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Chapter One

 

Luke's first hint that something was different was when Tobias set a plate of food onto the floor next to him and didn’t leave the room. He hadn’t eaten in days and was too busy stuffing the food into his mouth to notice Tobias’ presence straight away.

“It’s time,” the man announced and Luke looked up. He knew better than to speak. “I have found you an Alpha. It’s high time you were mated. You leave tomorrow.”

He left, the door shutting, throwing Luke back into semi-darkness. He chewed and swallowed, setting the rest of the bread down on the plate.

So, this was it. Finally.

He’d known this day was coming since Tobias had taken Adam. There’d been no warning then, nothing to tell them it was coming. Just Tobias dragging Adam out by his arm one morning and Adam never returning.

Luke had continued to hope that Adam would come back, for so many days that he lost count. He’d even gotten up the courage to ask, earning himself a new set of welts for his obstinance. But time wore on and, gradually, he realized the truth. Adam was never coming back. Because Adam had an Alpha now.

He forced himself to his feet and paced around the room. Tobias hadn’t let him out as much after Adam left. He hadn’t let him change much either. His wolf constantly itched beneath his skin. But he knew better than to disobey.

Sleep didn’t come easily that night. He’d rarely been outside the four walls that made up his world and now he was leaving forever. The sun had barely inched above the horizon when Tobias returned. He was given a basin of cold water to wash up, and a set of patched up clothes, better than what he was wearing.

He stripped, washed, and dressed. Tobias didn’t give him any shoes. Luke had never worn shoes. There was no food either but he hadn’t expected any more. 

Once he’d dressed, Tobias came back for him, bringing him outside into the cold light of day. There was a bite to the air and he wrapped his arms around himself as he shivered. Tobias opened a car door and pushed him inside, making him lie down in the back seat and covering him with a heavy blanket. It was smothering beneath it, the air close, and the blanket carried a musty smell that Luke couldn’t escape. But at least it was warm. He slept, eventually, despite the movement of the car that rocked him back and forth. They pulled to a sharp stop, knocking Luke against the back of the seat, jerking him awake.

He heard a door opening as Tobias got out, his footsteps fading into the distance. Then voices, indistinct and unfamiliar. At length, footsteps returned and the door beside Luke's head opened. The blanket was pulled off and a rough hand grabbed him by the arm and pulled him from the car.

Blinking at the bright sunlight, he tried to get his bearings. They were on a dirt road, trees closing in on either side of them. Three shifters were waiting for them, standing beside a dark car.

Once he was on his feet, Tobias marched him over. “These men will take you to your new Alpha. Don’t give them any trouble, they know how to deal with that.”

He shoved Luke, sending him stumbling towards them. One of them stepped forward, catching hold of him easily.

“Cover his head,” Tobias called after them, “keep him calm for the journey.”

Luke tried to turn, look back at him, but the shifter holding him put a hand on his head, holding him in place. Luke wanted to call after Tobias, beg him not to leave him with these strangers. But he was too afraid to speak and the sound of a car door opening and shutting was followed by the engine starting as Tobias drove away.

The shifter holding him forced him into their car, pushing him into the backseat and climbing in next to him. Luke tried to dodge the shifter’s hand and escape his grip but the shifter was faster, hand catching hold of Luke’s neck and forcing his head down into the stranger's lap. When Luke struggled, the hand holding him tightened and something was pulled over his head, blocking out the light. He froze.

The wolf laughed. “He’s like one of those birds that shut up when you cover their cage.”

It was uncomfortable, the stranger’s scent surrounding him. It only got worse when the hand that wasn’t pinning his head ran down along his body.

“Our cousin is one lucky mongrel. This one’s quite the beauty. A little small, maybe. But Jerry likes them small. Easier to keep them under your thumb.”

His hand settled on Luke’s lower back. He tried to squirm away, but the shifter tugged on his clothes, pulling him backward. His hand slipped lower and Luke went still.

“What I wouldn’t give for a taste of you,” the shifter whispered.

“Frank would have your head for that, Dominic. And Jerry would jump up and down on your body once you were dead.”

The hand moved up to his lower back.

“Yeah. Alphas have all the luck.”

For the rest of the journey, the shifters talked about other things. There seemed to be a lot of concern about an attack by a group of warriors. Which made no sense to Luke. What little he knew about other wolves was that they lived in Packs. He’d never heard of groups of warrior wolves.

They stopped and he was dragged out into some trees for a bathroom break before being escorted back to the car. This time Perry drove and Dominic sat next to him while the third wolf, Rick, sat in the back with him, a new set of firm hands holding him. At least these hands didn’t wander.

When they finally stopped again and got him out, his arms and legs were stiff and sore. They were standing in front of a large house, full of noise and lights and people. 

The door swung open and an Alpha stood there, large, and fearsome. His mate?

“Bring him inside,” the man said, turning and stepping back indoors.

They led him in, the shifter holding him keeping a firm grip on his shoulder. Where did they think Luke was going to go? He’d been waiting all his life for this moment, for the chance to meet his Alpha.

He was brought into a room where the Alpha was waiting, his arms folded.

“Did you check his mark?” he asked. The three shifters around him froze.

“We… we didn’t. We paid that Tobias guy and he handed him over and… I mean, just look at him, there’s no way he’s not an Omega.”

The Alpha leveled the speaker with a glare and then there were hands on the waistband of Luke’s pants, pushing them down to his knees.

“Spread your legs,” Perry growled, kicking at his ankles. He did, ducking his head and closing his eyes so he wouldn’t have to see their stares.

A hand touched his thigh and he clenched his fists, holding his body still.

“Looks real enough to me,” Dominic commented.

“Lucky for you,” the Alpha said. “Get him washed and dressed. I want him ready in time for tonight. Jeremy won’t be back until this evening.”

He was led from the room. 

“You’ll be the nicest surprise any Alpha could ask for,” one of the shifters breathed in his ear. “But boy will you be sore tomorrow.” He emphasized his words with a sharp smack to Luke’s donkey.

“Hands off, Dominic. You know the score.” The other wolf tugged him from Dominic’s grip.

A basin of lukewarm water was set in front of him. After he washed and dried off, they gave him a new pair of pants to wear, but nothing else. No underwear, no shirt, no socks. He was used to going without but the pants were uncomfortably tight on his skin. He’d never worn anything like them.

Dominic whistled. “That wrapping leaves very little to the imagination. Jerry will know exactly what he’s getting tonight when he unwraps his present.

There was a knock on the bedroom door before it opened, a young woman sticking her head in.

“Good, he’s dressed. Frank wants me to get him ready.”

“He is ready,” Dominic said, waving his hand toward Luke.

“It’s not every day your Alpha son is mating an Omega. Frank wants him to look the part, wants him prepared.”

“Then tell us what it is and we’ll handle it,” Dominic replied, folding his arms. “Getting him ‘prepared’ sounds like it could be fun,” he added, grinning as he looked Luke up and down.

“I’d tell you to get your mind out of the gutter but I’m pretty sure it lives there permanently. Rick can stay, the rest of you clear out.”

The other two looked like they were going to protest.

“Out!” she shouted, one hand on her hip, her eyes flashing dangerously.

Rolling his eyes, Dominic sauntered to the door, Perry trailing him.

“Juvenile idiots,” the woman muttered under her breath.

She had a box in her hands which she set down on a table with a mirror.

“Come on over here,” she said with a wave.

Luke hesitated.

“Yes, you. Who else would I be talking to? Come on, we don’t have all day.”

Rick’s hand landed on his shoulder and propelled him across the room and onto the chair next to the woman.

“I’m Henrietta, Etta for short. Do you have a name, sweetheart?”

It was the first time any of them had spoken to him so directly. She seemed kind, reminding him of Lacie. Tobias had stopped letting her see them after he learned she'd been teaching them to read. He often wondered what had happened to her. Tobias didn’t forgive easily and he didn’t forget.

“Luke,” he said softly. 

“Luke,” she repeated back, nodding. “I like it. We don’t have another Luke here so Jerry probably won’t change it. Now, my job is to make you pretty for your new Alpha. A bit of kohl for your eyes, a bit of oil for your skin. You’re very pale, but there’s not much I can do about that right now, short of covering you in bronzer.” She smiled at him but he didn’t smile back. Her words made little sense to him.

“Okay, I’ll get started. We have less than an hour before Jeremy gets home.”

Her hands were gentle as they worked on him but it was hard to follow her instructions. He’d never had anyone or anything so close to his eyes. He worried she’d poke one out with the pencil she was holding. The oil was last, it smelled nice and he liked the way it glistened across his skin. 

When she’d finished, she showed him in a full-length mirror. He’d never seen himself so completely before. And even if he had, he was certain he’d never looked like this. His eyes stood out, wide and bright on his face and his skin shone, catching the light. He looked like something precious. Valuable.

“Well, my work here is done. Rick, why don’t you get us some water while we wait for Jeremy’s arrival?”

Rick left the room, leaving Luke alone with Etta.

Her face, which had been all smiles while the other shifter was around, dropped into a frown once he’d left. She looked troubled, like Jason did when Tobias was in a temper.

“You look young. How old are you, Luke?”

Luke shrugged his shoulders. It wasn’t like Tobias ever marked their birthdays but they knew he kept count so he’d know when they were ready to be mated off.

“Have you gone into heat yet?”

Embarrassed at the frank question, he shook his head. “I’m ready to serve my Alpha,” he offered.

“I know you are, sweetheart. But you need to be careful around Jerry. He’s got a temper. More than that, he’s cruel. For fun.”

“I know how to obey,” he assured her, “and how to take correction.”

Her face fell but it was a mismatch to her next words. “Jerry is going to love you. His own living doll to play with.”

She fell silent abruptly, turning towards the door. It opened to reveal Rick. “Jerry’s early, only two minutes away. Frank wants the Omega in the main room.”

She stood. “Come on, Luke,” she said brightly, a contrast to how she’d been only moments before. “Your Alpha is almost here. I’m sure you’re looking forward to meeting him.”

In a way, Luke was. Tobias had told them often enough that an Omega’s life didn’t start until they were mated. This was the start of his life. Only moments away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

The people around him parted, leaving him in full view of the Alpha who had just entered.

“Happy Birthday, Jeremy. Your Omega.”

The Alpha’s eyes raked across him from head to toe as he stalked towards Luke.

Fingers trailed down Luke’s chest, then took hold of his pants and lowered them, exposing him to the room. The shifter knelt in front of him, hands on his thighs examining the Omega mark. Then Luke was spun around abruptly to face the wall. A harsh hand pushed his upper body forward, while fingers trailed along the small of his back where the oil had pooled. Those same fingers slipped between his cheeks.

“He’s untouched?” Jeremy asked, one finger pressing against Luke, Jeremy’s other hand closing hard around his hip when Luke jerked forward.

“Completely,” Frank answered. “Raised in isolation, according to the old Asenan doctrines. His only purpose in life is to be mated by you.”

The Alpha’s hands left him abruptly as he stood.

“Thank you, Father. It is the best present I could have ever hoped for.”

“Nothing is unobtainable when it comes to my children,” Frank replied.

“Cover yourself, Omega,” Jeremy said over his shoulder. “We have a party to attend. Unless you’d rather spend the evening naked?”

Luke reached down to grab his pants and tug them up to sit on his hips. For a moment, he had thought the Alpha was going to take him then and there and felt nothing but relief that he hadn’t.

Was that right? Surely, his Alpha was everything? If he wanted to mate Luke right there in front of everyone, who was Luke to object? He was there for the Alpha’s pleasure. Nothing else mattered, not even the stares of all these people.

He caught sight of Etta, hanging back near the edge of the room. She had that unhappy look on her face again.

His Alpha dragged him to a table, sat down in a chair and pulled Luke into his lap. The hours passed in discomfort. There was noise unlike any Luke had experienced; loud laughter, talking, jeering. The Alpha’s hands roamed his body, rough, and ignorant of Luke’s increasing discomfort. 

There was nothing about this that he enjoyed, not the noise, not the Alpha’s touch or his scent. There was food but he could only eat what the Alpha gave him. Jeremy was easily distracted and what little Luke did get to eat was so rich and flavored that it sat heavily in his stomach. Tobias had fed them little and what there was had always been plain, simple fare.

The conversation turned to Luke again and they spoke as if he wasn’t there.

“He looks a little small,” Perry, Jeremy's cousin, joked. “You might break him.”

“Nah,” Jeremy said, trailing one finger along Luke’s lower back. “He’ll learn to take everything I have to give. My fingers, my cock, my fist. Isn’t that right, Omega?”

Luke nodded obediently and the others around the table laughed. His Alpha hadn’t even asked his name.

“And so what if I hurt him, tear him up a little. That’s what he’s for. He’ll heal.”

They laughed again and Luke’s stomach lurched.

The Alpha’s hands shoved him off his lap and Luke landed in a heap on the floor.

“Clumsy guy, isn’t he?” Dominic joked.

“Someone pick him up and put him in my room. I don’t want him tired out before I take him to bed.”

A younger shifter stepped forward and helped Luke to his feet, leading him from the room. The sound of the Alpha’s laughter chased after him.

The shifter brought him up a flight of stairs and to a door. He pushed Luke inside and closed it tightly behind him. He heard a key turning in the lock and then footsteps fading into the distance.

The room was in darkness and he could make out little. Afraid to touch anything, he settled on the floor to wait for the Alpha to come to bed.

The sounds from downstairs were audible through the floorboards. He lay down, pressing his head into the carpet. He could feel the vibrations from the singing and talking.

While he waited, he worried. He wasn’t in heat. Tobias had told him that’s when the mating would happen but Jeremy didn’t seem like he was going to wait. The Alpha was right about one thing though. Luke would heal.

The door opened some time later but Luke knew it wasn’t the Alpha, the footsteps too light, the scent not as unsettling.

The light switched on. Etta stood above him.

“Oh, Luke. What are you doing on the floor?”

Sitting up, he drew his knees up and watched her. She looked uncomfortable.

“Father has asked me to make sure you’re looking your best for Jeremy. I’ll fix your eyes, put some more of that oil on and make your skin shine. How about that, huh?”

She tried to smile at him but when he didn’t respond, the smile faded.

“Luke, I’m sorry. We’re not a nice family. My brother isn’t a kind person.”

“Brother?” he asked.

“Yeah, Jeremy is my older brother. Kyle is the eldest. Do… do you have family? Parents, brothers or sisters?”

“I had a brother once. An Omega like me.”

“Where is he now?”

He shrugged. “Tobias sent him away, to be mated to his Alpha.”

“And you don’t know where he went?”

He shook his head.

She held out her hand to him. “Come on, up you get. I have work to do.”

This time, when she finished, she didn’t show him in the mirror.

“They’ll be another hour or two down there. It’s only just gone midnight.”

She paused by the door, turning back towards him.

“The Pack east of here has an Omega too. He’s been there a few years. Seems very happy.” She glanced out into the corridor. “I think I’ll take the back stairs. They’re quieter this time of night.”

And then she was gone, her light footsteps disappearing into the night. He barely noticed her leaving.

Another Omega? Could it be his brother, could it be Adam?

It was another minute before he realized he hadn’t heard the click of the lock. When he checked the door, it swung open beneath his hand. Had she meant to do that? What had she said, before she’d left? Something about the stairs. Quieter stairs. At the back. He had crossed the threshold before he’d thought it through, following Etta’s scent to a smaller staircase. He climbed down, still trailing her scent, until he found himself at a door that led outside. Listening carefully, all he could hear was the sound of people having a good time, the music and voices overshadowing all else. If he was ever going to slip away unnoticed, this would be it. 

Steeling himself, he inched open the door, a cold burst of air hitting him. As he crossed the threshold, he heard his Alpha in the distance, his laugh carrying through the house. Hurriedly, he closed the door behind him and made his way across the yard. There was a small fence, which he jumped easily, and beyond that, some distance away, trees. He ran as soon as he reached them, knowing he needed to put as much distance between himself and that house as he could. He tried to remember where the sun had been when they’d arrived. He thought this way was East, but he wasn’t sure.

He’d been running flat out for a minute or two when he heard a howl in the distance. Was it them? Did they know he’d run? It spurred him on and he picked up his pace, ignoring how his lungs burned and his muscles ached. Adam was nearby. The one person in all the world he wanted to see.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

He’d been too slow. They caught him. He wasn’t sure how long he’d run for or how far. Miles and miles, it seemed, until he couldn’t feel the pain in his legs anymore, until each wheezing, burning breath seemed just like the last.

Then someone had tackled him from the side, knocked him to the ground. And once he was down, there was no getting up. Until the hands on him dragged him to his feet.

“What the heck?” a voice exclaimed.

“Well, there’s something you don’t see every day. Certainly not in the middle of winter,” a second voice said.

“What’ll we do with him?”

“We can’t let him go. He’s seen us, knows we’re here. We’ll have to bring him in.” His wrists were caught and bound before hands turned him and began walking him across the forest. One wolf in front leading the way while the second walked behind Luke, holding him by the arms.

“You have a hood or something? We’ll need to cover his head.”

“I have a sack in the van. That’ll do.”

For the third time that day, Luke found himself in a vehicle with his head covered. There were no seats in the back. Instead, he was sitting on a floor, jolting with each bump they hit.

The men were quiet, little talk between them and none directed at Luke. His heartbeat filled the silence, hammering away as he came to terms with what he’d just done. He’d tried to run from his Alpha. The punishment for that was going to be worse than all his previous combined.

They seemed to keep going for a long time. Longer even than he’d been running. When they finally pulled to a stop, he didn’t want to get out, curling his body up tightly. But the shifters were wise to that, strong hands lifting him and half-carrying him out of the back of the van. 

They entered a building that seemed dark and quiet, a contrast to the Alpha’s house he’d just left. His ears welcomed the silence. Would the Alpha be coming here, to him? Is this where they’d punish him?

They stopped near a door and one of the shifters went in, the other staying outside with him.

The door was ajar and he could hear voices talking in undertones.

“From the direction he was running, the only place he could have come from was the Pack house. Barefoot, shirtless, done up like I don’t know what-”

The door closed over and though he strained his ears, he couldn’t make out words from the murmurs he could hear through the walls.

When the door opened again, they were ushered into the room. Luke was pushed to stand in the middle, while the two shifters who’d brought him stood between him and the door. There was one other in the room. An Alpha, stronger than the Alpha who'd been in the back of the van with him. But still not his Alpha.

Three sets of eyes watched him and he shifted uncomfortably under their gazes.

“Tell me your name, what Pack you’re from, and what you were doing running through the woods,” the Alpha said. Luke knew that tone well. Tobias used it when he wanted something and disobedience would not be tolerated. Not that he ever tolerated it. But those were the times that Luke and Adam would jump to whatever it was he wanted them to do. But not this time. He couldn’t. He hung his head instead, waiting to see what they’d do. His heart picked up the pace, beating impossibly fast in his chest.

“Your name. Your Pack. What you were doing out in the woods,” the Alpha repeated, walking in a slow circle around Luke.

He stopped right behind him, stepping closer. One finger ghosted across his shoulder and Luke scrunched his eyes closed, waiting, unable to stop the tremors running through his body.

“What’s this?” the Alpha asked, his fingers brushing the near-healed welt from his last correction at Tobias’ hands.

“Punishment,” he whispered.

The Alpha circled back around so they were face to face. When he reached for Luke’s bound hands, he flinched out of reach, his breaths coming in pants. The Alpha stepped away, crossing to the other side of the room.

“He’s freezing, bring him over to the fire,” he called over his shoulder.

The shifter who had brought him inside herded him over to where the Alpha stood next to the fireplace. The Alpha leaned over the fire, stoking the flames with a poker. The tip of the metal glowed red.

A terrible idea took root in Luke’s mind as he watched. This Alpha wasn’t from the Pack Luke had been given to. Maybe he wanted Luke for himself? But Luke wasn’t in heat so a mating mark wouldn’t hold, the skin could heal before his heat came. But a brand? It would take a long time before that mark of ownership faded.

The Alpha said something, but Luke couldn’t hear it over the blood rushing in his ears. He’d made a terrible mistake. He should have stayed with the Alpha Tobias had given him to, taken what he was given, like Jeremy had said. He couldn’t take his eyes off the glowing red metal, even as the heat from the fire sent a bead of sweat running down his forehead to his nose. The poker was lifted from the fire and Luke could already imagine the searing heat, the pain, and the smell of burnt flesh. His vision swam and the hands on him were suddenly holding him up and he was being lowered to the floor.

 

“If you tell me your name, I’ll take those bindings off your wrists,” James offered as he tried to coax more heat off the fire. The shifter’s skin had been ice cold to the touch, which was what you got after running practically naked through the woods in the middle of winter.

He turned back to gauge the younger wolf’s response, only to see his wide-eyed gaze fixed on the poker held in his hand. Andrew cursed as the wolf’s legs went from under him. James tossed the poker back into the fire and went to help, lowering the shifter to the floor.

“Grab a blanket from the other room,” he said to Andrew. “And a washcloth; soak it, wring it out,” he added to Graham, turning his attention to the barely conscious shifter lying on the floor.

He made quick work of removing the rope from his wrists. Graham returned, handing him the cloth which he laid on the wolf’s forehead. He moved at the touch of the cool cloth, eyes becoming more alert until he caught sight of James. The young wolf blanched, blood draining from his face.

“Don’t be afraid,” James tried. “No one’s going to hurt you.”

The fire crackled and the shifter jumped, wide eyes seeking James’ hands, calming only when he found them empty.

Tremors shook the wolf’s body as Andrew returned with a blanket, laying it across him. The shifter turned on his side, putting his back to the fire and to James, one hand grabbing a tight hold of the blanket. His eyes closed.

“He’s in shock,” James said to no one in particular, tucking the blanket in behind him.

“What is that on his chest?” Graham asked.

“Scented oil,” James replied, getting to his feet. “Tonight was Jeremy’s birthday, wasn’t it? I’m thinking our friend here was the gift-wrapped surprise.”

“Well, idiot,” Andrew said, catching the implication. “They found an Omega.”

“And he found us,” James added. “It’s a funny old world. Graham, grab another blanket. We’ll keep him warm and let him sleep off the worst of it.”

They left Graham to watch over their guest.

“Any confirmation of our suspicions?” he asked Andrew.

“Yes. Eagle Creek’s security has been wound right down. All the Gray Valley shifters they brought over have returned home. They’ve got a few extra patrols for the party but nothing like what we were seeing right after Raventree’s talks. Which explains how he got past them without being stopped.”

“I’ve been speaking to their neighboring Packs. They are all on board for when we make our move.”

Andrew shook his head. “I really never thought we’d get here. This has been a long time in the making.”

“And the hardest part is yet to come.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

When Luke opened his eyes, he found himself alone. The events of the previous day came back to him as he took in his appearance and surroundings. The fire had burnt down, just a few glowing embers and a whisper of heat coming from it. Wrapping the blanket tightly around his body, he made himself as small as possible and wished, for the thousandth time, that Adam was there. But he wasn’t, and Luke had run from his Alpha, and now these people had him and he wasn’t sure what they wanted other than the obvious.

He didn’t move, because there was an Alpha and maybe he belonged to him now, and Luke had to show he could be obedient. Running from Jeremy marked him as anything but. If Jeremy got him back, he’d have to show Luke his place. If this Alpha decided to claim him, he’d have to do the same.

The door opened, the Alpha returning.

“Here, I brought you some-” Two steps into the room, the Alpha paused, eyes locked on Luke where he sat on the floor. “Some breakfast,” he finished, taking another measured step towards Luke before setting a plate and cup on the floor. Luke hoped he would leave then, but instead he walked to the window and stood looking out.

Luke was sure it was a trick. Tobias would never feed them after they’d disobeyed. He spent a few moments considering the plate and cup before deciding it wasn’t worth the risk.

“My name is James.”

The words surprised Luke. When he glanced over, the Alpha was standing with his back to the window, leaning against the sill.

“Usually, this is the point where you tell me your name.”

When Luke didn’t speak, the Alpha nodded slowly, looking down for a moment before his eyes found Luke’s again. 

“Yeah. I know what it’s like to be scared to trust someone with your name. We’re moving out in an hour. This place is just a way station. Where we’re going is more secure. And has the added benefit of heating and hot water. And proper, cooked food,” he added, indicating the paper plate he’d left on the floor.

“You’ll need to come with us. For your own safety. Unless there’s somewhere or someone we could bring you to?”

Luke thought about that. He couldn’t go back to Tobias, that was a sure way to end up back in Jeremy’s hands. And he didn’t know where Adam was. He didn’t even know the name of the Pack Etta was pointing him towards.

“Okay,” the Alpha said, when the silence dragged on. “I’ll be back for you in a while. Try and eat something.”

He left, shutting the door behind him.

Luke waited until he was sure the Alpha was gone before scrambling across the floor to the food James had left. He wasn’t sure what it was, but it didn’t matter. He was starving, chewing and swallowing the food without tasting it, then gulping down the water. He regretted his hurry as he savored the last drops of water on his tongue. But better to be fast and full than slow and hungry.

As he sat on the floor waiting for the Alpha to return, the sound of birds drew him to the window. It was bright outside, the ground shiny with frost. It was nice to get to look at something that wasn’t the four walls of his room. There had been windows, but they were small and high up. Too high for Luke or Adam to see out of.

The Alpha returned, seeming pleased by the empty plate and cup. “Time to go,” he said, nodding his head towards the door.

James let him visit the bathroom before he left. The cracked mirror didn’t give him much of a view and his attempt to wash off the dried oil with his hands and cold water was next to useless.

The Alpha took note of the red marks on his skin when he stepped out. “Here,” James held out a piece of dark clothing, “put this on.”

It was a long-sleeved sweatshirt with a hood. Luke wasted no time slipping it over his head. The material was soft against his skin, much more so than the clothes Tobias made them wear. It was a dark blue as well. A color he’d never worn before. He smoothed his hands down along the material, liking how it felt, how it looked.

“It’s a little big on you but it’s better than a blanket. And it makes you less conspicuous. Good thing too, Eagle Creek have got search parties out trying to track you down.”

Of course they were looking for him. He peered anxiously at the Alpha. How soon would he be back in Jeremy’s hands? In his bed?

“Don’t worry. We’re good at keeping off their radar. But pull that hood up, cover your head.”

Luke knew what was expected by now, pulling the hood over his head and down to cover his eyes. He offered his hands up, wrists together, for James to bind them.

The Alpha’s large hands closed over his wrists, warmth seeping from them into Luke’s chilled skin. 

“You sure know the drill, don't you? That’s okay, I think we can do without the restraints. Unless you’re planning to run? Huh?”

The Alpha let go of his arms, his fingers pulling up the hood covering Luke’s eyes.

Luke ducked his gaze, shaking his head. The only place he wanted to run was to Adam but he no longer knew where that was.

The Alpha smiled and let him go and Luke pulled the hood back down over his face.

James’ hands were back an instant later, pushing the hood back up, confusion in his eyes. 

“Uh-uh. No restraints, no blindfold. The hood is just to keep you warm and make it harder for you to be noticed, that’s all.”

 His hand lingered for a moment on Luke’s head, warm and firm.

“Wait here a minute and I’ll see if we’re ready to load up the car.”

James went out towards the front of the house. Luke heard voices as he spoke to the other men.

“Everything okay, James?”

“I don’t know. He still won’t give me a name. I get the sense he’s been very conditioned. He offered me his hands so I could bind them, pulled his hood down over his eyes to cover them.”

“Do you think he might be-” one of the others started to ask. 

James interrupted. “He might. But this isn’t the time or place to ask those questions, he’s spooked enough as it is. Let’s get him somewhere more secure first.”

The Alpha returned, gesturing for Luke to follow him. Outside it was cold, and he shivered as they walked to the car. They hadn’t bound his arms or blindfolded him. Did that mean they’d put him in the trunk? It didn’t sound like fun but he’d had worse.

 

When they walked outside, James saw how the Omega’s eyes were drawn to the trunk of the car, looking from it to James with trepidation. He couldn’t think… but if they were right about where he came from, then being put into the trunk of a car wasn’t much of a stretch.

“Come on, you can sit in the back with me,” he said, opening the door, gesturing the young wolf in. He climbed in without comment and James shut the door, leaning against it for a moment as he regarded the young wolf through the window.

This wasn’t a complication he’d been expecting. Not now. They were days away from beginning their offensive against Eagle Creek.

“We’re ready to go,” Graham said, climbing into the driver’s seat. James walked around the car and got in next to the Omega. If he didn’t give them a name soon, they’d have to pick something to call him.

As they drove off, James watched their guest from the corner of his eye. He sat tensely, hands clasped together in his lap, head bent.

James waited a few minutes, to see if he’d relax a little, but he held that same posture. He tried to coax him out of his shell.

“See that hill over there? That’s Gate’s Hill. Huge deer population. Owned by a trust that doesn’t allow humans to hunt on the land. Great place for a wolf run but it’s a bit like shooting fish in a barrel.”

That worked, briefly, the Omega glancing out the window before ducking his head again.

“You can look out the window if you want. If you see a car coming or someone on the side of the road, just turn your head away from the window, okay?”

The Omega nodded silently but it took a few minutes before he ventured to gaze outside again. But once he did, he couldn’t seem to stop, his body twisted right around, head looking left and right at, from what James could see, was just a normal country roadside; trees and fields broken by the occasional house, farm, or other building. It was early and they met little traffic on the road, but the Omega obediently drew back into his seat until long after each vehicle had passed.

“I’m guessing you don’t get a lot of chances to look out the window, huh?”

Blue eyes turned back to him, the Omega shaking his head.

“Well then, you’re in luck. Plenty more windows where we’re going. Might even be able to get you outside and up close and personal with mother nature. I’m sure your wolf would like to stretch its legs.”

His words distracted the young shifter from the fascination that was the window as he considered James' words.

James thought he’d put his foot in it somehow when the Omega curled up again, hands clasped together tightly. He was trying to think of what to say to reassure him, given he wasn’t sure what had upset him, when the shifter spoke two quiet words.

“I’m Luke.”

Then he turned back to the window and the world beyond.

“Hi, Luke,” James replied. “It’s nice to make your acquaintance.”

He held out one hand, waiting patiently for Luke to turn back. At first, he thought the Omega was going to ignore his outstretched hand, but his smaller hand reached out, taking James’ in a firmer grip that he’d expected from someone seemingly so fragile.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

Luke was almost sad when the car slowed to a stop and the others got out. No one had given him any instructions so he stayed put, watching out of the windows with interest. But then James was standing outside his door, looking at him with a quizzical expression. Luke ducked his head, tensing as the door next to him opened.

“Are you coming out?” the Alpha asked.

He wanted to say no, but his body was already moving, swiveling around so his feet could reach the ground outside. He jerked out of reach of the hand that moved toward him, his upper body hitting the car door.

James stopped, raising his hand up slowly so Luke could see his palm.

“It’s okay. Come on out and I’ll show you around.”

Skirting close to the door as he moved, he found himself standing a few steps away from the car and only a few feet from the edge of a thick wood. There was a house on the other side of the car. Andrew and Graham were at the door and a third person had come out to greet them.

“Let’s go inside,” James said, his voice friendly. Luke, feeling like he was waiting for the other shoe to drop, snuck another look at the forest. It was tempting, and he had to fight down the urge to run, to lose himself out there.

A hand landed on his shoulder before he could take even a step towards freedom.

“Inside, now.”

James’ expression told him he knew exactly what was going through Luke’s mind and it was not happening.

Numbly, he walked around the car and towards where the others were waiting. The Alpha's hand stayed on his shoulder, a reminder that his movements weren’t his own and neither were his choices. But that was nothing new.

 

  “Let’s go into the kitchen,” James suggested as they filed inside.

“Of course, this way,” said the woman who’d let them in. They followed her through the house and to a warm, bright room with a large table.

He was pushed into a seat, James pulling out a chair to sit right next to him.

“Anyone hungry?” the woman asked.

“Sandra, I think I speak for all of us when I say yes,” Andrew joked.

“Well, it’s a good thing I’ve been cooking non-stop all morning. Have you heard from Davy?”

The woman’s voice sounded strained when she asked.

“No, why?”

“We had a safe house breach.”

All three men sat up straight, turning towards her.

“Where?”

“The place outside Hyde Hill.”

Graham cursed loudly and James pressed his fist to his forehead.

“How many did we lose?”

“Five dead, two missing. Davy and a few others managed to round up half a dozen more who’d scattered into the forest.”

“I’ll call him. The rest of you, eat and get ready to move out if necessary.” James stood as he spoke, and stalked from the room.

Graham thumped the table with his fist before getting up and stomping out the other door. The anger and tension were palpable and Luke sank down into his seat, trying not to draw attention to himself. But the woman, Sandra, didn’t seem to notice.

“I haven’t seen your face around before. New recruit?”

Luke shook his head, ducking down lower.

“He’s a little shy, Sandra. Don’t mind him. He’s had a rough time of it.”

“Poor dear.” Sandra’s hand settled on his head and ruffled through his hair. It felt odd and uncomfortable.

“Some food would be great, though, if it’s not too much trouble. We’ve been living on take-out for the past two weeks.”

Sandra stepped away. “Of course, coming right up.”

Luke shot Andrew a grateful look and the other man winked at him.

A few minutes later a plate was set in front of him with the largest sandwich Luke had ever seen. Two thick slices of bread, filled with meat and salad, cut neatly into two triangles.

He looked up to find Andrew tucking into a similarly sized sandwich.

“Come on, honey. Eat up,” Sandra encouraged.

“Taste’s great, Sandra. Really hits the spot,” Andrew said, once again taking the woman’s focus away from him.

It made it easier to reach for the sandwich and take a bite. He thought it was the nicest thing he’d ever tasted. Better even than food tasted when Tobias hadn’t fed him for days.

Taking a second bite, then a third, he chewed and swallowed rapidly. He knew he shouldn’t, knew his stomach couldn’t handle it, but who knew when they’d feed him again?

A hand suddenly closed around his wrist, pushing the sandwich away from his mouth.

“Not so fast, you’ll make yourself sick.”

James was back, his eyes flashing with anger. Luke dropped the sandwich back onto the plate, flexing his wrist but not trying to pull it from James’ grasp.

James’ grip loosened, his thumb stroking across Luke’s wrist as his other hand pushed the plate out of Luke’s reach. It was a nice touch, a kind touch, and it didn’t fit with the situation or Luke’s expectations.

“Sandra, do you have some soup or broth? Something easy on the stomach.”

A few minutes later a bowl and spoon were set down in front of him.

“Go on, eat up,” James nudged.

Luke did as he was told, spooning the soup slowly into his mouth. Around him the others ate, James filling them in on his phone call.

“Some of the survivors recognized the guys who came after them. At least two are definitely on Eagle Creek’s payroll.”

“Those mongrels. They think they’re big men going after safe houses full of kids.”

“We need to finalize our plans, and I mean now, this afternoon. This is the perfect time. The Migones have grown overconfident enough to make direct attacks on us. They are not expecting us to do the same.”

As soon as Luke had finished eating, he was ushered into another room. “There are some books and magazines to read or TV to watch if you’re bored,” Sandra offered, closing the door behind her as she left. He didn’t hear a lock turn but wasn’t brave enough to go and check. Tired after the events of the previous day and with a full stomach for once, he decided to give in to the exhaustion. So he sat down on the floor, enjoying the feel of soft carpet beneath him, and curled up to sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

“We need to move on the Pack House, and soon,” James concluded. It wasn’t a secret, they all knew the score.

“But they still have the clear advantage. The house is well defended. They’ve made modifications, cleared the forest directly around it so they’ll see us coming from further away. Even if we attack in the dead of night, we still won’t have that element of surprise. They can just close the place down and pick us off until we run home with our tail between our legs.”

“Unless we draw a large enough group of them away,” James proposed. The idea had been on his mind since they'd worked out who and what Luke was.

“And how do we do that?” Andrew asked.

“We have something they want. We offer it to them.”

“You mean the Omega,” Graham said.

“I’d say he came with a hefty price tag. We send word that we have him, make out like we’re just some rogues with a few brain cells to rub between us. They’ll send enough of a force to intimidate us and, if they’re smart, enough to repel an attack in case it’s a trap.”

“And then what?”

“We move the bulk of our forces against the Pack house.”

“We’re still left with the issue of them being able to see us coming.”

“What if we operated a… a trojan horse of sorts?”

His words piqued their interest and they leaned forward.

“We know the make and model of the car Jeremy and his buddies drive. We get hold of one just like it, pack it full of our people and drive right up to the front door. If we’re lucky, half their people will be off collecting Luke. We’ll have superior numbers and the element of surprise.”

“And the group with Luke?”

“Two, maybe three at most. Their objective isn’t to take out the force, just delay them a bit. Let the deal play out, let Eagle Creek take the Omega. They’ll head back home and we should be ready and waiting for them.”

“I like it,” Andrew said. “Divide and conquer. But if anything goes wrong, it will be Luke who will suffer the consequences.”

“I know the risks. I can’t say I like it, but it’s a trade off between risking one person versus losing a few dozen. We have to take that chance.”

“And if he doesn’t agree?”

“We’re not giving him a choice.”

Neither the words nor the sentiment sat well with him but what else could he do? They needed to act against Eagle Creek and Luke gave them the means to do that with less bloodshed. That was an opportunity James could not pass up.

 

He was all ready to lay out the situation to Luke until he entered the living room and found the young wolf curled up asleep on the carpet. Dang it to perdition. Handing him back to Jeremy was the last thing he wanted to do.

Taking a seat on the couch, he called the Omega.

"Luke?"

He jerked awake at the sound of James’ voice, head whipping around as he tried to get his bearings. Then those blue eyes were aimed right at him, wide and frightened.

"It's okay, Luke. You're safe. It's James, remember?"

Luke nodded once, rubbing at his eyes as he peered around the room.

"Sit up here beside me. There is something important I need to talk to you about."

He patted the couch and Luke climbed to his feet and perched on the edge of the seat. To James, he looked like a wild animal, a heartbeat away from flight or fight.

"For tonight, you're going to stay here with us. You can sleep in one of the rooms upstairs."

He waited for Luke's nod of acknowledgment before he continued.

"First thing tomorrow morning, Sandra and Tom are taking you to meet with a group from Eagle Creek to return you to the Migones."

Luke's weight shifted forward to the balls of his feet and James wrapped a hand around his arm. He could easily read the expression on the Omega's face, a look of disappointment quickly swallowed up by resignation.

James hadn't planned on telling him any more but those sad blue eyes drew the words from his lips.

"It's not permanent. We need to distract Jeremy. By the time you return to Eagle Creek's Pack house, we'll already be there."

It wasn't much of a guarantee but it was the best he could do.  

 

A hand stroking his back woke him and he mumbled something incoherent, wrapped in the warmth of a deep sleep.

“Mattie?”

“Zack?”

“Yeah. Can you wake up for me?”

Zack’s hand rubbed circles across his back and he pressed a kiss to his shoulder. Matthew sighed sleepily. 

“James called. They’re moving on Eagle Creek this morning. We need to be on standby.”

That woke him as neatly as a cold shower. He turned over so he and Zack were face to face.

“This is it?”

“This is it.”

He peered over at the cot where Rosie slept.

“She hasn’t stirred,” Zack said, rubbing a hand across Matthew’s protruding stomach. “How is this little guy?”

“Sleeping, too. But he spent the first half of the night kicking like it was going out of fashion.”

He was over eight months along now and just counting down the days until their second child would be born. 

“I know you weren’t keen on the idea, but I’d really like you and Rosie to go to Glenoak until this is over.”

Matthew looked down at Zack’s hand, interlocking their fingers.

“I want to be here, with you, whatever happens.”

“I might have to go wherever our people need us. I’d feel better knowing you were safe.”

“Who’s to say Glenoak will be safe? They’re much closer to Eagle Creek than we are here. What if the fighting spills over? Rosie and I would be safer right here.”

Zack groaned. “I thought you’d say that. But what if you go into labor while I’m not here?”

“There are others who’ll help. Birth is natural.”

“But not without risk.”

“We’ll be okay. I’m stronger than I look.”

Zack leaned in and kissed him, then rested his forehead against Matt’s.

“I don’t doubt that. I’ll call Alicia, ask if she can be on standby to come here if we need her.”

Matt yawned and stretched. “Good. So, what do we do now?”

Zack lay down beside him. “We get some rest while we can, and wait for the phone to ring.”

He yawned again, turning back onto his side as Zack spooned against him.

“That sounds like a great idea.”

They were just dozing off when Rosie stirred, letting out a small cry that seconds later became a wail.

“There goes that plan,” Zack grumbled, climbing out of bed to pick her up. Matthew sat up again, watching as Zack rocked her, trying to settle her.

“Da, da, da,” she said, waving one hand in the air.

He groaned, letting his head fall back onto the pillow. “She’s up. Once the babbling starts, there’s no getting her back to sleep.”

Zack carried her to the bed, settling her between them. She tried to stand, using Matthew to prop herself up, but she couldn’t contend with the bouncy mattress and looked surprised to find herself sitting down. Her lower lip started to tremble and Zack was quick to pick her up, engulfing her in his arms.

She quietened, contenting herself with biting down on his shoulder.

“What if it’s another girl? Will you mind?”

Zack looked at him with raised eyebrows, cradling Rosie’s head in one large hand. “Who wouldn’t want a second one of these?” he joked.

“I’m being serious. What if it’s not a boy?”

“Then she’ll be just as beautiful and bring just as much joy as Rosie does.”

Matthew lapsed into silence, stroking a hand across his belly, before voicing the question he really wanted to ask.

“What if he’s an Omega?”

His mate's expression went from serious to sad.

“Oh, Mattie. Is that what's been on your mind? I won’t love him any less. In fact, I think I’ll love him more. He’s part of me and, more importantly, part of you, and I love you with every fiber of my being.”

The weight on his heart lifted and he smiled at Zack’s heartfelt words. “I love you, too.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

It was still dark when James woke him with a hand to his shoulder.

“Time to get up. Sandra has some breakfast for you before we leave.”

He didn’t reply, getting to his feet, and following James down to the kitchen, rubbing his tired eyes with his hands.

A bowl and spoon were set in front of him on the table. Oatmeal. A lot of oatmeal.

He glanced around furtively to see if it was some sort of trick. Were they just waiting for him to make a mistake? But the others were tucking into their own food.

“Eat up,” Sandra urged. “You have a long day ahead of you.”

He took up the spoon, digging into the bowl, and filling it. He tensed as he brought it towards his mouth, waiting for someone to slap it from his hand or take his bowl away.

His first taste was a surprise. Oatmeal had always been cold, wet, and bland. But not this. It was warm, creamy and covered in something sweet. He spent a long moment just letting the taste wash over him. What was that? How could anything taste so good?

He dug his spoon in for another bite and another but the food began to sit heavily in his stomach. He couldn’t stop, though. Who knew when he’d get more? A hand landed on his arm and James’ voice, deep and rumbling, filled his ears.

“Don’t make yourself sick. If you’re full, stop eating.”

The hand squeezed then let go, making no attempt to stop Luke taking another spoonful. He made it halfway to his mouth before he realized the Alpha was right. His stomach was already aching with fullness. It didn’t need more. He let the spoon fall back into the bowl and took a drink of water instead. When he looked up, James gave him a nod of approval. It felt good to be doing something right for once.

All too soon they were heading out the door. Luke was going in a car with Sandra and one of the older men, Tom. The rest were going in a second car. Luke knew the plan, at least what James had told him. Sandra and Tom were bringing him to meet Eagle Creek. They were going to hand him over to Eagle Creek, to Jeremy, and they were going to bring him back to their Pack house so Jeremy could mate with him. Only they wouldn’t get that far. At least, that’s what James had said. Luke wasn’t sure if that, or anything they were saying, was true.

Before he could get into the car, James stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. Luke turned around to face him and James leaned forward, resting his hands on the car either side of Luke. Luke tried to look anywhere except at the Alpha but James ducked to catch his eye.

“You’re very brave, Luke. It’s all going to be okay. We’ll see you on the other side.” He brushed his knuckles across Luke’s cheek, Luke’s breath hitching at the gentle touch. Luke wasn’t brave, he was powerless. He’d do what he was told.

“I’m sorry, but I have to do this.”

James pulled a length of rope from his belt and took Luke’s wrists in hand. He tied them tightly, ignoring the wince and the murmur of pain that escaped Luke’s mouth.

James opened the door and helped him into the car, his hand on Luke’s head. They drove off as soon as the door closed. He turned around in his seat, watching the Alpha staring after them as they drove away.

The car bumped along the road, each jolt sending his heart racing. They were giving him back to Jeremy. Whatever else they said, that was what it came down to.

Sandra and Tom talked little amongst themselves. They seemed nervous, glancing back at him, watching the road with unease. Luke didn’t blame them. Jeremy was going to be furious.

The sun rose in the sky, brightening the world around them as they drove. The outside world, that Luke had stared at with such fascination only a day previously, had lost its charm. His last meal sat heavily in his stomach. What would Jeremy do when he got his hands on him? 

They slowed down as a sharp turn led them onto a narrow road lined with thick trees. Another turn brought them into a dirt trail that opened out into a field where a group of vehicles were clustered. 

“They’re already here,” Sandra muttered.

“Never mind that. We just hand him over, ask them for the money, and don’t press it if they get snarky. We do it exactly as James said.”

They got out, Tom opening the door and dragging him out. He was none too gentle, one hand on the rope binding Luke’s hands, the other fisted in Luke’s hair. He was dragged a few feet across the damp grass, trying to keep his feet under him. Then Tom let him go, pushing him to walk in front as they approached the large group gathered nearby.

They stopped a few feet from them.

“Your Omega, as promised. Untouched.”

A small group broke off and approached them. One of them was Jeremy, his eyes flashing with anger.

“Get your hands off him.”

Tom let go immediately. “Just don’t want him running,” he said solicitously.

“He won’t be doing that again, ever, if he knows what’s good for him.”

“He’s young. They don’t always do what they’re told.” Tom took a step backward, leaving Luke standing alone as the men approached.

“Pay them,” Jeremy said and Perry walked passed him. Then he could hear Tom and Sandra beating a quick retreat to their car. Luke ducked his head as Jeremy stepped closer.

“You better be untouched. You stink of other wolves.”

Luke glanced up, catching sight of Etta out of the corner of his eye, an expression of fear clear as day on her face. He looked back to Jeremy, just in time to see the fist flying towards his head. It smashed into him, throwing him to the ground, his face a blaze of pain. Jeremy followed it up with a kick to his stomach, forcing a cry from him. He heard leather sliding across leather.

“By the time I’m finished with you, you won’t dare to blink without my say-so.”

The belt whipped through the air, cracking across his arm and side. He curled up tightly, trying to make himself smaller, but Jeremy grabbed him by the hair, dragging him up and towards their vehicle, throwing him over the bonnet. The belt lashed down, again and again, the pain eclipsing all else. He slid to the ground but Jeremy followed him, his booted foot finding Luke’s stomach and chest before he went back to whipping him.

Luke wanted to beg for mercy but knew there was none to be had.

“Jeremy! Enough. You’ll kill him.”

Etta’s voice filtered through the pain as he was hoisted back up onto the bonnet.

“I’ll show him who he belongs to. He won’t look at another Alpha once I’m done with him.”

Jeremy’s rough hands grabbed at his pants and Luke whimpered.

“Jeremy. Not here. It can wait until we’re back at the house.”

There was a long silence, the Alpha's hands holding him tightly as the pain beat through him like a pulse.

“Fine.”

He was pulled to his feet, bodily lifted by strong arms, and shoved inside the trunk of the car, darkness following a second later. Curling up, he tried to will away the pain as they started moving. Every bump they hit, every turn of a corner, ignited a fire across his body. He tried to reach for the lid, see if there was a way to open it, but the pain was too much with his arms bound and he fell back, contenting himself to stay still and await his fate.

He blacked out for a while, coming to as the car jerked to a stop, voices shouting and screaming. Wolves howling. Nothing happened, just the dark and the pain. There was more shouting, close then growing distant.

Then voices grew nearer, panicked, hurried. The car started again and took off, turning around and throwing Luke hard against the side. The pain blossomed and everything went dark again.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

The plan worked like a dream. Half of Eagle Creek’s cars were gone, and more than a dozen of their people, some to pick up Luke and another car load gone on a supply run.

With Graham at the wheel, they drove right up to the door. It was almost too easy though Eagle Creek put up a good fight. James hadn’t planned to kill Frank or his other son but there’d been little choice in the end. Frank wouldn’t back down, not even when he was clearly outnumbered.

The rest of the Eagle Creek group arrived back sooner than they’d expected and before they’d had a chance to set the second trap. They came in fighting but the FW had the house and the advantage. Some fought to the death, some ran. By the end, there was blood split on both sides and bodies on the ground but Fenrir’s Warriors were the clear victors.

Once the fighting was at an end, he went in search of Luke. Graham caught up with him as he circled the perimeter of the house a second time. 

“Jeremy escaped, alongside a handful of others. Andrew was injured, we think they took him. No one saw Luke but we believe they have him too. We’ve sent someone after them, to track where they’ve gone.”

James cursed, holding a hand to his head. “Stupid. I should have factored in how much of a coward Jeremy is. Of course he ran.”

He looked up at Graham.

“I told Luke it would all be okay.”

“We’ll go after them. For Andrew, for Luke.”

But that would be a mistake.

“No. We have to secure our standing here, bring as many of our people in as we can. Gray Valley will be planning a counter-attack with what’s left of Eagle Creek’s forces.”

“We can’t just leave Andrew in their hands.”

“We’ll lose anyone we send after him.”

“That’s not a reason not to try.”

“It’s a reason to be cautious. To be smart.”

Graham kicked the wall, sending a spray of rock into the air.

“You’re right, I know you are. It’s just…”

“Andrew is our brother. We’ll get him back, I give you my word.”

He’d given Luke his word too and look how that had turned out. Victory they may have but it had come at a high price.

 

It was cold in the trunk when he woke. The car still moved, traveling at speed along roads that twisted and turned, knocking him to and fro.

When they finally stopped, when the trunk was finally thrown open, it was dark outside. He didn’t recognize the face of the shifter staring down at him but Etta stood by his side as the stranger lifted him out and onto his feet. It was Etta who reached for his bound hands, cutting them free from the rope with a knife.

She didn’t speak and the other shifter turned him, forcing him towards the house they were parked beside. Jeremy was ahead of them, talking animatedly to an imposing Alpha standing on the porch.

“Let’s get you all inside and we’ll see the lay of the land,” the Alpha said.

There was a lot of talking, back and forth, most of it going over his head. It was warmer inside, a fire blazing in the hearth, and he was grateful for that, even though he was pushed to kneel on a stone floor, the cold seeping up through his thin pants.

Someone made a comment and Jeremy’s voice grew closer.

“My birthday gift. An Omega. He took off and we were retrieving him.”

And Jeremy’s hand suddenly closed around the back of his neck, pulling tightly on the skin there. The pain was like nothing Luke had felt before, agonizing and sending darts of pain every direction through his body until the grip loosened.

“You were a trap, weren’t you? Sent there to distract us, get us out of the way to let those FW mongrels attack?”

Luke stayed silent. All James had told him was that he was returning him, for a little while at least.

The hand tightened again, fingers pinching painfully across the sensitive skin.

“Answer me. Who sent you? Where did you come from before those shifters gave you back?”

Luke didn’t know how to explain places or directions.

“A house,” he said, eyes darting left and right.

“What house? Where?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where?”

“I don’t know.”

“What about him?” Terrance, the bigger Alpha, asked, gesturing to the corner.

Luke peered over to the corner of the room where a familiar face lay on the ground, bloodied and bruised. Andrew. There was a man kneeling by his side.

“Unconscious. Probably concussed. Significant blood loss. You’re not getting anything from him today. Or even tomorrow.”

Jeremy stalked back over to Luke.

“It’ll have to be the Omega. What was their plan? Who helped them?”

Luke held still, hoping somehow this nightmare would just go away.

Jeremy grabbed him by the hair.

“I know you can talk, Omega. So tell me what I want to know. Where do I find the mongrel responsible for this? Where are his safe houses, where do they keep the women and children? I want to hit him where it hurts, I want some leverage, then I’m going to take back what’s mine.”

He let go of Luke, stalking across the room towards the fire.

“You’re going to talk, Omega. One way or another. Bring him over here.”

A rough pair of hands grabbed him, half-carrying, half-dragging him on his knees across the room. He felt the softness of a rug beneath his legs and the warmth of the fire before Jeremy grabbed him by the hair again, forcing his head forward and exposing his neck.

“Tell me what I want to know.”

He heard Etta’s voice, nearby. “He doesn’t know anything, Jeremy. He was a means to an end. They must have got lucky and picked him up.”

“Shut up. He knows more than he’s letting on. I just have to loosen his tongue. This will do the trick.”

Luke closed his eyes as something searing with heat was forced against the back of his neck. There was a second that seemed to stretch on forever before the pain finally hit, an agonizing burn that spread across his whole body.

He screamed, hearing voices in the background, feeling people moving around him. And Etta's high-pitched voice. “Jeremy, stop, stop! He doesn’t know anything. He doesn’t know. Stop!”

He welcomed the darkness when it came.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

He woke lying face down on a cold, wooden floor. Moving was a mistake, igniting all the hurts, both big and small, across his body. He sobbed quietly, feeling his tears pool on the floor beneath his face.

A door opened and he stilled.

“Luke, honey? It’s just me.”

Etta’s voice was a hoarse whisper as she neared, setting something down next to him.

“I wanted to put something on that burn but the doctor here said it wouldn’t help. We should just leave it to heal. I was going to give you something for the pain but my brother said no. I’m sorry.”

Luke didn’t move, quieting his sobs as she continued to speak.

“Oh goodness, this is all such a mess. My father’s dead. And Kyle, my older brother, who would have become Alpha. Jeremy is next in line. But Jeremy… he was never fit to rule. Father’s been doing his best for years to keep him offside. And now Gray Valley are negotiating a deal with him to help us reclaim Eagle Creek.”

Her hand found Luke’s head, stroking gently through his hair.

“Gray Valley want you on the table. They don’t have an Omega of their own, so they want you to consolidate their power. But Jeremy’s possessive, he won’t want to let you go. He's offered me instead, for Terrance’s third son, Elliot. It’s not the first time they’ve proposed this. Father wouldn’t agree before. Elliot had appetites. And not the kind I could overlook. Not even the kind Father could overlook.”

Her words were intermingled with soft sobs. He didn’t dare look up at her face but knew if he did, he’d see tears.

“I brought you some water and some food. I need to think about what to do. Jeremy is impatient, he won’t want to wait long. But he’ll mate with you before he goes. He doesn’t trust Gray Valley not to steal you away while his back is turned.”

She stroked his hair one last time, then stood, crossing the room.

“I’m so sorry, Luke.”

She left him in silence again. No, not silence, he could hear someone else breathing. He wasn’t alone.

Moving took a valiant effort. Ever slight shift of his head sent terrible pain shooting from his neck. The rest of his body wasn’t much better.

He got his hands under him, slowly pushing himself upward until he was on his knees. He sat back, shuffling around so he could see the rest of the room without having to turn his head.

There was another body on the floor. Andrew. The shifter was breathing noisily and he looked in bad shape. Adam had looked like that once, after a terrible punishment from Tobias. He’d slept so long after, Luke had been afraid he’d never wake up.

Luke stood, stepping slowly across the floor, kneeling next to the other man.

“Andrew?”

He shook his shoulder twice and Andrew jerked awake, one hand closing tight around Luke’s neck.

Luke froze and Andrew let him go a second later.

“Luke, is that you? Dang, I’m sorry. Are you okay?”

One of Andrew’s eyes was swollen shut, the other peered at him, trying to make him out. Luke shook his head, the action drawing a cry from him, shoulders hunching as he tried to ease the pain.

His reaction wasn’t lost on Andrew, who reached towards him. Luke shoved himself backward.

“Sorry, Luke. This wasn’t how it was supposed to play out.” Andrew coughed, wincing from the pain.

Wait, Etta had brought water, hadn’t she?

He crossed the room to retrieve it, carrying it back to Andrew. But the other man had slumped to the floor, unconscious again, and this time he didn’t wake when Luke shook his shoulder.

Swallowing a few mouthfuls, he set it down near Andrew and curled up against the wall. This room reminded him a lot of living with Tobias. One small window up very high letting in a small amount of light. He wished he was back there, at least he knew what to expect. Every day since he’d left had been worse than the one before.

 

When the door opened again, he’d expected Etta but it was Jeremy and Terrance, the big Alpha from before.

Jeremy pulled him to his feet, ignoring his cry, and dragged him towards the older man who was checking on Andrew.

“The FW scum is still unconscious.” Terrance turned towards Luke. “You’ve made a mess of him,” he said, with a nod to Luke's injuries.

“I had to teach him a lesson. And we needed to know what he knew.”

“Which was nothing, if I remember correctly.”

“Look, Terrance, there are other Omegas out there. Our source for this one assured us that was the case, and this guy would know.”

Terrance seemed skeptical.

“You giving this one to us would sweeten the deal.”

Jeremy’s hand tightened on Luke’s shoulder

“He and I have already made a lasting impression on one another.”

Terrance dismissed that with a wave of his hand. “You haven’t messed him. He hasn’t been in heat. There’s no connection worth mentioning there.”

“He was the last thing my father gifted me. I’m loath to part with him. Can we agree that Etta mates with Elliot and Eagle Creek will buy an Omega for one of your sons?”

Terrance continued to stare at Luke, who felt uneasy under his gaze.

“They’re such fragile looking things. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to have a taste of one.”

“Once we’re properly mated and bonded, you can try him out. I don’t normally share, but for someone like you, I could make an exception.”

Luke shuddered at the words, as Jeremy’s hand ran along his hip.

“We have a deal. We’ll fight with you to regain Eagle Creek, Elliot has Etta, you source us another Omega, and I get him for a night.”

They shook on it in front of him. 

“I’ll see you upstairs.” Terrance left and Jeremy growled under his breath.

“Greedy mongrels. I wouldn’t be surprised if they decided to steal you out from under me during the battle. I’ll just have to make sure there’s no mistaking who your Alpha is.”

Jeremy’s hand on his shoulder bent him forward, then both his hands grasped the waistband of Luke’s pants, shoving them down. He heard Jeremy fumbling with his own clothes before both hands grasped Luke’s hips. Trembling, he panted with fear as tears fell from his eyes and splashed on the floor below him.

The door opened again, startling them, Jeremy’s hands jerking his hips backward.

“Terrance needs you upstairs. Someone has arrived with news from Eagle Creek.”

“I’ll be there in five minutes.”

“He said now. He sounded pissed. I wouldn’t keep him waiting.”

With a growl of frustration, Jeremy’s fingers dug into his hips then let go, the Alpha stalking towards the door as he did up his pants. “I’ll be back, Omega. To take what’s mine. Don’t move a muscle.”

Luke stood there, frozen, as Jeremy went out the door, his footsteps disappearing upstairs. He didn’t move even as the minutes passed, even as he grew colder.

Andrew stirred behind him.

“Luke, what’s…”

There were sounds from upstairs, people shouting, doors opening and shutting and car engines starting.

“What’s happen- happening?”

Andrew's voice was rough, his words slow. Luke realized Jeremy wasn’t coming back and bent down to fix his clothes.

Andrew was watching him with confusion.

“Luke?”

“They’re leaving.”

“Leaving? To go where?”

“To take back Eagle Creek.”

The door opened, startling them both. Luke hadn’t heard anyone come down. Was he wrong? Was Jeremy still here?

“Luke?” It was Etta. She came right over, leaning towards him and whispering words into his ear.

“We have to go, now. Most of the wolves have cleared out. Jeremy and Terrance are gone. This might be my only chance and I won’t leave you here. You can, walk, right?”

He nodded and she took his hand leading him towards the door. Halfway there, he slowed, turning to glance backward.

“Andrew…”

She stopped, looking from Luke to the other wolf.

“I’m not taking that mongrel with us. He’ll probably kill us the first chance he gets.”

Luke wasn’t so sure of that. Andrew had been nice to him.

“Come on, Etta, you're smarter than that. Think of me as insurance if you run into more FW. I’m your pass to walking away from this nightmare.” Andrew seemed far more alert than he had been moments previously. And on oddly familiar terms with Etta.

Etta seemed torn.

“Please, Etta," Luke tried.

She turned back to Andrew.

“Can you walk?” she asked, her voice a harsh whisper.

“Not far. How were you planning on getting out of here?”

“There are a few cars around the back, keys hanging on the back door.”

“So, you were just going to walk out of here, with Luke, and you didn’t think anyone would notice?”

“They’re distracted.”

“But they’re not blind. Or deaf.”

“Alright, what do you suggest?”

“The door to the cellar below us, is it locked?”

Etta gave Andrew a sharp look, then crossed the room and opened the door, stepping out into the dark. She poked her head back in a moment later.

“It’s unlocked. But I don’t see how that’s going to help you.”

“There’s a trapdoor. Or there was. They might have sealed it off. It’s towards the back.”

She disappeared again and Andrew gingerly got to his feet, leaning heavily against the wall.

“Heck of a day, huh, Luke?”

He sounded in much better spirits than Luke felt was right, given the circumstances.

There was the sound of something being dragged across the floor in the next room and Etta returned, breathing hard.

“They’d covered it over but hadn’t blocked it. What now?”

“It comes out a mile west of here. It was an old, broken down cottage but Gray Valley rebuilt it. My guess is they decided they liked having an escape route but weren’t too happy with it being used to carry out a raid. That’s how they lost their last Omega.”

“Even if we go through, we’ll only be a mile away, on foot.”

“Not if Luke and I go through while you take a car and meet us there.”

Etta blinked.

“That’s… that’s actually not a bad plan.”

“I don’t know what the other side of the tunnel is like. We may not be able to get out, you might need to unblock the trapdoor.”

“I’ll need to be quick.”

“We’ll all need to be quick. But if you seal the tunnel entrance after us, they’ll be wondering where the heck we went. It’ll buy a little time.”

Andrew sounded confident and sure of himself. Etta, on the other hand, seemed torn.

“Okay, fine,” she capitulated. “Let’s get going before someone comes down to check on you or look for me.”

Luke went to help Andrew who was still using the wall as a crutch.

“Let me,” Etta said, stepping forward. “It’s like the lame leading the lame with you two.”

As the crossed the room, Andrew spoke quietly to Etta.

“You’re making the right choice. Elliot’s a sick mongrel and without your father around to put pressure on Terrance to keep him in line, they’ll just be happy it’s you and not one of their own.”

Etta didn’t reply.

“Fenrir’s Warriors can keep you safe.”

“You betrayed us. Lived as one of us. And now you've killed them, my family.”

“That wasn’t our choice. There were other options but your father wasn’t willing to see reason.”

“And what about Luke? You sure kept him safe.”

Luke listened intently for Andrew’s response as they slowly climbed down the steps to the cellar.

“Things were never meant to go this way, but you’re right, we took risks with his safety that we didn’t have any right to.”

They reached the trapdoor. Andrew leaned heavily against the wall and gestured to the floor. “You go first, Luke. I’ll be right behind you. I’d suggest we shift but neither of us are in any shape to do that right now.”

Etta helped lower him down into the dark. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust and then he was crawling forward. The tunnel was small, closed in, the air stifling. He heard Andrew hiss under his breath as he climbed down after him.

“I’ll get to the other side as soon as I can. Hurry,” Etta called to them.

The trapdoor closed, the sound of something heavy scraping across the floor above them.

“You heard her, Luke. Let’s go.”

He moved forward, hearing nothing but the sound of his heart beating very fast in his chest and the air pushing in and out with each breath. He could feel Andrew’s presence close behind him.

His palms scraped along the ground as he shuffled along, his knees too, until each movement was a sore, stinging action. And then, without warning, there was no more tunnel.

“Why have you stopped? Luke?” Andrew's voice sounded strained.

“We’re there,” he said.

“Can you see the trapdoor above you; can you open it?”

Luke put two hands up, feeling the rough wood above him, and pushed. It didn’t give. He tried again, harder this time, ignoring how it made his body ache, the sharp pain at the back of his neck drilling into him. It gave, finally, swinging upwards. He followed it, standing, and using his hands to lever himself out.

They were inside a stone shed, light coming in from a single window. A face appeared in it and, startled, he stepped backward, saved from tumbling back into the tunnel by Andrew.

“Etta,” he said, pointing.

There was the sound of metal clanging and then the door swung open, the daylight blinding.

“Oh, heck,” Andrew said, startling Luke who turned to find the other man looking him up and down with dismay. “What did those mongrels do?”

“We have to get going. Any second now they’ll notice I’m missing, not to mention the two of you,” Etta interrupted.

She helped Andrew out to the car, Luke pulling the door open so he could climb in. Etta let Luke into the front passenger seat, then ran around and got in behind the wheel.

They drove off, their speed throwing Luke back against his seat.

“Pass me that phone, will you?” Andrew said to Luke, indicating the shiny metal thing sitting between the seats. He reached for it, about to hand it back, when Etta’s hand closed over his.

“Who are you calling?”

“My people.”

“No, no way. I’ll drop you off somewhere and then you can make contact. Not before.”

“Etta, we’re in serious trouble here, all three of us. How long do you think we can stay off Gray Valley’s radar?”

“The rest could be gone for hours.”

“What had them all leaving in such a hurry?” Andrew asked the question like he already knew the answer.

“Your people took Terrance’s youngest son hostage. He’s only a kid.”

Andrew laughed. “It’s a wind-up. A way to clear the decks. The FW have lots of tricks up their sleeves. It won’t take Gray Valley long to figure that out and then they are going to be on our tail. We need to be off the roads before that happens.”

Etta clung tight to the steering wheel and didn’t answer.

“Look, the FW arranged for something they knew would get them to leave. Which means they’re nearby. They’re probably planning a direct assault to find us. Let me call them, save some lives.”

Etta nodded once and Luke passed the phone back, watching as Andrew pressed buttons in rapid succession.

“Hey, it’s me. No, I’m out, with Luke and Frank Migone’s youngest daughter. We’ve been in better shape. Traveling north along the Gladeway. Where can you meet us?”

He hung up.

“They’re an hour away. But there’s a safe place we can wait for them.”

“Where?”

“Take the next left and I’ll direct you from there.”

“No, I want to know where we’re going.” There was a sharp bite to Etta's voice that Luke didn't like.

“I only know directions. I’ll call them as we go.”

Luke watched as Etta fumed silently at the wheel but followed each of Andrew’s instructions, taking them further and further from Gray Valley. From Jeremy. At least, he hoped they were.

“Turn left just after that large rock.”

“What? That’s not a road.”

“Trust me, turn left, right there.”

They slowed to a crawl, traveling along a tight path amongst the trees.

“Start to swing to your left right about… now. Okay, stop here.” It was a redundant instruction, the trees were so close together, there was nowhere to go.

“This is it?”

“Yeah, this is it.”

“Okay, then get out. Luke and I need to get back on the road. I’m sure you’ll be safe until your people get here.”

Even as Etta spoke, Luke noticed movement between the trees.

“They’re already here, Etta.” Andrew’s voice was quiet and gentle but Luke could see the panic in Etta’s eyes at his words.

Her hand went to the keys but a car appeared in the distance behind them, blocking their only way out.

“Luke, run,” she yelled, throwing open her door.

Luke did likewise, diving out and running through the trees. He heard Etta behind him, but there were other people too, Andrew’s voice calling to them. Then Etta, screaming.

“No, let me go. Let go.”

Her words forced Luke to slow and he turned back towards her. He knew he should keep running, there was nothing good for him back there. But Etta had helped him escape, not once but twice. And everyone seemed to think he was valuable, a good bargaining chip.

He ran back in her direction, hearing other voices around Etta’s. Bursting through the trees, he saw her being held by two men.

“Let her go,” he shouted and all eyes turned to him. It was a struggle to speak with all the attention on him.

“Let her go and I’ll go with you, willingly.”

“Luke, no! Run!” she shouted but another Warrior was on him in seconds, dragging him forward.

James was there, holding one of Etta’s arms.

“Get them in the cars,” he said, his expression dark, even as Etta twisted and fought in their grips.

“No, don’t hurt her. Please don’t hurt her.”

It was Andrew who answered, though James' dark eyes focused on him.

“It’s okay, Luke. She’ll be safe with us. Just like you’ll be.”

They were put in separate cars, Andrew going with Etta in the bigger car. Luke wound up in the backseat of a smaller car with James beside him.

“Let’s get out of here. We’re cutting it close.”

Luke didn’t understand the words. When James reached for him, he slid to the floor, curling up as far away from the Alpha as he could. He’d been so close to being free, again, and now he was back to where he started.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

The car journey back to Eagle Creek was quiet but tense. They all watched the roads, worried about being spotted as they crossed Gray Valley territory. All except Luke, that was. The Omega an unmoving bundle on the floor.

James tried to speak to him but Luke either wasn’t hearing him or was ignoring him. If the latter, it was more than deserved. He tried to touch him once but Luke had whimpered at the light press of his fingers, pushing closer to the floor.

He called Graham to let them know they’d found them, calling him again when they were closer.

“How are things on the ground?”

“Quiet. Sentries here are saying there’s nothing. Sentries on Gray Valley’s border have just seen the group heading back to the Pack house. They don’t seem to have spotted Andrew’s trail or yours.”

“First piece of good news all day.”

“Well, here’s the second. Our first group of arrivals should be here early tomorrow morning.”

“That’s great, Graham. Well done. We’ll be back inside an hour. Call if there’s any trouble.”

“Will do.”

The other car was behind them. James only hoped they were having more luck talking to Etta than he was communicating with Luke. The Omega was curled up so tightly, James couldn’t make out an inch of skin, just his hair and the dark clothes he wore. But he could smell blood and that was never good.

 

They pulled up outside the Pack house and got out. He was relieved to see Etta climb out by herself, looking angry and anxious as she took in her home and the strangers surrounding her. He left her in the care of the others and went to deal with Luke.

The Omega hadn’t moved, still curled up on the floor of the car. Opening the door, he waited for Luke to acknowledge him but the Omega was still, nothing but the quiet sound of his breathing.

“Come on. Time to go inside,” James said. Luke’s head jerked up at his words and it was then James realized he’d been asleep. He took advantage of his drowsy state, reaching to pull him from the car. But there was no fight in him, the Omega’s body pliant, his head down-turned. He could see bruised and bloodied skin.

Sandra called to him, a clear sense of urgency to her voice.

“Graham, take Luke inside. Get him and Etta settled.”

He jogged inside to find Sandra, who was in the dining room, Andrew laid out on the table.

“How is he?”

“Still in one piece,” Andrew said, trying to sit up. Sandra pushed him back down. “Barely. He needs a doctor. There are wounds that aren’t going to heal without treatment.”

“Zack’s on his way here. He’ll patch you back up.”

“I’m sure he has better things to be doing.”

“You’re first on his list.”

“First. Ouch. How did I swing that?”

“The other injured have been well taken care of. They’re dispersed between our safe houses and Glenoak.”

“How many did we lose?” Andrew’s expression turned serious and James stepped forwards to lay a hand on his shoulder.

“Five, including Paul.”

“Dang it.” Andrew lay back, shaking his head. “It didn’t have to be this way.”

 

Graham appeared in the doorway.

“James, we have a problem.”

“What?”

“More who. Luke.”

“He’s trying to run?”

“No. He’s injured, it looks pretty bad. Pamela is trying to check him over but he won’t let her near him.”

“Go,” Andrew said. “I’ll keep until Zack gets here.”

Pamela had taken Luke upstairs into one of the bedrooms. She was standing by the door, staring into the room.

“He’s filthy. He needs those wounds cleaned. But he won’t let me get close. I could pin him down…” There was clear reluctance on her face

“No, I’ll deal with it.”

“Better you than me,” she said, stepping past him into the hallway.

He went inside, noting the first aid kit open on the bed, and the basin of water and towel sitting on the dressing table. What he couldn’t see, at first glance, was Luke.

As he crossed the room he caught sight of the top of his head where he was huddled on the other side of the bed. He knew what was needed. He’d have to be tough to be kind.

“Alright, on your feet.”

Luke didn’t move.

“I said up, Luke.” He matched his words with actions, latching on to Luke’s arm and hauling him up. His actions provoked a small cry of pain.

“We need to clean those wounds to help them heal.”

Luke didn’t react to his words so James kept going, reaching for Luke’s shirt, pulling it off over his head, earning a quiet whimper. The Omega’s heart rate sped up, but he didn’t resist.

“Dang it to perdition. They really worked you over, didn’t they?” There was a kaleidoscope of bruises and welts across Luke's skin.

He thought the Omega wasn’t going to reply but he spoke one quiet word. “Jeremy.”

“Jeremy did this?”

“To teach me a lesson.”

Luke’s voice was soft, his eyes downcast. He used one arm to shield himself from James’ gaze, turning to the side a little. James caught sight of something on Luke’s neck.

“Turn around.”

Luke did and James’ heart sank. The skin of the back of his neck was branded, the skin raised and reddened. Reaching out, he brushed the edge of the brand and Luke jerked forward out of his grasp, raising his hands to shield his neck. 

“No, please.”

James caught hold of him by the shoulders, stilling his flailing. “Easy, easy.”

“Hurts.”

“I know, goodness, I know. I’m sorry.”

It was hard to find an unblemished patch of skin to safely hold. Luke’s body was a catalog of abuse. A bruised cheek, a cut lip, welts on his arms, his back, deep bruising on his stomach and chest where James thought he could see the imprint of a boot. And he’d only been in Jeremy’s hands a little over a day.

“Take those off, too,” he said, indicating the pants Luke was wearing before he went to the basin Pamela had left. He’d have let him have a bath or a shower, but he had the feeling it would cause more pain than it eased right then. At least, with the wet cloth, he could be gentle and quick.

When he turned back to Luke, the Omega was naked and trembling. He spread the larger towel out on the floor next to him. “Come stand over here.”

Luke did, not meeting his eyes. He started with the worst injury he could see. The burn in his neck. As soon as Luke realized what he was about to do, he panicked, twisting beneath James’ hand.

“No, no. Please.”

“Shhh, easy.” James tried to soothe him but as the cloth crossed his skin, Luke screamed, his body shuddering, before he slumped against him.

James felt it was a merciful thing that Luke wasn’t conscious and made quick work of getting him on the bed and cleaning the rest of his wounds. It didn’t escape his notice that there were fingerprint bruises on both of Luke’s hips. 

Pamela returned with some clean clothes she’d scrounged up from somewhere. They were a little big on Luke but they were soft and warm and wouldn’t aggravate his wounds too badly. The sun was just setting when Luke stirred under the blankets. James had laid him on his left side, where the least bruising was. He suspected Luke had broken ribs on his right chest but he’d need Zack to check him over to be sure.

Luke’s eyes blinked open, tired and confused. When he went to get up, James spoke.

“Stay still.”

The tiredness vanished, replaced by an alert wariness.

“You have a lot of injuries. I’ve cleaned them and they’ll heal up but it's going to take some time. I’m putting you on bed rest until Zack, our medic, gets here. That means the only reason you get out of this bed is to use the bathroom. Do you understand me?”

Luke nodded and James sat back in his chair. The Omega’s body was tense and the tension didn’t ease at the minutes passed.

“You’d be more comfortable if you relaxed a bit.”

Luke gave him an unreadable look, his body still a knot of tension and James ran back over what he’d said.

“I didn’t mean don’t move at all. You can move around the bed, get comfortable, just no gymnastics, okay? I’ll be back to check on you in a few minutes.”

 He moved quietly on his return, glancing into the room to see what Luke was doing. He was still on the bed, still on his left side, but rocking back and forth.

Pushing open the door, he crossed the room to Luke’s bedside. “What is it, what’s wrong?”

There were tears on Luke’s cheeks and his eyes were scrunched closed. One hand was hovering near his neck but not touching it.

“Is it the burn?”

“Really hurts,” Luke muttered, keening quietly under his breath.

“Hold on, I’ll get you something for the pain.”

He returned with a glass of water and a small tablet. The morphine wouldn’t last that long, the curse of a shifter’s metabolism, but it would help.

Luke swallowed it down without complaint and James sat down beside his bed for a while to keep him company. He slept on and off for the first hour, crying out sometimes, whimpering at others. Whether from the present pain or remembered hurts, James didn’t know.

James was reluctant to leave him but knew his attention was needed elsewhere. The next few hours and days were going to be the most difficult of the second phase. They were at their most vulnerable to attack and there was a heck of a lot to organize. Eagle Creek had just undergone a seismic shift in leadership and the Pack would be waking up to a whole new way of doing things. 

He had a myriad of worries about that. That Eagle Creek’s values were too well-entrenched and they’d never turn them around, being constantly at odds with their populace. That they wouldn’t be accepting of the FW’s varied population with their colorful histories. He had his hopes pinned that years of cruelty at the hands of the Migones had left them yearning for a return to better times. Only time would tell.

He got downstairs in time to greet Zack and Matthew as they arrived with a handful of others from their safe house. They stopped off in Glenoak on their way, leaving the younger teenagers and children there.

“Zack, Andrew is through here, he’s badly injured.”

Zack and Matthew accompanied him to the dining room. He was surprised to find Etta was one of those keeping watch over his friend.

“Etta, this is Zack, our medic, and his mate Matthew.”

Etta’s eyes widened when she took in Matthew’s condition, but she didn’t speak, stepping back to let Zack get to Andrew. Leon, one of the teenagers from the safe house, followed them in with another bag of medical supplies.

“He’s lost a lot of blood. He’ll need fluids and we’ll need to transfuse. I have a few bags of blood but after that, we’ll have to ask for donations.” Zack continued to check Andrew over while Leon and Matthew got the equipment ready. Etta was watching Leon as he left the room, a look of consternation on her face.

When he walked past her a second time on his return, she spoke. “It’s Leon, isn’t it?”

He looked up at her, giving her a quiet nod.

“You’re with them? With Fenrir’s Warriors?” No answer was needed and Leon didn’t give one.

“Your mother’s never been the same since you ran away. Years of no contact, wondering if you were okay, fearing you were dead, and all the time you were running with a group of rogues?” Her voice got louder with each word. Leon turned to her.

“Ran away? I didn’t run away, Etta. Your father sold me to a fighting ring. Years of being forced to fight and getting beaten to a pulp because I was a good fighter from a poor family and Frank decided I’d make him some money.”

“My father wouldn’t do that.” Even Etta seemed uncertain of the truth of her words.

“He used to come to the fights sometimes. He’d bet on me but only if he thought I was a sure thing.”

“No, no, you’re wrong. You and Shayla ran away together.”

Leon laughed, his voice heavy with bitterness.

“He sold her too, to a brothel. I saw her a few times after that, thin, her skin almost translucent. That’s how they keep the girls in line, starve them, don’t let them shift. James and the FW have been looking for her but they haven’t found her yet. She was bought by a private buyer. Those girls don’t last long.”

As he spoke, he looked years older than his age. “Frank was a monster. And Kyle was another Frank. I’m glad they’re dead. You weren’t like them but you couldn’t do anything before, none of us could under Frank’s watch. But now? You could make a real difference.”

Etta was silent after that, turning away towards the window her arms crossed. At length, she spoke.

“We have an under the table agreement with a local hospital. Tell me what you need and I’ll arrange for them to get the supplies together. We can pay the money by electronic transfer, I have access to the accounts. Then all you have to do is pick them up.”

“Thank you, Etta. Your help will save lives. Zack will tell you what we need,” James said.

It was a small step, in one way, but in another, it was the start of a revolution.

“There’s a bullet inside his abdomen. That’s why he’s not healing up the way he should be. I’ll need to go in and get it out,” Zack said.

“Here?” James asked.

“Our nearest medical facility is too far. Even Glenoak’s is pushing it. He’s running out of time.”

“Ours is five minutes by car,” Etta offered, still pale and subdued. “It’ll have most of what you need. I don’t know if we still have a doctor.”

“I can manage myself, with a few extra pairs of hands.”

“Good, we’ll get a group together. Matthew should stay here; the house is better protected.”

“I’ll go with them,” Etta said. “That way, I can head off any trouble with our own people.”

James considered her offer. She had some use as a hostage but he could see a longer-term use for her, as a bridge between old and new in Eagle Creek. And Andrew had told him what Jeremy had planned for her. He had no wish to see her back in the hands of Gray Valley. If they could convince her that, while they were no angels, they weren’t the bad guys, it would go a long way to building some trust.

“That would be a great help, thank you, Etta.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

Zack said a quick goodbye to Matthew, wrapping arms around him and pressing their foreheads together. 

“I’ll be back as soon as I can. Don’t overstretch yourself trying to do too much. You’re one person, one heavily pregnant person.”

“I’ll be careful, I promise,” Matthew said, kissing him soundly.

They lay Andrew down as gently as they could in the back of the car and the rest of them piled in, Leon in the driver’s seat and Etta beside him giving directions.

“I remember where it is,” Leon grumbled.

“Four years is a long time,” Etta said. “How long were you imprisoned?”

“Nearly two years stuck in the fighting rings before the FW got me out. Then two years of being rebuilt from the ground up by decent people, people who actually cared.”

The anger burned in his voice and Zack could see Etta regretted asking the questions.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry that I didn’t realize.”

“What could you have done if you had? You were as much a prisoner as any of us. Look at what happened to your sister. Do you think she’s happy with her heavy-handed Alpha mate in Gray Valley?”

Etta looked away. 

“I guess not, huh?”

“Leon, I think we need to set this aside for now,” Zack said.

“You’re right. Sorry, Zack. Got to keep my head in the game. I just hadn’t realized how much of a deal being back here would be.”

“Your mom would love to see you,” Etta said, a note of hope in her voice.

“I’m not sure if I’m ready for that,” Leon replied. “Anyway, we have work to do.”

They lapsed into silence.

“Take a right here,” Etta said and then they were there. They hurried out and across to the darkened building.

“Etta, is that you?” a voice called.

She slowed to a walk, turning towards the woman who’d greeted them.

“Can’t talk now Miriam, we have injured,” she replied, turning and hurrying along with them.

“Nicely handled,” Zack said.

“Well, it’s the truth,” Etta mumbled.

He was pleased to find the clinic clean and well equipped and they wasted no time getting started. It was almost half an hour later before they all heard the satisfying clink of metal as Zack dropped the last bullet fragment into the bowl.

“That’s it,” he said. “Let’s close this wound up. We’ll push fluids and blood for an hour and, if he’s stable, move him back to the Pack house.”

He looked up at Etta, who had stood unwaveringly next to him holding a surgical clamp and handing him equipment as needed.

“Thank you, Etta. We couldn’t have done this without you.”

“Hey!” Leon protested from behind him. “What about me?”

“It goes without saying that you’re invaluable in these situations, Leon,” Zack said with a roll of his eyes.

He stepped outside to update the shifters keeping watch and make a call to James. Leon started packing up supplies to return to the car. When Zack stepped back into the clinic room, he found Etta sitting next to Andrew’s bed, holding his hand.

She looked embarrassed when he walked in, letting go and pushing back her chair.

“You two know each other,” he surmised.

“Andrew spent a few months living in Eagle Creek. Though he was going by Drew then. It was about eighteen months ago. Then one day he just upped and disappeared. I guess now I know why.”

“You and he were close?”

She hesitated before she shook her head. “You don’t know my father. His daughters were like currency. He just hadn’t found the best deal for me yet.”

“And Andrew…”

“Was just some rogue they took on because they thought they could buy his loyalty and add to their number of fighters. Then he flaked out on them and fulfilled their expectations as just another unreliable drifter.”

There was something in her expression when she said it that had Zack doing a double take. “But you thought differently?”

“I thought my father had found out about us. I thought… he’d taken him out of the equation.”

Andrew stirred and Zack went to check him, his mind reeling at the idea that Etta had believed her father had killed a man she’d had a romantic interest in.

“His blood pressure and pulse are holding steady. We’ll give it another twenty minutes before we move him.” He injected more pain relief into the IV, sending him back to a comfortable sleep.

Zack did feel sorry for Etta. Frank Migone, for all that he was, was still her father. Eagle Creek was still her home. They’d turned everything upside down and she was just another victim caught in the crossfire.

 

James was relieved when the group returned safely with Andrew stabilized. They moved him to an upstairs bedroom and arranged for someone to stay by his side.

Etta went into the kitchen as Matthew joined them and he and James listened, eyebrows raised, as Zack explained the connection between her and Andrew. 

“That makes things both easier and harder, I guess. Are you up to more doctoring, I have another patient for you,” James said

“Sure, point me at them.”

James hesitated. “He mightn’t be very receptive to your attempts to treat him.”

“You’re talking about the Omega you found?” Matthew deduced.

“His name is Luke. He’s had a rough time of it at Jeremy Migone’s hands. Orchestrated by us, unfortunately. We used him to distract Eagle Creek, get Jeremy and some of the others out of the way while we launched our attack. Only we didn’t manage to get to Luke in the aftermath.”

“Jeremy thought Luke had been in on the plan,” Etta spoke from where she stood in the kitchen doorway. “He thought Luke had information about you. At least, that’s what he said.”

“You don’t think that was true?”

“I know my brother. Causing pain for pain’s sake is enough of a reason for him. There was a slim chance Luke knew anything.”

“How badly is he hurt?” Zack said, hefting his medical bag.

“Jeremy burned him with a hot poker on the back of his neck. And beat him, with his fists, his feet, his belt,” Etta said, her arms folded.

“He’s easily spooked. He may not let you get that close,” James added.

“Why don’t I give it a try?” Zack said, heading for the stairs.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

Zack stepped out of Luke’s room minutes later.

“He’s terrified. I can’t get near enough to examine him.”

“I’ll help you,” James said, getting to his feet.

“I might be more use,” Matthew pointed out, using the wall as support as he stood.

“Oh, no,” Zack replied. “We’re not risking you getting a kick to the stomach. He looks half-feral.”

“He’s not,” James was quick to say. “And Matthew’s presence might help calm him down.”

Zack didn’t look happy. “You stay behind me and out of arm’s and leg’s reach, okay?”

Matthew rolled his eyes. “Fine. I promise I’ll be careful.”

Luke was in the corner of the room, his knees drawn up, rocking slowly.

“Luke, stand up and come over here,” James said. “Zack needs to take a look at your injuries.”

Luke kept rocking, not responding to James’ words.

“There’s someone we’d like you to meet,” James continued. “This is Zack’s mate, Matthew. He’s an Omega, like you.”

That was enough to get through to him, Luke’s eyes looking up, seeing Matthew standing just behind and to the side of Zack, taking in everything, including the swell of Matthew’s abdomen.

“Hi, Luke. I was hoping, once Zack checks you over, that you and I could talk. I don’t get to spend a lot of time with other Omegas.”

Luke bit his lip, considering Matt’s words before pushing slowly to his feet with a wince. Stepping closer, he eyed James with more than a little wariness.

They all picked up on it, Zack quietly suggesting James wait outside.

“I’ll be out in the hallway if you need me,” he assured them, going out to stand outside the door but leaving it ajar.

It was Matthew who coaxed Luke to lie on the bed, who helped him out of his clothes and covered him with a blanket so Zack could check him over. Afterward, Matthew stayed with Luke helping him dress while Zack came out to talk to James.

“Any idea why he’s so freaked out by you?”

“I’m an Alpha, I’m unbonded. He was scared of you, too, until we introduced him to Matt.”

“Alphas are bogeyman territory. This sounds familiar.”

“It does.”

“Have you let Glenoak know?”

“Ben knows. He doesn’t want to bring Adam here until we’re a little more secure in our standing.”

“I checked out the bruising on his hips. That seems to be the extent of it, there’s no further evidence he was mated but I didn’t try to examine too closely, given he was so distressed already.”

James let out a breath. “That’s a relief. And the burn on his neck?”

“An act of exceptional cruelty. It’s got to be causing him almost constant pain right now. They’re some of the most sensitive nerves in the Omega body. It’s a second-degree burn so the nerve endings are still live. It’ll heal but we’re talking weeks. Maybe a month or two.”

“And age-wise?”

“Nineteen or twenty. Maybe younger.”

“If we’re right about who he is, I suspect Tobias would have sold him once he could potentially go into heat. So he’s twenty or near enough.”

“If he goes into heat right now…”

“It’ll be a disaster. Is he strong enough to survive a heat without bonding?”

Zack looked alarmed. “You’re not planning on mating with him?”

“I’m the bogeyman, remember? He can barely look at me without shaking.”

“So, spend some time showing him not all Alphas are mongrels like Jeremy.”

And James hadn’t the first clue how to go about doing that.

 

Luke couldn’t take his eyes off Matthew. The Omega sat on a chair next to his bed, one hand resting on his rounded stomach, seeming content to sit there with him.

“That must have really hurt, what they did to your neck.”

“Jeremy did it,” Luke murmured. Zack had given him an injection for the pain, it made him sleepy.

“Who’s Jeremy?”

“My Alpha.”

Matthew faltered at that.

“You and he mated?”

Embarrassed, Luke shook his head. “He almost but they called him away.”

Matthew sat back, looking relieved.

“Then he’s not your Alpha.”

“Tobias gave me to him. I was a present.”

“That doesn’t mean anything, not anymore.”

“Is James my Alpha now?”

“He’s the Alpha of Eagle Creek and the head of Fenrir’s Warriors. You’re under his protection. But that’s different from him being your Alpha. Unless that was something you both wanted.”

Luke didn’t know how to answer that question. He didn’t think anyone cared what he wanted. He hardly knew himself.

Underneath Matthew’s heartbeat, he could hear another, faster one.

“Is that a baby?” he asked, staring at Matthew’s rounded stomach.

“Yeah, it is. Zack’s and mine. It’ll be our second. We have a little girl, Rosie.”

Tobias had told them about babies. That they’d carry them for their Alphas.

“Are they heavy?” Matthew’s stomach looked big.

Matthew smiled at that. “Yes and no. This little guy knocks my balance off and getting around is a little harder than it was before. But it’s worth it. Children are pretty amazing.”

Luke didn’t know what to say to that. His knowledge of babies was only what Tobias had told them. It seemed very distant from the reality of Matthew.

“He’s kicking,” Matthew said, reaching to take Luke’s hand and press it against his belly. “Can you feel it?”

Luke wasn’t sure what Matthew was talking about at first and then he felt it, and again. A slow smile spread across his face. “Why is he doing that?”

“He’s stretching his legs. It’s almost time for him to come out, his head is right down. There’s not a lot of room in there anymore.”

“How will you know when it’s time?”

“The contractions will start.”

“Contractions?”

“A kind of pain to help push the baby out. You do most of the hard work though.”

Luke yawned. The pain had finally eased a little.

“I think that’s enough chatting. Wouldn’t want to scare you off childbirth. Besides, you look exhausted.”

Luke lay back on the bed and Matthew tucked a blanket in around him.

“You’re in safe hands, here, Luke. James is a good man, he’ll keep you safe.”

“He gave me back to Jeremy.”

Matthew looked down at his hands. “You’re right, he did. I’m not sure he’ll ever forgive himself for that. But maybe, one day, you’ll be able to.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

Every time Luke woke, a different person was sitting in his room with him. Sometimes it was Matthew, which he liked. Sandra, he didn’t mind because she always offered him food. He pretended to be asleep for everyone else, though James and Zack always seemed to know. Zack would talk to him but keep his distance. James would sigh, pull his chair closer, reach over and touch him sometimes. Luke wasn’t sure if he liked that, though the Alpha hadn’t hurt him.

He woke on the third day to find a glass of water on his bedside. He sat up and reached for it, gulping down a few mouthfuls. For once, he was alone, but not for long. There were footsteps on the stairs and the bedroom door pushed open to reveal James.

“You’re awake, good. How do you feel?”

Luke shrugged, his too large t-shirt slipping off one shoulder.

“I brought you some broth. Are you hungry?”

They fed him so often here, he never had the chance to get hungry. He wasn’t one to refuse food, though.

James did something unexpected, sitting on the side of the bed and holding out the cup. When Luke tried to take it from him, James didn’t let go.

“Small sips now.”

He had struggled with each meal; not to rush, not to inhale his food but there was a constant fear that they’d change their minds about the merits of feeding him. Any moment they might take it away and Luke would go hungry again.

Obediently, he took small swallows of the broth, hot and tasty.

“I thought we might run you a bath after you eat. Do you feel up to that?”

“A bath?”

“You might like to get clean.”

He wasn’t so sure of what that meant but after he ate, James disappeared from the room, returning a few minutes later to urge Luke to his feet and guide him to the bathroom.

“A shower might be a little too taxing so I thought a bath,” James said, indicating the tub full of water. He reached a hand in swirling the water around. “It’s nice and warm but not hot so it won’t aggravate your injuries.”

Luke looked from the bath to James biting his lip. “I’m supposed to get in?”

James blinked. “Yes. You climb in and sit in the bath and the water cleans you.”

“Even my head?” That didn’t sound like fun. Tobias had done that sometimes, dunked them into a barrel of water that sat outside in the garden.

“No. Your head stays above the water. And your neck. Zack says we don’t want the burn getting wet just yet.”

He went to climb in, stopped by James’ hand on his shoulder.

“It works much better if you take your clothes off first.”

Luke didn’t like the sound of that either but James seemed set on the plan. He turned his back a little, stopping when he realized it might look like he was disobeying. Reaching for the hem of his t-shirt, he pulled it off.

 

 James hadn’t thought a bath would entail so much silent negotiation. Luke clearly wasn’t happy with the idea but wasn’t brave enough to argue. James was sure he’d feel differently once he was in the water.

As Luke undressed, James breath caught as once again the Omega’s thin, bruised body was revealed. Compared to Matthew’s glowing form, Luke seemed small and pitiful. He half attempted to shield himself from James’ gaze and James turned away a little to give the illusion of some privacy. Until he realized Luke wasn’t getting into the bath. He turned back.

“What is it?”

“How do I…”

“You’ve never had a bath?”

Luke shook his head.

“You might need some help anyway. The last thing we want is you slipping and falling. Zack would have my head.”

He guided Luke into the bath, one leg at a time, then encouraged him to sit and stretch his legs out in front of him. Luke was scared, clinging to his arm with one hand and the side of the tub with the other.

“Just lean back and rest your head against the rim, here,” he said, patting it with his hand. In the end, he placed a hand on Luke’s shoulder and guided him slowly back.

“Don’t worry, I won’t let you go under,” he promised.

Once Luke was stretched out and the fear of dunking or drowning receded, he began to relax, wiggling his toes, letting the water run through his fingers.

“Nice, isn’t it?” James said.

“It feels like a warm blanket,” Luke replied.

“We need to keep your neck dry, so I thought I might help you wash your hair. You’ll lean forward, we’ll put a towel across your neck and shoulders to keep it from getting wet and I’ll use this cup to pour a little water over your head.”

Luke agreed, sitting forward, both his hands holding tightly to the sides.

“You have strong hands,” Luke said, as James positioned him.

“So do you,” James replied, indicating where Luke had a death grip on the bath.

They got the hair washing part over and done with, and James encouraged Luke to relax again, before offering him a wash cloth. Luke seemed to take it as a challenge to reach every inch of his skin so James wouldn’t need to assist him. He drew the line when the Omega twisted and turned trying to reach his back.

“I’ll get that. You’ll do more harm than good.”

So Luke leaned forward again and let him gently clean his back. The skin had started to heal, the cuts closing, but it would be another week or two before the marks faded.

His hand slipped a little lower as he worked on Luke’s back, the action pushing Luke forward and out of his reach.

“I’m sorry,” he offered. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

Luke’s frightened eyes met his for a moment before he shrugged. Back to silent communication.  

 

By day four, he was no longer confined to his bed and instead given the run of the house. He found Andrew in the room next to him, sitting up in bed. He looked pale and tired, a far cry from the man he’d sat at a table with only days before. Andrew had given him a tired wave but Luke hadn't ventured into the room. He didn't want to disturb his rest.

Sandra offered him food the second he walked into the kitchen. “I know James said light things, but you’ve here days and I’m sure you want something a bit more filling. You’re a growing wolf, a growing Omega.”

She set a sandwich down next to him. Should he eat it? James had said only things that would be easy on his stomach. But the sandwich smelled tasty and he was very hungry. He took a bite, chewing and swallowing carefully. His stomach stayed settled. He made it through half the sandwich before he couldn’t manage anymore, pushing the plate away. Leon wandered in and saved him the trouble of explaining he wasn’t hungry by eating the rest.

Sandra shooed him from the kitchen a few minutes later and Luke didn’t know where to go. He didn’t want to go back to his room unless he had to. Matthew didn’t seem to be in the house and neither did James. He peeped in through an open door and stepped inside a room with large bookshelves and a desk in the center. He was drawn to the bookshelves, row after row of books. He walked along, trying to read the titles along their spines but it had been so long since he’d done it. He was out of practice.

A book with a shiny cover caught his eyes and he reached for it, pulling it from the shelf to get a better look. A car pulled up outside and he hurried replaced the book and ran to the door, slipping out into the hallway as James and Zack walked in.

“Up and about, that’s good to see,” Zack said. 

Matthew followed him in the door. “Hi, Luke. Have you eaten?” 

He nodded. 

“Well, why don’t you come keep me company,” Matthew said. “The Alphas have work to do.” 

Zack and James walked past them and into the room Luke had just left, James pressing a hand to Luke’s shoulder as he passed. He did that a lot and Luke wasn’t sure if he liked it. Was he supposed to?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

Luke was upstairs, watching out the window for the comings and goings of the FW. James was downstairs and he and Andrew were talking. He heard his name and dropped to the floor, pressing his ear against the floorboards. He could make out James’ voice.

“The Pack Council have agreed to consider my claim as rightful leader of Eagle Creek.”

“But?” Andrew asked.

“Gray Valley have made a complaint. Jeremy and the other surviving Migones are there. Jeremy has also made a claim.”

“A claim, for what?”

“For Luke. Says he’s Luke’s rightful Alpha and he has a prior claim. He is insisting Luke be handed over to him.”

“What are the Pack Council saying?”

“Not enough. They’re investigating, looking at old precedence.”

“Will that go in Jeremy’s favor?”

“It depends on what Pack records they look at. And where the Council’s loyalty lies.”

A door banged shut and their voices became muted, Luke unable to follow the rest of the conversation.

He rolled onto his back, staring up at the ceiling. Jeremy wanted him back.

 

He waited until it was dark and the house quiet before sneaking out of his room and creeping down the hall. James’ room was only two doors down from his. He stopped outside, his ear pressed to the wall, listening intently. All he could hear was the sound of deep breathing. His hand closed over the door knob and he twisted it carefully, inching the door open. He strained to hear any change in the room, any sign the Alpha had awoken. There was none.

Slipping into the room, he paused for a moment by the door to let his eyes adjust. He could make out James’ sleeping form in the center of the bed.

Luke was torn. He had to do this if he didn’t want to be handed back to Jeremy but he was afraid. What if James wasn’t any better than Jeremy? But he had to try. What other choice did he have?

He slipped off the t-shirt and shorts they’d given him to wear at night time, grimacing as they aggravated his bruised and cut skin, then approached the bed.

His hand found the sheet and he grasped it.

“Luke?”

James’ eyes were open and he was watching him impassively. How long had he been awake? He was an Alpha and Luke was an idiot. He’d probably been aware of him since the second Luke stepped into the room, if not before.

He pushed forward with his plan, lifting the covers, and sliding into the bed.

“You shouldn’t be out of bed. Can’t sleep?” James said.

And Luke didn’t know what to do next. He wished, not for the first time, that he was in heat. That way, James would just be taking him instead of Luke fumbling his way into the Alpha’s bed.

Pressing closer, he slid his hand to touch James. James blinked at him, covering his hand with his own. “Your hands are freezing.”

He didn’t push Luke away, so the Omega inched closer, slipping his hand down between James’ legs. That got a reaction but not the one he was hoping for.

“Whoa.” James pulled back and sat up, knocking the cover back. “What are you doing?”

Luke wasn’t sure how to word it.

“Giving myself to you. For sex, for mating.”

James frowned at him, pressing a hand against his forehead and scenting the air.

“You’re not in heat.”

“It doesn’t matter. I’m ready to be yours.” His voice trembled as he spoke.

“Just like that, huh?” James said.

Luke nodded, his head bobbing up and down rapidly, unable to hide how his body shook.

“How… how do you want me?”

When James reached for him, he couldn’t hold back his flinch. James cupped his cheek.

“This would be a lot more convincing if you weren’t terrified.”

“I’m sorry, Alpha. Please, I’m ready. I’ll do whatever you want.”

He couldn’t hide his desperation. When he closed his eyes, it was Jeremy’s face, his voice, his touch, that haunted him.

“Let’s get you back to bed,” James said, getting to his feet, and crossing to the other side of the bed. He found the clothes Luke had discarded on the floor and tossed them onto the bed.

“Put those back on. It’s cold.”

Defeated, Luke dressed. The Alpha didn’t want him. And why would he? Luke was nothing. An Omega who ran, who didn’t know his place. One who climbed into his bed without an invitation. By rights, he’d earned himself a severe beating but James gave no indication he was going to mete it out.

He dressed and stood, letting James lead him back to his room. Standing next to his bed, he couldn’t hold back one last plea as James turned to leave.

“Please, Alpha. Don’t give me back to Jeremy.”

Startled eyes met his.

“How did you know about that?”

Luke couldn’t lie. He was in enough trouble already.

“I heard you talking to Andrew.” He stared at the floor, hearing James’ footsteps draw near. He’d earned this beating, he had.

He flinched from the hand moving towards his face, but forced himself to stay in position, to leave his hands by his sides. He could take this, he could. It was hard to get a deep breath in, his chest heaving, his body trembling.

James’ hand cupped his chin, tipping his head up.

“What are you so frightened of? What do you think I’m going to do?”

“Punish me.” His voice was a whisper.

“You mean beat you, like Jeremy did?”

Luke nodded, dropping his gaze.

“Why would I do that?”

It seemed like a strange question, but Luke answered it.

“So I learn not to do it again.”

“Do what again?”

“What I did wrong.”

“And what was that?”

The back and forth was confusing but that question wasn’t. He started to list his failures.

“I listened through the floorboards when I shouldn’t have, I came into your room and your bed. I ate food, even though I didn’t have your permission, I talked when I hadn’t been spoken too. I… I looked at the books in the study. I… I touched one of them. I thought about running away to find my brother.”

Was that everything? He wasn’t sure.

“If you think I’m going to beat you for all that, then why on earth do you want to mate with me?”

It was hard to explain but he did his best.

“Sometimes you… you put your hands on me, touch my cheek or my neck or my shoulder and your voice is kind and gentle. I thought the rest wouldn’t be so bad if you touched me like that, just sometimes. And… and you didn’t brand me. And you’ve fed me a lot.” He hurried to add, “But I don’t need to eat that much, you could give me less. I wouldn’t… I wouldn’t ask for more.”

There was a long silence broken at length by James’ tired voice.

“So, you want to mate with me because, in between the beatings and the starvation, you might get a kind touch once in a while?”

Luke realized his mistake. Tobias had taught him better.

“No. I’m sorry. I’m being selfish. You wouldn’t have to touch me like that. An Omega takes what his Alpha gives to him.”

James sighed. “And Alphas give pain and suffering, huh?”

“If it’s what an Omega deserves. If it’s what I deserve.”

“What if the Alpha doesn’t agree? What if the Alpha thinks an Omega should never be beaten or hurt? What if he thinks Omegas should always have plenty of food? What if he thinks an Omega should have kind touches every day?”

It sounded like paradise.

“He’d be a very lucky Omega to have an Alpha like that.”

“My Omega will be and I’ll be lucky to have him,” James said. Startled, Luke looked up, filled with hope for a brief moment before reality set in.

“Yes, he will be. When do I go back to Jeremy? Tomorrow?”

James’ hand slid from his chin to his shoulder, warm and gentle. The tears built up in his eyes and he couldn’t hold them back. Now he knew what a kind touch was, it was hard to imagine a life devoid of them. He admonished himself severely for the thought. He didn’t deserve this. James was taking pity on him.

“You’re not going back to Jeremy. I can’t let that happen.”

He was tugged forward, his face pressed against a broad chest as James’ arms held him tightly.

“I’m not going to beat you. You haven’t done anything wrong but it wouldn’t matter if you had, I’m still not going to hurt you. You don’t need my permission to eat or to touch the books in the study. You don’t have to be frightened about Jeremy because, no matter what, you’re not going back to him.”

“So you’ll mate with me?”

“You haven’t gone into heat yet, Luke. There’s time for you to think, meet some other Alphas. You might like to mate with someone closer to your own age.”

“Why? How old are you?”

“Thirty-two. Do you know how old you are?”

 Luke shook his head. “But Tobias said I was old enough to go into heat so he’d found me an Alpha.”

“Well, I think that means you’re at least twenty.”

“Is that a big gap?”

“Some would say no, some would say yes. In shifter terms, I guess it isn’t.”

His tears began to dry, his tired body leaning heavily against the Alpha’s chest.

“Let’s get you back into bed,” James said, helping him under the covers. When he tried to leave, Luke latched onto his arm.

“What is it?” James asked. Luke hesitated.

“Whatever it is, you can tell me,” James insisted gently.

“Every time I close my eyes, he’s there.”

“He?”

“Jeremy.”

“Why don’t I stay and keep you company until you fall asleep?”

Luke nodded readily, surprised when James lay down next to him on top of the covers. He inched a little closer to the Alpha, until the Alpha's scent filled his senses, blocking out anything else.

James’ hand found his shoulder and trailed up and down along his arm, the touch soothing, distracting, and undeserved. Could an Alpha really believe all those things James had said? There was a part of Luke that wanted to cling to his words but there was another part, the part that heard Tobias’ voice shadowing everything he did, that told him he was wrong.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Fifteen

 

He hadn’t meant to fall asleep next to Luke but the events of the previous days had worn him down. Luke was already awake when he opened his eyes, watching him cautiously. James hated that, the way the Omega would stare at him like at any moment he might snap and lash out at him.

He smiled over at him, watching Luke’s expression change as he tentatively returned the smile.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked.

Luke nodded. “I didn’t dream about Jeremy at all. Or Tobias.”

“Good. And you remember what I said last night? You’re not going back to Jeremy and that’s a promise.”

“What will happen to me?”

“You’ll stay here, for now, so we can make sure you’re safe and keep you out of Jeremy’s hands. After that, we’ll see.”

As he watched the Omega, Luke squirmed next to him, stretching his muscles as if uncomfortable.

“What’s wrong? Are your injuries bothering you?”

Luke stilled at his words, shaking his head with a jerk. There was a strained look about his expression and he moved again, inching his shoulders back as he lay on his stomach. There was clearly something bothering him.

“If not your injuries, then what? It’s like you’ve got a crick in your neck.”

Luke looked puzzled at that but didn’t speak.

“Are your muscles sore?” James reached out as he spoke. In response, Luke flattened himself against the bed and James stopped, his hand hovering above Luke’s back.

“It’s okay,” he said, persevering and setting his hand lightly on Luke’s back. The problem was immediately apparent, as Luke’s wolf rose to meet his and Luke shuddered beneath him, his eyes almost rolling back into his head.

“Oh, hell. When was the last time you spent any time in wolf form?”

Luke blinked. “Before Tobias gave me to Jeremy.”

“That was over a week. Why haven’t you changed since?”

His tone had Luke huddling against the blanket, his response a whisper. “I didn’t have permission.”

“Permission?” James echoed back. “Why would you need permission?”

“We’re trained to hold our form for as long as our Alpha desires.”

James sighed at that, letting his hand brush Luke’s hair for a moment.

“Come on then, we’ll go for a run before breakfast.”

“I have your permission?”

“You don’t need my permission to shift. I’m offering you my company. You shouldn’t leave this house by yourself, so I’ll accompany you.”

He got out of bed as Luke sat up. “Now?”

“Don’t you want to?”

Luke nodded cautiously and slipped out of bed to stand next to him.

“Why don’t you shift and I’ll let the others know we’re going out?”

He jogged downstairs to let Graham know, organizing an extra guard to cover the woods while they were out. When he returned to the bedroom, Luke was naked, crouched on the floor, but still human. James could hear the fast beat of his heart and hear each panted breath.

“I… I can’t,” the Omega said, trying to shield himself from James’ gaze.

“You can’t change?” he asked, shedding his own clothes.

Luke looked up, watching him anxiously.

“I’m not surprised. You’re full of fear. It’s got such a tight grip on your body that it can’t let go. Come on, stand up.”

Luke got to his feet, still trying to cover himself. James stepped behind him, placing a hand on his shoulder and leading him towards the mirror.

“Now, let’s see if we can’t relax you a little.”

Luke was watching the floor.

“You’re not the first wolf I’ve met who struggled to change. I can help but you have to trust me.”

“What… what will you do?”

“Help you loosen up and bring your wolf to the surface. It won’t hurt though the change might if you haven’t shifted in a while.”

James’ hand brushed lightly along his shoulder and Luke lifted his head, glancing into the mirror. Their eyes met and James held the Omega’s gaze.

“Take a deep breath,” he said, watching as Luke obeyed, his chest rising.

“And let it out slowly.” His chest fell.

“Again.”

This time, as Luke breathed in, James rested hands on his shoulders, letting his thumbs knead the skin. He could feel Luke’s wolf below the surface but every time he reached for it, it skittered away, as fearful as the human shell it lived within.

“That’s it. Nice, slow breaths. Let your body relax, let your shoulders fall back, focus on your breathing and the pressure of my hands.”

James had read everything he could about Omegas since learning of their re-emergence. He knew there were differences to other wolves, not least being the sensitivity of the nerve bundle at the back of their necks. More so even than a female wolf. But Luke’s skin was red and sore. He could see the pain was still great, even a small movement of Luke’s neck caused him to wince.

He moved one hand to the back of Luke’s head, pushing him forward so his forehead just rested against the mirror. He spent a long moment looking at Luke’s neck. It was the key to this but the slightest misstep would cause pain enough to eclipse everything else. How far did the nerve bundle stretch? Using one finger, he traced along Luke’s hairline, testing the response. Luke twitched and James slid his finger down a third of an inch and stroked the skin again. That got a reaction, Luke rising onto his tiptoes, his breath pushing out in a large whoosh. He was half an inch from the edge of the branded skin. A safe distance, he felt. Running his finger along it a second time, Luke shuddered, his palms coming up to press against the mirror as he made little helpless noises.

“Good?” James asked

Luke nodded. “And bad. It feels so nice but it hurts.”

James carded a soothing hand through Luke’s hair. “I’m sorry. I can stop if it’s too much.” But already he could feel Luke’s wolf lurking close to the surface. What he was doing was working, he just had to persevere.

“No, it… it feels good. Is it supposed to?”

“Oh, yeah. Right there on your neck is a bundle of nerves. In shifters, Omegas especially, they’re linked to mating and bonds. That’s why what Jeremy did was so cruel.”

“Is that why my neck still hurts so much?”

“That’s why.”

Afraid they were getting off track, James returned to stroking along the skin. Luke let his head rest against the mirror again and James could see the fear was receding, Luke focused on letting himself feel the sensations that rose in his body.

James wrapped an arm around Luke’s waist and tugged him backward, turning them both then lowering Luke to his hands and knees on the floor.

“Change,” he murmured, kneeling next to Luke, his fingers trailing back and forth across Luke’s skin.

Luke’s whole body spasmed, then his back arched and he cried out. The change came forth, muscles rippling beneath his skin and then a wolf with white fur was crouched on the floor in front of him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Sixteen

 

James wasted no time changing and leading Luke outside. It was clear from the white wolf’s hesitant steps that he was strangely unused to his shifter form and to being outside. He stuck close to James but at the same time kept some distance. Both seeking James’ protection and keeping out of his reach. An odd juxtaposition. 

James led him a little way into the woods, watching to see what he did. Apart from sniffing idly at a few things, Luke remained still and self-contained. James got the strong sense he was looking at a wolf who’d never learned how to play. How long had he been in Tobias’ hands? Long enough that he’d never truly been a child?

Catching the scent of rabbit on the breeze, he chased after it, hoping Luke would follow. When he lost the scent, he turned, Luke right behind him. He pressed forwards, circling Luke slowly. The Omega crouched, lowering his head submissively. James stepped closer, nuzzling his nose against the fur of Luke’s flank then playfully nipped and him and bounded away. Luke’s eyes watched him but he didn’t give chase, so James did it again, and again. The third time, Luke caught on, chasing after him and James took off, hearing Luke crashing through the undergrowth behind him. He didn’t run too fast or too far, ensuring he was always within sight of Luke. The Omega was too shy to actually try to catch him, hanging back even when he caught up.

There was a small stream nearby so James led him there to drink some water. He led by example, crouching at the bank, lapping eagerly at the cool water. A minute later, Luke stepped up beside him. He seemed a little startled when he saw his reflection on the surface of the water. He lapped more cautiously than James, his eyes on the woods around them.

Graham was nearby, with two others a little further back. Did Luke know they were there or was this just his wary nature? James hoped it wouldn’t be too long before he saw Luke unguarded, enjoying the moment.

“James!”

A voice called him in the distance. It sounded like Sandra. Shifting quickly back to human form, he saw Luke startle next to him, jerking away and rolling over the bank into the river with a splash.

James reached for him as his change completed, surprised to find his hands closing on a very human body as he pulled a soak, startled Luke from the water. Luke coughed and gasped and James patted him on the back, steadying him with his other hand.

“I’m sorry,” Luke offered.

James ignored that. “Are you okay?”

Luke nodded but already he was starting to shiver. “I didn’t know you were going to do that.”

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to surprise you. That was Sandra, let’s go find her.”

Taking Luke by the hand, he led him through the woods, glancing back at the Omega, who still seemed dazed. Graham caught up with them and James leaned over to whisper in his ear.

Graham nodded, slipping off his jacket and handing it over. James turned, pulling Luke a little closer, then wrapped the jacket around his shoulders. Luke clung to it tightly, giving him a grateful smile.

Sandra’s voice called again and they picked up the pace.

As soon as they emerged from the trees, she hurried toward them.

“The Pack Council. They’re coming. They’re coming here.”

“That’s either really good news or really bad,” Graham said.

“Let’s hope for the former and prepare for the latter. Get everyone ready. We'll look the part of gracious hosts and be ready to defend ourselves if it becomes necessary.”

James kept an arm around Luke as they walked towards the house. The Omega’s head was down, his cheeks flushed. No wonder, as there were a lot of curious glances aimed his way. By now, everyone had heard about the Omega they’d found or rescued or stolen, depending on which version of the story they’d heard.

“Come on,” he said, tugging on the jacket around Luke as they entered the house. “That means you, too. Let’s try and make you as unobtrusive as possible.”

Luke followed him upstairs.

“What’s unobtrusive?” he asked as they stepped into James’ room.

“It’s about not attracting attention. We want you to just blend into the background and look like any other shifter.”

“Could they take me away? If they knew what I was?”

“I’m not about to let that happen,” James said, throwing a towel to Luke. Luke let the towel fall on the bed, still wearing the jacket Graham had given him. He turned back to James, taking a step towards him. He pushed the jacket off one shoulder and then the second, slowly exposing himself to James.

“Couldn’t you mate with me? Then they can’t take me away, because I’ll be yours.”

James closed the distance between them, pulling the jacket back up to cover Luke and closing it tightly around him.

“The only way they’d truly accept you as my mate, is if you go into heat and we bond. There’s no rushing that.”

He stepped away, searching through the drawers for clothes.

“Are you sure? Isn’t there some way to bring on my heat? Maybe if we had sex, I’d go into heat anyway?”

James closed his eyes, hands holding tight to the handles of the drawer.

“I know you’re scared Luke, but I promise you, no matter what, you’re not going to end up back in Jeremy’s hands.”

Luke stepped closer.

“It’s not just about that anymore. I want to stay with you. I want to be close to you.”

“And if that isn’t what I want?”

Luke looked stricken for a moment before a blank look fell across his face, his voice devoid of emotion when he spoke.

“Then I’ll go wherever you send me.”

James regretted his words almost immediately. He’d just been trying to get to the root of Luke’s motivations. If he knew there were other options, would he still want to be here? 

“Luke…” He stepped towards him.

“I… I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to presume a connection. I know you want an Omega but I understand why you don’t want it to be me.”

James rubbed a hand across his mouth. This wasn’t an ideal time for this conversation but Luke was being more forthcoming than he had been when they’d talked before.

“What I don’t understand, is why you want me as your Alpha?”

“Because I’m selfish and disobedient and I don’t learn from my punishments,” Luke parroted, a few tears slipping from his eyes and sliding down his cheeks. James cupped his chin. 

“That’s not what I mean. Why me?”

Luke took a shuddering breath.

“You’re strong and brave and kind. Any Omega would be lucky to have you.”

“I’m not talking about any Omega. I’m talking about you. Why do you want me?”

He wasn’t prepared for the reaction, Luke letting the jacket fall and launching himself into his arms. Catching him, he couldn’t do more than hold the Omega as Luke clung to him.

Luke murmured quiet words against his chest and he had to crane his head down to hear them.

“…can’t stop thinking about you, the way you talk to me and touch me and how good it feels. Even though I’m scared all the time, you’re there and things don’t seem so bad.”

James picked him up bodily and laid him down on the bed, lying side by side with him.

“We don’t have time for much, the Council will be here soon. There may be a way to bring on your heat, if that’s what you really want. But it may not work and, Luke, it is going to hurt, a lot.”

“What is it?” the Omega asked, their faces so close together James could feel the warmth of Luke’s breath against his skin.

And James cheated, leaned in to capture Luke’s soft lips with his own, kissing him lightly and earning a soft sound of surprise from Luke. Cupping his cheek, he kissed Luke a second time, firmer, surer, nudging his tongue against Luke’s lips until the Omega parted them for him. Luke stilled as he slipped his tongue inside, as if becoming used to the sensation. James had a moment to wonder if Luke had ever been kissed before, deciding the answer was no when Luke whimpered needily as he pulled away.

“There are some historical records that say a heat can be brought on by a bond bite to the back of the neck. A bond bite is usually something done in the middle of sex, as part of a mating, that heightens the pleasure. I’m afraid, outside of that and with the burn on your skin, it will be extremely painful.”

Luke’s eyes met his before his attention was drawn to James’ lips, leaning in for a third kiss, an expression of wonder on his face.

“I want to try it.”

“Luke, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“But if it brings on my heat and we mate… everything will be okay.”

“It’s not a solution to all of our problems. It might stop an attempt to return you to Jeremy but it might not stop the Council ordering or orchestrating my death. I have other plans to keep you safe. You don’t have to submit to something truly torturous for that.”

“No, I want to try,” Luke insisted.

James growled in frustration, turning Luke over onto his stomach.

“You say stop the second it gets too much for you. Do you understand?”  

 “I understand,” Luke said, settling down onto the mattress.

James started by easing him into it, tracing the skin around the brand. Luke’s breathing because labored and he squirmed a little with the sensation. James moved on to lightly licking across the branded skin.

Luke’s squirming stilled and he gasped but not from pleasure. A third pass of James’ tongue and Luke was sobbing quietly from the pain, a heart-wrenching sound. James couldn’t do this. It was no better than torture and it made him no better than someone like Jeremy.

Easing Luke’s body onto his side, he lay down so they were face to face.

“You didn’t do it,” Luke said, still breathing harshly.

“It was too much for you. I couldn’t be the cause of any more pain.”

“But I want you to do it,” Luke argued, trying to lie back down on his stomach. James leaned in closer to his ear. “Well, I’m your Alpha and I say no. End of story.”

Luke turned his head towards him. “Do you promise?”

“I give you my word. You’re mine.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seventeen

 

James found Luke some clothes to wear and they dressed side by side. The Alpha turned to him, giving him a once over.

“Perfect. You’ll blend right in.”

He’d given Luke another warm, hooded top that covered the back of his neck so no one would see his brand, then he was dispatched to the kitchen to help Sandra.

“Chop these,” Sandra said, setting him up at the table with a pile of vegetables. She had to return a minute later and show him how to do it safely, tutting at his ignorance.

“It’s not your fault but how someone let you out into the world without a smidgen of common sense is beyond me.”

Etta came in to help, taking a seat beside him. She seemed lost in thought.

“What do you think will happen?” he asked her. “What do you think the Pack Council will say?”

“I really don’t know. The mood across the Packs is mixed. Some are angry with what the FW did and some feel it was justified. I’d guess, right now, the Packs on our borders are breathing a sigh of relief.”

“Why was your father so mean?”

Etta blinked at the question, considering her words before she spoke.

“I guess he had to fight for anything he got, pretty much from the moment he was born. You took what you wanted or you went without. To him, there was no middle ground. What about your parents?”

“I never had any, just Tobias,” he said, matter of factly.

“But you must have had a mother and a father at some point.”

“I have a brother,” he offered.

“Right. Is he a blood brother or just someone you’re close to?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Does he have the same mother as you, the same father?”

“I don’t have a mother or father,” he said again, unable to hide his exasperation. It felt like they were going around in circles.

“Alright, sorry. It’s just, there are two things important to a wolf; family and Pack. I’ve never met someone who grew up with neither.”

“I had Adam, he was family. He protected me.”

“How did he do that?”

“He took beatings that should have been mine, gave me his food. He even tried to stand up to Tobias a few times. But that didn’t work out so good.”

“No?”

“Tobias punished Adam really badly and then punished me anyway. He even separated us for a while. Said Adam was a bad influence on me. But he was wrong, Adam was the best thing in my life. Until James.”

That got Etta’s attention and she turned to look at him.

“You really like him. I get it, sort of. He’s quite charismatic, he’s powerful. But that doesn’t mean he’s a good match for you. There are hundreds of Alphas out there. You don’t have to settle for the first one you find.”

“But I’m not,” he argued. “I found Jeremy first and I don’t want to mate with him. And James is powerful but he protects me instead of hurting me. He’s gentle. Jeremy wasn’t gentle.”

Belatedly, he realized he’d been talking about her brother.

“You’re right about Jeremy. There’s no kindness in him. And no real power, he hides in the shadows of others, only coming out to steal the glory after the hard work has been done. I suspect that’s what he’s trying to do with the council, get them to make the hard decisions then ride in at the end and reap the rewards.”

“What could they do?”

“Declare the FW’s actions as illegal. Sentence James to exile or death. Pull out any of a dozen old rules and try to implement them. Take custody of you-”

“James said he won’t let that happen,” Luke said, interrupting her.

“Then I’m sure he won’t,” she replied smoothly. “And I’ll help any way I can.”

A hush fell over the house minutes later when cars pulled up outside.

“What do we do?” Luke whispered to Etta.

“We stay right here and keep chopping vegetables. That’s our job this morning and we’ll stick to it until someone tells us otherwise.”

Luke turned his attention back to the pile of carrots in front of him. It would all be okay. James had promised.

 

James and Graham waited by the door for the arrival of the Pack Council’s delegation. But the first car to pull up was someone unexpected.

“Sebastian. Ro.”

James jogged out to greet them as they stepped out of the car.

“It’s good to see you.”

“And you. What brings you both here?”

“We heard you were having some important visitors and we thought we’d lend our support.”

Martin and Ben climbed out of a second vehicle and James greeted each man in turn.

“Sam is holding forth in Glenoak. You can’t be too careful these days,” Seb explained.

“Of course,” he agreed, inviting them inside.

“The Pack Council aren’t far behind us,” Ben said. “We’ll wait here.”

“How are the Pack taking to your arrival?” Seb asked.

“We’ve had a bumpy few days but it hasn’t been as bad as we expected. Most of those loyal to the Migones have left voluntarily and we’ve exiled a handful of others. A significant proportion of our people are occupying nearby Pack houses and we have a strong perimeter up and running.”

“And Gray Valley?” Ben asked.

“Our sources tell us they’re hesitant to become active in this dispute without a reasonable assurance of their victory. They, and what remains of Eagle Creek, don’t have as much support as they were counting on. Whereas we, on the other hand, have more support than we were expecting. Raventree have been busy.”

Seb smiled at that. “Byron has no love for Eagle Creek after what they did or tried to do.”

The sound of car engines was heard in the distance.

“How are we playing this?” Graham murmured to him.

“Like we agreed. We’re the polite hosts unless they force our hand.”

They turned out to be six men and two women, from five of the larger Packs including Gray Valley and Raventree.

“You’ve certainly been a thorn in our sides for far too long,” a man named Arnold commented as they made introductions. He was from Gray Valley. “We have quite the list to get through. First, we need to see proof of your claim to this Pack. Second, we will need to speak to some Pack members to ascertain conditions here. Third, we’ll need you to surrender the Omega stolen from Jeremy Migone.”

“One and two are easily done. Three is not happening, under any circumstances.”

“That is an unfortunate position for you to take,” Arnold said.

“You wouldn’t think so if you saw the physical condition of the Omega in question because of his mistreatment at the hands of Jeremy Migone. They haven’t bonded; therefore, his claim is minimal.”

The Council members exchanged looks.

“Perhaps, if one or two of us could see him, ascertain the extent of his injuries and how he came by them, we would be better able to make a decision on his future,” Alanna, from Raventree, said.

James considered that. It might buy them some time at least and would look like they were cooperating, even if he was planning Luke’s escape out in his head as he spoke.

“That would be acceptable. If you’d all like to come inside, we can get you the information you’ve requested.”

Proof of his identity was in the form of papers, photographs, personal testimony of those who’d known him since childhood and the subtle similarities of his scent and Ro’s. James suddenly understood why Seb had taken the risk of bringing him.

While some of the council were pouring over his documents and talking to Ro, others were speaking with the Pack members who had elected to come to the meeting. They had put the word out as soon as they knew they were coming, leaving it open ended. Any Pack member who wished to speak with them could, with no restrictions. 

James took responsibility for the third task, having Etta bring Luke upstairs to one of the bedrooms while he led Alanna and Arnold there.

Luke was uncertain, his eyes darting around the room as he stood in the center, his fingers holding tightly to his sleeves.

“Omega,” Arnold addressed him, his voice strict and unyielding. “Strip.”

Luke balked, taking a step towards the door, his eyes wide and frightened.

“It’s okay, Luke, they don’t mean you any harm,” James counseled gently, moving to block his escape. “They need to see the extent of your injuries. Please, take your clothes off and place them on the bed. I promise no one will hurt you.”

“James is correct, Luke, we’re here to look and nothing more,” Alanna said, throwing a less than friendly look at Arnold.

Luke was trembling, eyes downcast. James stepped forward, taking him into his arms. “It’ll all be okay, I promise. Just a few minutes and it’ll all be over.”

Luke clung to him, pressing his face against James’ chest.

“Are they going to send me back to Jeremy?”

“That will depend on you,” Arnold said. “On you being obedient and doing what you’re told.”

“He’s scared and no wonder,” Etta bit out.

James reached for the hem of Luke’s sweatshirt, drawing it over his head.

“No, no,” Luke begged, clinging to him.

“I’m sorry, Luke,” he whispered. “I promise, it’ll only be for a few minutes, that’s all.”

He pulled off his t-shirt next, before reaching for his pants. Resigned, Luke’s hands moved to help him, slipping them down his legs and stepping out of them. James left the loose fitted boxers on to give Luke at least some sense of privacy. Luke let James turn him so his back was to the two Council members. They stepped forward and James stepped backward, watching Luke’s reaction closely.

The Council members talked amongst themselves as they circled Luke, commenting on each cut, each bruise, each welt. 

  Then they started to ask, question after question. What and when and who and how. Over and over. Luke answered each one, his voice quiet, not meeting their eyes.

When they got to the back of his neck, they seemed puzzled by the burn.

“How did this happen?”

Etta stepped in, to James’ relief. “I was there. My brother used a hot poker to brand him. He was torturing him.”

Alanna went pale. “But… the back of his neck… it’s… it’s…”

“Why? Why was he torturing him?” Arnold interrupted.

“He wanted to know about the FW. Who they were, where they were. We knew Luke didn’t know, he was innocent, just caught up in everything.”

“You knew that for certain?” Arnold asked, his sharp eyes watching them.

“Not absolutely but it would have been very unlikely. Jeremy did it because he could, not because it would be useful.”

“Still, it could be seen as a reasonable action. His father and brother had just been murdered and this Omega had helped engineer the trap that allowed it to happen.”

“Luke didn’t engineer anything,” Etta snapped.

Arnold returned to his examination.

“Omega, have you had sex yet? With Jeremy? With another Alpha?”

Luke shook his head.

“Bend over. I’d like to ascertain that for myself.”

Luke started and only Alanna’s hand on his arm stopped him from running. James stepped forward, ready to intervene, but he held back when Alanna gave slightest shake of her head and spoke.

“I’m certain that is unnecessary, Arnold. And it would be extremely traumatizing. Omegas are very fragile creatures.”

There was a brief standoff between the two council members before Arnold backed down.

“Fine. We’re finished here.”

“Thank you, Luke. We’ll see you downstairs.”

They left and Luke stayed in his position in the center of the room. He didn’t react when James wrapped arms around him, as Etta slipped from the room, closing the door quietly behind her.

“I am so sorry I put you through that Luke. But I think it helped. I’m certain Alanna was on our side by the end. Arnold wasn’t but he’s a Gray Valley shill.”

“Etta said I was on the table,” Luke mumbled against him. The words made no sense to James.

“What do you mean?”

“She said Gray Valley wanted me and were trying to make a deal with Jeremy, that they’d help him in exchange for giving me to them.”

“Did he agree?”

“No. But he said the big Alpha, Terrance, could have me for a night.”

James’ stomach turned at the words.

“That’s not going to happen, Luke.”

Luke clung to him tighter, burying his nose against James’ neck. He smelled sweet, like his scent had blossomed somehow. It overrode the scent of fear that had filled the room only moments before.

“Okay, let’s get you dressed. You seem to end up without clothes an awful lot. And you’re thin, you must get cold.”

Luke shrugged, raising his arms as James slid his t-shirt over his head. “Adam and I were always cold, we’d huddle together at night to keep warm. It was a lot colder once he’d gone.”

 

They came downstairs to hear the Council’s verdict.

“We believe you, James Holden, are who you say you are and verify your claim is a valid one. However.” The silence hung heavy in the air. “The Holden’s Alpha line has not been a part of, or leader to, this Pack for a very long time. We find Jeremy Migone also has a valid claim.”

Alanna stepped forward. “As for the Omega, we have made a determination that he belongs to the Alpha of Eagle Creek, whoever that will be.”

“And how will that decision be made?” James asked.

“We will have to look at Pack precedent and decide based on that,” Arnold said. “What we’ve examined so far suggests Jeremy’s position is strongest. His father was Alpha. He was second in line. Your father was never Alpha. You were never in line to lead Eagle Creek.”

James didn’t point out the obvious. That his father had been forced from Eagle Creek because any attempt to assert a claim would have gotten him killed.

“And if I challenge Jeremy, single combat, no weapons, as per old Pack law?”

There were murmurs of surprise.

“That law would be applicable. But you would be forcing Jeremy’s hand. If he refuses a direct challenge, he loses precedence in the Pack line,” Alanna said.

James’ extensive study of old Pack law had told him that years ago. A few of the Council were glaring disapprovingly at Alanna.

“It doesn’t automatically mean Jeremy wouldn’t be awarded Pack leadership,” Arnold started to argue.

“Of course it would,” another man objected. “It’s in the laws, in black and white. Refusing a challenge like that is a sign of weakness. It makes you less fit to lead.”

There was some back and forth among the Pack members.

“We’ll put your challenge to Jeremy and see what comes of it,” they concluded eventually. “For now, we would request no significant movement of people in and out of the territory.”

“We’ll also be taking custody of the Omega,” Arnold announced. “For his own safety.”

“As I’ve recently learned Gray Valley have had negotiations with Jeremy Migone about being gifted this Omega in return for their support, I’m afraid I don’t trust your impartiality on this matter,” James said smoothly. 

“We will ask Luke where he wants to stay until this is resolved,” Alanna interjected.

Luke was brought in by Etta, standing a little behind her.

Alanna took him aside and spoke with him before returning to the room.

“He confirms your story about Gray Valley. And he requests to remain here in Eagle Creek or, if that is not possible, to go and stay in Glenoak.”

“Glenoak would be happy to accommodate that request if it becomes necessary,” Seb said.

“Good, then that’s settled. The Omega stays here for now.” Alanna seemed happy with the arrangements. Arnold did not, glowering at everyone around the room as he left.

“She wasn’t so bad,” Luke said as an aside to him as they watched the council leave. “Who? Alanna? No, I’d say not. She’s from Raventree. Excellent negotiators, but fair, too. Favoritism without any appearance of it.”

Luke sighed and leaned against him and James wrapped an arm around him, relieved things hadn't gone the way he'd feared they might.

 

There was another Omega there. He’d arrived with the tall, dark-haired Alpha from Glenoak. Etta had whispered their names to him. Sebastian was the Alpha and Ro the Omega. They were a little different than Matthew and Zack. They stood close but not touching and Luke had the sense that when they looked at each other, more was being said than the words that passed between them.

Now that the Council were gone, he felt more at ease. James had kept his word. He hadn’t let them take him. As Sebastian and Ro passed by them on their way from the room, Etta spoke.

“Hello, Robert. It’s been a long time.”

“Henrietta.”

The Alpha stopped when Ro did, one hand on his Omega’s shoulder. The look he gave Etta was positively icy and Luke shrank back. Who would want to be mated to someone so cold? James called him and he was glad of the distraction. It was time to eat. 

After lunch, he stepped outside into the sun. They didn’t mind him leaving the house, as long as he stayed within sight of the shifters standing guard.

As he walked around the house, he came upon Ro and Sebastian again. Sebastian was holding Ro in his arms, whispering words to him, his voice low and soft.

“I know how hard it must be to be back here. You’re so brave, my love.” Gone was the icy demeanor from before.

A branch snapped under Luke’s foot and two pairs of eyes found him, Ro’s red and wet with tears.

Ready to beat a hasty retreat, he stumbled back a step.

“Wait, don’t go,” the Omega called to him, wiping his face with the back of his hand. “It’s Luke, isn’t it?”

He nodded, edging back another step.

“I’m Ro, and this is Seb. It’s good to meet you.” And he stepped forward, holding out a hand. Luke forced himself to move toward them, surprised to find Ro’s grip strong.

As soon as Ro let go, Seb’s hand slipped into his. It was cool and firm.

“It is very nice to meet you at last, Luke,” Seb said. His eyes were warm and held none of the coldness they’d had before.

“You’re upset,” he said, wincing at his own bluntness.

Ro gave him a watery smile. “It’s just hard being back here. I grew up in this Pack and the memories… let’s just say they aren’t good. But I’m so glad to see James here at last. He’s family and finally he’s home.”

“You and James are family?” The words sent a pang of longing through him. He wanted his brother. Maybe he could ask James to help him find Adam?

“Yes. Though I didn’t know that for a long time. Do you have family, Luke?”

“I have a brother,” he whispered, watching as Ro and Seb exchanged a look. Ro seemed about to say something when James called him again. 

“We’d better head back inside,” Seb said and the three of them returned to the house together.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Eighteen

 

Luke watched Matthew pace back and forth across the bedroom floor later that afternoon.

“Why does it hurt?” he asked, watching the pain flit across Matt’s face.

“It’s fine,” he assured Luke. “It’s just a few twinges, that’s all.”

But as more time passed, it became clear it wasn’t just a few twinges. Matthew knelt on the bed, breathing in fast pants. Luke went to get some help. They needed Zack.

But there was no Zack to be had. And no Etta or Andrew. The front door opened and James came in.

“What is it?” he asked, catching sight of the expression on Luke’s face.

“Matthew’s baby is coming. Zack’s not here.”

James cursed, pulling out his phone.

“Zack is hours away, at least. I’ll try and get help from closer to hand. Go back up to Matthew, I’ll be there in a minute.”

He hurried back up the stairs, hearing James’ voice on the phone.

“Help is coming,” he said to Matthew who was groaning audibly when he came back into the room.

“Unless they’re just downstairs, I think they’ll be too late.”

Luke tried to stay calm. “What do you need?”

“Towels would be good. And something to tie the cord and cut it.”

Luke went out to get some towels, trying to make sense of the rest of what Matt had asked for.

He had an armful of towels by the time James came up the stairs.

“Matt needs something to tie and cut a cord,” he parroted to James, hoping the Alpha knew what Matthew had meant.

“I’ve got it covered,” James replied, showing him the first aid kit.

When they went inside, Matthew had taken off his pants and covered himself with a blanket, though he couldn’t seem to stay still, moving up onto his knees, the blanket slipping.

“If it’s just for our sake, I think you can forgo the modesty,” James said gently. “Alicia is on her way here from Glenoak.”

“Unless she can fly, I think she’ll be late to the party,” Matt said with a groan.

“Then Luke and I are here to help you through it.”

“Have you delivered a baby before?”

“I’ve helped out at a delivery or two,” James replied. The tension in Matthew eased at his words. “Good. The most important thing is to keep the baby warm once they’re born. And to clamp and cut the cord.”

“All prepared,” James said, indicating the blankets, string, and scissors neatly lined up on the dresser.

Another wave of pain hit Matt.

“I think I’m close.” He moved onto his back with a wince.

“Do you mind if I take a look?” James said.

“Please,” Matt replied, leaning back, bending his knees. Luke watched with fascination as James peered under the blanket to see between Matthew’s legs. “You’re right, I can see the head. He’s very close to being born. Luke, do you want to see?”

Luke looked to Matthew who nodded. “See what color hair he or she has.”

Luke mimicked James, frowning at what he saw.

“The hair looks dark,” he said.

“Not a blonde then?” Matthew grinned at him. The grin faded as the pain returned and James took over.

“Nice, big push now, Mattie. Let’s get this baby on its way.”

“Where, to college?” Matt panted.

“Who knows, the sky’s the limit.”

Luke watched Matt push. It seemed to take an awful lot of effort for not a lot of progress. Two more rounds of pushing followed before the head was finally born.

“Pant, now, Matthew,” James said. “The shoulders are almost out. Good, one last push and your work here will be done.”

Matthew gave it all his effort, his cheeks red, sweat beading across his skin, and the baby slid out, James’ hands catching it deftly and lifting it towards Matt.

“Congratulations, it’s a boy.”

Matt lifted his shirt and they settled the baby into his chest, wrapping a towel on top of him. James then tied the cord in two places and used the scissors to cut between them. The door pushed open, an unfamiliar woman stepping inside.

“Am I too late?” she asked.

“It depends on your definition. The baby has just been born and I’ve cut the cord.”

“Nicely done, James. I’ll take over from here.”

The woman confidently stepped forward, taking a quick look at the baby first, curled quietly against Matt’s chest before turning her attention to between Matthew's legs. Luke crept closer to Matt, peering down at the baby. Matthew was holding him close, watching him with a face that was happy but sad.

“He’s an Omega,” he said quietly.

Alicia and James exchanged a look.

“Congratulations, Matt. Another addition to our next generation of Omegas.”

But Matthew didn’t seem happy and Luke had an idea why.

James went down to the kitchen to get Matthew some tea and Luke came with him. The more he thought about it, the sadder he felt.

“What’s wrong?” James asked him.

Luke just shook his head, watching him boil the kettle.

“It must be strange seeing a birth for the first time.”

Luke looked away.

“That’s not it, huh? Then what?”

“He’s an Omega, like me. Like Matt.”

“That’s right.” James turned and leaned against the counter, watching him closely. “What do you think about that?”

Luke shrugged, surprised and ashamed to find tears in his eyes that he couldn’t hold back.

James’ arms were suddenly engulfing him, holding him close.

“Hey, it’s okay. Just tell me, whatever it is.”

“I’m just sad.”

“Sad about what?”

“Matt’s baby. He’s an Omega.”

“Yeah, it seems like he is. I don’t understand why you’re so upset.”

“You’ll have to give him to Tobias and Matthew won’t see him again and… and there won’t be a lot of food and he won’t be allowed to shift and there will be punishments. But he’s so small.”

James pulled back, catching his chin with two fingers.

“You think, because Matt’s baby is an Omega, that we’re going to give him to Tobias?”

Luke nodded. “That’s his job, to raise Omegas.”

“Well, I suspect I, and many other Alphas, have words to say about that. And I can promise you now, Luke, that no child of Matthew’s or anyone else’s in my Pack will ever be placed in Tobias’ hands. That goes for you too. Children deserve love and care within their family, especially Omegas.”

“So you won’t give him to Tobias?” Luke had to double check, to be sure.

“Over my dead body. And Zack’s. And Matt's, I expect. Omega children are very precious. They deserve to be raised with care and kindness and not… not the harsh and unfair way Tobias treated you. No child of yours will suffer the same fate.”

“Because you’d keep them safe?” Luke ventured.

“I would, always.”

They went back upstairs. Matthew caught sight of Luke’s reddened eyes.

“Are you okay?”

He nodded. “James said you weren’t going to give the baby to Tobias.” The words had Matthew cuddling the baby closer.

“No, that man is never getting his hands on any child of mine. Why on earth would you think that?”

“Because he’s an Omega. It’s what we deserve.”

“No,” Matthew said, shaking his head adamantly. “It’s not what anyone deserves, Luke. No-one.”

He looked down at the baby in his arms. “Would you like to hold him?”

Luke wasn’t sure but James was nodding determinedly. He found himself sitting on the bed next to Matthew, while the other Omega placed the sleeping baby in his arms, showing him how to support his head and neck. He was soft, his skin pink. Every part of him was tiny, from his hands and feet to his fingernails. Luke stared down at him, trying to get his head around how Matthew had done this, had brought such a beautiful, precious thing into the world. Could he do that too?

 

Zack arrived back in record time, rushing past Luke and James and up the stairs to Matthew. The baby had been crying but it stopped almost immediately when Zack entered the room.

“Will he mind?” Luke asked James.

“Will who mind what?” James was finding it tough to follow the train of Luke’s thoughts.

“Will Zack mind that the baby is an Omega?”

“I don’t think so. Zack loves Matthew and I don’t believe he’ll love that baby any less for being an Omega.”

“Would you?”

He was starting to get the sense Luke was testing him, testing what James had told him the night Luke had come to his bed. Looking for proof, perhaps?

 

Zack had broken speed limits in his rush to get home. He knew before he stepped foot in the house that he'd arrived too late for the birth. There was the soft cry of a newborn coming from the second floor. When he pushed open the door to the room, Matt glanced up at him, a tired smile on his face.

"Come and meet your son," he said.

Zack sat beside him on the bed, taking the blanket wrapped baby into his arms. His eyes were open, blinking slowly.

"He's beautiful, Mattie."

Zack gently pulled back the blankets to get a better look at his son. He could tell from the way Matthew was watching him that there was something to find. The birthmark on his thigh might have looked small and insignificant but it would determine the path his little one would take through life, as it had for every Omega Zack had met.

He wrapped him back up, cuddling him closer.

"It won't be like it was for you and any of the others, Matthew. He'll be raised to know love, not fear, and we'll give him as much freedom and as much choice as we can."

Matt nodded, a few tears escaping. "I know. It was just so hard for me. So lonely. I don't want him to go through that."

"He won't. Already there's Noah. Soon there'll be others. He'll have many Omega brothers, kin and otherwise."

"You're right, I'm being silly."

"You're being a parent. What parent doesn't worry for their child's future? What parent doesn't want to avoid the mistakes of the past?"

"It's just, we've been alone too. Separated from the other Omegas and their Alphas. Hiding from the Packs. Working with the FW has been great. They'd been so good to us. But now, with two children, with an Omega son, I need more."

"And you'll have that. Here, in Eagle Creek. We're right next to Glenoak with Ro and Adam. From the look of things, Luke may well be staying here, with James."

It was more than he’d have been able to offer Matthew when they first met. Back then, he’d been exiled, alone, and so very bitter. He didn’t think he’d ever lose that longing for his own Pack but with Matthew and their children as his family and Fenrir’s Warriors as their Pack, things were getting better. 

The baby began to fuss, turning his head, mouth seeking food. Zack carefully handed him over, helping Matt hold the baby against his chest.

"My milk hasn't come in yet, but he's got the hang of latching on."

"Smart like his parents, huh?"

"Are you still happy with the name we picked out?"

"What, you don't think he looks like an Oliver? He has the Brown family nose." They had decided to call him after Zack's grandfather. Zack didn't see any reason to change that just because he was an Omega.

"Oliver," Matt echoed, stroking a finger across the baby's cheek. "I think it's perfect."

"I think he's perfect. Just wait until Rosie meets him." 

Matthew opened his mouth to ask but Zack anticipated his question. "Adam and Ben will bring her with them with they visit tomorrow."

"I can't wait."

"Me, neither." He wrapped an arm around Matt as he spoke, tugging his mate close as they both watched their newborn son.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Nineteen

 

“There’s someone coming to see you today,” James announced during breakfast.

“Coming to see me?” Who’d want to do that? “Are they from the Pack Council? Do I have to go back to Jeremy?”

“No, nothing like that.” James kept his tone even though Luke saw the flash of anger in his eyes.

“Is it an Alpha who wants an Omega?”

“No, not that either. It’s two people actually, an Alpha, named Ben, a good friend of mine who helped us fight the Migones, and his Omega.”

Another Omega? Matthew said he didn’t get to see others very often. Maybe that was why they were coming.

“They’ll be here after breakfast. I thought you might like to take a shower or a bath.”

Luke chewed on his lip for a moment before asking the obvious question.

“What’s a shower?”

James seemed lost for words for a moment but recovered swiftly. “I’ll show you after you eat.”

It was oatmeal again, with milk and sweet honey. Luke hummed a little with each spoonful until he saw James giving him an odd look.

“It tastes good,” he mumbled, ducking his gaze.

“I’m glad you like it,” James replied. “If you feel able to finish it, do, but if it’s too much then leave what you can’t manage.”

He said that about every meal Luke ate and Luke was glad of the reassurance. When he started to eat, he always felt like he could eat every bite but by the time he was halfway through, he felt like his stomach had shrunk.

After breakfast, James led him to the bathroom. He’d had a bath the previous day but, this time, James led him to the glass-covered cubicle in the corner.

“This is a shower. It sprays water and you stand under it.”

Luke made a face, taking a step backward. “Like a hose?” Tobias hosed them down sometimes. Luke hated it.

James blinked. “No.” He turned towards the shower contraption, pressing a button, and a spray of water shot out.

Luke took another step back as James stuck his hand in the water.

“There, that’s warm enough.”

“Warm?” Luke stopped his slow escape towards the door but his words drew James’ full attention.

The Alpha took in everything in one glance, Luke’s expression, his edging towards the door. While Luke watched, the Alpha stripped and stepped into the shower. It was the last thing Luke expected and he could do nothing but stare at the Alpha’s broad shoulders, his back, the muscles of his arms and thighs.

James let the water run across his body, trailing his hands through his hair. It looked a lot more enjoyable than being hosed down. James wasn’t paying him any attention which gave him the freedom to watch without being watched in turn. Other than his brother, he’d never seen another person naked bar James.

James turned towards him, tipping his head back into the water. Luke’s eyes followed the line of his body, down along his neck and chest, across the plains of his abdomen to what lay between his legs. He knew the technicalities of what happened during mating but Tobias had always spoken more about obeying and submitting and less about what that meant in practice.

James stepped out of the shower, reaching for a towel.

“You want in?” he asked, gesturing to the water.

He stepped forward hesitantly. He got as far as the shower door before James stopped him with a hand to his shoulder.

“Showering doesn’t work as well if you’re fully clothed,” he joked.

“Oh.” Luke looked down at himself then reluctantly slipped off his t-shirt and shorts. He gripped them in his hands until James gently took them from him.

Luke took a breath and stepped inside, feeling the warm steam buffering around him. And then he was under the water, the hot spray playing across his skin. It felt… it felt nice. Nice was… nice was strange. Discomforting and unsettling. Tobias knew what he deserved and it wasn’t this. How long before they figured it out?

“Hey.”

Hands were on his shoulder turning him. He couldn’t meet James’ eyes but the Alpha’s hands cupped his face, tipping his head up.

The Alpha’s concerned eyes stared down at him, a puzzled frown gracing his face.

“Okay. I’ve got this. You just lean on me.”

He tugged Luke forward to rest against him, moving them both so they were directly under the spray. The Alpha’s grip was strong, his skin firm beneath Luke.

Something touched his skin and he jumped.

“Just a washcloth,” James murmured in his ear as the cloth trailed lightly along the skin of his back. It was an odd sensation and Luke pulled himself a little closer to James, his chin tucked into the groove above the Alpha’s collar bone.

The Alpha washed his body in slow lines, his arms supporting Luke. Tensing when the cloth ran over an open welt, he couldn’t stop the whine from his throat.

James rumbled under his breath, his touch lightening. Luke found himself turned, his back to James’ chest so the Alpha could reach the rest of him.

“Lean back,” James murmured and Luke did, feeling the warmth and strength of the Alpha behind him. His hair was washed last, the Alpha urging him to bend down as he rinsed the soap out. The position reminded him of Jeremy’s hands, threw him back to that moment days before, when Jeremy had stripped him, had been so intent on taking him. He whimpered, feeling the ghost of Jeremy’s hands on his hips.

The shower shut off, James’ arms straightening him and urging him out of the shower. He let go and Luke sank to the floor, curling up against the wall.

James made a wordless sound of confusion and knelt in front of him.

“Luke, what is it?” 

He didn’t know what to say. 

“Is it Tobias?” 

Luke shook his head. “Jeremy.”

“Did he… did he hurt you? I don’t mean the beating he gave you, or the brand. Did he hurt you in another way?”

“He… he thought Gray Valley might steal me from him so he said he had to make sure there was no doubt he was mine.”

“Did he mate with you?”

If he had, James would have to return him. The Pack Council would make him.

“He pushed my clothes down and bent me over. His hands were on my hips.”

“What happened then?”

“Someone came and he had to go. He was furious. Does that mean we mated? Do I have to go back to him?”

James’ arms tugged him forward onto his knees so they were face to face.

 “No, you and he aren’t mated. You don’t have to go back to him. Even if you were mated, I wouldn’t let him take you back. I’d kill him and free you from him.”

James shifted closer, holding Luke, and pressing his cheek against his hair. Luke was trembling, unable to hold still.

“Let’s get you dry and dressed.”

Luke felt heavy and leaden as James urged him to his feet, drying him off and helping him into clean clothes.

There were voices downstairs and James stopped to listen.

“Our guests are here.”

He looked Luke up and down, catching his chin in one hand and using his thumb to wipe the smattering of tears from his cheeks.

“Let’s go and say hi.”

 

Luke felt the heavy sense of worry leave him when James assured him he wasn’t mated to Jeremy. It had been a fear in the back of his mind since the last time he’d seen Jeremy. He hadn’t been sure but James seemed to have no doubt.

Then they were going downstairs and once again, he was trying to work out why someone would be coming to visit him. Maybe the Alpha wanted another Omega, maybe his wasn’t giving him what he wanted. But how would Luke give that to him if another Omega couldn’t?

James led him into the living room. He kept his eyes on the floor, watchful and obedient. He had to make a good impression.

“Luke, this is Ben. And, more importantly, this is his Omega, Adam. I think you two already know one another.”

His words set Luke’s heart thumping. It seemed to take a long time to raise his head, his thoughts racing. Were they toying with him? Was this a joke?

And then he was looking up at the dark-haired Alpha and next to him a face so familiar just seeing it made his heart ache. His brother.

“Adam?”

Adam’s face broke out into a smile and he rushed forward.

“Luke!”

He was engulfed in a hug, Adam’s familiar scent surrounding him, his grip gentle.

“I can’t believe it. You’re here,” Adam said, his voice muffled.

“Adam,” Luke cried, hugging him back. “I ran away to try and find you.”

“And now you’ve found me.” Adam pulled back and beamed at him, the smile falling to a frown as he caught sight of Luke’s injuries. His finger trailed the edge of the bruise on Luke’s face.

“Oh, Luke.”

“It’s okay. It wasn’t James. It was Jeremy. And James says we aren’t mated and I don’t have to go back to him.”

Adam tried to smile at him but there was such sadness in his expression.

“Dada?” a small voice called.

They both turned to look down next to them. A very small person stood there, looking up at them with outstretched arms. Adam reached down and picked him up.

“Luke, this is my son, your nephew, Noah.”

“He’s… he’s yours?”

“Ours.” Adam’s Alpha spoke and Luke looked up to see another small person squirming in the Alpha’s arms.

“And so is this little guy. Xander, say hi to Luke.”

“Hi,” the little Alpha said, waving, and smiling over at him.

Noah suddenly launched himself from Adam’s arms towards Luke and Luke found himself with a little person wrapped around him, humming with happiness.

“Luke,” Noah declared, rubbing his face against Luke’s shirt.

“Okay, let’s try and free you from the toddler monster that’s attached itself,” Adam said, gently trying to lift Noah off him. Noah looked up at him, their eyes meeting.

“He’s beautiful,” Luke murmured.

“Yeah,” Adam agreed. “And a handful.”

“Why don’t we take the boys to the kitchen to get something to eat. And give you and Adam a chance to catch up.”

In a whirlwind of movement, Ben and James took the children from the room leaving them alone.

“You look good,” Luke said as he and Adam sat. It was true. He didn’t look so thin or pale or tired as he’d always seemed before.

“I feel good.”

“And Ben is your Alpha?”

“That’s right.”

“What’s he like?”

“He’s great. He’s kind and brave. He’s not the most patient person but he always has time for me.”

“And Tobias gave you to him?” Why had Tobias given Adam to Ben but Luke to Jeremy?

“Oh, no. Tobias gave me to another Alpha and we were mated for a while. He wasn’t a good person. He hurt humans, he hurt me. Then he was killed for his crimes by Ben and Ben freed me.”

Adam was lost in thought as he spoke, his face sad but he seemed to shake himself out of it.

“But then we spent time together and Ben took care of me, teaching me and showing me that a lot of what Tobias taught us was wrong. When another Alpha tried to take me, he fought for me and saved me. With James’ help.” He smiled at the memory.

“And then we mated on my next heat. But it was my choice. Our choice. And we’re very much in love and very happy.”

“Happy?” Luke echoed. That was never something Tobias talked about. Happiness. Love. He spoke at length about being content with what an Alpha gave them. About obedience.

"James and Fenrir's Warriors spent a long time trying to find Tobias, trying to find you, after Ben rescued me. I'm sorry it took so long."

"James was looking for me?"

"He feels really strongly about protecting shifters who are vulnerable, Omegas especially. He promised to help reunite us."

"So he knew who I was?"

"He guessed soon after they found you. You're a lot like me when Ben found me at first. I was scared and so many things were new and strange."

That put a different perspective on things. By chance, he'd run into the very people who'd been searching for him, to save him from Tobias and reconnect him with his brother. 

“Have you gone into heat yet?” Adam asked.

Luke shook his head.

“I know it’s scary but once you have someone to share it with, it’s actually pretty amazing.”

“Someone like James?”

Adam canted his head to the side. “Do you like James that way?”

“What way?” Everyone spoke about it like there was something obvious he was missing.

“Like he’s different to other people. Do you think about him when he's not there, do you like his scent, like looking at him, touching him?”

Luke felt his face heat at Adam’s words. “I don’t… I don’t know.” Except maybe he did.

“He’s a good man, honorable and kind. You wouldn’t need to be afraid with him. And I’m sure there's lots he could teach you.”

“Like how to be obedient?” Tobias said that was most important.

“No, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t want his mate to be obedient. He’s very knowledgeable. Very well read. I’m sure he wouldn’t mind if you read.”

Luke shook his head. “No. Omega don’t read.”

“I read.”

Luke watched him, alarmed. “Does Ben know?”

“He helped teach me. I’m much better now than I was before.”

This was wrong. Everything turned on its head.

“The world outside is very different from what Tobias taught us. Lots of people, lots of Alphas, don’t think the way Tobias raised us. There’s a whole world out here, Luke, and lots and lots of chances for happiness, to live a good life, to mate to a good Alpha who’ll take care of you and who you can take care of in turn.”

 

Adam, Ben, and the twins stayed until the early evening. When they left for home, Luke had plenty to think about. Adam seemed happier than he had ever been with Luke under Tobias' watchful gaze. Which made him feel both happy and sad. Ben was a little scary, but Adam adored him. And the twins were beautiful and full of life.

Could Luke have that? A loving Alpha and happy children. Did he deserve it?

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty

 

For the next two days, Luke watched James and spent a lot of time thinking. James was always doing something; going somewhere, meeting someone, talking to his people. Every time he caught Luke’s eye, he smiled. Whenever they sat down to meals together, which was most days, he made sure Luke had enough to eat and chatted to him.

He was a good man, like Adam had said. He’d make a good Alpha and Luke could learn to be happy in his bed.

He waited until the Alpha was out and went upstairs to search through the rooms. It didn’t take long to find what he was looking for. The oil and the colors Etta had used to make him ready for Jeremy. If he was wearing them, James couldn’t doubt his intentions.

The eye stuff was hard to put on but he kept trying, watching his face in the mirror carefully. And then the oil. It was growing late and when James came home he would go straight to bed. Luke found the tight pants he’d been dressed in and slipped them on, then went to wait in James’ room, sitting on the end of his bed. Should he kneel? He decided to stay sitting.

His heart began to thump in his chest when James’ footsteps finally came up the stairs. The door swung open and Luke stood, turning to greet his Alpha.

There was a long silence.

“Luke.”

“Alpha.”

“What… what are you doing?”

“Waiting for you.”

“What are you wearing?” James stepped closer and Luke risked a glance upwards.

“I dressed up for you. As a gift.”

“Like you were dressed up when they gave you to Jeremy?”

He nodded, relieved James understood.

Two fingers pressed beneath his chin, tipping his head up. James’ tired face peered at him. “Alright,” his rough voice said, “follow me.”

Luke wondered where they were going. He wouldn’t want to mate him in front of everyone, like Jeremy had threatened to, would he?

But no. They stepped into the bathroom, James switching on the light.

“Sit up here,” he said, indicating the counter next to the sink. Luke lifting himself up, the surface putting him and James eye to eye. James busied himself soaking a washcloth in water and soap before wringing it out. He placed it on Luke’s chest and began to wipe off the oil.

“Wait, I don’t think you're supposed to…” Luke started to say but James pressed a finger across his lips and he lapsed into silence.

The Alpha rinsed the cloth, again and again, returning to remove every trace of the oil from Luke’s skin. Despite the confusion of his actions, Luke liked his methodical movements, how he took care with each bruise and cut across his skin. Finally, James took a clean towel and dried him, starting at his left shoulder, and working across. 

Luke was so distracted by his hand and the towel, that he didn’t notice James leaning toward his left shoulder until the Alpha’s mouth pressed against the clean skin there, kissing it softly. He held his breath, waiting as James shifted a little lower and pressed a second kiss to his collarbone. His breath caught as he looked down at the top of James’ head. James let the towel fall, his hand cupping Luke’s right shoulder, thumb playing across his skin. His mouth moved upwards, into the crease of Luke’s neck and Luke whimpered at the feeling of the Alpha's mouth on his skin. He wasn't used to being touched, not like this.

James sighed, resting his forehead on Luke’s shoulder for a moment before pushing himself up. He pulled a handful of tissues out, dampening them before handing them to Luke.

“You can wipe that black stuff off your eyes.”

Luke took the offered tissue and James lifted him off the counter and turned him around so he was facing the mirror. He started gingerly wiping at the black marks around his eyes.

“You didn’t like it,” he said.

“I love that you did this for me but I don’t need or want a… a doll or a pretty bauble. I want a mate. Someone who’ll stand by my side not kneel by my feet.”

“But Omegas are supposed to show obedience.”

“I’m an Alpha and a Pack leader so I want a certain amount of obedience from each member of my Pack. But what you’re talking about is subservience. Doing someone else’s bidding with no mind of your own. That’s very different to following the instructions of your leader or submitting to your lover in bed.”

Luke got most of the pencil off and James took the tissue from him, tossing it in the trash bin.

“I could submit to you in bed. I’d be willing,” he offered, letting his hands rest on the waistband of his pants and begin to inch them slowly downward.

James leaned forward suddenly, his hands wrapping around Luke’s waist, dislodging his hands, and stopping his actions. He leaned in, nuzzling his face against the side of Luke’s neck, avoiding the branded skin. His hands came to a stop splayed across Luke’s abdomen, just above his waistband. Luke leaned forward, bracing himself with his arms on the countertop.

He could see his own eyes, his pupils wide. And James behind him, his dark eyes heavy with lust. James' nose bumped the skin on the back of his neck, sending a shock of pain through his whole body and pulling a soft cry from his mouth.

“Incredible, I’m sorry.” And the moment was gone, James’ hands turning him carefully so they were face to face.

“It must still hurt pretty badly.”

Luke wanted to go back to what they were doing, but he could sense they’d lost the mood so he nodded instead.

“If I ever come face to face with Jeremy, he won’t be long for this world. Come on, let’s get you to bed.”

They stopped outside Luke’s bedroom door. “Couldn’t I sleep in with you?” he asked.

“Do you want to?”

He nodded. James didn’t seem too keen to have him. “I could sleep on the floor if you don’t want me on the bed.”

“No, you don’t sleep on the floor. You’re a person. People sleep in beds. The floor is too rough and too cold.” James words were firm and Luke nodded along with them. No more sleeping on the floor.

“I thought Omegas only slept in beds when their Alphas wanted sex,” he said, when James led him to his room.

“Is that why you want to share my bed?”

It wasn’t but Luke wasn’t sure how to explain his reason.

“I thought you might touch me like the last time.” He ran his own hand down along his arm, a poor imitation of James' careful caress of the previous night.

James opened his door, ushering Luke inside. He rooted through a drawer, coming out with a t-shirt. “Put this on. Can you sleep comfortably in those pants, they seem awfully tight?”

They were tight, digging into the welts on his back. He said so. 

“You can take them off. I have some sleep shorts that might be looser. Or you can just wear the t-shirt, it’s practically down to your knees.”

He slipped the pants off as suggested then climbed into the bed as James held back the covers for him.

James undressed, taking off everything except his boxers, then climbed in beside him.

“Do you want to cuddle?” the Alpha offered. Luke didn’t know what that meant so didn’t answer. Was it like before, when James’ hands had touched him so gently? He looked longingly towards the Alpha’s hands but knew it would be selfish to ask.

James rolled his eyes, then crooked his finger. “Come on, move over here.” Luke slid towards him and James closed the gap between them. His arm wrapped around Luke, tugging him so they were lying side by side, their bodies touching in too many places to count. James’ body radiated heat and Luke shivered, curling closer to get warm. They stayed like that, pressed together. “This is cuddling,” James murmured.

“I like cuddling,” Luke announced with a yawn and James chuckled next to him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-One

 

James had been in the study since mid-morning. Luke had watched for him to come out but he didn’t. Lunchtime neared and he helped make sandwiches.

“Could I take one into James?” he asked, to knowing smiles from those around him.

“Good idea. He could do with a break,” Andrew said. Etta, sitting next to him, was watching Luke but didn’t say anything. He wasn’t sure she approved.

Balancing the plate and glass carefully in his hands, he made his way to the study, pushing open the door with his hip.

“We thought you might be hungry,” he said.

James, his head bent over the desk as he read through some papers, looked up for one moment and gave him a small smile.

“Thanks, Luke.”

Luke set the plate and glass down on the desk and took a step back. James didn’t say anything else and he didn’t dismiss him. Luke wanted to be of help to the Alpha, wanted James to know he was there at hand. So he knelt on the floor near him, waiting until he was needed.

James continued to flick through the papers, then heaved a sigh and grasped the plate, dragging it across the table towards him, picking up the sandwich with one hand and taking a large bite. He set it down and reached for the glass beside him and taking a long swallow. As he set the glass down on the desk, he stopped, turning his head towards where Luke knelt.

“What are you doing?” he said, getting to his feet, stalking towards him. “Get up.” His eyes were stormy with anger, his words harsh.

“I didn’t… I’m sorry…” Luke couldn’t find the words. The Alpha was angry. Anger was bad. Jeremy had been angry and Luke had suffered, was still suffering, for his last mistake.

James froze and Luke stood, running from the room. He didn’t think, he just moved, turning left, and running out into the yard. He heard James behind him but it only spurred him to run faster. He could see trees up ahead and tried to pick up his pace. Voices called his name, James, Etta. He reached the trees, knowing the Alpha was gaining on him.

His foot caught on a branch, sending him sprawling forward, and then the Alpha was on him, strong hands turning him onto his back. He struggled, trying to free himself but the Alpha’s weight was on him and he pinned Luke’s hands above his head.

“Stop struggling,” James said. Luke couldn’t. Running was a mistake he shouldn’t have made twice.

“Luke, please,” the Alpha pleaded with him. “I don’t want to hurt you, but we can’t let you run. The woods aren’t safe for you to be wandering.”

He tired quickly, his body aching, his ankle smarting from where he’d twisted it as he fell.

“That’s better,” James said, easing off him. “I’m sorry I yelled but you’re not a slave, or a puppy, you don’t need to kneel like that.”

“I just wanted to be on hand, in case you needed something.”

“You don’t need to do that.”

“But then what else do I do?”

James stared down at him, a frown on his face. “You’re bored. Of course. All this freedom and absolutely nothing to do with it.”

He sat up, helping Luke to sit. “I’m sorry, Luke. I’ve been thoughtless. I’ll talk to the others and we’ll sort some stuff out to keep you busy.”

“Couldn’t I help you? Get your food, wash your clothes…”

“I don’t want or need a servant, Luke. We’ll find you something better to do. Now…” He gave Luke a once over. “Are you hurt at all?”

Luke was reluctant to admit it. “My ankle,” he mumbled.

“I better take a look. Which one?”

Luke pointed to his right, covering his face with his hand so James wouldn’t see his shame.

The Alpha glanced up at him. “Come on, don’t be like that. This isn’t your fault.”

“I’m sorry I tried to run.”

“And I’m sorry I barked at you like that. Do you forgive me?”

That got his attention. He lowered his hand and peered at James, before nodding.

“Thank you,” James said.

“Do… do you forgive me?”

“There’s nothing to forgive, Luke. But if there was, it is already forgotten.”

Etta and Andrew were standing nearby, on hand to help but giving them space. James checked his ankle, Luke wincing as he rotated it slowly.

“You’ve sprained it.”

“Sorry.”

“We’ll keep you off your feet until tomorrow,” James said, reaching around Luke, lifting him up into his arms.

Alarmed, Luke grabbed tightly to him, an arm around his neck and the other holding tightly to James’ shirt.

“You’re okay, I’ve got you,” James said, walking back towards the house. Luke thought he’d be brought to his room or to the kitchen but the Alpha carried him back to the study, settling him on the couch next to the window.

“We can keep each other company,” James said. Etta joined them, bringing an ice-pack and a bandage. “It’ll take the swelling down,” she explained to him. James took them from her, making quick work of bandaging his ankle and then setting the ice-pack across his ankle. “If it’s too much, let me know,” he said.

“How about something to read?” Etta suggested, looking towards the bookshelves.

“Omega don’t read,” he muttered.

“I think we have some magazines in the kitchen,” Etta said.

“But you can read, right?” James interjected. “Adam said someone taught you when you were younger.”

Luke shifted in discomfort at his words. He wasn’t supposed to know how to read.

“Luke?”

“That was a long time ago.”

“Well, let’s find you a few books that don’t look too tricky. Maybe with some pictures. And you can see how you get on.”

“There was one…” Luke started to say, before silencing himself.

“One what?”

“A book, over there.” He gestured to a smaller shelf. “With a shiny cover.”

James pulled it from the shelf, letting out a huff of laughter as he carried it over. “You and Adam have the same taste in fiction. Here, see how you get on with it.”

He set the book in Luke’s hands. At first, Luke just stared at it, feeling the weight of it in his palm, the cover smooth beneath his fingers and marveling at how the light caught on it. Looking up, he found Etta was gone and James was back at his desk, reading.

Luke turned back to the book in his hands, took a deep breath, and opened it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Two

 

The afternoon passed slowly, Luke reading on the couch next to him while James tried to make sense of the various ledgers that held the Eagle Creek accounts. Luke was out of sorts, unable to sit still. James put the papers down and went over to sit with him.

“What is it? What’s wrong?”

Luke shrugged. “I don’t know. I just feel too hot and like my skin is tight from too much soap.”

James laid a hand across his forehead. “You are a little warm. I’ll get Zack to check you over later.”

As they talked, a car arrived with a messenger from the Pack Council. Graham escorted him into the study.

“Jeremy Migone has accepted your challenge. The fight will be here, in Eagle Creek, in three days' time, with the Pack Council in attendance to adjudicate. Here’s a copy of the regulations.”

A bemused James took the proffered booklet with thanks and the messenger went on his way.

“How thoughtful of them. They’ve highlighted the important sections.”

He sat down to read it nevertheless, checking in case anything had been altered from versions he’s seen previously. Luke fidgeted restlessly beside him, before turning and pressed his face into James’ chest, scenting deeply and sighing.

James ran a hand through his hair. “What is it, Luke?”

“You smell really good. Like that crumble Sandra makes.”

Luke had been discovering the wonderful world of flavors and sweet things with Sandra happy to have somebody so complimentary of her every dish. He pressed his hands to Luke’s forehead again. “You’re still warm.” He inhaled Luke's scent, looking for any sign of illness.

Luke’s Omega scent was heady and sweet and James’ vision swam briefly.

“Well, this is not the best timing,” he muttered.

“The best timing for what?” Luke questioned.

“For you to go into heat. Why, what did you think was happening?”

“I’m too hot to think. All I smell is you. Does that mean we can have sex now? I want to,” he added forcefully. When James’ didn’t reply, doubt crept into his expression. “Don’t you?”

In answer, James reached over and lifted Luke, so they were face to face, Luke straddling his thighs.

“I can show you pleasure like you’ve never dreamed of.”

That gave Luke pause and James prodded a little further. “You know, mating and sex, it feels really good. Better even than berry crumble.”

Luke frowned. “Tobias said pleasure lies in submission and obedience, not wantonness.”

“Tobias is an idiot,” James said pleasantly. “And a liar. You seem awfully keen to do something you’re not sure you’ll actually enjoy.”

Luke shrugged. “Once we’ve mated, I get to stay with you. It’ll be worth it, whatever it’s like.”

James let his hands run up along Luke’s thighs, until his thumbs just rested in the crease at his hips. “I bet you a whole crumble, that you’ll say differently first thing tomorrow morning.”

He kneaded his thumbs gently into the jeans-clad skin and Luke squirmed under his touch.

“I think we should take this to the bedroom.”

He carried Luke upstairs, mindful of his ankle, stopping only long enough to let Graham know the score. The upper floored was cleared of people, to give them the illusion of privacy. He sat Luke on the bed.

“I’ll be back in a minute.”

When he returned, the bottle of scented oil in his hands, Luke’s eyes went wide.

“I thought you might like a demonstration of what a little bit of oil can do.”

Luke shed his shirt. “Do you want me to…” He gestured towards the bottle.

“No,” James said. “I have something else in mind for this. Take the rest of your clothes off and lie down on your stomach.”

Luke unzipped his jeans and rolled them down his hips, kicking them onto the floor. His boxers followed a moment later. Then he turned his back to James, lying along the length of the bed on his stomach. He was so trusting that it took James’ breath away.

He shed his own clothes, then knelt next to Luke on the bed, the mattress dipping.

Luke turned his head so he could see him, as James dipped two fingers in oil and slowly trailed them down along Luke’s back, until finally he reached the mound of his buttocks. He coated his fingers in oil a second time and pried open Luke’s cheeks. With one finger, he trailed slowly across the puckered skin, back and forth, while Luke’s breathing sped up and he struggled to hold still. James let the tip of his finger slide slowly inside, pleased to find Luke already wet from his heat. Sliding in another inch, he watched as Luke gripped the bedclothes, grinding against the mattress. He pulled out, Luke keening quietly, then pushed two fingers in, feeling Luke’s body clench around him.

When he withdrew again, he used his hands to urge Luke up onto his hands and knees. He slipped into position behind Luke, pouring more oil onto the palm of his left hand. He used his right to steady Luke’s hips as he pressed against him. The oil did its job and he slipped inside easily, Luke moaning softly. The moan became a cry of pleasure as James’ hand slipped between his legs and began to stroke his length. As he did, he continued to push inside, each inch a little harder as Luke’s body struggled to yield to him. Luke’s moans turned to groans and grunts as he took James deeper and deeper. And then he was in, fully sheathed, Luke’s body continuing to clench around him.

“James?” Luke panted. “What now?”

“In a minute, I’ll start to move,” James replied, stroking his hand along Luke's shaft again as the Omega trembled on hands and knees. He let his hand slip back a little further, fondling Luke’s balls softly. Luke ducked his head, moaning under his breath.

James brought both hands back to Luke’s hips and withdrew before pushing back in. He took a slow pace, feeling each minute reaction of Luke’s body around him. Luke’s hands flexed against the bed sheets, his toes curled, his hips rocking forward and back. He sought friction.

“Faster,” he murmured, turning his head back to look at James over his shoulder.

James gave in to his plea, increasing the pace of his thrusts. Luke’s voice grew louder, his pleasure-filled cries sweet music to James’ ears.

He angled his thrusts, aiming for the spot inside Luke he knew was hidden there. He knew he’d found it when Luke’s whole body shuddered and he gasped a new word. “Harder.”

James leaned forward, slipping one hand around Luke’s abdomen to hold each hip while his other pressed between Luke’s legs, taking his heavy, throbbing shaft in hand.

He timed his strokes with his thrusts, giving Luke no escape from the pleasure that was building between them. He looked longingly at Luke’s neck, wishing it was ripe for him to bite into. Instead, he contented himself with picking up the pace once more, Luke’s body rocking hard with each thrust, both of them grunting with effort. Luke clenched around him again, his back arching as he came, crying out with pleasure. It sent James over the edge, his vision growing white as a wave of pleasure rode through them both. They collapsed to the mattress, laying side by side, out of breath and panting. Luke turned, pressing his body against James, sweaty and slick.

“Better than crumble,” he mumbled against him. James huffed a laugh, pressing a kiss to Luke’s shoulder.

 

He woke laying on his side, the Alpha behind him, pressed against his back with one possessive arm slung across his hip. It took a moment for him to recall the events of the previous day but the memory brought a smile to his face. He’d gotten his wish. James was his.

Turning in James’ arms so he was face to face with the Alpha, he sighed happily. This was it. This was what he’d craved. All the while Tobias had spoken of submission and obedience and Luke has secretly been hoping for something more. For an Alpha to look at him like he was more, like he was worth something.

James blinked his eyes opened, stretching his arms as a lazy smile crossed his face.

“Good morning.”

“Morning,” Luke replied softly.

“How are you feeling?”

“Happy.” The word slipped out, unguarded, uncensored. 

James’ smile grew wider. “Me, too.”

Luke rolled his shoulder and neck, stopping when something seemed amiss. He reached a hand back to the branded skin, feeling smoothness beneath his fingertips. He turned to show James, who ran careful fingers across it.

“It’s healed. The skin is new and unmarked.”

“How?”

“What we did last night, I guess. Adam has a lot of theories on the healing powers of Alpha Omega mating.”

Luke lay back, thinking on that. Last night had been better than he’d ever hoped or dreamed. 

“Do you want to go raid the kitchen for breakfast?” James proposed.

Luke nodded eagerly. He was starving. But as soon as he moved, another hunger rose in him and he froze.

“Luke?” James questioned.

“I need you. Like before.”

James brushed a soft hand across his forehead. “Yeah, you’re still mid-heat. Are you ready to go again?”

Luke nodded eagerly, rolling into his stomach. James’ hand stopped him.

“No, I had a different idea for this time.”

Luke turned, watching as James reached for the bottle of oil. He paused with it in his hand, gesturing towards his groin. “Do you want to?”

Luke nodded, holding out his palm. James poured oil onto it and Luke rubbed his palms together, before sliding down the bed a little. James was already hardening when he took him in hand. The Alpha’s breath caught. 

“It’s just a little cold, that’s all,” he said, when Luke looked up. “Keep going.”

Luke copied James’ movements from the night before, stroking from root to tip, light strokes to firmer. James’ breathing grew faster, his breath catching as Luke deftly handled him.

He gently pushed Luke’s hand away, turning onto his side. “Any more and this’ll be over before it’s begun. Turn around, put your back to my chest.”

Luke did, trying to figure out what James was going to do next. His hands settled on Luke’s hips and he moved them both, lying on his back with Luke lying on top of him, James hardness pressed against his donkey. James’ hands on his legs spread him slightly, angling it just right, and Luke felt James slide slowly inside him. It felt different to the previous night, deeper, and with nothing for Luke to brace himself against. He clung to James instead, tightening his grip as the Alpha began to thrust up into him. The angle seemed strange and new but he liked the sensation. The inescapable pressure brought to bear by his own body pressing him down on top of the Alpha. James kept thrusting, hands sliding up to grip Luke’s hips.

Luke took a chance, letting go of James with one hand and running his oil slick palm across himself. It was wanton and selfish but all that slipped from Luke’s mind when James whispered below him. “Yes, that’s it, just like that.”

He kept going, as James kept thrusting. One of the Alpha’s hands wrapped around his chest, drawing his closer as his thrusts grew more erratic, the Alpha’s hips slamming into him as his own hand worked across his hard flesh.

“Come for me,” James’ whispered in his ear. “Let all that pleasure out.”

Luke shuddered, his body tensing as James’ words sent him over the edge. He cried out, feeling James still inside him, pulsing rhythmically within him. Then James' mouth closed over his neck, his teeth biting down, and a second wave of pleasure overtook him and he clung tightly to James until it ebbed. Then he flaked out, letting his body flop back onto the Alpha. James slipped out of him and Luke rolled over, laying his head on James’ chest.

“Breakfast can wait,” he murmured, as first one strong arm, then another, wrapped around him.

“We have all the time in the world,” James replied, his hand slipping down to cup Luke’s donkey. He liked it, it made him feel like he belonged.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Three

 

Luke's ankle had healed overnight so they showered quickly before stumbling downstairs for breakfast. James could see the looks everyone was giving them but Luke seemed thankfully oblivious.

They ate berry crumble for breakfast. Luke’s eyes had gone wide when James set the bowl down in front of him.

“But you won the bet,” he said.

“It was never about the winning. Besides, we’re bonded now, what we have, we share.”

“Share?”

“That’s right.”

He could see Luke was thinking it over.

“So can we share that blue t-shirt.”

“It’s a little big for you,” James replied with a smile.

Luke shrugged. “It’s soft and it smells like you. Just for sleeping.”

“Then it’s yours. Consider it a gift.”

Luke dug his spoon into his bowl. “What will I give you in return?”

“You don’t have to give me anything, Luke.”

“I don’t have much. Just me.” He seemed a little despondent. Ben had warned him of that. Omegas in heat were prone to swings in mood, mostly positive but the odd dose of melancholy wasn’t unheard of.

“And you’re my mate and a part of the FW now. We’ll get you some stuff of your own, clothes, books. You won’t go without.”

“You still won’t mind me reading now that I’m your Omega?”

“Everyone should know how to read, Luke.”

They were interrupted by Graham, and James followed him from the room, leaving Luke to eat his breakfast.

“The Council called. At Jeremy’s request, they’ve brought the challenge forward. He may suspect what’s already happened between you and Luke.”

“When are they coming?”

“They’ll be here by mid-morning. There’s a group already on their way from Glenoak. They got word from Raventree early this morning that things were moving faster than expected.”

“I’m surprised Jeremy has agreed to this.”

“That is what’s worrying me. From what we know of him, he only goes on the offensive when his target is outnumbered or he has a clear advantage. I don’t see why he’d risk his life taking you on one-to-one unless he has something up his sleeve.”

“He’s always been emotionally unstable, perhaps the events of the past week have simply tipped him over the edge.”

A car pulled up outside.

“That’ll be Glenoak,” Graham said and they went outside to see. It was a familiar group of faces in two cars.

“Sebastian,” James greeted, striding forward, and holding out a hand. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Raventree suggested we make tracks and get here before midday. They weren’t all that clear on why.”

“Jeremy and the Council are coming. The challenge will be today.”

“We’ll leave a group here and take anyone you feel needs protecting back to Glenoak. I don’t like this. A lot of whispers, a lot of underhand tactics. The challenge might be a ruse, a distraction from a bigger plan.”

“Our contact near Gray Valley hasn’t alerted us to anything, but you’re right, there’s something off about the hurry to get this over with. I suspect Zack will want you to take Matthew and the children. And I’ll send Luke back with you too. He’s going to be resistant. He’s mid-heat.”

If Seb was surprised, he hid it well.

“Have you bonded?”

“Last night. That’s why I don’t want him here for this. If something goes wrong… He shouldn’t have to witness my death.”

Seb called over Sam and Martin while James headed inside, letting Zack and Matthew know. He thought Matthew would argue but he didn’t, grabbing a bag and starting to pack. He made Etta aware too, letting her know none of them expected her to watch this but she simply held tight to Andrew’s hand and shook her head. She’d see this through to the end. 

James went to find Luke next, the Omega helping wash up the dishes. Taking him by the hand, he walked him outside.

“You remember Seb and Ben, don’t you? And this is Seb’s second, Sam. You, Matthew and the children are going to go with him back to Glenoak and spend some time with Adam and Ro.”

Luke pulled closer to him. “But I can’t. I need you. You need me. My heat…”

“The worst of it is over, their doctor can give you something to help with the rest.”

“It’s Jeremy, isn’t it? He’s coming here, now, today.”

“You’ll be long gone before he arrives,” James soothed.

“No. I can’t. Please. I need to be here. I need to be with you. James, please.”

Sam stepped forward as Matthew hurried past bringing the children to the car.

“We’ll be reunited as soon as this is over,” James assured Luke but his words fell on deaf ears.

Sam stepped forward, placing a hand on Luke’s arm. “Let’s get you into the car.”

“No!” Luke shook his hands off, clinging tighter to James’ arm.

James nodded to Sam and the Alpha wrapped arms around Luke, bodily lifting him and carrying him towards the car. Luke turned from a placid Omega into a whirlwind of movement, kicking and fighting to free himself.

“No, no! James. Alpha! I need to stay with you. Don’t send me away.”

The car door closed, Luke continuing to struggle, banging his fists against the window as Sam grabbed hold of him and pulled him back. The last thing James saw as they pulled away was Luke’s distraught face.

A hand fell on his shoulder.

“It’s for the best,” Ben said. “If things go south, you want him somewhere safe and not within arm’s reach of Jeremy.”

 

No matter how much he pleaded with them, they wouldn’t turn the car around and bring him back. They wouldn’t even let him out. Sam let him go as soon as he stopped fighting. Matthew and the babies were in the seat behind him, Rosie staring at him with big wide eyes. He’d scared her.

“Matt, he needs me.”

“James needs to know you’re safe. How can he concentrate on beating Jeremy if he’s distracted by you? You’re still in heat. When you’re in the room, you’re the only person James can see.”

Luke lapsed into silence as they drove. It felt wrong and as the distance grew so too did the feeling of wrongness, until it made his skin crawl, his stomach turn, and his heart thump.

“We’re almost there,” Martin said sometime later. Luke didn’t acknowledge the words, though he could feel the sighs of relief from those around him. When they got out of the car, that would be his chance to run. If he cooperated until then, the last thing they’d be expecting would be for him to take off.

“I’m sorry, Sam, I hope I didn’t hurt you.” He tried an apology on for size, the contrition coming easily to his lips.

“No harm done, Luke. I’m sorry our first meeting had to be like this.”

“Adam and Ro will be glad of our company. And we could do with another pair of hands to help with the children,” Matthew added.

“Ro has children too?” he asked.

“Ro has a little boy. He’s only a few weeks old.”

“And Ro is James’ cousin?”

“That’s right.”

Family connections were confusing for Luke, having never known anything but a brother.

They turned off the main road onto a quieter, tree-lined path. Were all Pack houses in woods like Eagle Creeks? He had tried to keep orientated during the trip, so he’d know which direction to run when the time came. As they navigated the winding path, he caught sight of the house up ahead. People stepped out and he recognized Adam with one of the twins in his arms. He longed to see his brother again but that longing didn’t come close to the urge to return to James. That was more than a want, it was a need, a necessity. James was in danger and it was Luke’s responsibility to be there with him.

Maybe he could make Adam see that? Their bond had been the strongest thing he had ever had before James. For years, all they had had was each other to rely on. He knew every expression on Adam's face, knew every secret they held between them. His brother was his best hope to save his Alpha.

Clambering out of the car, he evaded Sam's hand and went straight for Adam, who reached to hug him with one arm.

"Luke-"

"Adam, we need to go back. James is in danger."

"Hold on, slow down. I know you must be scared about the challenge."

"It's not that. It's Jeremy. He's..." He tried to work out how to explain it. "Do you remember how Tobias sometimes tried to trick us? He'd offer us things, make it seem like bending or breaking the rules was okay? And then he'd wait until we were tangled up in it before pulling the rug out, changing the rules and we'd be in so much trouble. Etta said that's how Jeremy does things. He pretends he's playing one game when he's playing a different one entirely. By the time they see it-"

"It'll be too late," Adam said. "I remember."

He turned to Sam.

"How many more people can we spare?"

"Adam?"

"Luke's right. Jeremy doesn't play by the rules. He's about to double-cross James somehow. And Ben and Seb are there. They'll need reinforcements."

"And I'm going back with them," Luke insisted.

"I'll come too. Lianna, can you watch the boys?"

"Of course," she said.

Ro came to join them as Sam went to round up more people and Matthew brought the children inside.

They couldn't get on the road soon enough for Luke, his blood pumping through his veins, each beat of his heart telling him to hurry. James needed them.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Twenty-Four

 

They chose the clearing where Eagle Creek’s Pack meetings took place and sent word around the Pack so the people would know they were free to attend. James wasn’t sure any of them would come and couldn’t blame them if they didn’t. They rightfully feared for their own lives in amongst the chaos.

The Council arrived just before midday. Jeremy almost twenty minutes later, with both his own people and an escort from Gray Valley.

“Where’s the Omega? I want to see him,” Jeremy demanded.

“He’s not here,” James replied.

“Then where is he? I want him to watch while I slaughter you.”

Graham, who had been hanging back, stepped forward. “He ran away again when he heard you were coming.”

“And you let him slip through your fingers, Holden?”

“I seem to remember it was your grasp he escaped from in the first place. Besides, he’s a person, not a trinket.”

“You’re right. He’s much more than a trinket. Something to sink my teeth into and other body parts. Once we’ve gotten matters cleared up here.”

There was no trace of hesitancy in Jeremy and James couldn’t shake a strange sense of unease.

He directed Jeremy and the Council members to the clearing where the challenge would take place, pulling Andrew and Graham aside. Etta, who had been keeping out of sight, came to join them.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” Etta said. “He’s overconfident. Like he knows he has you.”

“We might be well-matched in a fight,” James suggested though he could hear the doubt in his own voice. He was bigger, stronger, and braver.

“No. It’s something else. He has something up his sleeve. I don’t think it’s going to come down to the fight. And they brought a lot of Gray Valley's fighters with them just to watch a challenge.”

Seb and Ben strode over.

“I agree with Etta. Something isn’t right about this. I suspect we’re about to see some very underhanded tactics at work if they haven’t already got a plan in motion.”

“But what?” Andrew asked. “The Council are here, overseeing everything. There's no way they'd miss rule breaking.”

The stood in silence for a moment before Etta’s eyes widened. “The Council. That’s it.”

“What do you mean?” James asked as all eyes turned back to her.

“Don’t you see. They’re going to kill them. Father and Terrance spoke about a plan like that before, attack the Council and blame someone else on it.”

James got it. “They’d only have our word that it was Gray Valley and their Council member will point the finger at us. If Gray Valley don’t kill us, the other Packs will band together to take us out.”

He turned, calling to everyone within earshot. It took a matter of minutes to organize them into two groups and send word out to the rest of their people. But minutes might have been minutes too late.

James led the first group, following right in the wake of the Council and Gray Valley. When they reached the clearing, the Council members were bunched in the center, except the two whose Packs had loyalty to Gray Valley.

Alanna was speaking forcefully to them.

“This would be an unconscionable act, Terrance. An act of war. You’ll set Packs at each other's throats, tens if not hundreds will die.”

“No.” Terrance shook his head. “Just you. And then them.” He gestured towards James and the wolves he led.

“We’ll rally the rest of the Packs to our cause and they’ll hunt down every last Fenrir mongrel. Then Jeremy here will have Eagle Creek and we’ll divvy Glenoak up between us.”

“I might have something to say about that,” Seb spoke from the opposite side of the clearing, leading the second group.

“Not if you’re dead, you won’t,” Jeremy grinned “And there’ll be plenty of Omegas to go around after that. The days of you stealing them and hoarding them will be over.”

“They’re not stealing them, Jerry. They value them. That’s why the Omegas bond to them the way they do. In the time you had Luke—that was the Omega’s name since you never asked—you managed to injure him so badly he could barely stand. In the time James has known him, Luke has healed, gone into heat, and mated with him, by choice. You’re not worthy of the Alpha line you carry, that’s why your Omega ran from you.”

Jeremy turned at Etta’s words, his face thunderous.

“My sister, the traitor.”

“You tried to sell me to Terrance’s psychopath of a son. Who betrayed who?”

“You shut your mouth, girl, or I’ll teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget,” Terrance said.

Andrew stepped forward, growling low under his breath. “You touch her, it’ll be the last thing you do.”

Terrance laughed. “It looks like a stalemate, gentleman, but it isn’t. Do you think you could get to us before we kill the Council members? Do you think you could beat us in a fight? We have near enough equal numbers.”

“I think you should count again, Terrance.”

Ben stepped into view, followed by shifters in wolf form, lots of them. They spread out across the clearing.

“Who?” Terrance asked and James could see he was taken aback by the numbers. “Eagle Creek’s people, of course. Ready to defend their home from an incursion. This time, they can see it with their own eyes. Before, it was done by stealth, by underhanded tactics that have no place in Packs like ours. And some of them are our people. Wolves we rescued from your fighting rings, your brothels. All of them ready to fight, all of them loyal. To me.”

There was the sound of more people in the distance.

“Who’s that?” Jeremy asked, looking less sure of himself as the seconds passed.

“Glenoak,” Seb answered, a slow smile crossing his face as the voices carried through the trees.

James gave Jeremy and Terrance a few moments to let the reality of their situation sink in.

“If you make even so much as an attempt to harm any of the Council or any of my people, every single one of you is going to die. Your only hope, right now, is to walk away.”

The group from Glenoak reached the clearing, Martin and Sam moving to stand either side of Sebastian. He spotted Adam, Ro, and Luke hanging back behind them.

Terrance took one last long look around the clearing but James could see the tide had turned.

“We’ll go. No blood needs to be spilled here today.”

He turned and James gestured for his people to make a path for them as Gray Valley's people filed from the clearing.

“Not Jeremy,” he called, as Terrance reached the edge of the trees with the Alpha in question at his heels. “He and I have business to attend to.”

Jeremy gave Terrance a look of pleading. The older Alpha regarded him impassively. “As you wish, James Holden.” He turned his back, not reacting when a group of Fenrir’s Warriors surrounded Jeremy.

“Terrance, we had a deal. You can’t leave me here!” Jeremy called after him. His voice echoed through the trees but there was no response. A few shifters loyal to the Migones stayed in the clearing as if deciding whether to challenge those holding Jeremy. But they were hopelessly outnumbered and quietly slunk away into the forest moments later.

Jeremy turned, looking between James and the Pack Council. “I’ve changed my mind. I don’t accept your challenge. Eagle Creek is yours.”

“Thank you, Jeremy. I accept your relinquishment of your claim.” James spoke calmly and clearly, his voice carrying across the clearing.

Jeremy turned to leave.

“But there is the matter of Pack justice.”

Jeremy pivoted slowly back to face him.

“Pack Justice?”

“For your crimes.”

“I haven’t committed any crime.”

“You handed Pack wolves to trafficking rings, you were complicit in the attempted murder of Raventree’s Alpha and the abduction of Glenoak's Omega. And, most grievous of all, you murdered a wolf of Glenoak Pack.”

“That was rectified with a blood debt. Rob was given to Sebastian in payment. The matter is settled.”

“A blood debt is only applicable if the loss of the person responsible would affect the Pack lineage. But you weren’t first in line to become Alpha when you committed the crime, your brother was. And now you’re not in contention for any Pack. Therefore, I sentence you to death for the murder of Hugh of Glenoak Pack and surrender you to Glenoak for execution.”

Jeremy appealed to the Council members. “You can’t let them do this.”

“He is Alpha of the Pack you were a member of when the crime was committed. He is within his rights to review the punishment for such a heinous crime,” Alanna said. “But perhaps the punishment doesn’t need such a large audience.”

People began to file out of the clearing as Luke came to stand next to James, pressing against his side.

“I’m guessing I have you to thank for the Glenoak reinforcements.”

“I had a feeling. You said Jeremy was a coward and cowards don’t play by the rules.”

“You’re right, they don’t. Do you want to stay and watch?” He gestured to Jeremy and the group from Glenoak who had surrounded him.

Luke made a face, shaking his head. “Will it hurt a lot?”

“No, they’ll show him more mercy than he showed you.”

Andrew was leading Etta away. She looked torn, distressed but accepting of Andrew’s comfort. There was something there, something growing between them.

James wrapped an arm around Luke’s shoulders and they followed after them. As the group walked through the woods, a short, sharp cry was carried on the wind.

“And into the great unknown the last Migone son is dispatched,” he said.

Etta buried her head against Andrew’s chest, weeping softly.

“Will she be okay?” Luke asked, seeming distressed just watching her.

“In time,” James assured him. “In time.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Epilogue

 

Two months later

 

They sat side by side at the desk, Luke laboriously reading an early reader’s book James had brought him while James reviewed the Pack’s finances. Now that the Migones weren’t around to cream off the top, the Pack’s accounts were looking much healthier.

A knock on the door had Andrew sticking his head in.

“You wanted to see me?”

James waved him in and Andrew grabbed a seat.

“Yes, I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I’ve been doing a lot of thinking about my secondary lineage.”

“You will offer it to Ben, won’t you? He’s a strong Alpha, he has an Omega. He’s wasted over in Glenoak and I know it’s trying for them to have so many territorial Alphas. I’d suggest Zack, too, but I know his own Pack are angling to have him back.”

It had surprised everyone, not least Zack, when they’d made contact in the wake of the death of their Alpha, the Alpha who’d exiled him. Zack and Matthew were determined to take things slowly but James knew the lure of getting back to his family, to his parents, was something Zack would struggle to resist. It might also go a long way to repairing the rift between Matthew and his family, who might see his union with Zack as more legitimate accompanied by good standing in a respected Pack. Eagle Creek was still viewed as a volatile and uncertain situation, though from the inside out it looked anything but.

“They are both excellent suggestions but neither were my first choice.”

Andrew sat back, looking confused.

“But who else would you…”

Luke snorted, hiding a smile behind his hand.

“What am I missing?” Andrew asked.

“The natural choice. You, of course,” James replied, glancing down at the sheet of figures again while he gave Andrew a moment to take in what he’d just said. “Graham has agreed to take a position as Pack advisor, which I’m sure you’ll agree he is well suited for. And you’ll be my second, carrying the Pack’s other Alpha lineage.”

There weren’t any other Alpha lines in the Pack, the Migones having long since rooted them out. Looking up at Andrew, he couldn’t easily read the expression on his face.

“You were always my first choice, Andrew. I just didn’t want to get anyone's hopes up or start counting my chickens before we had the hen house.”

“I’d… I’d be honored.”

“Good.”

He didn’t mention the unexpected boon, that Andrew’s relationship with Etta, in concert with his position as secondary lineage, would be another stabilizing factor for the fractured Pack. Those remaining who still held some loyalty to the Migones would take heart in that.

They spoke for a few more minutes, making plans, before Andrew went out to tell Etta the news.

“He seems happy,” James said, sitting back in his chair. Luke nodded, closing his book as his stomach rumbled.

“Lunchtime I think,” James added with a raised eyebrow. Luke made a face as he pushed back his chair and stood.

“What? Aren’t you hungry? I’m sure we can rustle up some pancakes if you’d rather.” Luke had had pancakes for the first time a week previously. They were his new favorite thing.

“I’m hungry all the time. But I think I must be eating too much,” Luke admitted.

James laughed before realizing Luke was serious.

“Why do you think that? Shifters need to eat lots, like we talked about, so they have energy to shift.”

“But my stomach is starting to stick out. Doesn’t that mean I’m getting fat?” his Omega asked, running a hand across his stomach. There was the slightest bump, that James suspected he wouldn’t even have noticed except that Luke was still so thin.

He caught Luke around the waist, turning him so they were face to face and lifted Luke’s t-shirt before running his own hand across Luke’s abdomen. Then he leaned in, pressed his ear just below Luke’s bellybutton and listened.

Satisfied, he moved away, pulling down Luke shirt and standing up. He took Luke by the hand and led him towards the kitchen.

“It’s definitely time for lunch. A double portion of pancakes for you, I think.”

Luke tugged at his arm. “Why?” 

James pressed his hand against Luke’s stomach again. “Someone is growing a baby. Which is why they’re hungry all the time and why their stomach is growing faster than the rest of them.”

Luke looked down at himself with wonder.

“Are you sure?”

“Definitely. But we’ll call Alicia and pay Glenoak a visit. She can confirm it and you can tell Adam the good news.”

Luke kept trying to smile but not quite managing it.

“Is this a good thing?”

He cupped Luke’s cheek, leaning in to press a kiss to his lips. “This is an amazing, wonderful thing. I have never been so happy or so proud.”

The smile finally broke through Luke’s doubts, his eyes bright with happiness.

 

An escort of Fenrir's Warriors accompanied Matt and Zack on their visit to Zack's Pack. They brought the children, Oliver cradled in Matt's arms while Zack wrangled an excitable Rosie.

Gregory, the new Alpha, came to greet them and took their entourage in his stride, stepping forward with confidence and holding out a hand to greet Zack.

"Zachariah. Matthew. It is good to see you both." He shook Matthew's hand too, an act which surprised them both.

"Hello, Gregory," Zack greeted.

"First, before we say anything else, I want to extend to you my sincerest apology for how you were treated when you were last here. I don't share my late father's bigotry and neither will our Pack any longer. If you choose to return here, you will be reinstated as the secondary Alpha line without question."

"And Derek?"

Matt knew Zack was going to ask the question. They'd talked about it beforehand. Zack wasn't sure he trusted them to be safe in a Pack where Derek held power given his previous betrayal.

"Derek is no longer living in the Pack. He mated Molly from Foxdale Pack, as I'm sure you're aware. She was expecting her first child and missing her family so we felt it best for all concerned that they should live there."

Gregory took a step closer, lowering his voice. "Though, between you and me, he and Molly have had some disagreements and I believe while he's living in Foxdale, he's no longer living with her and has moved in with someone else. My brother moves on quickly, as I'm sure you've realized."

Matt hid his sigh of relief at knowing they wouldn't have to contend with another confrontation with Derek and he was happy to see Zack relax a fraction too.

"Now, I won't keep you too long from your family. Why don't we talk while we walk to your parent's house? It's not far."

The spring was finally here, snowdrops blooming and tulips pushing up through the soil. After a day and a half of travel, it was nice to get out and stretch their legs. As they walked, Gregory filled Zack in on all the changes that had happened since he'd been exiled. Most of it meant nothing to Matt, except those people and places Zack had talked about. 

He was filled with trepidation at the thought of meeting Zack's parents. What would they think of him? Of their children? Would they be welcome? He tried to picture his own family if he and Zack were to arrive at their front door but all he could see was an image of his father, enraged and shouting.

"Here we are," Zack said, pulling Matt from his thoughts. They had stopped in front of a pretty house, with a wooden fence and a well-tended garden.

Gregory said his goodbyes, promising to check in with them again before they left for home.

Zack nudged Matt in front of him up the garden path. They were only halfway to the door when it was thrown open, a couple emerging.

"Mom, Dad," Zack called and hurried forward as they rushed down the steps towards them.

"Zack!" the woman shouted and there were a few moments of pandemonium as the baby woke with a cry, Rosie squirmed out of Zack's arms to the ground, and both of Zack's parents tried to hug him at the same time.

Zack's mother turned to Matt.

"And this must be Matthew. We are so thrilled to finally meet you. You can call me Regina." And he was engulfed in a tight hug. She pulled back, a broad smile on her face. "Look at you, you're quite the beauty."

Matt blushed, not knowing where to look. "Dan, come say hello to Matthew. Oh, and this must be little Rosie." Within seconds, Regina brought order to the chaos, picking up Rosie as Zack took Oliver and Zack's father shook Matt's hand.

"Lovely to meet you, at last, Matthew." There were tears in Dan's eyes and he stepped forward, pulling Matt into a hug. "Welcome to the family." 

 When he let go, he turned his attention to Oliver. Regina was showing Rosie the rosebushes that bore her namesake. "And this is my grandson. May I hold him?"

Both Matt and Zack nodded eagerly. Matthew thinking to himself that there was very little he could deny Zack's parents, their manner was so friendly and open.

As Dan held Oliver, Regina carried Rosie back over.

"We have some lunch laid out inside. Why don't we go in? Your friends are very welcome, there's more than enough to go around." She indicated the Warriors who had accompanied them and were hanging around the garden gate.

"Thank you, that would be wonderful," Zack said, throwing an arm around Matt. "I've missed you both so much."

"It hasn't been the same. Not one day has gone by that we haven't thought about you, worried and wondered. But you're here. With your own beautiful family." Regina's eyes filled with tears.

"We couldn't be more proud," Dan added. "Of both of you and what you've achieved. Love grows stronger with trials and tribulations. The bond you have must be near unbreakable."

Matt cuddled closer to Zack at his father's words, smiling from ear to ear. This was it, what he'd always wanted. Family. Acceptance. Love.

 

Luke held tightly to the ultrasound picture Alicia had given him as he sat eating lunch with Adam. His brother was smiling broadly and telling Luke all the things he could expect from being pregnant. Swollen ankles and back pain didn’t sound like much fun but he liked the idea that he’d be able to feel the baby move and kick. Already he could just make out the second heartbeat beneath his own.

He could hear James talking with Seb and Ben in the next room. While he wasn’t following the conversation closely, he knew what they were talking about. Gray Valley. Since their attempt to help Jeremy retake Eagle Creek, the Valley had become isolated. Their allies were withdrawing support. From listening to James talk about it, Luke knew that the territory belonged to Ben, the same way Eagle Creek had belonged to James. But the fight to get it back wasn’t going to be easy. Gray Valley had all their own people, the survivors of Eagle Creek, and as many rogues as they’d been able to amass in the past two months. The Pack Council weren’t yet willing to call for direct action against them, so Eagle Creek and Glenoak were looking at their options.

He could see the conversation bothered Adam, who chattered on about pregnancy and babies, smiling to disguise his fear. But Luke knew his brother better than that. Years of separation hadn't stolen their connection.

“It’ll be okay. Ben loves you and the boys. And he’s smart and strong. He isn’t about to be reckless.”

Adam considered his words, his face falling.

“You’re right, I know. It’s just Gray Valley has always meant so much to him. There’s such a hurt there, one that has never truly healed. I’m not sure the boys and I are enough to soothe that. I kind of wish he’d just forget about it and be happy with what we have, with where we are. We’re safe and well taken care of. We have roles within the Pack and we’re valued for our contributions.”

He pushed the thoughts away with a wave of his hand, trying to bring the smile back to his face. “Enough about me. I want to hear more about you.”

Luke shrugged, smiling happily as he looked down at the picture he held.

“I don’t know what to say. Everything is great. I found you again. And I have James and he’s better than anything Tobias raised me to expect. And now we’re having a baby and I don’t have to be afraid for them, because James will love us and take care of us.”

“Well said,” his Alpha replied and Luke turned to see him in the doorway. He blushed, not realizing James had been standing there, listening to his every word.

James walked up to stand behind him and Luke leaned back against him, enjoying the way his Alpha wrapped his strong arms around him. He felt safe, protected, and loved. A feeling he would hold on to, always.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Author's Note

 

Thank you for reading The Alpha’s Heart, I hope you enjoyed James and Luke’s story and the continuation of Zack and Matt’s. If you have a moment to spare, please consider leaving a review.
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