in sleep, and Henrik wished he could wipe the stress from his life and allow this man to relax. He bent forward and, without thinking about it too long, pressed his lips to Max’s. The contact was captivating and stirred a robust response from Henrik that encouraged him to loosen the reins of his wolf and let him come forward.
The kiss was soft and gentle, and he and his wolf couldn’t resist tenderly licking the wound at the corner of Max’s mouth. The act was comforting for Henrik and his wolf and healing for Max. The wound slowly disappeared, leaving the flesh smooth and unscarred. His wolf wanted to lick every inch of their mate’s body to heal and soothe all his surface abrasions.
Henrik would have agreed, but the act was a bit too intimate for their current level of acquaintance, and if Max woke, it could prove awkward. He smiled at the image that came to mind and satisfied himself with a light kiss to Max’s forehead before straightening and once again taking his hand. “You’re a beautiful man, Max Russo.” He continued to silently stare at the young human that was soon to be his. They were destined to spend the rest of their days together, and he couldn’t be more pleased with Fate’s choice.
…
Max woke to the sounds of voices softly discussing his condition, and he recognized one of those voices as belonging to Leo. The joy at the sound of his voice pushed Max to open his eyes.
“Hey, he’s waking up,” Leo said excitedly and came closer to sit on Max’s left side. The man, Henrik, was still seated on his right. He looked tired, and Max wondered if he’d been there for a long time. Not knowing why but feeling the need to do it, Max squeezed Henrik’s hand and received a loving smile for his effort. This man looked at Max like he was important to him, yet Max could not recall ever meeting him before.
“Leo.” He managed to croak out the one word. Instantly Henrik had a cup of water and a straw and was placing the straw between Max’s lips. He took a long sip of the cool liquid, and it was heavenly. It soothed his dry lips and throat. When he pulled it back and set it down on the side table, Max was able to speak clearly or fairly clearly at least.
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.” He said and smiled again. Before he could dwell any longer on the fine attributes of the man paying him so much attention, Leo started asking questions, and his attention was diverted.
“Who beat you up?” Was the first demanding inquiry. Max struggled to remember what had happened, why he hurt so bad, but he could recall nothing. He felt Henrik lay his hand lightly upon his chest, which oddly helped him relax and let go. The need to remember had caused considerable stress, and now all he felt was a peacefulness.
“Take your time Max. You may not remember right away, but it will come back to you in time, do not panic.” Henrik’s soothing tone washed over him. Max nodded and relaxed, taking a deep breath before speaking.
“Raymond was hassling me demanding to know our relationship with the Vaughn Corporation. I didn’t know what he was talking about at the time, but I didn’t tell him that. Anything that upset Raymond was a good thing in my book.” Max began to cough, and Henrik immediately brought the water back and let him take a few sips.
“Go slow, we’re in no hurry.” He stated, and Max nodded. He appreciated that Henrik was taking control. He needed a shoulder to lean on right now, and with Leo in a new relationship, he didn’t want to put undue pressure on him. Henrik was just the man he needed. He hoped he stayed around for a while.
“He made a remark about the fact you weren’t as safe as you thought you were, and that’s when I warned you that things were getting dicey.” He spoke to Leo, who responded with a nod.
“Raymond went into hiding after his associates dropped him, and he lost control of the hotels. Unfortunately, he didn’t lose my phone number and continued to call and make strange veiled threats. Finally, he made me concerned enough that I took off and headed to Eastport, and that’s the last I can remember.” Max glanced up at Henrik, looking for the support he knew would be there.
“We haven’t located your car yet, but we assumed you must have parked it somewhere downtown. You wouldn’t have been able to walk very far in your condition.” Henrik spoke, and that voice flowed over him once again so gentle and smooth. “Your car may give us some answers to where you were and who did this to you.”
“Obviously, it was Raymond or one of his hired goons.” Leo pipped up with disdain.
“Did he hurt you, Leo?” Max asked.
“He tried, but Derek took care of it.” Leo turned to Derek and gave him a look Max had never seen before on his brother. He looked at Derek with love and adoration, and the look was mirrored by Derek. There were some seriously deep feelings going on here.
“Good.” Max yawned and found it hard to keep his eyes open. “I’d ask where I am, but I think you already told me. I can’t remember, so I’ll save that for next time.” As he began to slip away, he vaguely heard Henrik respond.
“You’re safe, that’s all you need to know for now.”
…
Henrik pulled the blanket up and tucked it in around Max, and not caring who was present dropped a soft kiss to his lips before standing and stepping back from the bed.
“He looks so much better than he did last night.” Leo stated his observation with relief in his voice. “It won’t be long, and he’ll be up and around.” Leo also bent and touched his brother lightly on the cheek.  “His swelling is almost all gone. He looks like himself again except for the few cuts and bruises.”
“Henrik’s wolf healed him. They’re mates, the bond does wonders. If your brother were already claimed, he would have healed in a few hours like you.” Derek explained. He also seemed relieved that Leo’s brother was recovering, so his mate could stop worrying. Derek was a practical man.
They moved out into the main living area of the apartment but kept the bedroom door ajar so Henrik could keep an eye on Max. “I want to move him to Bay Harbor as soon as he’s able to be moved.” Henrik stated as he took a seat with a clear view of the bedroom while Derek and Leo sat on the sofa. “I can protect him there better than here in the center of town. The Pack lands are secure, and the Mansion is guarded.”
“When he recovers, he’s going to want to contact the authorities and report both the attack on him and the one on me. He’s a legal eagle, that’s what I always call him because he believes laws are there to be followed and society depends upon laws otherwise, we might as well go back and live in caves, blah, blah blah.” Leo stated with only the slightest sarcasm. Derek laughed and slung his arm around him, bringing him up close for a heated kiss.
“I knew you and I were made for each other just as Max was made for Henrik. He’s not so much law-abiding as he is a rule follower. The only good thing being, Henrik makes the rules.” Derek barked a laugh, and Henrik rolled his eyes.
“Well, we can’t have him calling the police. I’ll come up with something.” Henrik kept glancing at the bedroom, making sure Max was resting quietly. Then he swung his gaze back to Leo. “Tell me about your brother apart from being law-abiding.”
“He’s five years older than me, and he pretty much raised me after our mom died. Dad was there but not really present if you know what I mean. Max was my guardian, my support, my rock. What I’m trying to say is that Max is an excellent older brother.” Leo smiled. “Besides that, he graduated from North Central College in Naperville with a bachelor's in hotel restaurant management. On a more personal note, Max is single and has never had a serious relationship. He dated a couple of guys in school, but nothing came of it, and he hasn’t dated in the past year or more. His favorite color is light blue like the sky, and I’d tell you his favorite music, but he doesn’t really listen to music. He likes the quiet. Max enjoys sitting on the porch or in the yard and listening to the sounds of nature. It sounds hokey, but it’s relaxing. I’ve tried it, and I’m not against it.” Leo finished and waited.
Henrik was pleased with the solid relationship that existed between the brothers, and it reminded him of his and Derek’s relationship. It spoke well of Max’s resilience and perseverance, which he will need in the days ahead. It also painted him as a loving man with high morals and integrity, although the law and order part of his personality may need some tweaking.
Henrik skirted the law most days, and he and his men weren’t averse to doing whatever necessary to achieve the desired goal. They, too, had morals and integrity, but it was a case of seeing the world in a different way and being responsible for the lives and prosperity of so many. Following the letter of the law was rarely the best course for someone like Henrik and the Bay Harbor Wolves. Max was his mate, and in time he would understand, it was the power of Fate.
“You took to the news of shifters and such quite easily, do you believe Max will accept the new reality as well as you did?” Henrik was impressed at how well Leo received the news of an alternative reality considering Derek was rather limited in his ability to explain complicated concepts. It wasn’t that he couldn’t do it more that he didn’t care to do it, and often explanations came out rather cold, sharp and blunt if Derek were delivering them.
“Derek was plain about it and to the point. He didn’t beat around the bush or come at it from the edges, and I appreciated his bluntness.” Leo stated. Well, that answered Henrik’s question. He couldn’t help but smile at the bond they had; it was beautiful. “Max will need you to be clear and blunt. Don’t play with him on this, he won’t like it when the truth comes out.”
“Good to know, thank you.” Henrik wasn’t sure how he was going to handle the big reveal, but he would take Leo’s advice and be honest about it.
“We’re going to head into town and see if we can find Max’s car or get a lead on where he was before he ended up at the lounge,” Derek announced as he stood, and Leo stood beside him. “If we find anything, I’ll let you know.”
Henrik stood and walked them to the door. “Dr. Abrams will be arriving shortly to give Max another once over. If he’s strong enough, I’ll move him to Bay Harbor this afternoon.”
“He’ll probably fight you on it,” Leo warned.
“He won’t win.”




CHAPTER THREE
Max opened his eyes and took a careful look around before signaling that he was awake. The last time he woke, he remembered a man holding him talking to him and giving him comfort and security. He wondered if the man was still there.  He said his name was Henrik Vaughn, not a name to be tossed around lightly.
Henrik Vaughn was the man who put the run on Raymond. He destroyed everything Raymond had built and made him a pariah among his so-called associates. Raymond called them associates, but they were nothing but low life criminals who only stayed as long as the money was easy. They dropped him as soon as his business and thievery became challenging and transparent.
Henrik Vaughn, Raymond, said he was a bigger crook than any of the people he dealt with, but Max didn’t believe a word out of Raymond’s mouth. Leo trusted this man so he can’t be all bad.
Henrik wasn’t there where he’d been seated the last time Max woke up, and he felt a strange pang of disappointment. He’d enjoyed the warmth and strength conveyed through his grip on Max’s hand, and now he felt alone and unsure. Why was he panicking because a man he did not know was not there to care for him? He must have gotten his brains good and scrambled.
Before he knew it, a straw was placed between his lips, and that same reassuring voice was telling him to drink slowly. When finished, Max began to try and sit up, but he was quickly held in place. “The doctor will be here shortly to examine you again, so just try and lay still for a few minutes more.” The hand that stayed him was now urging him back down onto the pillow.
Why was it such a relief to see Henrik there? He didn’t have too much time to contemplate before a man who looked similar in age to Henrik walked up to the side of the bed and looked down at him.
“This is Dr. Abrams,” Henrik explained as he stepped to the side, allowing Dr. Abrams to get closer. If Max wasn’t mistaken, Henrik looked a little intense as if he wasn’t sure about backing up. His eyes stayed riveted on everything the doctor was doing. Max missed having those blue eyes trained on him.
Dr. Abrams gave him a thorough exam, and Max noticed that whenever his shirt needed to be lifted or he needed to shift to his side or back, it was Henrik who assisted him. The doctor never touched him except to check his vitals. Max appreciated not being manhandled. Henrik was careful and told him what he was doing each time he made a move towards him. There were no surprises and no getting pushed around.
“You’ve improved nicely since I saw you yesterday. You may still have some aches and pains, but those will dissipate soon. How do you feel?” The doctor took a half step back, and Henrik came forward to seat himself back on the edge of Max’s bed. Without realizing he was doing it, Max reached out and took Henrik’s hand, which brought a nice smile to the big man’s face. Henrik was more handsome than he had a right to be. Max turned his attention back to the doctor before he got too caught up in Henrik’s good looks.
“I feel good, a little tired, but good.” The doctor nodded in response, and Max shifted his gaze back to Henrik.  “I really am feeling okay.” He directed that comment to Henrik, who observed but did not comment.
The doctor finished and then stepped into the outer room with Henrik leaving Max alone for a few minutes. Max sat up, relieved that his ribs and back weren’t hurting like they were the last time he woke. The recovery he was experiencing was almost miraculous unless he wasn’t hurt as badly as he’d thought.
He moved to position himself on the edge of the bed with his legs over the side and his feet barely touching the floor. The bed was quite high, he hadn’t noticed that before, but then Henrik was a very tall man. He was only a few inches taller than his brother Derek, but he was head and shoulders over the doctor. He’d said this was his apartment, if Max remembered right.
Max looked around the room, and it was masculine in its décor but also minimal. He doubted Henrik spent too much time in this room. It had no character apart from the thick, rich emerald green comforter that matched the heavy brocaded curtains.  Everything else was clean, neat, and expensive-looking but basic, no ornamentation, just useful items.
Across from where he sat, he could see an attached bathroom, and the need to use it came on him suddenly as he attempted to stand. Stiff and a little uncoordinated, he managed to get to his feet but steadied himself against the bed. After a few deep breaths, he took a couple of steps towards the bathroom but soon recognized his mistake in moving too quickly. The room began to spin as his head became light and dizzy.
Henrik rushed back into the room just as Max was about to collapse and caught him up into his arms. “What are you trying to do? The doctor said that you’re better, but you still need to take it slow and not push yourself.” He chastised gently.
“I need to use the bathroom, and I thought I could make it. I was fine while sitting on the bed but got dizzy when I stood and started to move.” Max explained, although not sure why he was explaining himself to this man apart from the fact he felt compelled to do so. He was also surprised by how good he felt being in Henrik’s arms. He held him with no effort as if he weighed nothing, and the security it afforded him being held so tight could become addictive.
Henrik walked over to the bathroom door and stepped inside with Max, still held in his arms. He set him on his feet in front of the toilet and stayed there with his arm supporting him. Max glanced at the toilet and then up at Max.
“I’ll turn my head, but I’m not letting you go. There’s a lot of hard porcelain in here, and I don’t want you hitting your head. So, do what you have to do. I’ll not watch, I promise.” The last was uttered with a distinct chuckle that Max did not appreciate.
Feeling distinctly awkward at the moment but also recognizing Henrik’s concerns were valid, he finished what he had to do in record time and moved to wash his hands. Henrik did not release him for a moment, and when he was finished drying his hands, he was swung back up into Henrik’s arms and carried back to the bed.
“I’m going to order some lunch. You need to eat and get your strength back.” Henrik stated and pulled out his cell phone and began a lengthy order of ham sandwiches, fruit, and a variety of drinks, including coffee for which Max was pleased. He hadn’t had a good cup of coffee in days, maybe longer, and he needed a good cup of the hot soothing liquid.
Lunch arrived quickly and was delicious. Max stayed seated in bed while Henrik arranged his meal for him on a tray in his lap. Henrik pulled his chair closer, and they had a lovely meal together. Max was hungrier than he thought and finished everything Henrik put before him. But it was the coffee that won the day; dark, rich, and delicious.
“Thank you, I do feel better,” Max said as he set the tray to one side and threw his legs over the side of the bed. “If I had clothes, I could probably get out of your hair.”
“Your clothes were a total loss. I’m afraid, and we haven’t located your vehicle yet, so no luggage. Leo left some sweatpants and a t-shirt for you, and as far as getting out of my hair, that is not necessary.” Henrik got up and took their trays and set them in the outer room and then returned to his chair by Max’s bed. It looked as if he needed a few minutes to think about what he was going to say. 
“I live in a gated community just outside of town called Bay Harbor. I own a large house on the water, and Leo and Derek live there with me. There’s plenty of room, and I want you to stay there for a few days at least until we figure out who did this to you and if the threat to you is still active.” Henrik paused and waited for Max to comment. Max wasn’t sure if it was a good idea to lean so heavily on this man, but he wanted to be near Leo.
“Thanks, I’d like that.” He agreed too easily, but he saw no reason not to take the man up on his offer.
…
Henrik carried max down to his car that was waiting in the private garage. He wanted to walk and held firm for several minutes before acquiescing to Henrik’s wishes. He had a strong will but didn’t waste his energy on meaningless and unwinnable battles, which was wise.
He sat there in the passenger seat with an expression that was equal measures lost and confused. They’d talked a little while having lunch, but Max had been somewhat cagy about his life in Chicago and his life in general. Even lost and confused, he was still a careful man.
“How did you get Raymond to back off his claims to the hotels? He planned to keep us in court until we ran out of money to fight him.” Max spoke as they were making their way out of town.
Henrik saw this as a loaded question and considered his answer for a few moments before speaking. “I’ve had dealings with the people Raymond was using to back his attempt to take the properties from you and Leo. I convinced them it was bad for business. Once his supply of money and support were cut off, his power diminished. He no longer had the finances to carry out a long court battle.” Henrik turned to look at Max, who was regarding him intently.
“He used illegal methods to gain control of your property and is culpable for the attacks on Leo, and I’m certain he is behind your attack as well. Whatever means I used to stop him are no worse than he deserved.” Henrik would not apologize for going after Raymond and his organization.
“The authorities should have been notified. There are laws against what he has done.” Max countered.
“He was protected with layers of business titles and deceptions, you would have gotten nowhere using the authorities against him. There was nothing to tie him to the men who roughed up Leo. You tried using the courts, and all it amounted to was time and bills but no progress. The only way to deal with a man like your uncle is by turning his own plans against him and bringing the battle to his level.”  Max was adamant that his way was best. Laws were fine for humans, not so fine for shifters. But Max had no idea that a fair number of the men he’s been dealing with in his uncle’s employ have been shifters. That’s a discussion for another day.
“Do you think my assault was ordered by Raymond recently, or was it something he had arranged before his downfall, and his hired muscle hadn’t gotten the memo that his reign was over?” Max shifted the subject slightly, but it was clear he had not conceded his point of view.
“News travels fast in the circles in which Raymond does business. The assault was a recent order. Whoever did this to you was working for Raymond and has had contact with him. Hired muscle is expensive, and they don’t act of their own accord or off the cuff.” Henrik explained as best he could without giving all the details.
“How will I stop him if the police are not an option?” There was a slight sarcasm to his words that Henrik let pass.
“I have people looking into his whereabouts. We’ll find him, and we’ll deal with him, and I’m not ruling out the authorities.” Henrik added the last just to ease his mate’s mind, although involving the authorities was extremely unlikely. Max seemed to settle some at that point and began noticing the beautiful view as they drove along the shoreline.
They drove up to the large gate and passed the guards and entered the Bay Harbor Pack lands. Henrik was proud of his community and of his home, and he hoped Max found it to his liking. He pulled up to the Mansion and parked in front, wanting to give his mate the full view and grandeur of the place. He usually parked in back and entered through a side door, but today he wanted to impress.
“This is so elegant and grand.” Were Max’s first comments as he took in the structure from his window. “It reminds me of the Hotel Del Coronado in San Diego, so beautiful.” Henrik could not be more pleased with Max’s wide-eyed appreciation, and he looked forward to them spending the rest of their lives here together. Max reached for the door handle, and Henrik touched his shoulder.
“Let me help you. I know you can walk, but please let me get you inside without you having to strain yourself with the stairs.” Henrik exited the vehicle and rounded the back to quickly open Max’s door and scoop him once again up into his arms. He closed the door with his foot and headed for the front steps that lead to a large Victorian fashioned porch.
Max held onto him and seemed to be gaining comfort from the embrace, although he probably wouldn’t admit it, not yet anyway. Once inside, he sat Max down onto his feet but kept his arm around him just in case he became weak or dizzy.
Zayn Merrick, his Beta, came out to meet them followed by two of his enforcers Javier Lee and Seamus Doud. They didn’t speak but came forward and waited for Henrik to introduce them to his mate. Max stayed by his side, cautious but not afraid. The size of the men was probably a concern, but they were not threatening.
“These are men who work with me at the Hotel and here in Bay Harbor. They work primarily in security. This is Zayn Merrick, Javier Lee, and Seamus Doud.” They each reached out their hands, and Max shook each on.
“Pleased to meet you all, I’m Max Russo, Leo’s brother,” Max stated although they had already met Max when he came tumbling into the Hotel Lounge yesterday, but Henrik didn’t bring that up.
“Glad you’re feeling better,” Zayn told him, and the others agreed.
“Max is going to be staying with us for a few days,” Henrik said, and the men nodded, knowing full well that the intent was for Max to stay forever. “These men live here along with another security member named Koa Reese, who is currently at the Hotel. Besides that, we have several household service personnel that you will see throughout the house. Some reside here, and others have their own homes. Edward Barnaby runs the household and oversees the household staff. We all just call him Barnaby. You will meet him this evening at dinner.”
Max looked up at him quizzically. “You have a butler?”
“Not so much a butler as a house manager of sorts. He manages the basic running of the household.” Henrik explained further.
“That’s a butler.” Max persisted.
“Barnaby prefers the title of Manager. He thinks Butler is too highbrow for him.” Zayn interjected with a broad smile.
“I’ll remember.” Max returned the smile, and Henrik was quick to tighten his hold, pulling Max just a little closer. The fact that Max was sharing a smile with Zayn caused a sharp spark if jealousy to shoot through him. Until Max was claimed, he would have to keep a tight hold on his reactions. The said their goodbyes for now, and Henrik led Max to the living room and got him comfortably seated on the large sofa by the fireplace.
“I’ll get you something to drink and will be right back.” He had to fight the urge to place another soft kiss on Max’s sweet lips but satisfied himself with a quick peck on his forehead. Henrik headed to the kitchen before Max, who looked surprised, could respond.
Henrik went straight to the sink and splashed cold water in his face, and when he straightened, he found Zayn there handing him a dishtowel. “Don’t look so smug.” He said and grabbed the towel drying his face and hands.
“He’s a suspicious one,” Zayn commented. “I’m surprised he agreed to come home with you.”
“He knows that Leo lives with his “partner” Derek, who happens to live here. I played on that fact to get him here.” Henrik went to the refrigerator and poured a glass of juice, assuming Max wasn’t ready for anything stiffer. “He pays attention to details, so keep that in mind,” Henrik warned, and Zayn nodded his understanding.
“I envy you finding your mate, but I don’t envy you the long hard road ahead to getting him comfortable and claimed.” Zayn baited him.
“It will be worth every step.” Henrik smiled and slapped Zayn on the back. “Nothing of true value is ever gained without a measure of difficulty.”
“He’s a handsome man, Henrik. Leo looks much like him but is boyish and cute whereas Max has a guarded, serious layer which gives him the handsomeness of maturity.” Zayn described Max just as Henrik had seen him. He gave a sense of maturity, but he still possessed a vulnerability evident in his nervous glances and hesitant touch.
“Yes, he is a very handsome man.” Henrik readily agreed. “Spread the word that he’s here and not knowledgeable of who we are, so no shifting or paranormal discussions in the open until further notice,” Henrik instructed as he headed back towards the living room eager to get back to Max, but Zayn stopped him with a final statement.
“Mike found this on the floor of the Lounge last night. I believe it is Max’s cell phone. He must have lost it during the confusion.” Zayn handed him the phone, which was quite scuffed up. “Yeah, it looks like it went through a lot.”
“Yes, it does. I’ll see that Max gets it. Thanks.” The phone was in rough shape but was still working. He slipped it into his pocket as he exited the kitchen.
When he entered the living room, Max was still seated on the sofa, but Leo had joined him. Again, a flicker of jealous shot through him at the idea of someone else having his mate’s attention. He pushed it down and delivered the juice with an indulgent smile.
“Thank you,” Max said and took the glass, purposely touching Henrik’s finger in the process. That signaled progress, but Henrik could not act on it in the way he wanted with Leo sitting so close, so he took a chance and kissed Max’s forehead once again before stepping back.
“I’ll have a room made up on the top floor for you, and when you and Leo are finished, I’ll carry you up,” Henrik stated and turned towards the outer door that leads to the stairway.
“I’d like a room on the second floor next to Leo, if that is at all possible. I’d sleep better with my brother close by.” Max said hesitantly but hopeful.
“The room next door is unoccupied, but the rooms on the top floor are bigger, with a gorgeous view of the Bay. I wouldn’t be too far away regardless.” Leo informed. Henrik appreciated Leo’s attempt to lure Max to the Penthouse to be near Henrik, but by the look on Max’s face, he wanted the second floor. It was understandable that he wanted to be near his brother at a time of uncertainty such as this.
“Of course, I’ll have the room made up, and also, your phone was found on the floor of the hotel lounge.” Henrik took it from his pocket and handed it to Max. “It must have gotten damaged during your attack.” He watched as Max took the phone and handled it carefully.
“It got pretty messed up.” He stated. “But I’m glad I have it, thank you.”
“Certainly.” Henrik stepped back and turned to leave.
“I appreciate everything that you have done for me. Not many people would be as kind and generous as you have been to me, to us.” He glanced at Leo, who agreed wholeheartedly.
“You’re welcome.” Henrik stared at Max a few moments pushing his desire and their connection ever so gently to him. Their bond had a foundation with the time and closeness they’d shared over the past twenty-four hours, and Henrik hoped it was strong enough to communicate some things without words. The way Max’s eyes went wide and dark spoke to the strength of their burgeoning bond.
“Enjoy your time with Leo, and I’ll collect you in about an hour. You can rest in your room until dinner.” Henrik stated and then left the room. The slight shy touch, the acceptance of Henrik’s intimacy, and the clear desire that reflected in his gaze told Henrik that his mate was not unaffected by him. The long road Zayn had spoken of might have just gotten a little shorter.




CHAPTER FOUR
Henrik returned in an hour and led Max to the bedroom he’d be occupying on the second floor. It was a comfortable space with a large window that gave a lovely view of the Bay and afforded a nice breeze off the water. Max found himself contented and relaxed in this bright, airy space. Henrik made sure to show him Leo and Derek’s room, which was right next door. It gave him a relief knowing that his brother was close by. Henrik left him there, after getting him into bed and demanding he rest until dinner.
Unfortunately, Max was unable to make it to dinner. He woke after a forty-minute nap with a pounding headache that made it impossible to stand or even move. Henrik called Dr. Abrams, who showed up within minutes it seemed to give Max another shot which put him back to sleep. He didn’t like spending so much time sleeping, but at least the headache went away.
He woke again just after nine and noticed the dying light from the sun off the water was giving his room a lovely glow. What a beautiful spot for a home was the thought that pervaded. After a few minutes, he sat up just as the door to his room opened. Henrik walked in with a tray, and his eyes showed his pleasure at seeing Max awake.
He walked over and set the tray on the side table and took a seat on the edge of his bed. He reached out and took Max’s hand and held it loosely in his rubbing soft circles in the palm with his thumb. “How’s your headache?” He asked, and Max found he couldn’t think for a moment; he was so focused on the touch of his hand and the allure of his gaze. Henrik had a way about him that called to everything inside of Max. The attraction was brutal and intense, and Max feared he could very easily lose himself in this man with his soft tone and his tender touch.
“It’s gone,” Max responded, feeling that the mood was suddenly so intimate, and he wasn’t sure why. He could feel Henrik’s desire for him, or was it just his imagination. The look and the touch all pointed to interest, but everything was such a mess right now, including his own brain. Could he trust his instincts right now, or was his judgment way off? Better not to embarrass himself, so he pulled back from the lust that was building down below.
“I brought you some dinner, nothing heavy and some water.” Max reached for the bottled water first and downed half the bottle before returning it to the side table. Max then picked at the offerings that Henrik had provided while they sat and talked. They just talked like two friends getting to know one another, and it felt so natural.
Henrik shared about his life, and when he and Derek and their good friend Zayn decided to go out on their own and formed the Vaughn Corporation. He explained the building of Bay Harbor and that the Hotel Del Coronado was an inspiration when building his home base. In turn, Max told him about running the hotels for his father and then trying to work with his uncle.
“I preferred working with Leo, and if father had just left Raymond out of it, our lives would have been so much easier.” He admitted surprised that he was willing to share so much with Henrik. “Raymond went flat against everything that our father stood for. Father was no boy scout, but he wasn’t a thief or a cheat. It was a constant, daily battle to maintain some semblance of integrity with Raymond at the helm.”
“But you fought him, you never stopped fighting him,” Henrik told him, and the praise was something he hadn’t expected, and it felt really good.
“I was losing. If you hadn’t intervened, we would have lost everything to Raymond and his associates.” Max had to give credit where it was due.
“I did it for Leo, but in the end, it led me to you, and for that I am grateful.” Henrik leaned forward and took Max’s chin and held it with his thumb and forefinger as he placed a warm sensuous kiss on Max’s willing lips. It started softly but soon turned heated when Max moved into the kiss rather than away from it.
Henrik slipped his hand around the back of Max’s neck, pulling him up close and pressing him into the kiss. Max didn’t waste the opportunity to get his hands on this masculine, muscular marvel. He began running his hands over Henrik’s upper arms and back, feeling the hardness and warmth seeping through to his flesh.
…
Henrik was floored when Max took it upon himself to deepen the kiss. The reserved young man could reach out and demand what he wanted, and that was a wonderful discovery. Max opened for Henrik as he swept inside and tasted the depth of his gorgeous mate. The sensations that roared through him at the submission of his mate brought his wolf forward, and Henrik just barely held him in check. The beast wanted to take his willing mate right here and right now.
Knowing that Max’s condition was still weak and now was not the time for this to progress further, Henrik slowed the fervor of the embrace. He gradually moved to cover Max’s cheek and throat with wet kisses. “You taste so good.” He murmured, losing himself in the scents of this lovely man. His wolf wanted to bathe in the essence while leaving his own mark. The time to claim was coming on him hard, and he would not be able to resist much longer if Max continued to offer himself so sweetly. He carefully laid Max back onto the bed and tucked the blanket around him.
“Sleep sweetheart, we’ll talk some more in the morning.” He bent and kissed him again; it was a quick, hard kiss that promised much more to come. He picked up the tray and headed for the door.
“You confuse me, Henrik,” Max spoke from behind him. Henrik stopped and turned to him.
“Why?”
“I trust you, even with your acceptance of some shady, skirting the edge of legal, business policies, I trust you. Events should have taught me to be cautious and to consider every detail before extending my belief in anyone, and yet here I am ready to rely on you.” Henrik could see the bewilderment in Max’s expression as he fought to understand the power that was drawing him to Henrik.
“Kindred spirits. We are kindred spirits, and we see in each other what others don’t. We see depth and value and a connection. You and I are at the beginning, and there is so much more to come.” Henrik gave his best reassuring smile. “Now sleep, and I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Goodnight, Henrik.”
“Goodnight, Max.”
…
Max was jarred awake when his phone went off, indicating several text messages were received. He grabbed it from the side table, curious as to who would be texting him at one in the morning. The hotels were shut down, and the employees had all been laid off, so there were no pressing concerns in that quarter. Leo was in the room next door, so he wouldn’t be texting him.
He pulled himself up on one elbow and opened the phone and began reading the three separate messages that had been sent from an unknown number. ‘I know where you are.’  The first message read. The second was similar but slightly darker in intent. ‘I can get to you any time that I wish. Don’t get too comfortable.’ The third made it clear that Uncle Raymond was not out of the picture yet. ‘The Vaughn brothers won’t protect you. Henrik Vaughn wants your hotels for himself, and that’s the only reason he is helping you. Don’t overestimate your worth, Max. You have a lot to learn when it comes to sacrifice, but I will teach you.’
Max read them several times and then locked the phone and put it back on the side table. The messages sparked something in his memory. The drive north was tense. He had been running, running from Raymond. He struggled to put his thoughts in order and pull the memory of that time forward, but he only succeeded in calling up bits and pieces of images and feelings. A crawling fear started to work its way through his mind, and sleep was far from him at the moment.
He glanced at the clock on the side table. It was just past one, and the house was silent. He wished he could talk to someone, to Leo. But it would have to wait. Images of Raymond coming after him pervaded his mind, and although Raymond was always rather cowardly, his threats seemed to hit bone this time. Why was this scaring him when his taunts had never bothered him before?
Finally, he sat up and got out of bed, being careful and take his steps slowly.  He stood at the bathroom sink and stared at his reflection in the mirror, marveling at the fact his face looked very near to normal. There was still a little faded bruising under his right eye, but everything else had healed. He hadn’t been as badly hurt as he thought and felt.
He would think about that later, for now, he needed to get Raymond and his threats off his mind. The more he thought, the more the words spiked fear deep within him. Splashing some water in his face to bring himself fully awake, he noticed that his hands were shaking. It wasn’t pronounced, but it was a definite tremor.
Where the hell was this fear coming from? He dropped his head and gripped the edges of the sink as he pulled his composure back. He would not be undone by the likes of Raymond Russo. Pushing his hair back from his face, he straightened and left the bathroom. Hopefully, he could get back to sleep. He turned his phone off before settling back into bed. He didn’t need any more of Raymond’s intimidation this night.
…
Henrik met with Derek and Zayn to discuss plans to track down Raymond Russo. “We shouldn’t have allowed him to run,” Derek repeated Henrik’s own regret.
“What’s done is done, and we’ll do better in the future,” Henrik responded, and Derek agreed.
“Both of your mates are in danger, and we cannot rest until this man is dealt with.” Zayn voiced the concern that was most vital to both of them. “I have Koa in Chicago tracing Raymond’s movements following the dust-up with his business associates. Seamus took a couple men with him, and they’re backtracking what we assume to have been Max’s steps after leaving Chicago. They’ll turn something up soon enough.”
“He hired a lot of jackals for muscle, whether he was aware of that fact or not. They never bother to cover their scent, and it tends to hang in an area for a long while. Seamus should get a location on Max’s attack at least and maybe find his car too.” Derek interjected.
Henrik found the plan practical, and it should yield results quickly given Koa’s and Seamus’ skills as trackers. “We’ll see where this goes, but if there are no worthwhile results in the next twenty-four hours, I’ll go to Chicago myself,” Henrik stated.
“I’ll go with you,” Derek told him and then added with emphasis. “He tried twice to kill my mate, and I’d like the opportunity to return the favor.” Henrik nodded, accepting his brother’s claim to accompany him.
“For now, take Javier with you and anyone else you need and check the town. Hit the shifter hangouts and all the hotels and motels; anywhere a piece of shit like Raymond Russo might try to hide. I would hate to find out too late that he’s been right under our noses the whole time.” Henrik added.
The meeting wrapped up, and Henrik headed up to bed. He’d taken the bedroom next to Max to keep a closer eye on him. In time he would move Max to the Penthouse with him, but for the moment, Max wanted to be near Leo and Henrik wanted to be near Max, so he would make do with the smaller space.
He’d checked on him just after midnight, and he was sound asleep then. Needing to make sure he was well and safe, Henrik stopped and listened at his door for a moment and then cracked it open slightly. He was still sleeping soundly, so Henrik quietly closed the door and proceeded to his own room. The issue with Raymond and anyone else he may have hired to harass and assault Max and Leo needed to end. Nothing would be settled, and their safety would not be secure until their uncle was put down.
Henrik came awake with the fearful sounds of his mate penetrating the walls. He was on his feet and knocking on Max’s door in an instant in only his black boxer briefs. Max didn’t answer, but the sounds of distress persisted. Henrik entered and moved quickly to the side of the bed. Max was thrashing and whining in his sleep, and he was drenched in sweat.
“Wake up, sweetheart,” Henrik spoke soft, but the urgency was there. The need to calm his mate and scare away whatever demons were troubling him was dominating his control. He sat on the edge of the bed and pulled him up into his arms and held him until he stopped struggling and began to breathe evenly. “Wake up.” He repeated, and this time Max heard him.
Max took a deep, shaky breath which appeared to center him as he dropped his forehead against Henrik’s chest. His hands resting against Henrik’s sides. The flesh on flesh feel of Max’s warm palms against his suddenly overheated flesh was not lost on Henrik or his wolf.
“You’re okay, you’re safe in my home,” Henrik repeated several times while Max pulled himself fully awake. Henrik looked down into his face and pushed the dark red hair back from his eyes. “You’re okay.”
“Yeah, I’m okay, just a bad dream.” Max ran his hand across his forehead, wiping the sweat away.
“Why don’t you go take a shower and put on some fresh pajamas while I strip and remake your bed,” Henrik asked but added pressure to the request by standing and helping Max from the bed. He was delighted when instead of instantly heading to the bathroom, Max leaned into him and used him for support.
“Thank you.” He said and pulled away, then slowly made his way to the bathroom.
…
Max searched his mind for the subject of his horrific dream, but all he could remember was running. In the dream, he couldn’t breathe and his legs kept getting heavier and heavier, but he couldn’t remember any of the specifics that had terrified him.
He stepped under the cold spray of the shower and felt the stickiness slide away. The sweat was covering his body and soaking his hair, but the water was taking care of most of it. The green apple shampoo and body gel took care of the rest. By the time he stepped out of the shower, he was feeling clean and refreshed, having washed away not only the sweat but also the lingering memories of his terror.
He toweled off and saw that Henrik had laid out a fresh pair of pajama pants for him. He was so caring, so attentive Max wanted to just hand his life over to him and ask him to make it all right again. But that wasn’t possible, Max’s problems were his own and were his own to solve.
Slipping on the light cotton bottoms, he remembered the added heat that had engulfed him at the realization that Henrik was wearing nothing but a thin pair of black boxer briefs. They fit him like they were a part of his body, accentuating and drawing attention to all the best parts.  Henrik was exceptionally handsome in his usual expensive black jeans, black boots, and crisp cotton shirts, but the underwear was in a league all of its own.
He remembered being pressed against the most wonderfully powerful chest. So smooth and yet so firm. The dark hair covered a good portion of it and trailed down to the top of his boxers so sexy and silky feeling beneath his fingertips. Being held by Henrik was an erotic experience. He took another cleansing breath and exited the bathroom.
There in front of him tucking the blankets in and fluffing the pillows was the object of his fever dream the masculine beauty that was Henrik. Damn, he wanted that man so bad. “Thank you for taking care of that.” He said, indicating the fresh linen on the bed.
“Not a problem.” He said with a kind smile as he set the soiled linen in the corner by the door. “Taylor, one of the house staff, will take care of that in the morning.” He explained. Max just enjoyed listening to him talk so steady and calm and reassuring in his words and tone and demeanor.
“Come, I’ll help you in and get you comfortable.” He reached out to Max, who followed the orders immediately. Henrik put his arm around Max and helped him into bed like he was someone precious. It was a lovely experience to be coddled and taken care of by someone like Henrik. He pulled the blanket and comforter up and tucked it in around Max, much as he had the last time that they were together.
“I’m sorry I woke you.” Max apologized, knowing that he’d disturbed him.
“Don’t be, I’m here for you always.” Henrik sat down and ran his fingers through Max’s hair as he stared down into his eyes. The look was endearing and hungry. Max reached up and cupped his jaw, feeling a slight stubble against his palm rough and invigorating.  The moment stood still as they silently gazed at one another.
“I’ll say goodnight, and if you have more difficulties just call out, I’ll hear you. I’m in the bedroom next door.” Henrik began to rise, and Max didn’t know what came over him, but he didn’t want Henrik to leave. The fear that had enveloped him before began to creep forward in his mind at the thought of Henrik walking away. He grabbed Henrik’s hand and held on, not letting him step back.
“What is it, sweetheart? What’s wrong?” Henrik asked concern filling his words.
“Don’t go.” Max blurted. “I know that I’m crossing all kinds of boundaries here, but please don’t go. Stay with me. I can’t explain it, I just need you here.” Max laid bare his needs, and then the fear of rejection swamping him as he waited for Henrik’s reply.
…
Henrik paused for a moment, surprised but delighted by Max’s request. The second that Max exhibited insecurity over his invitation Henrik was quick to accept before the offer was retracted. “Anything you need, Max, I’m here.” He said and rounded the bed, pulled the blanket and comforter back, and climbed in. Max moved towards him, and Henrik took the lead by pulling him up against him, spooning Max to his chest as he wrapped him tightly in his embrace.
This moment was heaven on earth for Henrik. Having Max in his arms, taking comfort from his nearness and touch, was the pure essence of their bond. He pulled him flush to his body, feeling the excitement of flesh on flesh and of having his mate so close, so intimate.
Max seated himself against Henrik’s growing hardness and quite deliberately began to grind his luscious little ass against him. Henrik stilled his hips with a gentle but firm grip. “Are you asking me for something?” Henrik whispered against the side of Max’s neck and then nuzzled the tender flesh there.
He felt Max freeze for a moment before he reached back and placed his hand on Henrik’s hip. The move signaled an acceptance and a need, but Henrik wanted Max to speak to him. “What do you want, Max? Tell me.”
It took a few seconds for Max to respond, but Henrik could feel him trying to put his needs and emotions into the right words. “I need you to touch me.” Max had difficulty asking for what he wanted, so Henrik decided to help him.




CHAPTER FIVE
Henrik slid his hand around to lightly run his palm over Max’s hard cock that lay straining beneath the thin cotton of his pajamas. Max trembled and sighed lustfully at his touch. “Is this what you want?” Henrik asked while lining wet kisses along Max’s bare shoulder.
Max covered Henrik’s hand with his own and pressed down while grinding into it, providing the needed pressure he sought. Henrik quickly took over and gripped the hard cock in his hand and gave it a couple quick strokes before Henrik abruptly rolled Max onto his back.
Henrik moved over him, taking hold of the sides of his pajamas jerked them down his thighs, baring his hard, needy cock to Henrik’s hungry gaze. No words were spoken as they locked gazes for a fraction of a second. Henrik slid down Max’s body and captured his hot throbbing cock between his lips, holding it and tasting the musky, manly flavor upon his tongue.
…
Max couldn’t believe what he was doing, but he wanted it more than he’d wanted anything in his life. Having Henrik caress and pleasure him so lovingly was sending his heart and body into overdrive. The touch of his hand had been thrilling, but what he was doing now was spiking all of Max’s wanton desires. For such a large man, he moved so gracefully and handled Max with a gentleness that was both touching and maddening since he wanted it fast and hard.
He couldn’t remember the last time someone had given him such pleasure and made his heart race with expectations and excitement. He hadn’t been with anyone in over a year, too busy trying to keep Raymond from taking everything and too suspicious of anyone who tried to get close. This was different, this was meant to be. It sounded trite, but Max could feel it in his bones that whether this lasted a week, a month, or just this one night, this was meant to be. He deserved this night of sensuous relaxation and release.
…
Henrik could sense Max’s body coming to life and burning at his touch. It was the beauty of mates that they could ignite passion and deliver satisfaction at every touch and every connection, whether physical, mental, or emotional. As their bond grew stronger, they would feel every delight and sensational experience their bodies and minds had to offer.
He bore down and swallowed Max to the root, licking, and nipping the tender skin and tantalizing the sensitive nerves. Sliding his right hand back and under that lovely ass, he penetrated lightly with his finger, testing the muscle surrounding Max’s heated entrance. It was tight and pulsated at his touch. He wanted this man like nothing in his life, but he couldn’t take him now, not without knowledge and understanding of what was happening and how it would impact his life.
If he fucked him now, he would not be able to resist the urge to claim. He and his wolf would bond with Max, there would be no stopping once the connection began. He was more than ready and eager to bond with his gorgeous mate, but he wanted Max’s willing participation in the bonding process, not just thrust it upon him. It had worked for Derek when he simply took Leo. He’d let the chips fall to be sorted out later, but Henrik had a hunch that Max would not take such a thing lightly. For now, he would take pleasure in his mate and give Max the relief and satisfaction he craved.
Henrik tightened his grip and increased his speed and pressure bringing Max to the edge in record time. He thrashed and moaned and then stiffened with breathless anticipation as he exploded, filling Henrik’s mouth with stream after stream of his sweet, warm essence. Henrik continued to work the silky softness of Max’s hard cock until a soft whine indicated sensitivity. He licked him clean and let the now softening cock slide from his lips as he glanced up and once again captured those beautiful eyes. Henrik pulled the pajama pants back up, placing a hungry kiss to the head of his cock before carefully tucking him back inside.
Max touched him everywhere he could reach from his shoulders to his hair to his face. His touch was needy but calm, and Henrik knew Max was finally relaxing and finding his center. Henrik came up to position himself behind Max and pull him back against him. Spooning him once again to his chest. He had never felt such a powerful emotional connection before as what he felt with Max. The man was becoming part of him, part of his heart and part of his life.
…
Max was still coming down from the powerful climax as Henrik pulled back into his loving embrace. His heart rate slowed, and his breathing returned to normal, but his mind was consumed by the amazing man who held him so safe and sure. His expert lovemaking had set Max on fire and left him trembling and ready to beg for more. It may not have been the right thing to do, but it was what he wanted and needed in this moment. He turned in Henrik’s grip and placed a kiss to his upper arm that was wrapped around him.
“Let me take care of you,” Max asked, wanting to reciprocate.
“Next time, sweetheart. This time was for you, all for you.” He pulled him closer and nuzzled his face into Max’s shoulder, placing a few kisses to the area before settling down. “Go to sleep, I’ll keep you safe.” Apparently, that was all he needed to hear because, in the next breath, he was asleep dreaming dreams of sweethearts in love.
…
Thankfully the following morning was not awkward or uncomfortable in the least. Max woke in Henrik’s arms and did so with a soft sweet smile gracing his lips. Henrik was confident that their connection was taking shape and that soon he would be bonding with Max and introducing him to his new life as the Alpha Mate.
Henrik got out of bed and urged Max to sleep in a little longer. “You stay and rest, and I’ll collect you for breakfast at eight.” He said, and with a lingering kiss that made the days start so much brighter, he left the room and returned to his bedroom next door.
In the hall, he met Derek, who with a knowing nod and a pat on the shoulder, said nothing and walked on towards the staircase. Henrik entered his room and quickly took a shower and got dressed. He was running later than usual because he’d loathed getting out of Max’s bed. If he could have stayed there with him all day, he would have. Someday, someday soon, he told himself as he made his way downstairs.
He headed into the den after getting a cup of coffee. The den was situated on the other side of the vestibule from the living room and afforded a more casual environment. When he entered, Taylor was there tidying up from their meeting of the night before. “Sorry, sir.” He said as he quickly finished.
“You’re fine,” Henrik told him as he took a seat in the large brown leather chair on the far side of the room near the window, which afforded a beautiful view. He was soon joined by Zayn, who sat on the loveseat situated more in the center of the room. They both drank their coffee in silence for several minutes, just enjoying the peace of this new morning.
“How is your mate?” Zayn offered as an opening to their discussion.
“He’s well, his headache is gone, and his physical injuries have all healed,” Henrik responded. “He will be having breakfast with me at eight, and you’re welcome to join us.”
“Thank you, I will.”
“Breakfast at eight then?” Derek said as he came in and sat in the chair near the door.
“Breakfast at eight,” Henrik responded with a smile.
…
Max got up just after seven and showered and dressed in the clothes Henrik had left for him. They were much appreciated since his car with his luggage had still not been located. Max noticed the shirts were all a lovely shade of light blue, his favorite color.
He wasn’t sure if the authorities had been alerted but he thought not, considering Henrik’s reluctance to involved police. He would have to make a decision pretty soon as to how he wished to proceed, considering everything that had happened in the last few days. Some of it he remembered and some he did not.
One thing he clearly remembered was Henrik coming to him last night and making everything alright. The nightmare had been tied to the messages he’d received presumably from Raymond. He’d clearly lost contact with his sanity if he thought death threats and beat downs were the way to go.
A brief knock on the door and then Leo stuck his head inside. “Hey, I hear breakfast is at eight.” He said with a sly smile. “Let’s go, I’ll show you where the kitchen is at.”
Henrik had said he would be back to get him, but it would be more expedient if he just went with Leo and saved Henrik the trip. “Sounds great.” Max fell into step beside Leo as they left the room and headed for the staircase.
“Did you sleep well?” Leo said with a distinct grin. Max shot him a scathing side-eye before responding.
“Very well, thank you,” Max stated without elaboration.
“Yeah, me too.” Leo winked and then started to laugh.
“If you think I’m about to discuss any of last night with you, you are sorely mistaken.” Max continued.
“I just like seeing you satisfied, brother. It’s been a long time.” Leo dodged the punch he was about to receive.
“Breakfast,” Max stated, firmly hoping to change the subject. “Let’s find breakfast.”
“Right this way.” Leo led him into the large kitchen with a small dining area off to the side. Henrik, Derek, and Zayn were already there drinking coffee. It was a nice, private sun-bathed corner of the room.
As soon as their eyes met, Henrik was on his feet, coming to greet Max. He brought him over and seated him at the table. Henrik prepared a plate for himself and one for Max and returned, taking the seat next to Max. Leo brought them coffee and orange juice, and soon they were all tucking into their breakfast. Max found he was quite hungry and was pleased when once he finished the first plate Henrik prepared him a second. When he finished the second plate, Henrik offered a third, but Max declined.
“Thank you, but no, that was enough,” Max told him, relieved when he noticed that all the men appeared to have hearty appetites. “Any word on my car?” Max asked as he drank his coffee.
“Nothing yet,” Henrik answered.
“Do you think it might have been stolen?” Leo commented.
“Maybe.” Was all Henrik said.
“I remember leaving Chicago, and I remember driving through lower Michigan, but I don’t remember arriving in town or showing up at the Lounge. I don’t know how I got to town, whether I drove or was dropped off. It’s frustrating and maddening, but it just won’t get clear in my head.” Max’s frustration erupted suddenly, and he glanced away from the men at the table in an attempt to gather his control. Henrik’s hand was on his knee, and suddenly he felt grounded. The reaction caught him by surprise, but he leaned into the calm, accepting it as it flooded his mind.
“I understand your concern about your car, but there is a strong possibility that it will never be found. It may have been dumped, hidden, destroyed, chopped depending upon whether or not your attackers were in possession of it.” Max appreciated Henrik’s bold truth, but it didn’t make the news any easier to accept.
“It’ll be okay, Max, don’t worry,” Leo spoke and gave his brother a quick one-armed hug. “Besides, it’s not as if the car were a Mercedes, it was over ten years old and pretty busted. I hated riding in that thing.”
“Hey, it drove just fine.” Max defended.
“It drove like it had square tires. It was awful, admit it.” Leo kept pushing, and finally, Max started to laugh.
“It was paid for.” That was the only line of defense left as far as Max could see since everything Leo had said was correct. The mood was lighter now, and conversation flowed easily around the table.
Max learned a little about the men seated there and the business they ran, which included more than just the Indigo Hotel. The Vaughn Corporation took in a good share of the town it would seem. Restaurants, coffee shops, bars, but the Indigo was the jewel in the crown. It was odd, but Max was getting an at-home comfortable feeling as if he belonged here. But unfortunately, he was only here temporarily. He was here until he healed, and he could safely return home. That was the truth of the situation, and he needed to remember that.
Henrik was gracious and kind and sexy as hell, but there was no forever after going on between them. They were just two people finding pleasure in one another, and in the end, Max would go home.
“Why don’t I show you around while these guys go to work,” Leo said while standing up and stepping away from the table. Max agreed and went to rise, but Henrik held him in place for a moment pulling him close and dropping a quick kiss to his lips before releasing him. He should have felt uncomfortable with such a public display, but he didn’t. No one commented or cared, it was that easy.
“I’ll see you for lunch,” Henrik said and then added. “If you need me call, no hesitation, no second thought, if you need me call.” He hammered that demand home before they parted. Max nodded that he would, but deep down, he wasn’t sure what would warrant him calling and disturbing him. It would have to be life or death considering all the man had already done for him. He didn’t want to become any more of a burden than he already was.
Leo grabbed him by the upper arm to hurry him along, and soon they were on their way out the back door and down to the beach. They were at the crest of the small dune that led down to the beach when Leo stopped. “I forgot my phone.” He said and turned back towards the house. “Derek likes to be able to contact me during the day. He may not look like it, but he can be a chatty fellow.” Leo chuckled and started running back to the house. “Wait here, and I’ll just be a minute.”
“Sure.” Max stood and stared out at the water as it lapped at the sandy beach. A small man in black with his face covered came from a rocky enclosure off to his right and, with a stick in his hand, began to write something in the sand. Max’s attention was captured as the man completed the short two-word sentence. ‘You’re dead.’ He read it, again and again, thinking he had to be mistaken or it wasn’t meant for him. The man turned and looked straight up at him and pointed before dashing back to the shelter of the rocks and disappearing.
Max looked again at the words, but they were gone washed away by the constant lapping of the waves. Nothing remained except a few footprints, and slowly they too were gone. He didn’t recognize the man, and as he stared at the beach, he began to wonder if it had really happened at all. His muddled mind was playing havoc with his fear and anxiety. Could this have been a figment of his imagination brought on by stress?
He searched the area with his eyes franticly trying to find the man who’d been there, and he was so deep in his desperate search that he did not hear Leo come up to stand beside him.
“What are you looking for?” He said abruptly, and Max visibly jerked.
“Oh, nothing, I thought I saw someone on the beach.” He covered quickly, and Leo didn’t seem to notice his agitation.
“Let’s head down, it’s a beautiful walk,” Leo said and started down to the beach with Max following behind.
The walk was restful, and the air was fresh, but Max could not quell the worry that bubbled up whenever he thought of the messages and the man on the beach, if indeed there was a man on the beach. He needed to focus on something else.
“Now that the Vaughn Corporation has backed our claim and we have better lawyers, it looks like the hotels are ours,” Max remarked. “What do you propose we do with them?”
“You’re not interested in running them?” Leo asked as he turned to look at Max.
“No, are you?” He turned the question around.
“No, they don’t represent anything positive in my life. Father loved those hotels more than he ever did us or even mom. He loved them so much he gave them to Raymond in his will because he thought we weren’t good enough.” Max heard the hurt entering his brother’s tone, and he understood it fully.
“Yeah, I agree.” Max squeezed Leo’s shoulder as they continued to make their way down the beach. “Want to sell them?”
“Yes.”
“Let’s do it.”
“Agreed.”




CHAPTER SIX
Henrik stood on the back porch with Zayn watching his mate walk the beach. He was consumed with the need to constantly check on him, making sure he was not in danger. His wolf would not settle down until their mate was marked and claimed.
“I’m going to have to claim him soon if I ever want to get any work done,” Henrik noted while never taking his eyes off Max. Zayn chuckled and glanced over to where Max and Leo stood talking.
“Two good and strong men, both fine additions to the pack. You and Derek have been fortunate.” Zayn observed with a touch of longing. “I just hope that it doesn’t end there. I hope that Fate has decided to smile upon us for a while.”
Henrik nodded at his friend. “You’ve been alone a long time just as Derek and I have. I’m sure she will reward you as well.”
“It would be nice to have someone to call my own. Someone to cuddle and spoil.” He smiled as his eyes took on a far way look. “Unlike you and Derek, who wanted strong men by your sides, I’m hoping for just a lovely piece of fluff. I need some softness and beauty in my life.”
They continued to watch the beach as Zayn filled him in on the current state of the investigation. “The report from Chicago states that Raymond Russo has left town. He took what he could from the accounts, which wasn’t much. The lawyers had everything locked down. The last anyone heard from him was the day Max headed north.”
“He’s after a pound of flesh and won’t back off till he gets it,” Henrik stated. “He may have followed Max and may have been the one who beat the shit out of him.  But my guess is that he hired someone probably more jackals.”
“Do you think he’s somewhere in town?” Zayn was skeptical.
“I don’t know. What has Seamus found?”
“The rest area just before the Eastport exit, although thoroughly cleaned, still exhibited evidence of a bloody encounter. The scents were Max and jackal.” Zayn gave the information carefully, knowing the discussion of the incident could incite Henrik’s wolf. “His car wasn’t there, and they haven’t located it yet.”
“Raymond?” Henrik enquired sharply.
“They scented Max and one jackal and many humans, but it’s a public washroom so that would be expected. The jackal scent was strong as it usually is. Max bled out a bit, so his scent was easily discerned from the other humans.”
“So, it’s inconclusive whether he was there or not?” Henrik’s tone remained sharp.
“Yes, sir.”
…
“You do know that we’re being watched,” Leo said and glanced back towards the house. “Henrik has been watching you for the past half hour, at least.”
“Really?” Max looked back, and there he was arms crossed standing tall, staring out at the water. “Maybe he’s just looking at the water.”
Leo barked a laugh. “That man is crazy about you, Max. He’s making sure you’re safe. Derek’s the same way; once they stake their claim, they get very possessive.”
“Is that a good thing?” Max smiled.
“A very good thing. They’re good people, Max.” Leo implored. “You’ll see, they aren’t criminals, and they’re not like Raymond or any of the people he worked with. What the Vaughn brothers have here is a solid community of people who look out for each other. It’s a good place.” Max nodded, not agreeing because he could see all of that for himself, but what he wasn’t so sure about was his place in this community.
“Once Raymond is out of our lives for good, you should consider staying here.” Leo tossed out there.
“Why would they let me stay?” Max blurted automatically.
“I’ll let Henrik explain that one to you.” Leo started to laugh as if he knew something Max didn’t.
“What aren’t you telling me, Leo?” Max pressed.
“Let’s head back and get some lemonade. I’m thirsty.” Leo changed the subject and turned back in the direction of the main house. Max chose not to pursue his question. He had enough on his mind.
“I got a couple of text messages from someone last night. I think it was Raymond, but I can’t be sure.” Max decided to share his concerns with Leo and see what he thought.
“What did they say?”
“Vague threats, here just a minute, and I’ll show them to you.” Max stopped and searched his phone for the messages, but they were gone. “I can’t find them. They were from an unknown number.” Leo took his phone and tried to find the texts but also came up with nothing.
“They were there.” Max declared, and then softened. “I think they were there.” Then the message in the sand came to mind, and he shared that as well. Leo looked at him with that terrible expression of sympathy. “You think I’m crazy?”
“No, but you were beaten pretty bad.” Leo tried to explain. Max frantically searched his phone again and again came up with nothing. Now he was really getting worried, what would he do if his mind were truly working against him?
“I think I need to lay down for a while. I’m getting quite tired.” Max announced and started in earnest back to the house. Leo caught up with him easily.
“It’s okay, Max, you’ll heal, and everything will be okay.” Leo kept telling him that, but Max was beginning to wonder if it were true. Things don’t heal that fast, and the brain is a very delicate organ. Max stopped abruptly and caught Leo by the arm.
“Don’t tell anyone what I told you. I don’t want them looking at me like I’m damaged. I can’t take that kind of scrutiny right now.” Max turned back to the house without waiting for an answer.
“Tell Henrik, he can help you, Max.” Leo urged.
“No, I’ll handle this myself.” Max rushed away, wanting to hide in his room.
…
Henrik was in his office sitting at his desk when the charged emotion hit him. It was confusion, a panic confusion, and it was coming from Max. He was on his feet in an instant and rushing to the back porch. When he arrived, only Leo was there looking as if he had a heavy weight upon his shoulders. The lingering uproar of Max’s thoughts was still in the air sharp and acrid.
“Where is he?” Henrik demanded.
“In his room.” As soon as the words were out of Leo’s mouth, Henrik turned ready to go to his mate. “He needs to be alone, Henrik,” Leo stated, getting Henrik’s attention. “Max arbores public displays, so let him settle himself for a while before you rush in.” At that point, Henrik yielded to Leo’s request and decided his time would be better spent getting to the cause of his mates upset.
“Tell me what happened.” It wasn’t a request he was making.
“He asked me not to tell anyone,” Leo said but soon backed down in the face of an Alpha demanding the facts about his mate. There was no resisting the power of an unhappy Alpha wolf. Soon Derek joined them there on the back porch standing next to his mate giving support as Leo shared what Max had told him.
Zayn and Javier were there for the last of it, and it seemed they all were of the mind that Henrik’s mate was suffering from delusions. No one said a word, but their expressions spoke volumes. All except Derek, who was not offering an opinion on the matter, not even a discernable expression.
“I’ll search the beach,” Derek said, and with Leo tucked under his arm, he headed down to where Max had said he saw the small man.
“It’s very likely that someone is still after Max and possibly Leo as well. The Raymond Russo experience has not ended for us yet.” Javier interjected his own brand of explanation to soften the blow.
“Find out who had access to Max’s room last night and this morning.” He spoke to Zayn. “And check with the guard watching the beach access. I want the names of everyone who was on the beach this morning.”
Henrik stood on the back porch for quite a while, staring out at the water and the horizon his mind consumed with the growing threat against his mate. Henrik wanted to go to him, reassure him, but Leo was right; he would give him time to compose himself but not too much time.
Just because the texts weren’t there didn’t mean they never existed, and the man on the beach could have taunted him with a message that was quickly washed away. It was not outside the realm of possibilities that all of these things were true.
He needed to claim him soon. With the bond in place, Max’s strength and healing capacity would be complete. He would suffer no more. Henrik turned and walked back inside and went to his office to make some calls. Normally he would be working from the Hotel at this time, but with Max in the Pack House, he would not be leaving Bay Harbor. He had to remain close to his vulnerable unclaimed mate. He glanced up the staircase yearning to go to his Max, but he would give him another half hour before checking in on him.
…
Max sat on the edge of the bed with his head in his hands, wondering if he was losing his fucking mind. He checked his phone again and the unknown number was gone and the messages with it. He wondered if he’d deleted them last night, but he couldn’t recall doing so. Dropping back onto the bed, he closed his eyes and thought about the two incidents. They were real, he’d bet his life they were real. But he had no proof and who was going to believe him, especially after he’d suffered a serious head injury?
The guy on the beach had his face covered and looked to be youngish, probably teens or early twenties, if he were to guess. It would be easy enough to hire someone to do what he did. Some people would do anything for money, and it could have just been a prank not necessarily meant for him. He was just beginning to talk himself into accepting his experiences as truth when there came a soft knock on his door. He sat up abruptly and spoke.
“Who is it?” He asked.
“Henrik asked for you to meet him in the back yard.” The voice was soft and unfamiliar. Max hurried to the door, but when he arrived, whoever it was had gone. He stepped out into the hallway, looking both ways and saw no one. Although he’d heard the communication clearly, he wondered if it was real.
He decided to go, what did he have to lose? Henrik was either waiting for him in the backyard, or he wasn’t. He would check it out, and whatever the outcome, no one would be the wiser if it turned out to be false. It seemed a good plan.
Max descended the staircase slowly, carefully taking in his surroundings. He met a man standing on the landing who looked up at him in acknowledgment and nodded but did not speak as he quickly climbed the stairs and disappeared onto the second floor. Max wondered if it had been him who had delivered the message that Henrik was waiting in the backyard. He should have asked, but the man moved too fast. He wasn’t familiar to Max, but then again, he hadn’t met everyone who lived at the mansion. 
Max turned back towards the main floor and continued on his way.  He didn’t know the total layout of the mansion, but he knew how to get to the back yard. The house seemed eerily quiet, or it could just be his current state of mind. Looking around, he saw no one and heard no movement. Slipping out one of the back doors near the kitchen, he stepped out onto the porch.
Looking down at the beach below, he was struck with the memory of the man and his message. He shook his head and focused on finding Henrik. It seemed odd that he would beckon him to the backyard, but Max didn’t dwell on it. He walked out onto the lush green lawn and headed in the direction of the gazebo while looking around to see if he could locate Henrik.
The air was so fresh, and the sun warm on his face. His thoughts were consumed by what a beautiful area this was when he heard someone call his name. It wasn’t Henrik, Max knew Henrik’s voice. This was the same voice he’d heard at his door a few minutes ago. He jerked around but saw no one. This was a game a hateful game. The voice came again, and he followed it to a thick, deep hedgerow that ran along the property by the gazebo. It separated the lush lawn from the rocking drop off that lead to the beach below.
He moved slowly now, giving the hedge all of his attention in the hopes of whoever was there would not have time to run when he moved on them. Once close enough, he dove at the hedge, grabbing hold of a piece of clothing. The man hiding in the hedges was shocked but quickly began fighting him. Max couldn’t see his face since he had it covered, but suddenly, the man tore off the bandana covering his lower face and turned on Max.
Max released him and fell back on his ass when the small man surged forward while turning into a monster right in front of Max’s eyes. The face was fierce with fangs, fur, and a stare that was inhuman and feral. It burst out of the hedges and dove for Max, who just managed to roll out of its grip. He jumped to his feet and began to run with the thing close on his heels. Fear gripped him good and hard as his vision began to blur with his crippling panic.
…
Henrik checked his watch, and although it had been less than an hour, he could not stay away from his mate any longer. If he wanted more alone time, he would give it, but he needed to see him and assess things for himself. He was just leaving his office when Max’s panic hit him. “Shit!” He yelled and ran for the backyard.
The scene was extraordinary. Max was running full out as if the devil himself were after him, and yet no one was chasing him. It didn’t matter the details would be sorted later right now Max was heading for the rocky cliff and in his state of terror didn’t look to be stopping. He didn’t see the danger ahead of him.
Henrik intercepted him, scooping Max up into his arms just as Max’s feet hit the first stone. The realization of his near fate flashed across Max’s face as he held onto Henrik with a death grip. Henrik did not stop but rather ran back to the house with Max in his arms. If there was danger afoot in the backyard, he wanted Max inside immediately.
He went directly to a small sitting room near his office that he often used for meetings or simply to relax. The room was bright, comfortable, and inviting, all the things Max needed right now. It was also private. When the door was closed, no one entered without knocking. He sat down on the plush sofa with Max still in his arms. He caressed and soothed as his mate slowly calmed and was able to finally catch his breath.
He didn’t ask him why or what but instead waited for Max to tell him. The man was terrified, and Henrik did not believe him to be delusional. Finally, after several minutes Max began to truly settle. He wasn’t okay by far, but he was better.
“I’m afraid to tell you what I saw,” Max spoke softly against Henrik’s shoulder at first and then sat up still in the circle of Henrik’s arms and spoke more directly. “I’m afraid to tell you what I saw. You’ll think I’m bonkers.”
“Why would I think that?” Henrik held Max loosely, but if he tried to get off Henrik’s lap, he would tighten his grip. Max needed the safety and security of his mate, and his Alpha and Henrik was more than happy to provide.
“I’ve been racking up a lot of weirdness since my arrival here, but this was different, this one was hands-on.” Max tried to explain himself, but Henrik was having difficulty following.
“What do you mean by hands-on?” Henrik asked soft while rubbing his mate’s arms and legs relaxing and soothing his tense muscles.
“I grabbed him, and when I did, he turned into a monster.” Max’s voice dropped to a whisper, but Henrik heard him clearly and knew instantly what he’d seen. The person, whoever they are, had shifted in order to scare Max. Henrik pulled his phone from his pocket and made a call sending a team out to investigate the area. He would find out who was terrorizing his mate, and they would answer for it.
“You believe me?” Max sounded shocked.
“Yes, I do,” Henrik answered without hesitation and then added. “Start from the beginning, sweetheart and tell me everything, don’t leave anything out. Leo told me about the other two incidents. Don’t blame him, I badgered him until he told me.” Henrik wanted everything out in the open, and he wanted his mate to trust him. “I won’t judge you; I want to help you.”
“I don’t think Leo believed me. He believes that I believe, but he thinks my brain hasn’t recovered from the trauma of the beating, which is possible.  But I wasn’t dreaming when I grabbed that man’s arm. It was real flesh and bone; he was a man right up to the point he turned into a beast.”
“Start at the beginning with the text messages and explain it to me,” Henrik instructed, and Max began at the beginning just as he was asked and without further self-deprecation. He spoke plain and concise, giving details, descriptions, and a timeline that made it all very convincing. Everything he described was possible even if he doubted it himself.
He became shaky and less concise when he began to explain what happened in the backyard. The scare still fresh in his mind caused his body to begin to tense as he forced himself to focus on what had happened. Henrik could feel Max’s insecurity about the incident and the fear that he was mentally unsound.
Henrik had a good idea about what had taken place. But to make Max understand that what he encountered was not as crazy and out of the realm of possibilities as he might think would require Henrik telling him the truth. Was Max ready for the truth of Bay Harbor?




CHAPTER SEVEN
Max got it all out all of it, the person telling him that Henrik wanted to speak with him in the backyard, the noises from the hedges and the man, the same man from the beach who turned into a wild animal.
“It’s outlandish, I know, but it’s what I saw.” Max moved as if to get up, but Henrik held him in place for which he was grateful. He really didn’t want to move, but he thought it was time to get off the man’s lap and face these things even if they’re only in his mind.
“You’re fine, stay with me.” Henrik pressed, and Max easily relented. Max let go of his inhibitions at that moment and pressed his face back into the comfort and safety of Henrik’s broad shoulders. He just wanted to stay there and block out all the craziness of the last few hours. He felt Henrik drop a kiss to the top of his head and wished he would kiss him properly. He loved his touch and his attention; it made his blood heat, and his mind focus on nothing but the sensations he triggered.
Groaning loudly with the rise of excitement, Max moved to straddle Henrik’s lap. It was a bold move and out of character for someone like Max, who never acted without extensive planning and purpose. This was off the cuff and born of pure desire. It was a reaction to the confusion and fear that plagued him and the safety and understanding given to him by Henrik. He wanted this man in every way, and he wanted him now.
Henrik responded immediately by pulling Max’s face to his and kissing him hard and exacting. The passion in that kiss was setting Max’s blood on fire. He wasn’t holding back, and he wasn’t going easy on him. Henrik was as hungry for this embrace as he was, maybe even more.
Max ate away at Henrik’s mouth, lost in the flavor of such stark masculinity, and at the same time, dove his hand between them to grip the front of Henrik’s dark jeans and opened them. He wanted to touch him, feel the firm heat of Hendrik’s body in the palm of his hand. Henrik arched his hips upward to easy Max’s quest as he lowered the zipper and separated the fabric while their kiss was ongoing.
He pushed his hand inside marveling at the fact Henrik was not wearing underwear, it was just hot flesh against hard denim, and it was sexy as hell. Henrik’s hands skimmed down Max’s sides and rested on the waistband of his jeans. The kiss grew hotter if that was even possible as Max stuck his hand inside Henrik’s jeans and took hold of the hard, thick cock. Henrik dug his fingers into Max’s hips as he again thrust up into his tentative grip.
“I want you.” Max gasped when he pulled his lips away temporarily and then lunged back into the kiss, desperate for every sense and feeling of the act. Henrik again squeezed Max’s hips but also moved to undo his jeans, pulling them loose and slipping his hands in either side of the waistband dipping his hands inside as he continued to open eagerly for Max’s questing tongue.
On a quick breath, he asked for clarification. “What do you want from me, sweetheart? Is this what you want?” Henrik slipped his left hand behind Max, clutching his ass in the palm of his large hand and squeezing. He then let his fingers dip into the crevasse there and press the tight hole within.
Max couldn’t hold back the lustful moan that burst forth from the sensations of his touch. “Yes, I want you there.” He pulled his lips away, and breathlessly stared into Henrik’s dark, passionate gaze. “I want you, need you.” He stated with emphasis and pressed down onto the fingers exploring his entrance. “Please.” He wasn’t above begging at this point.
“You never have to beg.” Henrik responded with a look that melted everything inside of Max. he wanted so badly for this man to love him. Henrik flipped Max’s jeans beneath the curve of his ass and pulled them lower down onto his thighs as far as they would travel in Max’s seated position.
Henrik tucked his face against Max’s throat and began a series of wet sensual kisses down and across his shoulder, pushing the t-shirt to one side as he sought the supple skin beneath. Max was in sensual heaven with everything Henrik was doing to him.
“You make me feel so good.” He breathed through gasps and moans, eliciting a soft chuckle from Henrik before he began pressing his finger so forceful and intent upon Max’s tight entrance. He felt himself releasing and felt the first of two fingers enter him. The stretching was and thrusting inside was delicious, and Max ached for more.
He was surprised that he felt so wet and slick, considering he hadn’t noticed Henrik use any sort of lube, but perhaps he did. Whatever he used, it was smooth and made the stretching so erotic and pleasurable, but Max was excited to feel the huge hard cock in his hand finally enter his ass. The stretch would be immense, and the pleasure immeasurable, he was sure.
Max wrapped his arms around Henrick’s shoulders as he was raised ever so slightly so Henrick could place him directly over his cock. This was so amazing Max couldn’t believe he was about to be fucked by this wonderful man. “Are you ready for me, Max?” He asked while still raining kisses across his shoulder.
“Yes, I am so ready I’m about to burst.” He said it was then that Henrik removed his fingers and thrust the head of his cock inside Max’s ready channel. The move was swift and aided by Henrik pulling Max down while he pushed up. A feeling of peace and home along with a flood of pleasure so sharp it made him whine rushed through his system.
Henrik took his lips again in a hard-bruising kiss as he plunged deeper, filling him completely. Then suddenly, he pulled out, lifting Max slightly and then once again slammed inside. The sensations were prickling Max’s skin sensitizing every inch of his body.
He held on as the kiss continued, and Henrik began a punishing rhythm of thrusts filling him and stretching him to accommodate Henrik’s size. It was incredible, and all things apart from Henrik and what he was doing to him fled Max’s mind.  The plunged deep and held him there, forcing himself as deep inside Max as was possible, and when Henrik came, so did Max. The sensuous heat and satisfaction that burst forth had Max coming all over his jeans. But he didn’t care; nothing mattered except the fantastic man who held him, filled him, and satisfied him beyond expectation.
Henrik held his mate feeling the soft skin against his calloused palms and feeling the tight heat of his channel, gripping his now throbbing cock. The release had been a moment of mind-bending pleasure and fulfillment, the likes of which he had never experienced before.
This was his mate, and he ached to bite and seal their connection bonding them for all time, but he managed with the last of his resolve to pull back. His wolf clamored for the claim and fought him hard, but in the end, Henrik won. As he felt Max come jerking and moaning in that way that set Henrik’s heart on fire every time, he placed a hard, wet, possessive kiss to the area he would mark very soon.
He continued to hold him and kiss him softly as he and Max both came down from their lovemaking. Their hearts beat in unison, and their breath gradually calmed, and the moment was perfect.
Henrik wanted to stay like that with Max on his lap with his cock buried inside him, feeling the warmth of home with the touch of his mate. Max was the first to move probably because the cum on his front was beginning to cause discomfort.
Henrik loosened his grip slightly but did not release him, he couldn’t, not yet. Reaching to his left, he grabbed several tissues from a box there and began cleaning up Max. Max made a move to take the tissues, but Henrik refused. “Let me do this. I’ll take care of you.” He said.
Henrik let his now softening cock slip out of his sweet mate’s lovely hole and moved to slip Max’s jeans back up and into place. He finished cleaning him and tucked him gently back inside his jeans and closed them.
“I should get off you,” Max said while resting his head against Henrik’s shoulder.
“You’ll stay right where you are. I need to hold you for a while longer.” Henrik dictated and wrapped his arms around Max, pulling him close and rubbing his cheek against Max’s. It was the wolf in him determined to mark their mate every way that was possible.
“I’m sorry I’m being such a bother,” Max stated and pulled back from Henrik’s shoulder but glanced away as if embarrassed.
Henrik held Max and forced him to look at him. “You’re no bother. I’m glad to be here for you. I will always be here for you.” He punctuated that statement with another ravenous kiss that left no doubt as to whom Max belonged to.
Henrik’s phone went off, and he pulled it from his pocket, seeing that it was Derek, he answered. “I got him,” Derek announced. “It’s Taylor Bond, one of your housekeepers. I’m bringing him in now.”
“Thanks, I’ll meet you out front.” Henrik closed the call and turned his attention back to Max. “Derek caught the guy who has been harassing you.” The moment he said that, a light came on in Max’s eyes.
“I wasn’t hallucinating.” He said with relieved finality.
“You weren’t hallucinating.” Henrik followed with determined finality. He helped Max to his feet and then stood. He tucked himself in before taking Max’s hand and heading for the door.
“Who is he?” Max asked as they left the side room and entered the outer living area.
“A young man who works here as part of the household staff,” Henrik stated. “Derek’s bringing him around front.” Henrik draped his arm over Max’s shoulder and as they made their way to the front yard.
Taylor was fourteen, and the younger brother of one of the men Henrik had banished from the Pack. A group had started causing trouble and fomenting insurrection, and he had no time for such bullshit in his Pack. He eliminated the leaders and banished every follower and supporter of which Taylor’s brother was one.
It was likely the situation at hand was tied to the previous Pack purge. Too bad, Barnaby, the house manager, had vouched for the boy and convinced Henrik to give him a chance and let him work at the Mansion. Taylor had betrayed his Alpha, but more than that, he betrayed the only person willing to stick their neck out for him. He also put a pall on all the families of men banished. Each of them would now carry the shadow of Taylor’s betrayal.
They stepped off the front porch just as Derek rounded the side of the building dragging a frightened Taylor with him while Leo brought up the rear. Henrik stepped up to them as they approached, and Leo moved to stand by Max.
Derek grabbed Taylor by the back of the neck and forced him to face Henrik. “He sent the texts and then snuck into the bedroom and erased them. He was also the man on the beach. I caught his scent when he shifted in front of your mate. I found him hiding on the cliffs, probably planning his next attack.” Derek completed his report in his usual flat, emotionless manner. It tended to unnerve people, but Henrik knew that was Derek’s intent. Taylor was shaking so badly that he couldn’t speak.
Henrik just stared at the boy and waited for an explanation. It took several minutes before he was able to speak, and his voice was weak and cracked when he tried to speak. “I didn’t know he was your mate, sir. I thought he was just a boyfriend. You took my brother from me, so I wanted to take your boyfriend from you.” That was the boy’s explanation. Henrik did not respond just continued to stare.
“I’m sorry.” He added, and Henrik didn’t doubt that he was, but sorry wasn’t going to cut it.
“Was your intent to kill my mate?” Henrik spoke with thunder in his tone, and Taylor visibly recoiled and tried to duck his head, but Derek kept him in place with his face to his Alpha. Taylor was not running away from this.
“No, sir.” He quaked, but his words held urgency. “I was paid to scare him into leaving the Pack lands. I got satisfaction from being able to take something from you and was also paid for my trouble; it seemed the perfect setup.” He wasn’t trying to lie his way out, and Henrik respected him for that.
“And why do you think this person who paid you would want my mate off Pack lands and away from me. Why would they want him alone and vulnerable?” Henrik saw understanding dawn in Taylor’s eyes, but his patience was getting thin, and he wanted to know who hired Taylor before he passed judgment on this boy.
“They wanted to hurt him,” Taylor said, and Henrik nodded.
“They want to kill him, Taylor, and you were helping them.” Henrik made the situation crystal clear and also demonstrated his disappointment in the actions of someone he had allowed into his home by pushing his anger onto the boy and letting him feel the rage of an angry Alpha. “Was it Raymond Russo who hired you?”
“No, his name was John Kriss. He was big with a shaved head, and he was a jackal.” Taylor was falling apart, but Henrik felt no pity for him.
“Raymond’s driver,” Leo stated. Henrik felt the rising confusion and fear coming off his mate. Max was afraid but not for himself; he feared for this boy. Then he heard it just a faint whisper, but it was filled with distress.
“Don’t hurt him, Henrik, he’s just a kid.” Max said from behind him, his voice tight with emotion. Henrik continued to glare down at the boy held motionless in Derek’s grip.
“Those words just saved you.” He said intent on making this boy understand the severity of his crime. “Remember those words and remember who spoke them.”
At that moment, everyone’s attention was drawn to a car driving towards the Mansion. It was a small nondescript vehicle with plenty of rust and rattle.
“My car.” Max erupted and made to move towards it. Leo held him back with a hand on his arm. They watched as it came closer and parked next to the curb about a hundred feet from where they were all standing. Henrik watched as his enforcer Javier got out and closed the door behind him.
“I found it parked on the main road not far from the gate. Doesn’t appear to have anything wrong with it apart from the ravages of age of course.” He gave a small smile and started towards them.
Max shook off Leo’s hand and hurriedly approached his vehicle, anxious to check it out. Henrik looked over and saw a man standing at the corner of his home, watching Max. The recognition of this man and the awareness of what was happening hit him, and he tore after Max.
“Stop, Max, stop.” He yelled as if his life depended upon it because it did. If anything happened to Max, he knew he would never be the same man and would likely not survive the loss. It was the way with Alpha’s; they were powerful and fierce in every aspect of their existence, including their passion. To lose his mate now would be to lose his heart and his center and his reason.
Max stopped and turned back to him just as the car went up in an explosion that rocked the earth beneath their feet. Henrik flew through the air and landed on top of Max, bringing him to the ground beneath him. When the air cleared, Henrik sat up and stared at the far corner of the building just as the man turned to run. “Derek! Zayn!” He shouted and took off after the stranger. Derek eyeballed his mate to make sure he was okay, then tossed Taylor to Javier and quickly followed his brother and Zayn into the backyard.
…
Max rolled over just as Henrik disappeared around the corner of the house. Leo rushed over and helped him to his feet. “Damn, that was my car, Leo.” He said not sure what had just happened, but seeing his vehicle a smoldering heap caused him to shudder at what might have happened if Henrik hadn’t moved so fast.
“Come on.” Leo urged and grabbed him by the arm, hurrying him along. “They’re chasing someone.” He added, and the two of them ran for the back of the large house. Javier tossed Taylor to Barnaby with a stern warning of, ‘don’t let him go’ and followed the others.
Max couldn’t believe what he was witnessing when they came to the edge of the lawn that leads to a path down to the beach below. There below them fighting a vicious and bloody battle were beasts, horrifying wild beasts. He turned away, and Leo caught him and turned him back.
“This isn’t what you think, Max. Nothing to be afraid of here, and you aren’t hallucinating.” Leo was not afraid, he was worried that was evident, but he was not frightened by the scene below them. “They’re shifters, human and animal. Raymond’s driver is a jackal shifter, and most of the muscle he has hired to harass us have been jackal shifters. They’re ruthless and will do anything for a dollar, according to Derek.” Max felt his mind spinning as he listened to Leo and watched the blood bath on the beach.
He reeled backward when the largest of the beasts, a black wolf of sorts, rose up and destroyed two of the twisted, nightmarish looking creatures. The large beast appeared to look right at him after the carnage with blood dripping from his fangs. Max felt his eyes upon him and could not stand there a second longer. He wrenched his arm away from Leo and ran for the house. He wasn’t sure where he was going, but he had to get away. This couldn’t be real; his mind was shattering; he was going insane.
…
Henrik saw his mate on the crest of the hill looking down at the slaughter with terror clearly present in his expression and stance. He was confused and once again questioning his sanity. Henrik didn’t have time to deal with it now, so prayed that his mate was strong enough to endure until Henrik had eradicated the threat.
Seven jackals had entered from the beach, having overpowered and gravely injured the guard. Rory was still alive; Henrik could feel his life force, but he was fading. The intruders needed to be finished immediately. The one who set off the explosive in Max’s car and appeared to be the leader, was making his way from the brawl. He was angling to get away while his soldiers stood and paid the price. Jackals were heartless, especially the leaders. They valued nothing; they honored nothing.
Derek and the others were making short work of the remaining jackals, so Henrik made it his focus to take out the man who nearly destroyed everything. If Max had gotten any closer to that car, he would be dead right now. With that thought in mind, he leapt onto the man-beast as he darted to the left and made for the east end of the beach. It was the way they came in, and no doubt he had a car waiting for him there. He had half shifted back to his human form before noticing Henrik and tried to regain his beast before Henrik took him down, but he was too slow.
Henrik sliced across his chest, laying him open. The man continued to try and shift, but he was too weak to complete the physical change. He came at Henrik charging in an attempt to bring him to the ground with the weight of his body. But a jackal, even a massive beast like this one, was no match for a black wolf Alpha. Black wolves were larger and meaner than any breed on the planet, and no mere jackal could equal.
He moved to the left, and the jackal glanced off his side to stumble and drop to his knees. Henrik went in for the kill taking him by the throat and twisting his head backward until it snapped. Henrik continued to twist until the head broke away from the body, which dropped onto the sand. Henrik stood and dropped the head between the thing’s legs. He looked up the beach and saw his men gathering the bodies there for disposal. Derek and a couple soldiers were coming down the beach to meet him.
Henrik ran over to Rory, who was severely hurt but thankfully still breathing and lifted him into his arms. “We’ll get you set to right, don’t worry.” He comforted his guard until he handed him off to one of the soldiers who would take him to Dr. Abrams.
Derek glanced towards the remains of the jackal just down the beach from where they stood. “The driver?” He presumed, and Henrik nodded.
“Yes, large bald-headed man as was described. Raymond’s driver was a jackal and was probably how he managed to hire so many such creatures.” Derek motioned for one of the soldiers to take care of the corpse while he and Henrik headed back to the Mansion.
“There has been no sign of Raymond either here or in Chicago,” Derek commented. “Maybe he set these guys lose just hoping to do as much damage as possible and then took off.” He speculated.
“I wouldn’t doubt that Raymond would take off without a care to the mess he’d set into motion. But let’s not let down our guard not until we know for sure the fight is finished.”
“The Russo brothers have helped to point out some of our weaknesses both here and at the Hotel.” Derek threw out there for consideration as they climbed the back porch and stood looking out at the water.
“I’ve been too lax in our security, not taking into account the fact that there are people who don’t know us and don’t realize that to attack us is sure death. I have leaned on my reputation as a black-hearted killer to keep the intruders away.” He said, and Derek barked a laugh.
“The world is getting larger by the minute, and our place in it has to be protected.” He turned to Zayn, who was approaching the porch. “I want the beach secured at all times, and I want the men armed with whatever is the latest deterrent to paranormal invaders. Silver bullets, sedative darts, mystical amulets and shields, long knives, short swords, whatever they need to do their job.”
“Yes, sir.” Zayn smiled. He’d long wanted to get up to speed with the paranormal hoodoo that was currently in play. Zayn came from a long line of magically inclined Dire wolves from the mists of the British moorlands. Magic was in his blood.
“You’re playing with fire.” Derek smiled. “Zayn’s just been waiting for his chance to pull us all into the lore of the moorland myths. He’ll have us wearing hex bags and shouting curses at our enemies.”
“You’ve got the cursing down pretty good already, Derek.” Zayn shot back good-naturedly. “And there is nothing wrong with a good hex bag. He reached into this shirt and pulled out a small leather pouch on a leather cord. Never leave home without it.” He laughed.




CHAPTER EIGHT
Max knew that Leo ran after him when he took off for the house, but he couldn’t stop until he reached his room and sat down on his bed. For some reason, he felt safe inside secure in this room with its four walls and no shifters. He saw Leo at the door and motioned him inside.
“I know this is a lot to take in. It was for me too when Derek told me who he really was and who his people are. It’s mind-bending, I know, but it’s real.” Leo sat down next to Max but did not touch him. Max turned to look at him with an expression of absurdity.
“I’m pretty sure I’ll be waking up in a hospital soon, and all this will have been a dream.” He turned to stare at the window that looked out onto the beach, but he couldn’t see anything from his seated position. He didn’t want to see anything.
“You’ve completely healed, no marks inside or out remain. Don’t you wonder how you healed so soon from the extensive injuries you had? It’s only been two days since you stumbled into the lounge right into Henrik’s arms.” Leo was being careful and succinct in his words, not wanting to upset Max.
“Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it looked.” Max offered weakly. He knew how bad he was and how he felt that first time he woke up to stare into the most wonderfully adoring deep blue eyes and felt the most tender of touches.
“You were near death until Henrik healed you.” He said with all the bluntness of a slap.
“How?” Came the abrupt one-word response.
“He’s your mate. Fate brought you here to him, you belong together.” Leo blurted. “I can’t say any more than that except listen to him and open your damn mind for once. Not everything is black and white, and in perfect order, all smooth with no frayed edges, sometimes truth and reality are messy as hell.” They both turned towards the doorway when they heard something and saw Henrik standing there.
“I’ll leave you now, but please, Max just listen.” Max nodded and patted his brother’s hand.
“I will.” He nodded again and looked up at Henrik. “I will.” He watched as Leo got up and left the room. Henrik moved to let him pass and then stepped into the room and closed the door.
“May I sit with you?” He asked, and Max nodded. Henrik walked over and took a seat close to him on the edge of the bed. They sat in silence for several minutes before Max spoke.
“What’s going to happen to Taylor?” Max remembered the young man who tormented him and set in motion his belief that he was crazy.
“He’s being held in a cell on the basement level. His parents have been notified of his crimes, and they are on their way to see him. His punishment has not yet been decided.” Henrik spoke like a leader, concerned but not emotional.
“What happened to my car? Also, thank you for saving my life again.” He added the last with a small smile. Max looked at Henrik, marveling at how good he looked. He was wearing another crisp cotton shirt and black jeans and black boots. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, he wouldn’t believe the man had looked a near beast, covered in blood and in the middle of an inhuman battle just a short while ago.
“It had a remote detonator on it somewhere. Javier has a good nose for such things but didn’t pick it up when he checked the car before driving it inside the compound.” Henrik reached over to cover Max’s hand with his own. Max found that he craved the touch of this man. “The jackal had some sophisticated equipment. He was at the far western corner of the house. I saw him as you were approaching the car, and the danger became apparent.”
“You knew it was going to blow?”
“I knew he wasn’t there, staring at the car to get an estimate.” Henrik’s quip caught Max funny, and he laughed, lightening the mood of the room. “That is the sweetest sound I’ve heard in days,” Henrik said so sultry as he turned and captured Max’s lips in a quick firm kiss.
Max melted into his touch and wanted so much to forget everything he saw and just go back to his previous blissful ignorance. “Who were those men on the beach? Were they men?” Max leaned his head against Henrik’s shoulder and felt him drop a kiss to the top of his head before answering.
“The leader, the one at the corner of the house who ignited your car, was John Kriss, Raymond’s driver, and the others were hired by him, I suppose. They were all jackals here to do harm.” Max was not surprised to hear that John was the leader of the pack.” He closed his eyes for a second and then asked.
“By jackal, you mean the actual animal.” It was a question but posed as a statement.
“Yes, and John was also a jackal shifter. I don’t know if Raymond was aware of that or not.” Henrik answered wholly and honestly.
“Are they dead?”
“Yes. It’s the way of our peoples. We deal with our own. We don’t involve humans or human authorities.” Henrik rubbed his cheek against the top of Max’s head.
“Tell me everything.” Max made the request, and Henrik began.
…
He thought for a minute as to how to start. Derek had simply stated the facts and then shifted to provide proof to his assertions. He would take a more delicate approach to presenting the facts, but like Leo, Max would, in the end, require proof. Max had seen so much already, but his acceptance was slow in coming.
“I have something to tell you, and you’ll probably balk at it at first, but all I ask is that you listen with an open mind and hear the sincerity of my words.” Henrik began, and the strange expression from Max told him this wasn’t going to be easy.
“How old would you guess that I am?” Henrik asked.
“Between thirty and thirty-five,” Max answered quickly.
“Yesterday I told you some of my history and about the beginning of Vaughn Corporation. I told you that I, Derek, and Zayn set out on our own and formed the business from scratch and built this enclave called Bay Harbor.” He continued while keeping a close eye on Max’s reactions.
“You’re a very smart man, and I know that when you discovered that the Vaughn Corporation was sticking its nose into your business in Chicago that you researched my organization and me.” Henrik paused but did not give Max time to respond. “You found that this place and the corporation have been in existence for well over a hundred years.”
Max stared at him for a moment before responding. “I thought that you were referring to changes that were made in the corporation or perhaps growth. I assumed it was formed by a grandfather or great grandfather, and you and the others took control and then implemented upgrades.” Max’s turned to him, and his eyes were watching everything, every twitch, every blink, every expression.
“No, we formed the corporation after we founded the Bay Harbor Wolf Pack. We’re exactly what you saw on the beach. The black beast that stared up at you was me. I am one hundred and thirty-two years old. Derek is one hundred and twenty-seven years old. We are shifters, wolf shifters, as is everyone in this pack apart from you and Leo. You two are the first human mates to become a part of the Bay Harbor Wolf Pack.” Henrik paused as he stroked Max’s hand and continued to rub against the top of his head.
“John was always peculiar acting, hearing things even when Leo and I would whisper in another room, and he was strong, stronger than natural. But we had no idea he was something other than completely human. This is all so hard to believe.” Max sounded frustrated at his inability to make the unbelievable real.
“Let me show you, and then we’ll talk some more. I think you need some hands-on proof of what I’m saying and what you saw at a distance.” It was going to freak him out, but he needed to accept it as real. Henrik got up and stood in front of Max, who remained on the edge of the bed looking up at him.
“I’m going to shift, and you have nothing to worry about. I’m the same in either form, I know who you are, and I will not hurt you. You’re my mate Max, and my wolf knows you already.” Henrik took one step back and began to strip. He enjoyed the appreciative stare and the way Max separated his lips on a lustful pant and ran his tongue across his bottom lip so slow, so sensuous.
“Keep looking at me like that, and I’m liable to claim you right here and now and shift for you later,” Henrik warned, and Max blushed actually blushed what a beauty he was. “Okay, now don’t be scared. This is natural and it’s who I am, and remember, I love you.” That last got a surprised gasp that Henrik used to distract him from the sudden and abrupt contortion that resulted in a large black wolf standing before him. He could shift in an instant, but he slowed the process just a bit to show Max the change was real; it was him, and then it was his wolf no trickery or sleight of hand.
Max jumped back but did not run away. Henrik walked up to him and sat on his haunches and watched his mate. Max seemed interested, curious even, and finally, he reached out one tentative hand and touched Henrik’s sleek black coat and ran his fingers through the softness of his fur. Henrik found the touch enchanting and thrilling, and his wolf was preening with pride and excitement for their mate.
“This is really you. I saw you on the beach, and I thought you were magnificent.” Max talked as if to himself but heard every word. He took a step back and shifted back to his human form and stood there naked in front of his mate and waited for his reaction.
Max was silent for so long that Henrik came and sat beside him and wrapped his arm around him. Max did not resist and leaned into Henrik’s embrace. “It’s who I am, it’s who we are, but there is nothing to fear. Paranormals have lived among humans for centuries, millennia since the beginning there have always been the paranormals.”
…
Max listened, and he believed, but the fear would not completely dissipate. He wasn’t afraid of Henrik or even the others; it was fear of accepting this new reality and the changes it would require in his thinking and in his life. What would it mean for him, and why is Henrik trusting him with this fantastic secret?
“I trust you because you’re my mate. Fate has brought us together. It is our destiny.” Henrik went on to explain the meaning of a mate to a wolf shifter and the importance they hold in the life of that shifter. He used Leo and Derek as an example and described their meeting and their subsequent claiming, which bonded them together. It was a lot of information, but strangely enough, Max found that he understood the ramifications of every word.
“I know that you are overwhelmed, sweetheart, but please understand that you are my heart and my soul, and I’ll do anything in this world for you. You’re my mate, and I am yours.”
“If I hadn’t asked you to not hurt Taylor, would you have killed him?” Max needed to know.
“No, I don’t kill children, but he and his family would have been banished. Your plea has given him the opportunity to either do better or fail and be banished. It is up to him.” Henrik told him and was sounding sad all of a sudden.
“I know that I feel for you what I’ve never felt before, and I fit here like nowhere else, but with that said, I need a little time just to think. I’m not denying you or any of this, I just need tonight to think.” Max felt his resolve slipping away, and he was on the edge of begging Henrik to stay and claim him and make him his own. The sadness he felt coming from Henrik was completely undoing him.
“Okay, sweetheart,” Henrik said with another kiss to the cheek this time, and a thorough hug Henrik released him and stood up. Max had to force himself to look at Henrik’s face alone because the naked man before him was too much for his lustful mind and body to cope with without giving in and dropping to his knees.
He turned and walked towards the door and then turned back momentarily to regard him. “I’ll leave you tonight and collect you at ten in the morning. We’ll go to town and have brunch at the hotel. It will give you time to ask any questions you may have in a safe and public space.”
“I always feel safe with you, Henrik, wherever we are.” Max made sure to tell him not wanting him to think that he was afraid. The only thing he seemed to be afraid of was change.
“Thank you, sweetheart. I’ll see you in the morning. Sleep well.” With that, he walked out and closed the door behind him, leaving Max sitting there, mourning his departure. He was feeling completely fucked up and desperately wanted to call him back, but he didn’t.




CHAPTER NINE
Morning finally came, but it seemed like years had passed instead of a few hours. Max slept very little with his heart aching and his body craving the touch and the closeness of Henrik Vaughn Alpha of the Bay Harbor Wolf Pack. The whole thing should be absurd, but it wasn’t, and Max didn’t feel absurd, he felt the reality of it all right down to his bones. This was his destiny, he knew it, but this would be a commitment like no other. This would be for all time, no divorce, no walking away, no changing your mind. Was he ready for that?
Max had analyzed every word and every feeling for hours trying to put a name to what he was experiencing, and all he came up with was love. Henrik had let the sentiment drop yesterday, and Max hadn’t questioned him, and now he knew that he felt the same way. The connection that began to form and grow from the first moment Max opened his eyes and saw that gorgeous man leaning over him could not be denied. He had to let go of his strict need for control and fully let Henrik in.
As promised, Henrik knocked on his door at ten. When Max opened his door, he was struck with how handsome his man was and also how tired he looked. There was a pain in his expression that hadn’t been there before, and Max was suddenly swamped with a feeling of guilt.
“Come,” he said and held out his hand, which Max took hold of immediately. “Derek and Leo are going to be joining us.” He offered as they made their way hand in hand downstairs and out to the waiting car.
…
Henrik had the most hellish night of his life sitting in his penthouse bedroom on the top floor of the Mansion, wondering if his mate were going to stay or would he decide to go. The mere thought of Max leaving had his wolf in an uproar and took all of Henrik’s strength and concentration to keep him down. Finally, near dawn, he came to the conclusion that this was not over no matter what decision Max made, he would never let him simply walk out of his life. He would be there always pushing and proving until Max consented to be his.
That had given his wolf a little something to hang onto, and he was able to get a couple of hours of sleep. But this morning, when Max opened his door, Henrik could see very clearly even without their growing bond that he too had not slept well. It had not been a comfortable night for him, either.
He hadn’t said much yet, but his grip was firm, and the fact he remained close as possible spoke well of Henrik’s chances. Derek and Leo were as loving and lighthearted as they always were when together. If Max had known Derek before Leo came into his life, he would have seen the positivity a true mate can bring. As it were, he was able to observe a bonded couple and see that his brother was not controlled or changed in any way that really mattered. He was brighter in mood and happier with his life just as Derek was, but their individuality was not compromised in the process.
Brunch at Pino’s in the Hotel was pleasant, and questions were answered. Max didn’t press on anything in particular and acted as if he were just filling in a few blanks, such as. “Do you only have one mate, or at some point would you claim another as well.” An important question for sure and Henrik thought he’d covered that but didn’t hesitate in making it clear that Max would be the one and only for all time.
He noticed a couple looks pass between Max and Leo with Leo looking perturbed and Max looking unsure, but Max never moved away from Henrik. Always throughout the meal, he had some part of his body touching Henrik. Henrik did not miss an opportunity to touch as well and did not hold back from resting his hand on Max’s knee to placing his arm across the back of the seat to gently caress Max’s shoulder. He would pull out all the tricks, everything necessary to win his lovely and stubborn little mate.
After brunch, they went for a walk in the park a few blocks from the hotel. Derek and Leo went their own way heading towards the gazebo, giving Henrik and Max some privacy as they continued on to the fountain area and the large flowering bushes beyond it.
“I want you to stay, Max. Stay with me.” Henrik said as he pulled him into his arms beneath one of the flowering crabapple trees. Max looked up at him with a sweet smile and was about to speak when someone stepped out from behind one of the trees.
Henrik turned and took in the situation in an instant. The man Raymond Russo stood there glaring and shaking with a nasty looking handgun in his hand that was pointed at them. Henrik moved to place Max somewhat behind him, but Max kept moving to the side.
“Stop right where you are,” Raymond demanded, shaking the gun around to make his point. “How the hell did you live through the beating I gave you in that roadside stop?” Was his next statement as his eyes bleary and red trained on Max.  “We deserted you to bleed out and die in the woods! No one could have found you where we dumped you. You weren’t supposed to live you fucking pain in my ass.” Raymond took a step closer, and Henrik took a half step to the side, covering as much of Max as possible.
“You’re out of your mind.” Max shot back. “You’re not walking away from whatever you plan to do here today. Your life is over if you pull that trigger.” Max seemed to be trying to talk sense to a man who has nothing left to lose. As was stated before, Raymond wanted his pound of flesh, and he was prepared to get it from Max. Henrik kept a close eye on the man and his movements. His mate would not be harmed by this man, not again, not ever.
…
Max tried to talk to him, but Raymond wasn’t hearing him. He was entirely out of his mind, and Max didn’t know how to handle this. He glanced around, but the area was deserted, so there was no one to see what was happening.
“I’m going to end you and your boyfriend.” He said with a fury that caused his words to turn to spittle as he forced them red-faced from his lips. He took another step and began waving the gun. Max was terrified that Henrik would get hurt. He kept moving to shield Max from the mad man. He couldn’t lose this man, not now that he knew that Henrik was his life and his future. Why had he acted so stupid last night? Why hadn’t he accepted what he knew was right all the time? Now Raymond was threatening to take everything away from him again.
…
A sharp sound to their left startled Raymond, and he pulled off a shot. Henrik moved in front of Max and absorbed the bullet in his lower right side, blasting a formidable hole as it tore through his body. The moment seemed to happen in slow motion. Just as he fell backward into Max’s arms, he saw Derek emerge from the trees to his right, and before Raymond and get off another shot he screamed and crumpled to the ground with his bloody heart in Derek’s fist and a hole the size of a melon in his chest. Raymond was finally finished.
He felt Max’s panic and felt his hands trying to squelch the flow of blood, but it wasn’t necessary. No bullet, not even silver, could kill a black wolf. He would be well as soon as his body expelled the foreign object and healed itself. But damn, he enjoyed the tight embrace and the lovely words of love and devotion. Max was his no doubt, and he would be claiming him as soon as they could get out of here and back to the Mansion.
“I’m okay, sweetheart. Bullets can’t kill wolf shifters, we heal too fast.” He tried to assure his traumatized mate. He then turned to Derek, who had tossed the heart on the ground and was wiping his hands off on Raymond’s coat. God, he loved his brother.
“Call Master Cabot. He’ll send a team to clean this up.” He instructed, and Derek immediately pulled out his phone and made the call.
“He’ll want a favor later, he always does,” Derek stated with a smile.
“It’s worth it, better than having a local stumble onto a heartless corpse.” Henrik pulled himself to a sitting position while leaning his back against Max, who was holding him like he like he’d never let him go. That felt so damn good.
Henrik finally pushed himself to his feet with Max, still holding him in a death grip and begging him to be still. “It’s okay, Max. I’m okay.” He pulled up his shirt and showed where the bullet had entered and how the flesh had healed and pushed the bullet out. Max touched the area tentatively, afraid he might hurt him but then started really investigating the wound. He looked at the back and then the front and then at the amount of blood that had soaked his shirt.
…
Max could not believe his eyes. The bullet wound was gone, and the bullet lay in Henrik’s hand. His body had healed itself. Henrik tossed the bullet aside, slipped off his shirt, and wrapped his arm around Max, pulling him close. He balled the shirt up in his left hand, hiding the blood from curious eyes in the park. Max couldn’t seem to stop touching Henrik’s bare torso running his hands over the injured area only to feel warm, smooth flesh.
“This is amazing.” Max stuttered as they rushed off to the car. Derek and Leo remained to assist Master Cabot’s team, and he and Henrik headed home. He wanted to go home and be with his mate, to hold him and tell him how much he loves him and how much he wants to be with him forever.
They made the trip in record time and were climbing the stairs when Max finally made an interesting observation. “I thought your room was on the second floor, next to mine.” He said as they took the next flight that would take them to the fourth floor and the one bedroom on the penthouse level.
“I took that room to be close to you, my love. This is my bedroom suite, and it is now yours as well.” Henrik ushered him into a beautiful bright and restful room full of whites and creams and browns so fresh and airy with large bay windows and a balcony that stretched the length of the room on the waterside.
Henrik took him by the hand and led him over to the large lush looking bed with its thick comforter and plush pillows. He could see himself loving this room and spending a fair amount of time here and on the balcony. This had always been his dream, a bright and airy seaside home. This was his dream in the flesh, as was the man standing before him reaching out and asking him to take the chance.
“Let me claim you, Max. Be mine, and I’ll be yours.” He said with such tenderness that a wetness came to Max’s eyes. He blinked it away but still the emotions of the week, the day, the moment flooded him once again, and, on a whimper, he threw himself into Henrik’s arms.
“I can’t lose you. I was so scared in the park. I was so scared Raymond was going to take everything away from me again. I want you so bad, and I’m sorry I made you wait. I was so stupid. I’ve wanted you since the moment I laid eyes on you.” He buried his face in Henrik’s shoulder as Henrik lifted him and lay him on the bed.
Henrik quickly stripped off Max’s clothes and tossed them on the floor and pulled off his own jeans, tossing them on top before stretching out beside Max. He ran his hand down Max’s bare chest right but stopped before touching his hard and leaking cock. He was going to tease him, and Max knew he deserved it. He’d made Henrik wait, and now he was going to make Max wait.
Max reached for Henrik’s hardness that was pressing into his thigh, but Henrik caught his hand and pressed it down onto the bed. “Not yet.” He whispered.
“I want to touch you,” Max whine hoping to get his way, but he felt rather than heard Henrik chuckle as he peppered kisses across Max’s shoulder to the base of his throat.
“I’m first,” Henrik said as he pushed Max’s legs apart and began a titillating massage of his tender most area. He felt Henrik’s fingers seeking and finding his sensitive hole and began applying the barest of pressure at first, and slowly he built to a thrust of his two fingers inside pumping in and out, stretching the delicate tissue to accommodate his size.
Max had felt his lover inside him before, and it was thrilling now they would come together to seal their bond and unite their souls. It was deep, and the meaning went far back in shifter ancestry. Fate brought together two that were meant to be for the good of all and sealed their union for all time in an act of complete passion and devotion. Max quivered at the thought that he was the chosen of this man, Henrik Vaughn, the most magnificent man, wolf, leader, and lover.
Henrik rolled on top of Max and slowly removed his fingers and, with his knees, separated Max’s thighs a little further. The slick that he felt oozing from his hole lit a fire in his abdomen that could be quenched only by Henrik filling him fully.  Henrik looked down into his eyes and spoke clearly and with a finality. “I’m going to claim you, Max. After this, you will be a part of me, and I a part of you. You will feel my wolf, and I will know your heart. Will you bond with me, Max?”
“Yes, I’ll bond with you. I never want to be apart from you again, and I will never again doubt what I feel for you. I love you, Henrik, more than I thought was possible.” Max bared his heart, and Henrik sealed their declarations with a hard, searching ravenous kiss.
“I love you too sweetheart, have for a very long time.” With that, he plunged inside Max’s waiting hole, burying himself to the hilt stretching sensitizing and setting Max on fire once again. He set up a punishing pace as if he couldn’t hold back any longer and needed to claim. The power behind every thrust slammed their bodies together, fusing them with the force of their passion.
He held Max’s lips in a sensuous hold as he continued to drive home the need that they both had held. His body so forceful and strong held Max like he was precious, filling him and satisfying every desire.
…
Henrik drove deep into Max’s tight heat and held as his body tensed and filled Max with his warm seed. He then struck, holding Max tightly in his arms as he sunk his fangs into the tender flesh of his shoulder, biting deep to mark him as the Alpha’s mate for all to see. This was his mate, his lover, his life. Henrik drank the sweet essence and felt his mate coming hard, filling the space between them. The warmth seeped in, and Henrik reveled in the fact he wore his mate’s scent. Their connection snapped into place, opening their eyes and hearts to a deeper understanding.
Max was making all the beautiful, satisfying noises that never failed to set Henrik off and make him strive for perfection in his lovemaking. Max, the thinker, the analyst, the reserved, was now coming apart in Henrik’s arms, and it was a lovely thing to see. He licked the wound closed and moved to the side to wrap his arms around his newly claimed mate.
“You’re mine now, Max, all mine.” He said with a contented laugh. Max turned and kissed him softly, looking at him like he’d hung the moon, and Henrik’s heart just melted.
“I’ve always been yours, Henrik,” Max admitted and went in for another heart-stopping kiss.




EPILOGUE
Max and Leo completed the sale of the three hotels and split the money. Max bought the motor lodge not far from Bay Harbor on the outskirts of town. He wanted a project, and Henrik would deny him nothing. Max was happiest when he had a project, and Henrik planned to always keep his mate happy.
There was plenty of speculation and concern as to how Max had gotten to the Indigo that fateful day. Someone found him where he’d been dumped to die and brought him to his mate. For now, no one had any answers, but they did a full sweep of the forest area around the rest stop and found nothing. Henrik decided to set it aside for now since his mate was safe and happy, and whoever had helped him clearly held no malice towards Max or the Bay Harbor Wolves.
Taylor Bond was ordered to serve the families of the men who were banished for two years because they were hurt the worst by his betrayal. He’d set them all up, including his parents, to be viewed as potential traitors by the Pack.
He would be supervised by Edward Barnaby, and a report of his work and progress would be presented to the Alpha quarterly. If he fell down on his responsibility or refused to comply with any work orders at any time within the two years, he and his parents would be banished from the Pack. It was a heavy weight to put on the boy, but if he was only working to save himself, he might not take it as seriously and Henrik demanded that he be serious and dedicated to his redemption.
It was late, and Henrik sat with his mate on their balcony, looking out at the sunset on the bay. “Never in a million years would I have thought my life would lead me here to you,” Max said as he cuddled into Henrik’s arms.
Henrik hugged Max close and pushed the bright auburn hair back from his forehead before dropping a sexy kiss to his already kiss swollen lips. “I love kissing you.” He commented softly and then added. “Are you happy here, my love?”
“There is nowhere on earth I’d rather be than here at Bay Harbor in your arms. I love you, Henrik.” He declared.
“I love you too, sweetheart.”
THE END
Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed this story. Please rate and review! -B.A. Stretke
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