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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Thorn liked the night shift at the firehouse. There was something about driving home in the early morning as the first light of day touched the world. A point came where he had to make a choice—take the turn for his house or continue on to the packhouse. There was a time when he wouldn’t have hesitated to drive straight to the packhouse and join the others for breakfast. But that was before. Before Brax and Cole had found mates. Before the world knew of their pack’s existence. Before the house had been filled with cubs.

      More and more, the packhouse no longer felt like a place he belonged. He recognized the disconnect but couldn’t seem to do anything to turn the tide. The nature of being a pack’s Sentinel meant he was always a step apart, always on the outside looking in. It hadn’t mattered so much before, but now, when their lives had so much and his had so little… It was like a chasm had opened up between them. He didn’t know how to bridge the divide.

      He was just passing the Beckers’ farm when old Mr. Becker stepped out onto the road, waving him down. He rolled down his window as he brought the truck to a stop.

      “Morning, Arnold.”

      “Just the person I wanted to see. There’s a cat stuck in my tree. Been up there since yesterday morning. I was sure it would find its own way down, but it’s still up there.” Arnold cast his gaze skyward. “Supposed to rain again today, and the temperature dropped last night. Poor thing must be half-frozen.”

      The last thing Thorn wanted to do was chase some feral cat around a tree, but he couldn’t say no. Just the week before, they’d rescued Debbie Marner’s new kitten when it got stuck up her chimney. He could hardly say that cats didn’t fall under his remit, even if he wasn’t on duty right then.

      “Sure, why don’t I take a look? Might be it’ll come down once it’s hungry enough, or maybe it needs a helping hand.”

      He didn’t envy the day shift having to come out for a stray.

      “Much obliged to you.”

      Thorn parked his truck off the road and followed Arnold around to the side of the house.

      “Up there,” the old man said, gesturing to a tall, broad oak tree. “It’s sheltering near the trunk.”

      Thorn followed where he pointed, scanning the foliage. He found what he was looking for, his eyes widening. Just how bad was Arnold’s eyesight?

      “That’s not a cat, Arnold. It’s a cub of some sort.”

      “Like a lion?”

      “A leopard, maybe. It’s hard to be sure from down here.”

      “Don’t think anyone hereabouts is keeping big cats. Haven’t heard of anyone losing one, anyway,” Arnold said with a laugh.

      “How about missing kids?” Maybe this was just an animal cub, escaped from some wildlife sanctuary, but Thorn didn’t think so.

      “Oh, hell,” Arnold said. “Should I call the police? An ambulance?”

      Thorn suspected flashing lights and sirens weren’t going to encourage the cub to climb on down. But the tree looked sturdy enough, and the cub wasn’t right at the top. He could risk climbing up.

      “No, let’s not frighten the little guy. I’ll go up and get him. We can figure out if it’s the wildlife rescue or the human sort we should be calling once we get him down.” If he called the police out for an animal cub, Deputy Thomas would never let him live it down.

      He rolled up his sleeves and approached the trunk of the tree, searching for the best path to climb. He grabbed the first branch and hauled himself up, keeping an eye on the cub at all times. The little guy hadn’t moved, curled up in a ball where the branch he was on met the tree’s trunk.

      Thorn was almost halfway to him before the cub realized he was approaching. A tiny nose poked out and scented the air. Thorn stilled and watched. If the cub panicked and ran, he might slip and fall. That was the last thing Thorn wanted. But the little guy just curled up tighter, as if hoping he could hide from the world.

      Thorn quickened his pace as the wind picked up. This close, he could catch the cub’s scent. That was confirmation enough that he was dealing with a shifter cub and not escaped wildlife. He would not lose this kid.

      When he reached the branch below where the cub was huddled, he paused to decide what to do next. The cub hadn’t moved again but, despite his stillness, the slight twitch to his ears told Thorn that he was well aware of the alpha’s presence.

      Moving slowly, Thorn grabbed hold of the branch the cub was on and eased himself up. The branch was sturdy, and he straddled it, facing the cub. If the little guy decided to run now, he had to go up or down, and not across. That was safer for everyone.

      “Hi there,” Thorn murmured.

      He watched and waited. The cub’s ears twitched again, the only sign that he’d heard him. Thorn could make out the distinct pattern of the cub’s fur. Definitely a leopard. And his scent was very clearly omega.

      “You must be cold and hungry, stuck out here all night. How about we get you down, get you warm, and find you something to eat? Doesn’t that sound good?”

      It was hard to judge a cub’s human age from their animal size. At a guess, this one was a toddler, or perhaps a little older. He might well understand what Thorn was saying, even in his leopard form.

      When the cub didn’t move or make a sound, Thorn pushed closer. There was nothing for it; he’d have to make a grab for him. He couldn’t ease into it and give the cub a chance to get used to his touch. He’d likely bolt at the first brush of Thorn’s hand.

      Thorn gave it to the count of three and reached out. The cub’s reaction was immediate, his head coming up as he hissed and swiped at Thorn’s hand. Startled, Thorn pulled back. The cub didn’t move, watching him fearfully, panting for breath.

      “Come on, now,” Thorn coaxed. “You can’t stay up here forever. It’s going to rain soon; you’ll be cold and wet. And then it’ll get dark again. You don’t want to be out here in the dark, little one.”

      He reached out again, slower this time. The cub watched his hand like it might attack at any moment, hissing softly. Thorn persevered, letting his fingers touch the top of the cub’s head, stroking through the damp, matted fur. The cub let out a soft whine and shivered, then launched himself off the branch.

      Thorn barely had time to react as the cub threw himself against his chest and sunk his tiny claws into him, hanging on for dear life.

      “Shh,” Thorn murmured, securing a hand around the cub. “That’s right. Good job, little guy. I’ve got you.”

      He glanced down at Arnold, who gave him a wave.

      “Need help getting down?” the old man called.

      “No,” Thorn shouted back, feeling the cub tremble at the sound of his voice. “We’re coming now.”

      He managed to work his jacket open and closed it tightly over the cub. Between that and the cub’s clinging claws, he’d be secure for the climb down.

      “Hold tight, kiddo. Let’s get you out of this tree. You’ve been up here long enough.”

      He climbed down carefully, making slow work of it. It was a relief to have his feet on the ground again. The cub was huddled under his jacket and made no move to come out.

      “Looks young,” he commented to Arnold. “Any of your neighbors hereabouts have a toddler?” Thorn was distantly familiar with the families nearby but wouldn’t know them as well as Arnold did.

      Arnold shook his head. “Greta Simons has a young granddaughter, but I think she’s a hare.”

      Thorn pulled out his phone and called Brax. Arnold’s farm was right on the outskirts of pack land so, by Thorn’s reckoning, the cub was their problem to deal with.

      He explained the situation, waiting patiently while Brax brought Oliver into the conversation. The consensus was clear. As the closest refuge in the county for omega kids, Thorn should take him straight to the packhouse. They’d deal with the rest—notifying police and Social Services—once they were sure the cub was safe.

      “I’ll take it from here, Arnold,” Thorn told him. “We’ll get him back to his family.”

      “Better you than me,” the old man said.

      Thorn returned to his car. The first hurdle was getting the cub into a seat of his own. He just didn’t want to let go, clinging tighter when Thorn tried to move him.

      He gave up after a few attempts and settled into the driver’s seat.

      “It’s only a few miles. I’ll drive slow.”
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      Every bone in Daniel’s body ached, but he couldn’t stop running. The wind howled through the trees of the forest as he raced as fast as he could away from Sammy. Was he far enough away that they wouldn’t catch his trail?

      Another howl, but this time it wasn’t the wind. The pack had picked up his scent; they were closing in. He wouldn’t make it easy for them. He had to be strong, for Sammy’s sake.

      He splashed across the river, running downstream through freezing water in the hopes of them losing his scent. Maybe this time, they’d escape for good. Clambering back up onto the shore, he shook off the water and raced into the cover of the trees. No use hiding his scent if the pack’s scouts spotted his patterned fur in the twilight.

      Behind him, the pack had gone quiet. Had he lost them, or were they just masking the signs of their pursuit? They might be hoping to lure him out, make him think he was safe before they pounce. Or—his heart faltered at the thought—it wasn’t his trail they’d found at all, but Sammy’s.

      No. He was far from Sammy now. Very far. There was no way they had found the cub. Unless Sammy followed him back…

      The fear was enough to make him slow to a stop and turn, looking back the way he’d come. If they had found Sammy, then he had to go back. There was no use in running; he couldn’t leave without his cub.

      A twig snapped nearby, and he jerked toward the sound, his heart thudding loudly in his ears. He took off again, through the trees. The sounds of his pursuers reached him. They were close; too close. A hyena jumped from a tree and landed in his path. He changed direction, only for another shifter to block his way. A boar this time. He turned again, desperate for freedom, but there was nowhere to go. Everywhere he looked, one of Harrison’s men was there, and then Harrison himself. He was surrounded.

      The alpha stepped forward, towering over him. Daniel knew there was no point in delaying the inevitable. He let the change wash over him, winding up on all fours on the ground. When he tried to stand, his human legs shook beneath him, barely holding his weight. Exhausted, he sank to his knees and let his head fall.

      “Where is he?” Harrison demanded, grabbing him by the shoulder, his grip bruising. “Where is my son?”

      Daniel stayed silent, his eyes falling closed. He’d been warned that packs were dangerous, that he should stay far away from them. He wished he’d had that choice.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel was dragged back to the packhouse and dumped on the basement floor. He was very familiar with the basement after four years in Harrison’s tender care. The alpha in question fisted a hand in Daniel’s hair and dragged his head up, holding eye contact.

      “Where is Sammy?”

      Daniel kept his mouth shut. The longer he stayed silent, the safer Sammy would be. Assuming he was safe at all. That was all Daniel’s fault. He was supposed to find Sammy a safe place to hide before leaving him. But in his panic to get away, they’d gotten lost, and he’d run out of time. He’d had to leave Sammy behind so he could lead the pack away from their trail. But now he’d been caught again, and Sammy was out there all alone.

      Harrison let go of his hair, casually backhanding him and sending him sprawling across the floor. The cold fury in his voice was enough to make Daniel shiver. This was Harrison at his most dangerous.

      “Strike three,” the alpha said, looming over him, his eyes boring into Daniel’s. “That’s three times now you’ve tried to run, three times you’ve tried to take my son from me. I thought you’d learned your lesson after the last time. But I see now I was too easy on you. I didn’t impress on you the depth of your foolishness.”

      Daniel knew this wasn’t just about him running. Harrison was always angry with him these days. He had a list of grievances a mile long about his second mate, everything from Daniel’s appearance to how he was raising Sammy.

      He yelped when Harrison kicked him, knocking him onto his back on the floor. The alpha straddled him, one hand closing over Daniel’s neck tight enough to block his airway.

      “By the time I’m finished with you, I’ll know all your secrets, big and small. And you’ll remember how to be the model omega for your revered alpha.”

      Daniel tried to drag in a breath but couldn’t, panic growing inside him.

      The door swung open behind them, and Harrison growled at the intrusion.

      “We caught another trail, alpha. Three miles southwest.”

      The pressure against Daniel’s neck lifted as Harrison stood. Daniel rolled onto his side, gasping for breath, watching the alpha’s back as he walked away.

      “I’ll deal with you later,” Harrison promised. “Now, I’m bringing my son home.”

      The door slammed shut, the heavy bolt sliding home. Daniel let out a sob of relief, his hand coming up to rub gingerly at his neck. Southwest was the fake trail he’d laid down two days before, hoping that the weather would be dry and it might buy them some time. It meant Sammy was safe, for now. But Daniel still needed to get back to him, somehow. He knew from experience that there was no escaping his basement cell. It was designed to hold people as long as Harrison wanted them kept. Daniel had spent many a week in there. Months once, back in the early days when he was still learning his place. His time with Harrison had been at best a chore, and at worst, a nightmare. Daniel just wished he’d seen the truth sooner.

      Letting his eyes close, he dozed for a while. His body still ached from hours and hours of racing through the forest, but his mind couldn’t settle. Even in his dreams, he was still running for his life.
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      As Thorn pulled into the driveway of the packhouse, he found the front door open. Brax and Oliver were waiting for him.

      “Kira and Alice are in the living room,” Oliver said softly as Thorn climbed out. “They want you to come inside, give the cub some time to acclimatize, and they’ll take it from there.”

      Thorn had no argument with that. They were the professionals.

      The cub went very still beneath Thorn’s jacket as they stepped inside the house. His ears twitched, and his nose scented cautiously. He knew he was in a strange place and didn’t know what to make of it.

      “It’s okay,” Thorn told him. “This is a safe place for you. Lots of nice people, warm blankets, and tasty food. You must be hungry, huh?”

      He followed Oliver into the living room, where Alice and Kira had towels, a basin of water, clothes, and other necessities gathered together.

      Thorn carefully unzipped his jacket as he took a seat on the couch.

      “How about it, buddy? Ready to shift back and get warmed up?”

      If anything, the cub clung tighter to him, digging his claws through Thorn’s shirt. He was pretty sure the little leopard had drawn blood.

      “Okay,” he conceded, closing his jacket over. “Not ready yet. That’s okay. You just hang tight for a little bit while we warm up.”

      Half an hour passed with not so much as a murmur out of the cub and no sign that he was loosening his grip. Alice tried to help. She sat next to Thorn on the couch, her soft voice soothing as she tried to coax the little omega to let go. Thorn could tell the cub was listening to her, but when she tried to touch him, he hissed in warning, his fur standing on end. She backed off, moving to the other side of the room, where she and Kira had a hushed conversation.

      “Let’s give him more time,” Kira suggested. “The cub seems most comfortable with you, Thorn. Perhaps he’ll take some food or water from you? That might put him at ease enough to let go.”

      Another hour went by as Thorn did everything he could to encourage the cub to take a bite of some food or lap some milk or water. But the little omega had his claws and nose firmly buried in Thorn’s shirt.

      “He’s not budging,” Alice said eventually. “I think he’s taking his cue from you, Thorn.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Thorn asked, frustrated but trying to keep his tone even.

      “Just that you’re not very comfortable right now, and the little one is picking up on it. He has decided that you’re his measure of safety. When you relax, he will too.”

      Well, there was no way Thorn could relax with a terrified cub attached to him and two pairs of eyes watching his every move.

      “What do you suggest?” He was open to ideas at this point.

      Alice and Kira shared a look before Kira spoke. “It may sound unorthodox, but the best thing for the cub right now is to be close to you in an environment you’re very comfortable in.”

      There was only one place Thorn felt comfortable these days.

      “You’re suggesting I take him home with me?”

      “Just until he’s feeling secure enough to change form. Once that happens, and we can introduce other people into his care structure, we can transition him back to the packhouse.”

      “Me alone with a cub sounds like a bad idea.”

      He tried to gently pry the little one from his chest. That only caused the cub to double down, his claws digging in painfully. “But I guess we don’t have a better option right now, do we?”

      “Forcibly separating him from you would be highly traumatizing,” Kira said softly.

      “And he seems plenty traumatized as it is,” Thorn agreed as he zipped up his jacket around the cub and pushed slowly to his feet. “I guess I should bring some of this stuff with me?”

      Alice started gathering up the blankets and things while Kira reassured Thorn.

      “You can call us, day or night. We’ll give you two some space to acclimatize today. But we’ll keep in touch by phone, and be by first thing tomorrow morning to see how things are going.”

      “Hopefully he’ll have shifted by then.”

      “It takes time,” Alice warned him. “Days, weeks, sometimes even months.”

      He knew his face must have shown just how unhappy he was to hear that.

      “But we’ll come up with something,” Kira assured him with a small smile. “Just focus on making him feel safe. Things will soon come to rights.”

      He felt like they were just placating him, but what could he do? The cub didn’t want to let go, so he was going wherever Thorn went.
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        * * *

      

      It was early afternoon by the time Thorn got the cub home. The little guy’s claws still had a tight grip on him, but Thorn had the sense that he was tiring.

      He had a bag of clothes and blankets, and another of food. As he looked them over, he thought about what Kira and Alice had said—that he needed to bring the cub to the place he felt most comfortable. There was only one room in his house that fit that description.

      “Alright, my workshop it is.”

      He talked to the cub as he walked through the house, hoping that might put him at ease in his new environment.

      “I hope you like it here, buddy. This is my favorite place in the whole house. It’s cozy and quiet. You must be tired by now.”

      He pushed open the door and switched on the lights, illuminating the workbenches on one side with his half-finished project and the worn couch on the other.

      “Let’s get situated and have something to eat. How does that sound for a plan?” He didn’t know about the cub, but he was ravenous.

      The cub lifted his head and took a peek around the room.

      “I know it doesn’t look like much,” Thorn said. “But I spend a lot of my day in here.” And more nights than he could count. More often than not, he crashed on the workshop couch rather than in his bed.

      He settled down onto the couch, setting the bags next to him as he unzipped and shrugged off his jacket. The cub did not like that, whining softly and curling closer.

      “Easy, buddy. You hang tight. We’re not going anywhere.”

      He pulled a blanket out of the bag next to him, covering the cub with it. There was a pause before the cub squirmed, loosening his grip on Thorn’s shirt.

      “That’s it,” Thorn encouraged.

      He reached into the other bag for some food. In his leopard form, the cub would have a more limited diet. Thorn searched around until he found a container with some plain shredded chicken. He opened it, showing it to the cub. He could see his little nose twitch at the scent.

      He popped a piece into his mouth, exaggerating his chewing. “Yum, that’s tasty. Want some?”

      Holding out a piece, he waited to see if the cub would take it. After a long moment, the cub’s nose twitching furiously, he snatched the chicken from Thorn’s fingers and disappeared under the blanket.

      Thorn laughed softly and picked up another piece of chicken. The cub pushed his head out from under the blanket, snagged it, and dragged it under with him.

      “Nice, huh?”

      He checked through the bag, finding a bottle of formula milk tucked in among the rest. Deciding it was worth a try, he took off the lid, shook it, and offered it to the cub.

      It seemed like the cub didn’t know what to make of it at first, if his attempt to chew the top was any indication. But he caught on, his hunger and thirst overriding his instincts.

      Thorn’s phone buzzed. He silenced it quickly, not wanting to disturb the cub, then answered it.

      “Hi, Brax.”

      “You’re on speaker with me, Oliver, and Kira. We’ve been thinking it over. We wonder if we should send someone to spend the night at your place. Alice, maybe?”

      Thorn tensed at the suggestion. In his lap, the cub stopped drinking, whining softly. Thorn tucked the blanket a little tighter around him and kept his voice low.

      “You said that if I relax, he’ll relax. How am I supposed to relax with someone in my space?”

      He was a Sentinel—he needed breathing room, somewhere he could go that was away from the pack. If they were all in on top of him…

      Another whine from the cub had him cursing softly under his breath as the little leopard huddled under the blanket.

      “Sorry, kiddo.”

      There was a hurried discussion between the other three on the end of the phone, and then Oliver came on the line.

      “We’ll give you some space, Thorn. Call us at any time, day or night. We’ll check in by phone tomorrow morning and plan a visit, if you’re up for it.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      He ended the call before any more could be said, sinking down into the couch.

      “Okay under there?”

      A little nose poked out, the cub searching around.

      “Looking for this?” Thorn asked, nudging the bottle toward him. The cub eagerly seized it and resumed drinking.

      “Warm, fed, rehydrated. We’re doing pretty good, aren’t we?” What else did a cub need?

      When the little leopard let go of the bottle and yawned widely, Thorn laughed softly.

      “And a good night’s sleep to finish.” He glanced around the room. “Of course, what you really need is a little den to bed down in for the night.”

      He coaxed the cub into drinking a little more, and then he stood. With one hand securely around the cub, he started searching the room for what he needed. He found a large, empty wooden crate and set it on the floor next to the couch. He piled cushions and blankets inside, building a warm nest. That done, he sat back down on the couch and tried to work out how to get the cub into it.

      “See what I’ve got for you?” he murmured. “A nice, cozy bed. Safe and warm.”

      The cub yawned again, flashing tiny teeth at Thorn.

      “And I’ll be right here next to you the whole time.”

      When he tried to lift the leopard off his chest, the little one resisted, digging his claws in.

      “Come on, now,” Thorn coaxed. “I made this den just for you.”

      He tried again, catching the cub in the middle of another yawn. The leopard’s distraction made it easier, and Thorn set him down in the little pile of blankets.

      The cub shivered, his eyes watching Thorn anxiously.

      “Not going anywhere,” Thorn assured him, reaching a hand down and letting the cub sniff it.

      After a moment of staring at him in suspicion, the cub squirmed around and burrowed into the nest of blankets with a low rumble.

      “You like that, huh? Yeah, I thought you would.”

      Thorn stretched out on the couch, keeping one hand in the makeshift den. He wasn’t surprised when the little leopard cuddled up against him. Within seconds, the cub was asleep.

      Thorn shut his eyes and tried to rest. He knew sleep wasn’t likely to come. He was a Sentinel with a vulnerable cub in his care. His every instinct was telling him to protect this child.
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      The scrape of the bolt across the door woke Daniel. He feigned sleep, keeping his eyes shut and not moving.

      “Wake up, idiot.”

      At Jaxon’s taunting tone, he forced his tired eyes open and sat up, wincing as pain lanced across his side. Harrison had been back twice to question him over the days he’d been locked in there. The alpha got angrier and angrier when Daniel refused to speak.

      “Always causing trouble,” the omega complained as he stepped into the room. “It’s not that hard, dummy. Keep your mouth shut and your legs open. Harrison didn’t mate you for your intellect.”

      He slammed a tray down onto the floor next to the door.

      “No food today; Harrison’s orders. They’re out searching again. Be out there until dawn, by the looks of things. You could make it easy on yourself, tell us where you stashed the brat.”

      Daniel stared past Jaxon, fixing his gaze on the wall.

      “Suit yourself. He’s going to flay the skin off your back when he comes home. You won’t be seeing daylight for a very long time.”

      The door slammed shut, the omega’s footsteps fading into the distance.

      Daniel eyed the cup of water on the tray. He was desperately thirsty, and it would be a while before Jaxon bothered to bring more. He winced as he stood up, his whole body protesting even that simple movement. After taking a moment to catch his breath, he slowly made his way across the basement to the tray. With a groan of pain, he crouched down and reached for the cup. Grasping it in both hands, he took a long drink. As he went to set the half-full cup down, he spotted something inside it that glinted in the dim light of the basement. Confused, he stuck his fingers into the cup and pulled out a familiar key. It was for the moped that Harrison sometimes let him or Jaxon ride into the nearby town when they needed supplies. They never went alone; he always sent a Protector with them.

      He stared at the key for a long moment, then regarded the door. He hadn’t heard the bolt slide back into place when Jaxon left. Could it be…?

      He grasped the door handle and pulled. The door swung open. His heart started thumping, his adrenaline kicking in and dulling the pain.

      Clasping the moped key tightly in his hand, he stared down the corridor for a long moment. Was this a trick? Would Harrison be waiting for him at the top of the stairs? However it looked, this wasn’t Jaxon doing him a favor. The other omega hated him. What he wanted most was Daniel out of the way. Sammy too. Maybe he saw his chance to get that, if Daniel escaped for good or his attempts to run finally made Harrison furious enough to kill him. It wouldn’t matter much to Jaxon which one it was. But it mattered to Daniel.

      Creeping upstairs, he kept his ears and eyes peeled. While most of the pack were out searching for Sammy, there would be at least one alpha and a contingent of betas guarding the house and the pack territory. Still, he had the cover of darkness on his side and, hopefully, the element of surprise.

      He made it to the garage without being seen. The moped was ready and waiting by the door, with a full tank of gas. Jaxon had been busy. He wanted Daniel as far away as possible, and there was nothing Daniel desired more at that moment.

      Knowing the sound of the engine would be like a red rag to a bull for the guards, he pushed the moped outside and along the tree line as he followed the driveway. Only when he was through the gate and onto the public road did he climb on and start the engine. With any luck, the guards close enough to hear would assume he was just passing traffic.

      Seconds later, he was racing down the road, hoping against hope that Sammy was safe. Daniel would find him and, this time, they’d outrun the pack for good.
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        * * *

      

      Daniel didn’t pay any attention to speed limits as he drove, grateful for the darkness of night hiding his movements. By the time the pack learned he was gone, there would be no way to track him.

      It took a frustratingly long time to reach the spot where he’d left Sammy. Their frantic flight through the forest in the dark had been driven by instinct and the fear of being caught. Finding the same place by road wasn’t easy. He took half a dozen wrong turns before spotting a familiar tree near the bend of a river. Afraid to abandon the moped, he pushed it along. It was hard going getting the bike across the rough ground, but he knew they’d need it if they were going to get clean away with the pack already on high alert.

      His heart ached with relief when he found the place he’d last seen Sammy. He called softly, hoping that the cub hadn’t strayed far. They were near a quiet country road and a farm. When there was no answer to his call, he tried to track Sammy’s scent. It was tricky since so much time had passed. The scent trail was faint, but he caught it and followed.

      It led straight to a tall tree right outside the farmhouse. Knowing how Sammy liked to climb, Daniel stripped and shifted, scaling the tree in the hopes of finding him. But though his scent was strong near the trunk and among the high branches, there was no sign of him. And there was another scent, stronger than Sammy’s. A scent that spiked fear through Daniel’s heart. Alpha.

      He hurried down, shifting back and throwing on his clothes. He searched in vain for another scent trail to follow. Sammy would never have gone with a stranger, especially an alpha. Yet his scent didn’t travel further than the tree, and the only other scent Daniel got was the alpha’s. Sammy had vanished.
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      The cub woke once in the late afternoon. Thorn gave him some more food, then settled him back to sleep. He found himself drifting off as well, only to wake with a jerk when the cub landed on his chest with a cry.

      “What?” He tried to sit up and catch hold of the cub at the same time. The leopard cried plaintively and dug his claws in again.

      “Okay,” Thorn said, rubbing at his eyes. “I’m up. You’re up. Let’s…” He glanced at the window. It was dark outside. Groaning, he checked his watch.

      “It’s the middle of the night, kiddo. Time for little cubs to be fast asleep.”

      The leopard just stared at him, flicking his ears this way and that. Thorn listened and worked out what the cub could hear. It might have been quiet inside the house, but the woods outside were a hive of activity at night. Just thinking about it made Thorn restless. As the pack’s Sentinel, their borders were his responsibility. It had been almost four days since he’d last walked them. Too long. Mindful of what Kira had said about his state of mind being reflected in the cub’s, he decided that was something he should tackle. A restless cub and an equally restless alpha weren’t a good combination.

      “How about we go on an adventure? I know you’ve been on one of your own, but it might be nice to stretch our legs and get some fresh air.”

      He stood and searched around, eventually returning to the bag Alice had packed and tugging out a small, thin blanket. It was just the right size for what he needed—fashioning a sling for the cub so he could keep his hands free while they walked. The little leopard wasn’t too sure about it when Thorn helped him into it. But as soon as Thorn stepped outside, any anxiety about the sling was forgotten as the leopard hunched down into it, only his ears visible over the top. Thorn pressed a reassuring hand to him, but he didn’t think the cub was scared, exactly. More like he was sizing up the new environment.

      “You’re safe with me, kiddo,” he assured him. “I’ll protect you. These woods are ours. No one and nothing can hurt you.”

      He took off walking, continuing to murmur to the cub now and then.

      “Hear that? That’s a barn owl. They like to hunt mice and voles and things. Not cubs, though, so you don’t need to worry.”

      The cub’s eyes, ears, and nose were visible above the top of the sling, taking in everything as they walked. Thorn’s restlessness eased as he assured himself that nothing along the border had changed. It was the same as it always was.

      He noticed the cub squirming more and more as they walked and found a little clearing where he could let him down onto the ground. At first, the cub stood stock still next to him, watching and waiting. But after a moment, he relaxed and raced into the bushes. He emerged a minute later, circling around Thorn’s legs.

      “Doing okay down there?” Thorn asked. The cub bumped Thorn’s leg with his head in answer.

      Thorn took a seat on a fallen tree trunk and let the cub explore and play. He noticed the leopard kept one eye on him the whole time and would run back to him frequently. Anxious little guy, wasn’t he? Thorn supposed if he’d been abandoned in the middle of nowhere and left to fend for himself, he might be nervous too.

      “Ready to go home, kiddo? It’ll be dawn soon. I was thinking some hot milk might be just the thing to warm us up and get us back to sleep.”

      The cub could have milk. Thorn, who needed to get back into a normal daytime routine now that his night shifts were over, would be having coffee, and lots of it.

      He got his answer a moment later as the cub raced back to him and nudged at his hand. Thorn swooped him up into the sling and settled him securely inside.

      “There, that’s better.”

      During the walk back, he became suspicious of how quiet his charge had gotten. Just as he reached the house, he realized why: the cub had fallen fast asleep, tucked up inside the sling and curled against Thorn’s chest. With a huff of amusement, Thorn carried him back to the den.
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        * * *

      

      The next few days passed much the same. The cub slept a lot, ate when he woke, and when he got restless at night, Thorn brought him outside on patrol. It satisfied both their needs, though he knew it was a little unorthodox. If there was anything dangerous out there, he’d have his hands full trying to deal with it while keeping the cub safe.

      Kira and Oliver came to visit on the evening of the second day, in the hopes that they could try transitioning the cub’s care. Thorn was all for it. The little leopard was not.

      “He’s just in the workshop,” Thorn said, leading them inside. “He was asleep, but he woke about ten minutes ago. He’s still more of a night owl than a daytime kid, but we’re working on it.”

      He approached the little den box where the cub had been lying, only to pause when he saw it was empty.

      “He was right here.” The cub, who had been huddled under the couch, launched himself out of his hiding spot and raced up Thorn’s front, claws clutching tightly to his chest.

      “Hello there,” Kira said softly, coming closer. “It’s lovely to see you again.”

      The feeling wasn’t mutual, as the cub pressed tighter to Thorn with a frightened whimper.

      Kira backed off and let Oliver try.

      “Hi there, sweetheart,” Oliver murmured. “You’re being such a good cub for Thorn.” He stretched out a hand to touch the cub, only to be met with hisses.

      Thorn backed away, his eyes widening. “It’s okay, kiddo. Haven’t heard him hiss since the first day,” he said as an aside to Kira and Oliver.

      “That’s a good sign,” Kira assured him. “And he’s eating and drinking?”

      “Uh-huh. Like he’s making up for lost time. Prefers the solid food to the milk most of the time, so I’m guessing he’s not as young as all that.”

      If he was younger than a year, he’d stick almost exclusively to milk while in his animal form. Thorn guessed he might be closer to three or four, and his small size was thanks to him being an omega.

      “When’s your next shift at the firehouse?”

      “It was the day after tomorrow. I’ve swapped it for next week instead. That buys us some time.”

      Thorn was starting to suspect this was a longer-term problem than he’d hoped. He couldn’t put his life on hold indefinitely, but he’d give the cub as much time as he could to acclimatize.

      “I’ll come again tomorrow,” Kira said. “Just me this time. Maybe at a mealtime? I’ll sit down and eat with you. That way, he’ll start becoming accustomed to my presence during normal everyday activities.”

      “Sure,” Thorn said. He’d go along with whatever they thought was best, even if it meant sacrificing some of his independence. “We’ve been eating a little sporadically, but if you’re here around midday, we’ll eat lunch then.”

      “Any food a particular favorite for him?”

      “He’s quite partial to chicken,” he told her.

      “Then I’ll bring chicken. I’m not above a little bribery.”

      Thorn showed them out as far as the workshop door, sitting down heavily on the couch once they were gone.

      “I know it’s tough, kiddo, but they’re here to help you. So am I. You know that, right?”

      The leopard stared up at him with big wide eyes, mewling softly. Thorn stroked a hand through his fur.

      “Don’t worry about it. We’ll get there. There’s no rush.” From what the others had told him, no one had so far reported the cub missing or had any idea who he was. That wasn’t a good sign, but it meant he was in the right place.
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        * * *

      

      That night, they kept up their routine and headed out into the woods. The cub was now used to his sling and happy to watch the world from the vantage point it gave him. But his favorite part of their adventures was always when Thorn would let him down so he could explore. Thorn picked a different spot every time, loving how the cub grew bolder in his inquisitiveness.

      It was still dark when they returned home. Thorn crashed on the couch, the cub sleeping in his nest on the floor next to him. He kept one ear out for danger, as always, but managed to fall into a deep sleep.

      He woke to the sound of giggles, blinking his eyes open as he tried to work out where he was. He sat up, his eyes going straight to the nest. The cub was gone.

      “Kiddo? Where are you?”

      The giggles came again. Very human giggles.

      Moving cautiously, not wanting to spook his charge, Thorn got up and searched around the room. The sounds were coming from under his worktable. He crouched down and peered under.

      A little boy stared shyly back at him, his hands covering his face.

      “Hello, little one,” Thorn said warmly. “Are you okay under there?”

      The little boy was naked, for obvious reasons, and the room was a little chilly. Thorn tugged off his jacket.

      “How about you come on out of there?”

      The kid shook his head, a flash of fear crossing his face.

      “That’s okay,” Thorn told him, easing down to sit cross-legged on the floor. “There’s no hurry. But if you’re cold, I have this nice jacket here. And we could go to the kitchen for some cocoa.”

      He was sure cocoa had been in the supplies Alice had dropped off. It had seemed pointless when he was dealing with a leopard, but now that he had a little kid on his hands, he could see she might have been onto something.

      The boy eyed him cautiously, then crawled forward. He stopped, watching Thorn closely, then moved again. Thorn made sure to stay still, letting the kid come to him in his own time.

      “I’m really happy to see you,” he told him softly. “I was beginning to wonder if there was a little boy in there at all, or if I’d taken in a real leopard by mistake.”

      The kid giggled at that, and Thorn revised his age upward. At least three, maybe four. Too small for five. The cub moved within arm’s reach and pushed out from under the table to stand in front of Thorn.

      Thorn got his first good look at him, from his curly blond hair and green eyes, to the handful of mottled bruises on his skin. They were mostly knees and elbows, nothing unexpected in an active shifter kid.

      Thorn slowly held up his jacket. “What do you think? I bet you’d look pretty cool in this.”

      He let Thorn wrap it around him, and then Thorn gently drew him into a hug. When his arms tightened around Thorn, the alpha knew they were doing okay.

      “I’m going to pick you up now,” he said before lifting the kid into his arms as he stood. The boy clung to him, burying his face against Thorn’s neck. His fingers gripped Thorn tightly, reminiscent of his little leopard claws.

      Thorn took a seat on the couch and sat the little boy on his lap.

      “Let’s get a look at you,” he said, brushing a curl from his face. “I think maybe a bath might be in order. We have to make sure there’s a little boy under all this dust.”

      That brought another smile and a giggle from the nervous kid.

      “My name is Thorn,” he said slowly, tapping his chest twice. “What’s your name?”

      The little boy stared at him long and hard before answering. His voice was so quiet, Thorn almost had to strain to hear it.

      “Sammy.”

      He smiled, and the kid beamed back at him.

      “Well done. Hi, Sammy. It’s really good to meet you.”
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      Dawn arrived as Daniel sought Sammy’s trail, fretting when he couldn’t find any hint of where his cub might have been taken. He was so engrossed in his search that the crunch of footsteps on gravel made him jump. An old man stared at him suspiciously. He’d clearly come from the nearby farmhouse.

      “This is private property.”

      “I’m sorry.” Daniel stumbled to make his apologies. “I’m leaving.”

      It wouldn’t do to have the police called on him. If they figured out who he was, then his pack would be their first port of call. He picked up his moped and pushed it onto the road, pausing and glancing back at the old man.

      “I— I’m looking for a cub.”

      The man’s expression turned from suspicion to understanding.

      “Little leopard, was it?”

      Daniel nodded frantically. “Yes. Have you seen him? Where is he?”

      The man regarded him thoughtfully, and Daniel reined in his impatience.

      “He was stuck up my tree, poor devil. All day and all night. Local firefighter rescued him on his way home.”

      That explained the alpha scent around the tree.

      “Where did he take him?”

      If it was to a hospital, there was still a chance Daniel could get to him before Harrison did.

      “He took him home with him, I think.”

      “Who did?”

      “The firefighter.”

      Daniel thought he’d heard wrong.

      “He took him home?”

      Why would an alpha take an omega cub home with him?

      The old man looked suddenly uncertain. “Well, maybe not to his home. He took the cub with him and drove off that way.” He pointed along the road. “He lives in the old packkeeper’s house. Follow the road and take the right fork. It’s about two miles away. You’ll find it easily enough. If the leopard’s not there, there’s a sort of children’s home further on. He might be with them.”

      “Thank you.” Daniel wasn’t sure what to make of all that, but he was one step closer to Sammy and two steps ahead of Harrison.

      He started the moped and drove on, keeping his eyes peeled. The fork in the road was right where the old man said it would be. Daniel spotted the house in the distance through the trees and stopped the moped, climbing off. It wasn’t far.

      He pushed the bike into the forest, hiding it behind some thick bushes just off the road. Then he shifted. The less noise he made, and the more stealthily he moved, the better.

      The trees thinned closer to the house. There was an adjoining barn, and he could hear noise coming from inside. Chickens, maybe? He pushed his leopard instincts to one side, ignoring his hunger, and focused on Sammy’s scent. It was faint, but he’d definitely been there. There was a scent trail leading into the house. Sammy might still be inside. Daniel couldn’t hear anything; there were no sounds of anyone moving around within the house. Too early, maybe?

      He considered going inside but hesitated. There was an alpha in there. Daniel wouldn’t be able to break in without being heard. His best chance was to hide out and wait for an opportunity. He could stay in the forest, but given how sparse the trees were close to the house, he’d be too far away to spot Sammy if he was inside. The barn caught his eye. There was a high window leading to the rafters below the roof. As vantage points went, it was a good one. He’d be able to see the house from up close but could stay hidden up there, unseen by anyone else.

      His mind made up, he raced to the barn and leaped up. The chickens weren’t too happy to see him, but once he settled on a beam and stilled, they stopped making such a fuss. Daniel kept watch on the house, searching for any sign of his little boy and the alpha who’d taken him. He needed to get Sammy out of there, and quickly. As soon as he got the chance, he’d grab him and run. They’d get on his moped and drive away.

      The door to the house opened, and a tall, well-built guy strode out. Alpha, definitely. Daniel was too distracted searching for any sign of Sammy to notice that the alpha was headed straight for the barn.

      The door opened below him, and he froze, curled up tightly to stay out of sight. The alpha paused when he stepped inside. Could he scent Daniel? Did he know he was here? But the alpha started moving across the floor of the barn, pausing now and then. It took Daniel a long moment to work out what he might be doing. Was he collecting eggs? It was such a bizarre idea that Daniel forgot himself and almost leaned over to get a closer look. He pulled back just in time, forcing himself to keep still. It wouldn’t do to get caught now. Not when he and Sammy were so close to freedom.

      When the alpha left, Daniel went to the window and watched him head back inside the house, leaving the door open. He waited and waited, but the alpha didn’t return. This was his chance.

      He jumped down to the floor, scattering the chickens, most of whom ran out the open barn door. Shifting back, he crept out into the yard. There were clothes hanging on a washing line, and he grabbed the first thing that came to hand, pulling it on over his head. The back door was open and inviting, and there was no sign of the alpha.

      He started toward it, only for the alpha to round the side of the house.

      Daniel froze, looking from the alpha to the door. Could he get to Sammy before the alpha got to him? He raced for the door as the alpha ran toward him with a shout. At the last second, realizing he’d never make it to Sammy, he whirled around and tried to run away. In his haste, he tripped, crashing hard onto the ground. He cried out in pain, yelping as his arm was grabbed. Instinct made him fight, flailing his arms and legs.

      “Let me go. Let go.”

      The hands holding him flipped him over onto his back, the alpha looming over him. The fear and adrenaline only heightened his exhaustion and pain.

      “No, please,” he sobbed out, even as his vision darkened.
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      Thorn felt tired but triumphant. Sammy had stayed in human form for over a day. He wasn’t the chattiest of kids, but Thorn was learning how to draw him out of his shell. He’d been too big to sleep in his nest box for the night, so Thorn settled him on the couch instead, sleeping on the floor next to him. It wasn’t the most restful night’s sleep he’d ever had, but it was worth it when he woke to see Sammy sleeping peacefully above him.

      He decided some breakfast was the order of the day. When he got up, Sammy remained asleep. Thorn knew he needed the rest. He’d wake him once breakfast was ready. He searched the supplies sent from the house, then considered Sammy. Fresh food would be better to start the day off right. And what better than homegrown eggs?

      Mindful that he shouldn’t leave the cub alone for long, he grabbed a bowl and went out to the barn in search of eggs. The chickens clucked in greeting as he opened the door and let them out into the yard. They seemed a little more frazzled than usual, and he wondered if the foxes had been nosing around again. Once most of them were out, he stepped inside. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, and he froze. Someone was watching him. He took another step into the room, casting his gaze around without being obvious about it. Among the smell of chickens was a scent, out of place but a little familiar. He couldn’t see who or what was there, but he was certain of their presence. If a fox had gotten into the chicken coop, he needed to work out how.

      He crouched down and picked up an egg, setting it in his basket. As he stood, he let his gaze drift around. He couldn’t see anything out of place, just catching the faint hint of a stray scent that didn’t belong. He collected a few more eggs to send up to the packhouse and headed outside, leaving the door open. A quick headcount of the chickens in the yard confirmed none were missing, but Thorn knew that might not be the case for long if there was a predator hanging around. When they were done with breakfast, he’d have to check the barn over, make sure nothing had found its way inside.

      He found Sammy awake when he headed back inside, smiling shyly at him from the kitchen door.

      “Morning, kiddo. Eggs for breakfast. Tomorrow, you can help me find them.”

      The kid squirmed and stayed in the doorway.

      “Let’s go wash up, huh?” Thorn said, heading his way.

      Once they were finished in the bathroom, Sammy ran back into the workshop to play. Thorn made sure he was settled. He’d been feeling uneasy since visiting the barn. Something just didn’t feel quite right. He stepped out the front door, deciding to walk the perimeter of the house to ease the wary restlessness he felt. As he rounded the corner into the backyard, he faced an unexpected sight. There was a man in the middle of his yard, wearing his shirt.

      “Hey!” Thorn yelled.

      The man took off running toward the back door, and Thorn raced to head him off. Sammy was in there. Before the man reached the door, he changed direction, turning right and running along the side of the house. Thorn sped up, intent on catching him. This was his house, his pack’s territory. Whoever this man was, he didn’t belong here.

      “Stop!” Thorn shouted, watching as the intruder slipped and fell. He grabbed him before he could get away, shoving him over to get a good look at his face.

      “Let me go. Let go!” the man yelled as he was flipped onto his back. Thorn pinned him down.

      Scared green eyes stared back at him, dulled by exhaustion. “No, please.”

      “Who are you?” Thorn demanded, shaking him a little. But he was already putting the pieces together. The scent in the barn had been familiar for a reason. This was Sammy’s father.

      Before he could get an answer to his question, the omega went limp. Thorn caught his head before it could hit the ground, easing the stranger down. A closer look found telltale bruising along the omega’s jaw and neck. Damn it.

      He lifted the stranger into his arms and carried him inside. He brought him to the guest room, determined to keep him away from Sammy for now, at least until he figured out what was going on. He laid the omega down on the bed and phoned Brax.

      “Gonna need you to pay a house call,” he said. “No, not Sammy. I’ve got an injured omega on my hands. At a guess, he’s Sammy’s dad. He’s unconscious and pretty bruised up.”

      Brax promised to be right there. Thorn heard Sammy’s voice and went to the door. He glanced back, concerned about leaving the omega alone, but there was no sign of him waking. A complicated situation had just gotten even more complicated.

      He closed the door to the guest room and, after a moment of hesitation, locked it. He had to put Sammy’s safety first.

      “Hey, kiddo,” he greeted from the workshop doorway. “Want to help me make breakfast?”

      Sammy nodded, setting down his toy and racing over.

      “Can I stir, Thorny?”

      “Sure. Scrambled eggs it is.” There wasn’t much else he could successfully cook.

      He lifted Sammy into his arms and carried him to the kitchen, closing the door after him. He was just helping Sammy plate the eggs when Brax arrived, Oliver with him.

      “He’s in the guest room,” he explained as Sammy turned shy, hiding his face against Thorn’s side. “I locked the door, just to be safe.”

      “We’ll go see what we’re dealing with,” Brax told him. “You stay out here with Sammy.”

      Thorn was grateful they were there and relieved to be able to keep Sammy out of it for now. If this stranger really was Sammy’s father, then it raised a lot of questions.

      “Hungry, kiddo?” he asked as he added the last of the scrambled eggs to the plate. And here he’d thought today was going to be an easy day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel woke warm, which was how he knew something was wrong. The basement was always cold, his bedroom in the packhouse not much better. He peeked his eyes open and looked around. He was lying on a bed in a small room, covered up to his chin in blankets. The door creaked, and he surged upright, gasping when pain bloomed across his chest. He grabbed his side, crying out as he struggled to breathe through the agony.

      His gaze darted around the room, but it was empty. He subsided against the pillows with a muted sob. Where was he?

      The sight of a figure in the doorway made him jump. It was the alpha who’d chased him. He was easily Harrison’s size, tall and angry and…

      Pressing back against the headboard, he searched for an escape. Maybe the door… but no, the alpha was between him and it. He’d never get past.

      “Take it slow.”

      The alpha’s deep voice drew his eyes back to the doorway. He watched in horror as the man approached.

      “Try not to move around too much. You’ve got broken ribs.”

      It took a moment for Daniel to understand what the alpha was saying. That explained the pain. A few vicious kicks from Harrison had done it. He tried to look but found his ribs tightly bandaged.

      “The bones need time to knit. The doctor says another day or two in bed, and then no heavy lifting for a few weeks.”

      Daniel raised his head and stared openly at the alpha. His heart was thumping hard in his chest. None of this made any sense. Who would go to the trouble of getting a doctor for him? Why?

      He huddled closer to the headboard when the strange alpha moved nearer, but all he did was take a seat at the end of the bed.

      “It’s okay. You’ve had a rough time of it. You’re Sammy’s dad, right?”

      Daniel pushed himself upright, hissing at the pain in his ribs.

      “Easy,” the alpha cautioned again. “Take it slowly.”

      “Is Sammy here? Is he okay? Can I see him?”

      The alpha held up his hand at the barrage of questions. “Sammy’s fine. He’s taking a nap.”

      “He’s really okay?” Daniel was afraid to believe it.

      “He’s fine, I promise. You need to worry about yourself right now.”

      That sounded ominous. How much trouble was he in?

      “Those are some nasty injuries you’ve got,” the alpha continued.

      There wasn’t much Daniel could say to that, so he kept silent.

      “Maybe you’re hungry?” the alpha suggested, pushing to his feet. “I’ll bring you some lunch. After you’ve eaten, I’ll see if Sammy is awake.”

      All Daniel wanted was to see his cub.

      “Please.”

      “Stay here. I won’t be long.” He disappeared out the door.

      Daniel pushed away from the headboard and cautiously swung his legs off the side of the bed. Sammy was here somewhere. This was his chance to find him and get them both away.

      But when he tried to stand, the pain from his ribs forced a hoarse cry from his dry throat. He sank back onto the bed with a soft sob. If he could barely stand, how was he going to carry Sammy? How was he going to run with his cub? He looked down, noting his bare feet. There was more than one reason why running was out of the question.

      “Here.”

      The alpha was back, doing a double-take when he saw Daniel sitting on the side of the bed.

      “It’s just a sandwich. I’m not much of a cook.”

      He approached Daniel slowly, setting the tray down next to him on the bed.

      “Thanks,” Daniel whispered.

      “I’m sure you’re eager to see Sammy. But try to eat something. Brax said you looked like you could use a few good meals. Oh, and these.” He set two pills down next to a glass of water.

      Daniel knew his eyes must have been as big as saucers. Drugs?

      “Just painkillers,” the alpha assured him.

      Daniel bit his lower lip. He could see the frustration on the alpha’s face, but it didn’t reach his voice.

      “How about we make a deal? You swallow those down and take a few bites of that sandwich, and I’ll go get Sammy.”

      Daniel was used to Harrison using Sammy to force him to do things. But never things that were for his benefit. He couldn’t see what the alpha got out of him eating a sandwich and taking painkillers, unless they weren’t painkillers at all. But with the alpha dangling Sammy in front of him, what could he do? He so desperately wanted to see his baby boy.

      He swallowed the tablets dry and took three quick bites from the sandwich, eyeing the alpha expectantly as he chewed. The stranger gave a low laugh, shaking his head as he walked to the door.

      “I’m Thorn, by the way,” he called over his shoulder. “Have you got a name?”

      Daniel grabbed the glass and hurriedly swallowed some water.

      “It’s Daniel,” he called quietly, unsure if the alpha heard him.

      He forced himself to take another few bites of the sandwich and drained the glass of water, barely taking his eyes from the door.

      Hearing footsteps, he set his glass down and tried to stop his hands from shaking. What if the alpha was lying to him? What if Sammy wasn’t even here? What if—

      “Someone’s here to see you, Sammy. Shall we go see who it is? See if you want to say hi?”

      Daniel’s heart almost stopped at the little voice that answered.

      “Who?”

      They appeared in the doorway, and Daniel tried to get up, biting back another cry when his ribs screamed in protest.

      “Daddy?”

      His pain was forgotten when he saw his cub in the alpha’s arms. When he tried to stand again, Thorn waved him back down and set Sammy on the floor. The little boy ran right to him.

      Daniel scooped him up into his arms, mindful of his ribs as he hugged his little one tightly.

      “Sammy!”

      “Daddy!”

      “I’ve missed you so much. I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.”

      They clung to each other, all of Daniel’s fears fading into the background now that his cub was in his arms again. His very human cub. Daniel pulled back to look him over, marveling at him. It had been months since Sammy had been in human form. That was all Harrison’s doing. The alpha was such a bully. He’d terrorized Sammy, used him to make Daniel behave the way he wanted. Daniel did everything he could to protect Sammy, but it hadn’t stopped the cub from reverting to the behavior of a younger child, spending all his time in his animal form. It was a form of protection, a way to make himself feel safer. As a leopard cub, he was smaller. It was easier to hide.

      But now he was human, happy and smiling. What had happened in the few days they’d been apart?

      “Well, that answers that question.”

      He glanced up to find the alpha, Thorn, watching them closely.

      “Daniel, is it?”

      He nodded.

      “And Sammy is your son?”

      Another nod as he hugged Sammy to him.

      “How did you find him?”

      Daniel swallowed and spoke. “That farmer told me where to look. I didn’t think Sammy would still be here.”

      He was surprised when the alpha smiled.

      “If it had been up to me, he wouldn’t be. But those little claws of his have some grip. He had no intention of letting go.”

      Daniel managed a half-laugh, half-sob at that.

      “Thank you. Thank you so much.”

      “There’s a children’s home nearby, and we’re all part of the one estate. That’s where I brought him. Technically, he’s under their care right now, but we decided it was best that he stayed with me until he settled down.”

      “He looks well,” Daniel confirmed, running a hand across Sammy’s head. “I was so scared…”

      “How were you separated in the first place?”

      That was not a question Daniel wanted to answer. “I— It wasn’t supposed to happen that way, he wasn’t supposed to be alone. We got separated. I tried to get back to him…”

      Thorn gave him a look. The alpha wasn’t buying his vague story.

      “Right. Well, Daniel, you might not feel that you owe me an explanation, but I think the others are going to want more details than that before they’re happy to let Sammy leave with you.”

      Daniel knew that, of course he did. But he couldn’t tell the truth. People didn’t want to interfere with packs. If he told them, he was sure they’d send him and Sammy back. He couldn’t let that happen. But if he couldn’t tell the truth, maybe he could stick with a believable lie?

      “It’s my family. They… they want me to give Sammy up for adoption.”

      Thorn regarded him for a long moment.

      “And Sammy’s alpha father? Where does he stand in all this?”

      “He doesn’t want anything to do with us.”

      Thorn frowned.

      “How did Sammy end up hiding in a tree with you nowhere to be seen? And how did you wind up with broken ribs?”

      Daniel forced himself to meet the alpha’s eyes. “I… I had to get Sammy away before they could take him. They’d found this couple, and they were going to give him to them for money.”

      It wasn’t a total lie. When he’d last asked his family for help, that had been one of their plans. Of course, they hadn’t known the baby was an omega. Not then.

      “And abandoning Sammy was the best idea you could come up with?”

      Daniel shook his head, rushing to explain. “No. I… I was supposed to get him somewhere safe. But it all went wrong, and they were following us. I had to go back to throw them off our trail.”

      “They caught you?” Thorn surmised.

      He ducked his head and nodded. It was close to the truth.

      “That’s quite a story.”

      He kept his head down, waiting to hear what else the alpha would say. Would he decide Daniel was lying or give him the benefit of the doubt?

      “What next, then?”

      “I—” Daniel glanced up. If he told this alpha he didn’t have anywhere to go, would they take Sammy away?

      Thorn waited a moment, but when Daniel didn’t say anything more, he spoke again.

      “I think you should stay here, for now. You need to heal those ribs, and it seems like Sammy could do with a safe, stable place to stay while you get back on your feet.”

      It seemed too good to be true. There had to be a catch. But it was fair to say that, right then, Daniel wasn’t in any condition to bargain or run. Sammy beamed up at him, looking so happy. Would it really hurt to stay here for a while? For his sake?

      “You’ve already taken such good care of Sammy, and of me.” He pressed a hand against his bandaged ribs.

      “Like I said, this house is connected to the children’s home, and so am I. We were the closest safe haven for a cub like Sammy.”

      “Thank you all the same. If there’s anything I can do to repay you…”

      “Just focus on getting better and taking good care of that little one. He’s missed you.”

      “And I’ve missed him, so, so much.”

      He felt himself tear up but forced it back. He didn’t want to cry in front of Sammy. His cub had seen enough tears and sadness.
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      Thorn thought it would be tough adjusting to having not one but two invaders in his space. He’d gotten used to Sammy far easier than he’d expected, but he knew a cub was different to a grown adult, and an omega at that. Only… not so much. After a day or two, he’d expected his instincts to be screaming at him to get some distance, to carve out some space for himself. But, other than a keen awareness that he was sharing his home with a third person, it was like Daniel’s presence was set to neutral.

      It probably helped that the omega slept a whole lot. Between his injuries and however long he’d traveled to track down Sammy, Daniel spent far more time asleep than awake those first few days. Now and then, Thorn would hear soft footsteps padding into the bathroom, but Daniel never ventured anywhere else in the house.

      Thorn brought him drinks and food, a little concerned when Daniel rarely did more than pick at his plate. It couldn’t even be blamed on Thorn’s terrible cooking since the packhouse was supplying meals for all three of them. After every meal, if Sammy was awake, Thorn would bring him into the guest room to spend time with his dad. Daniel always perked up at that, smiling and sitting up, getting some color in his cheeks. When Thorn had the bright idea to bring Sammy in with the food, Daniel’s appetite shot up. The biggest trouble Thorn had then was stopping Daniel feeding the cub half his plate. The only solution to that was to bring Sammy a snack too, but at least it meant they were settling into more regular meal times.

      “He really likes apple slices,” he said to Daniel one afternoon, watching Sammy demolish a small bowl of them.

      “He definitely has a sweet tooth,” Daniel admitted. “The longer we can encourage a love of fruit and not chocolate, the better.”

      Thorn felt immediately guilty. “Might be too late for that,” he admitted sheepishly. “We’ve been having a square of chocolate or some cocoa after supper.”

      He was surprised to hear Daniel giggle though the omega went silent when Thorn’s eyes snapped to him.

      “As long as he’s eating his fruit and vegetables, I’m happy,” the omega said softly. “I can’t thank you enough…”

      Thorn held up a hand. “Yes, you most definitely can, and have. In fact, I think we’re straying into over-thanking territory as it is.”

      “Oh.” Daniel mulled that over. “Sorry?”

      Thorn waved that off. “Your quota for apologies has also been reached.”

      Daniel seemed like he wanted to giggle again but forced himself to look serious. Thorn was almost sorry—he liked hearing the omega laugh.

      “Brax says you should be up and about more. Walking around the house, gentle stretches. No use letting everything stiffen up.”

      Daniel reacted like Thorn had yelled a list of instructions, throwing back the covers and swinging his legs out of bed.

      “Whoa,” Thorn said, stepping toward the bed and holding his hands up.

      Daniel froze, fear flashing through his eyes, his feet halfway to the floor.

      Thorn stopped moving, lowering his hands slowly to his sides. “He didn’t mean right now. Just… in the next few days. To build your strength back up.”

      Daniel continued to stare at him like he wasn’t quite sure what Thorn would do next. On the bed beside him, Sammy had gone quiet, sucking on an apple slice and watching them both with wide eyes.

      Thorn backed away a few steps, giving both omega and cub a smile. He held up his hands again, moving slowly.

      “We’ll do this on your timetable, okay? You’re the one with busted ribs. There’s no rush to go anywhere or do anything.”

      He saw a flash of something else in Daniel’s eyes. Not fear this time, but a questioning, calculating look, aimed at Sammy. Thorn wasn’t planning their departure, but maybe Daniel was? That idea didn’t sit right with him, not at all. Considering the state both omega and cub had arrived in, it made sense that he wasn’t keen on seeing them back out in the world so soon.

      “Maybe I could get up and walk around the house after we’ve eaten?” Daniel suggested slowly.

      “That’s a great idea. Sammy can show you all his favorite places.”

      Sammy clapped his hands at that, saying something happy but indecipherable. Daniel smiled in response, but if he understood the excited babble, he wasn’t sharing.

      “You know there’s no rush for you to leave, right? You and Sammy are welcome to stay for as long as you need to get back on your feet.”

      Again, there was something in Daniel’s expression as soon as he heard that. It put Thorn on edge. Daniel was in no condition to go anywhere with Sammy, not yet. And would he be taking him somewhere safe or retreating back to whatever danger they’d escaped?

      “Thank you,” was the only response he got, quiet but heartfelt.

      “Is there somewhere you have a mind to go? Maybe a place you’ve been before or somewhere you’ve heard about?”

      He knew people leaving bad situations didn’t always get out of them in one go, and they didn’t always leave with a plan.

      Daniel hesitated before shaking his head.

      “Not… not exactly. I hadn’t thought that far ahead.”

      “You must have left in a hurry, huh?”

      Trying to glean information about Daniel and Sammy’s recent past was like trying to pry diamond from rock. He needed a chisel and a bucket load of patience.

      “Yes. And no. I knew we had to go, but I guess I was more focused on the getting away part than our destination. I’m sorry, I know it’s putting you out to have us here.”

      Thorn almost groaned at yet another apology.

      “Like I said before, don’t mention it. I thought having visitors would turn the house on its head. Truth is, I’m enjoying the company.”

      With a shriek, Sammy tossed the bowl of apple slices off the bed, spilling them onto the floor.

      “Spider,” the little boy called, pointing to the wall.

      Daniel looked horrified, but Thorn could only laugh.

      “He’s more scared of you than you are of him, buddy,” he told Sammy, reaching out to ruffle the boy’s hair.
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        * * *

      

      That night, Thorn settled Sammy to sleep on the little cot Kira had brought over. He crashed on the workshop couch next to him, keeping one ear out for Daniel. His thoughts were drawn back again and again to the omega and how skittish and jumpy he was. How did he make it clear to Daniel that he had nothing to fear from him? Was that something he should explain or just something Daniel would figure out over time?

      He felt into a restless sleep and woke a few hours later to whimpering. It took a few seconds to orientate himself—workshop, Sammy, nightmare. That last had him sitting up, leaning over to where Sammy was tossing and turning on his cot.

      “Hey, kiddo. It’s just a dream. Time to wake up.”

      Sammy didn’t rouse to the sound of his voice but the gentle press of Thorn’s hand to his forehead was enough to have him blinking awake with a sob.

      “Shh. It was just a dream, Sammy. You’re safe, I promise.”

      He opened his arms, and Sammy pushed into his embrace, clinging tightly to him. Thorn rocked him, running a soothing hand up and down his back. He hoped Sammy would fall back asleep, but the cub was wide awake.

      “Can we go out to the woods, Thorny?”

      It was that time, and their routine hadn’t changed that much since Daniel’s return.

      “Sure, let’s just go check with your dad first.”

      Thorn grabbed the cub’s sling while Sammy wiggled out of his clothes and shifted eagerly. They stopped outside the guest room and listened. Thorn could hear the sound of soft, rhythmic breaths.

      “Your dad’s sleeping,” he whispered to Sammy. “We won’t wake him.”

      He stuck his head through the door just to be sure, confirming to himself that the omega was out for the count. They’d be back before he woke.

      “Come on then,” he murmured to Sammy as he carried the cub to the door. “Let’s go on an adventure.”
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      Daniel woke with a start, his heart racing. The nightmare faded quickly once his eyes were open but it wasn’t quite enough to calm his fears. He climbed out of bed, moving slowly, his body stiff and sore. The ache in his ribs was bad but nothing compared to how it had been. He padded to the door and out, in search of the one thing he knew would settle his worries at this late hour—a glimpse of Sammy. Knowing the cub was safe and sound always did the trick.

      Thorn had shown him the workshop that they’d been bedding down in at night but when Daniel stole a look through the open door, he found the room empty. Puzzled, he wandered the house, cautiously peering through every door. He found a room he assumed was Thorn’s bedroom, but it was empty and looked like it hadn’t been slept in for a while. Finally, Daniel wound up in the kitchen. The back door was propped open, giving the only hint as to where his cub might have gone. But why would Sammy be out of bed in the middle of the night? Where could Thorn have taken him?

      Confused and concerned, Daniel shed his clothes and shifted, catching Sammy’s scent easily and following it outside.

      The cool night air made him shiver, and he was once again glad for his thick coat of fur keeping him warm. He tracked Sammy’s trail for a few feet, wondering how far away the cub might be, when he heard a familiar squeal. Drawn by the sound, he hurried forward, not bothering to track Sammy’s scent when the sound of his voice carried so clearly on the air.

      A second voice reached him, and Daniel slowed down. Thorn. The alpha didn’t sound angry or tired, but Daniel was still too far away to make out the words. He crept closer, not wanting to be caught listening in. He couldn’t deny that he was curious about Thorn and the alpha’s motivation for taking him and Sammy in. Why would a children’s home leave an omega cub with a single alpha? Surely they had other people there to care for the kids?

      “Ready to go again?” Thorn asked.

      Daniel slipped under some bushes, hoping to get a better look at what the two of them were doing.

      It was a swing, strung up between two trees. The swing itself was like a basket and Sammy sat inside it, in his leopard form.

      Thorn gave it a push, sending it flying across the clearing, and Sammy let out a shriek of excitement, crouching down as the swing rocked back and forth.

      “Fun, huh?” Thorn asked. “I knew you’d like it. We’ll chase all the nightmares away.”

      Daniel felt a pang of sadness at that. It explained why they were out in the woods in the middle of the night. Sammy must have had a nightmare and woken Thorn, who was doing his best to tire him out again.

      “What do you think, Daniel?” Thorn asked suddenly. “Do you want a go?”

      Caught red-handed, Daniel slinked out from under the bushes and padded toward the alpha, torn between fearfulness and sheepishness.

      Thorn, crouched next to the swing, caught hold and steadied it. Sammy spotted Daniel and, with a cry of happiness, threw himself from the swing and raced to him, curling close to Daniel’s leopard form. Daniel nuzzled his cub, purring loudly. He’d been so worried he’d never get to see or cuddle his cub again that every moment they were together felt precious.

      “Sorry, Daniel,” Thorn murmured quietly. “I should have left a note or something. You must have been worried sick when you couldn’t find us.”

      The alpha sounded so genuinely remorseful that Daniel couldn’t be anything but grateful. He leaned over and nudged the alpha’s hand with his nose, letting out a low rumble of thanks.

      He wasn’t sure Thorn understood at first, but the alpha reached out slowly and patted Daniel’s head. “You’re welcome.”
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, aware of the doctor’s recommendation that he move around more, Daniel forced himself to leave his room in search of breakfast instead of letting breakfast come to him. It wasn’t just about what the doctor said, either. He was starting to worry that Sammy was more of a burden and a bother on Thorn than he’d realized. If the cub was waking Thorn up at night and causing trouble with meals, the alpha would soon get tired of them both. Daniel didn’t want to get kicked out, not while his ribs were still healing.

      “Morning,” he called quietly as he stood in the kitchen doorway.

      Thorn was standing there in silence, staring with bleary eyes at the coffee pot.

      “Hey,” the alpha said, glancing his way. “Want some cereal? I was just getting some for Sammy, he’s up and about.”

      “I’ll get it,” Daniel said, stepping into the room. “I’m sure you have better things to do.”

      Thorn abandoned his study of the coffee pot to give Daniel his full attention.

      “Not really. You two are sort of my full-time job this week.”

      “I thought you were a firefighter?”

      Daniel hoped to keep Thorn distracted while he got the cereal sorted. Then he’d sneak out and get Sammy fed and work out how to keep the cub entertained and out from under the alpha’s feet for the morning.

      “I am.” Thorn leaned back against the counter with a yawn. “Part-time. But I’m off shift until next week.”

      Daniel snuck a look in a cupboard. No cereal.

      “Here.” Thorn reached into the cupboard next to him and set a box of cereal on the table. Then he crossed the room and pulled out some bowls. Daniel was just about to check drawers for the cutlery when Thorn got there ahead of him.

      “Milk’s in the fridge,” the alpha said, pouring cereal into the bowls.

      Daniel went and retrieved the carton, setting it down on the table.

      “I’ll go get Sammy,” Thorn said suddenly. “We’ve been eating on our laps in my workshop, forming all sorts of bad habits. Let’s have breakfast at the table like civilized people today.”

      He was gone before Daniel could respond, and he found himself giggling at the idea of Thorn and Sammy living like two bachelors in this little house.

      “What’s so funny?” Thorn asked, returning with a sleepy Sammy in his arms.

      Daniel bit his lip. “Nothing. Morning, Sammy.”

      “Hi, Daddy.”

      Sammy reached for him, and Daniel took him into his arms, being mindful of his ribs.

      “Want some breakfast?” he asked.

      Sammy nodded, and Daniel settled him into a chair, dragging his chair right next to it. Thorn set a bowl of cereal in front of them both and handed Daniel the milk. Daniel poured some into Sammy’s first, knowing the cub liked his cereal soft while Daniel preferred his crunchy.

      Thorn took a seat opposite them, settling a cup of coffee down beside his own bowl.

      “If you want something else, I think there are bagels in the cupboard,” the alpha offered.

      “Cereal’s fine,” Daniel assured him, helping Sammy take a few bites before starting on his own.

      The cub was distracted, far too interested in watching everything in the kitchen than eating. Daniel abandoned his own breakfast in favor of coaxing the cub to eat but Sammy became more stubborn by the minute. Daniel tried not to let his frustration show when the cub steadfastly refused to open his mouth for another spoonful.

      “I’m sorry,” Daniel told Thorn. “He’s usually a really good eater.”

      “I don’t think it’s the food,” the alpha said. “Though cereal isn’t the most exciting breakfast. There’s been a lot going on. Here, let me try.”

      Before Daniel could tell him no, Thorn had swooped Sammy into his arms and set him down in his lap. The cub giggled and squirmed, settling down with a happy smile.

      “You and I are adventurers, right, Sammy?” Thorn asked.

      “Uh-huh. Go ‘sploring,” Sammy said sweetly.

      “Exactly. But we can’t go exploring with empty tummies, can we?”

      Sammy lifted his head and peered at Thorn curiously.

      Thorn lowered his voice to a whisper. “Because they’ll growl so loudly, they’ll scare all the animals away.”

      He tickled Sammy’s tummy as he said it and the cub dissolved into giggles, wriggling as he laughed. Daniel laughed too, his heart almost bursting with happiness to see his little cub so full of joy.

      When Thorn offered Sammy another spoonful, the cub almost bit the spoon in his haste to eat.

      “That’s my best buddy,” Thorn praised, giving Daniel a conspiratorial wink.

      After breakfast, Daniel tried to do the dishes, but Thorn shooed him and Sammy out of the kitchen. Daniel’s plan to keep Sammy busy and out from underfoot went awry almost immediately. The only place Sammy wanted to play was the workshop. And where else would Thorn plan to spend a day at home if not in his workshop?

      Daniel watched anxiously, trying to keep Sammy out of trouble while Thorn wandered in and out, working on this and that, and bringing in tools or pieces of equipment.

      It culminated in Sammy knocking over a box of small tools that crashed onto the floor with such a loud bang that it scared the cub and brought Thorn running. Daniel moved Sammy out of the way of the mess, shielding the cub with his body.

      “I’m sorry,” he told the alpha. “It was my fault; I should have been watching him better. Maybe if we played outside or in the guest room…”

      Thorn made as if to take a step toward them then changed his mind. Instead, he raised his hands slowly, his palms out.

      “No harm done,” he said quietly. “There’s nothing in this room that can’t be fixed or replaced if it gets broken.”

      “But Sammy’s in your way and underfoot when you’re trying to work. I can keep him out of sight, so you’re not disturbed.”

      The more he did that, the less chance the alpha would lose his temper with them.

      “He’s not underfoot. And neither are you. I don’t believe in keeping kids out of sight. This is a house, and my workshop is the center of it. That’s why Sammy likes being in here. That’s why I like being in here. You’re very welcome in here too. But you don’t have to… guard Sammy. A little chaos is a good thing. I won’t be angry at either of you for making a mess.”

      “We can tidy up,” Sammy interjected loudly.

      “Exactly,” Thorn said. “We make messes, and we tidy them up.”

      Harrison hated mess. Daniel had always been careful to make sure nothing was out of place when the alpha was around. The idea that Thorn just wasn’t bothered by it was such a strange one.

      “I—”

      “How about a snack?” Thorn suggested instead. “Kira sent over some crackers and cheese.”

      Sammy ran to him with a happy shout, following the alpha out to the kitchen. Daniel watched them leave, feeling like he wasn’t quite sure what was going on. He crouched down to pick up the bits and pieces that had fallen on the floor, scooping them back into the box.

      “You shouldn’t be doing that, you’ll strain your ribs.” Thorn’s quiet voice carried across the room as the alpha approached.

      “You’re good with him,” Daniel said quietly. “He’s not scared of you.”

      “And so he shouldn’t be,” Thorn said firmly. “Neither should you. Sammy’s safe with me, Daniel, I promise. He’s not a bother or a burden. You don’t need to protect him from me, I give you my word.”

      The alpha reached out a hand, and Daniel took it, letting himself be tugged to his feet.

      “Now, how about a snack? Sammy’s not the only one who could do with a few extra meals.”

      “That’d be nice,” Daniel said quietly.

      He knew he was staring at the alpha but he couldn’t help it. Thorn was nothing like what Daniel expected and everything he’d ever wanted in an alpha: patient, kind, handsome, strong. Maybe, if he could show Thorn just how well he could take care of him, could show him that there was an omega-shaped hole in his life that Daniel could fill, the two of them—the three of them—might have something more.
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      Thorn wasn’t sure he believed Daniel’s story of how he and Sammy had been separated. There was truth to it, but he didn’t think it was the truth. Still, there was no doubt Sammy was happy to have his father there. And the look on Daniel’s face when he’d first seen his little boy… Thorn had felt that, right down to his bones. He’d seen relief like that on other people’s faces, long ago and far away.

      For the first week after Daniel’s arrival, Thorn stuck close to home. He had the feeling that the omega might take Sammy and run. But after a few days passed, the tension in Daniel seemed to ease a little. He no longer had that strained, hunted look in his eyes. And he stopped jumping every time a door opened. He still flinched whenever Thorn moved too fast and backed away when he got too close. Thorn kept his distance from the omega, but there was no way to keep that same space between him and Sammy. The cub didn’t have the same fears his father had and wanted to spend as much time with Thorn as he did with his dad.

      The cub was sitting on his lap in the workshop a week after Daniel’s arrival when the omega took a few cautious steps inside the room. He still slept a lot but never failed to come looking for Sammy the moment he woke. Almost as if he feared the cub wouldn’t be there.

      “Daddy, look!”

      Sammy showed Daniel the little wooden spinning top that Thorn had carved for him.

      “Wow,” Daniel said. “That’s a very special toy. Can you show me?”

      A giggling Sammy tried to set the toy spinning. It rolled off the edge of the table and across the floor. Laughing, the cub squirmed off Thorn’s lap and ran after it.

      Daniel watched him with a small smile before turning his attention to Thorn. “He likes you.”

      “That surprises you?”

      The omega shrugged. “He’s never really taken to an alpha before.”

      Thorn could easily believe it.

      “I’ve got a shift at the firehouse today. It’s only eight hours, so I’ll be home before nine. Do you think you two will be okay? I can ask someone from the house to come sit with you.”

      He didn’t know why he said house and not pack. It wasn’t that he was hiding it, just that Daniel was already spooked. Learning Thorn was part of a pack wasn’t going to make him any less anxious.

      “We’ll be okay,” Daniel promised.

      “There’s food in the kitchen, help yourself. Stuff to make sandwiches or that you can heat up. I’ll leave a phone on the counter. My number’s in it, and so is the number for Brax up at the house. Any problems, you call me or him, okay?”

      Daniel nodded readily. “Okay. Do you want me to make you a sandwich to take with you?”

      Thorn was surprised at the offer. “You’re supposed to be resting and recovering, not cooking.”

      He checked his watch. It was almost time to go.

      “I need to get ready. Sammy will probably want to go down for a nap soon. He still prefers his little nest or his cot in the den, but if you want to try him with the guest bed…”

      Daniel shook his head. “This is where he feels safest. I don’t want to rush him.”

      That was the first clear sign Thorn had seen that Daniel wasn’t going to take Sammy and run for it. It was a relief to hear it.

      “Then feel free to crash on the couch. You need as much rest as he does right now.”

      That got him the ghost of a grin from the omega, that turned into a full, beaming smile when Sammy ran up to him with his spinning top.

      “Play, Daddy?”

      “Have fun,” Thorn told them.
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        * * *

      

      He yawned as he drove home almost nine hours later. It had been a long shift. Only two callouts, both of them for accidents, but it had taken time to get everything squared away. There was something nice about driving home, knowing that there was someone there waiting for him. Two someones, in fact. He parked outside and went in, surprised to catch a delicious smell wafting through the house. He hung his jacket up and followed the scent to the kitchen. There was no sign of Sammy, but Daniel was at the sink, scrubbing hard at a pan.

      “You’re supposed to be resting.”

      The omega jumped at the sound of his voice, the pot slipping from his hands and crashing into the water. He turned around slowly, his hands shaking as he reached for a dishcloth.

      “You’re home. I… um… I made you dinner.” He gestured to the oven, dropping the cloth. “It’s not much. Just pasta bake. You didn’t have a lot to work with in your cupboards.”

      Thorn’s stomach rumbled at the smell, but he chided the omega gently.

      “You’re supposed to be resting and looking after Sammy. Not taking care of me. I can cook for myself.”

      “Microwave meals aren’t cooking.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Yet here I am, after many years, still alive.”

      Daniel flushed and fumbled for the cloth he’d dropped, retrieving the dish from the oven. Thorn didn’t miss the omega’s wince as he bent over.

      “Let me take that,” he said before moving closer. The last thing he wanted was to spook the omega and ruin his hard work.

      Daniel set the dish down on the counter and backed off. “I’ll just finish washing these.”

      “No, you won’t. You cooked; I’ll clean. Where’s Sammy?”

      “Asleep. He was tuckered out.”

      “Have you eaten?”

      There looked to be most of the pasta bake left, a child-size portion missing.

      “I… I wasn’t hungry.”

      “Grab a seat, then. We’ll eat together.”

      “I can just have a sandwich.”

      “Why? Trying to poison me?”

      He’d meant it as a joke, but Daniel’s face went white as he shook his head, denials falling from his lips.

      “No, I’d never…”

      “Relax. I’m just teasing. Please, eat with me. You’ve slaved over this. You should at least get to enjoy it.”

      He ushered Daniel over to the table, dished up two portions of the pasta bake, and got them both some water.

      Aware that Daniel was watching closely, he ate his first mouthful, surprised at the burst of flavor. He chewed and swallowed.

      “It’s good. Really good. I don’t know how you did it.”

      Quite a feat, considering the severe lack of fresh ingredients in his cupboards and a mostly empty spice rack.

      “I found some wild garlic growing near the woods, and I think there used to be an herb garden under the kitchen window. I found a basil plant hidden among the weeds.”

      That explained the amazing tastes dancing across Thorn’s tongue.

      “So not just cooking, but foraging? Remember when we talked about your ribs and letting them heal?”

      Daniel shrugged one shoulder. “Sammy wanted to play outside. Besides, I had to do something to repay all your kindness.”

      Thorn could see the omega was still suspicious about that. Waiting for the catch that wasn’t coming.

      “Well, thank you. This is a real treat.” He never ate this well unless he was up at the packhouse, and that was less and less these days. He just felt out of place there. Surrounded by things he wanted but didn’t—couldn’t—have.

      Daniel smiled at him, seeming genuinely pleased that Thorn was enjoying his meal.

      “You’re a good cook,” he added, watching how Daniel’s smile grew wider with those simple words of praise.

      “I like to cook,” the omega admitted softly.

      “And I like to eat,” Thorn joked.
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      Daniel fell asleep that night, content that he’d made Thorn happy with the food he’d made. If he could twist the alpha’s arm and convince him to buy some more ingredients, he could make him something even better. Thorn had insisted on leaving the dishes, but Daniel woke early the next morning and finished them. Then he decided the kitchen as a whole could do with a good clean.

      He was on his hands and knees, scrubbing the floor, when footsteps padded across the tiles and the alpha’s legs came into view.

      “Huh?” Thorn asked tiredly, scrubbing a hand across his eyes. He looked more asleep than awake.

      “Would you like some coffee?”

      The alpha groaned and leaned heavily against the kitchen counter.

      “Daniel, I thought we talked about this.”

      He sat back on his heels. “Talked about what?”

      “About you resting and healing. Not kneeling on the ground and scrubbing floors with broken ribs.”

      The alpha didn’t seem angry, more confused.

      “My ribs don’t hurt much anymore. And it’s not fair for me and Sammy to live here without giving something back.”

      Thorn’s tone turned to frustration.

      “I don’t need you to pay me back, not by cooking, not by cleaning. I don’t need a personal maid. And you do need to mind those ribs, doctor’s orders.”

      “But you have no one to look after you. I can do that.”

      The alpha came right up to him, lifting him off the floor.

      “I don’t need someone to look after me. I can do for myself. So just stop this, okay? Stop.”

      At the alpha’s angry tone, Daniel let go of the cloth he’d been scrubbing the floor with, nodding rapidly.

      “Yes. Yes, sir. I won’t, I’m sorry… I was only… only…”

      His breaths were coming in pants, his heart thudding in his chest. He knew the alpha would just get angrier if he saw him getting upset. So he pushed past Thorn and ran for the door. Sammy was safely asleep in the den, so Daniel didn’t go far, just into the barn and up onto the rafters. It would be hard for Thorn to follow him up there. Besides, Harrison never went after him when he was upset. Not unless the alpha was angry with him or wanted the last word.

      When the door to the barn creaked open a few minutes later, Daniel froze.

      “Just me,” Thorn called. “Do you want to come down so we can talk about this?”

      Daniel didn’t, feeling an ache in his ribs at the thought.

      “I’m not angry, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      He peeked down at the alpha, spotting Thorn’s troubled eyes staring up at him.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Thorn said softly. “But I would like to talk about it. You can stay up there, if you feel more comfortable.” He settled down against a bale of hay.

      “I just want to be useful,” Daniel explained. “I like having someone to take care of. I like feeling needed.” He swallowed a lump in his throat and added, “But I won’t if you don’t want me to.”

      He expected the alpha to agree without hesitation, but there was a long pause before Thorn spoke.

      “Truthfully, it’s kind of nice to have someone looking after me for a change. Seems like, these days, I’m always the one looking out for other people. And I’m not talking about you and Sammy.”

      Daniel heard the note of wistful need in the alpha’s voice. It drew him in, and he slipped down off the rafters, landing with a soft thump on the barn floor.

      “Would it be so bad to let me look after you? Just while I’m here. You’ve taken such good care of Sammy. And you’ve been good to me. I can’t repay you, not really. But I could do that.”

      “I don’t want you scrubbing floors or foraging for food with broken ribs. If there’s cleaning to be done, I’ll do it. If you need ingredients, you write me a list. But I wouldn’t say no to a little bit of home cooking—if, and only if, you feel up to it.”

      Daniel bit his lower lip and took a small step toward Thorn. “Do you like pulled pork? In barbecue sauce?”

      “Sounds amazing.”

      “It’s my specialty.”

      “Then I look forward to trying it.”

      The alpha stood, towering over Daniel, but Daniel wasn’t intimidated. He didn’t feel the familiar urge to run and hide. He took another step toward Thorn, putting himself within arm’s reach. It was a risk, but he needed to know now if Thorn was one of those kinds of alphas. The ones who said one thing and did another.

      “I won’t hurt you,” Thorn said softly. “And I don’t want you hurting yourself bending over backward trying to make me happy.”

      “Okay,” he agreed quietly. “No more scrubbing floors until my ribs are healed.”

      The alpha smiled, lifting his hand slowly to cup Daniel’s cheek. “If I do something that scares you, I want you to tell me.”

      “I’m not scared now,” Daniel admitted.

      The heat of the alpha’s hand seared into his skin, and he leaned into the touch, pushing up onto his tiptoes to press his lips to Thorn’s mouth. If Thorn was surprised, he hid it well, kissing Daniel back with a confidence that had Daniel humming contentedly. He parted his lips and Thorn’s tongue teased his. The alpha’s hand slid behind his neck, his thumb just skimming the edge of Daniel’s mating gland.

      “That was just amazing,” Thorn murmured to him as they pulled apart. He put two fingers under Daniel’s chin and tipped his head up. “What was that for, huh?”

      Daniel shrugged his shoulders shyly but spoke honestly. “Just… because I wanted to. Was that okay?”

      Thorn grinned. “That was very okay.” His grin faded, his attention turning toward the barn door. “Someone’s up and hungry for breakfast. Come on. I’ll grab Sammy if you put the toast on. Knowing my luck, it’ll be burned to a cinder.”

      Daniel giggled. “For someone who puts out fires for a living, you’re a little too good at starting them.”

      “Why do you think I turned professional? I figured I might as well get some useful experience out of my many kitchen accidents.”

      Daniel followed Thorn back to the house. He slipped into the kitchen, deciding that he could probably do better than toast with a little effort.

      He heard giggles and laughter as he stirred the oatmeal and turned to see Thorn carrying Sammy on his shoulders.

      Daniel nodded to the pot. “I thought oatmeal might be more nutritious.” He paused, and asked, “Do you like oatmeal? Because I can make something else.”

      Thorn tickled Sammy. “What do you say, Sammy? Do we like oatmeal for breakfast?”

      “Yummy!” Sammy cried, collapsing into giggles.

      “My feelings exactly,” Thorn said, arching an eyebrow.

      He set Sammy down on a seat at the table, moving to help Daniel. Soon, the three of them were munching away. They took turns helping Sammy eat. He was more interested in playing with his spoon than actually getting the oatmeal into his mouth.

      “I have a few errands to run in town today,” Thorn said suddenly. “Do you two want to come with me?”

      Daniel was shaking his head before the alpha had finished his question. If there was any chance that Harrison and his pack were sneaking around, then Daniel and Sammy had to keep a low profile.

      Thorn looked briefly disappointed but shook it off. “Then make a list of anything you need. Not just for cooking, anything you or Sammy need while you’re here.”

      “We don’t need much,” Daniel said. The children’s home had sent clothes and toiletries for them, and that was enough. He wouldn’t take advantage of Thorn’s generosity.

      “Well, my budget can stretch to a little extra. Maybe even a toy or two.”

      “You’ve already been so good to us. And that spinning top you made Sammy is brilliant.”

      “I have a few cutoffs from my last project. Do you think he’d like some cars? Something with wheels?”

      Sammy did have a fascination with all things that moved.

      “I think he’d love that.”

      He was smiling ear to ear, though he wondered how he was ever going to repay the alpha’s boundless generosity.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thorn let Daniel make dinner again that night but insisted on preparing all the vegetables. The alpha was a little distracted during the meal, restless even.

      “Are you going out tonight?” Daniel asked him.

      Though Daniel hadn’t been there long, it wasn’t the first time the alpha had left for the evening.

      “Yeah,” Thorn said tightly. “I’ll be gone a few hours. Will you two be okay?”

      “We’ll be fine. I’m pretty tired, and I think all the running around this afternoon will mean Sammy’s ready for an early night.”

      He could see Thorn didn’t want to talk about whatever it was he was doing. It wasn’t Daniel’s place to pry.

      Thorn’s phone rang, and he stepped out to answer it. Sammy chose that moment to lose interest in his dinner, flinging his spoon across the room.

      “Sammy,” Daniel chided gently, going to retrieve it. “You’re supposed to eat your dinner, not throw it.”

      He knelt down to pick the spoon up and caught the tail end of Thorn’s conversation.

      “…I’ll bring them to the packhouse when they’re good and ready, Brax. They’ve only been here a few days. Sammy’s just gotten used to being around me in his human form. I don’t think he’d take well to a whole pack just yet.”

      Daniel froze, listening in horror. Thorn couldn’t be saying what he thought he was saying, could he?

      “No, I won’t be over tonight. I want to walk the border. It’s been a few days since I last did. You know how important it is for the pack.”

      Aware that Thorn’s conversation was coming to an end, Daniel forced himself back to his feet, grabbing his plate and bringing it to the sink. He kept his back to the table when Thorn returned to the kitchen.

      “I’m going to head out,” the alpha said. “Do you need anything before I leave?”

      “No.” Daniel shook his head for emphasis, not turning around. “We’re fine. Thank you.”

      There was an awkward pause.

      “I’ll see you later then. Bye, Sammy.”

      The cub managed an enthusiastic response.

      “Bye-bye, Thorny.”

      Daniel stayed put until he heard the front door close, his heart hammering in his chest. He knew. He knew this was too good to be true. Thorn had lied. He wasn’t just an alpha firefighter who happened to work for a kid’s home. He was part of a pack. Living this far out from the packhouse, he could only be one thing—a Sentinel. The Sentinel in Harrison’s pack was an alpha to be feared. Daniel had made sure to keep his distance.

      “We can’t stay here.”

      Sammy looked up at his whispered words, curious and confused.

      Daniel started pulling open cupboards, searching for food he could take. He found a packet of crackers and wrapped them up, along with some cold meats. He had no bag, but he did have pockets. That would have to do.

      He didn’t want to alert Thorn to their departure too soon, so he cleared the table and did the dishes. With any luck, it would be late by the time the alpha came home. He might assume Sammy and Daniel were sleeping in the guest room and not miss them until morning.

      “We’ve got to go, Sammy,” he said softly, lifting the little boy into his arms.

      “Go see Thorny?” The cub peeked up at him eagerly.

      “No. We… we can’t see him again. He’s pack, Sammy. It’s not safe. We’ve got to run, like before. Far away.”

      Sammy started trembling in his arms, and Daniel wished he hadn’t said anything.

      “Shh, it’s okay. You and me, we’ll stick together this time. We’ll be fine.”

      The moped was still hidden out in the woods near the road. Thorn couldn’t have found it, or he’d have said something already.

      Daniel carried Sammy to the guest room and took a blanket from the bed. They’d have to sleep outdoors for a while, so they’d need it. It would get cold at night.

      He crept to the door and took a good look outside before he carried Sammy out.

      “Going home?” Sammy asked quietly.

      “No, never. But we can’t stay here, or they’ll send us back to Harrison.”

      Sammy started to tremble harder, and Daniel was suddenly trying to juggle a bundled blanket and a shifting toddler. He dropped the blanket and bit back a shout of surprise when Sammy’s claws raked across his skin as the cub launched himself out of his arms and raced off into the woods.
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      Thorn’s patrol was uneventful, but he hadn’t gone far when he heard the sound of someone crashing through the trees. On alert, he turned toward the approaching noise and waited to see who would emerge. It sounded far too small to be Cole or Duke. And it was coming from the direction of his house, not the packhouse. Concerned, he started jogging through the woods toward it. He was shocked a moment later when Sammy burst through the trees and jumped into his arms. He caught the cub, shocked to find him trembling, clearly terrified.

      “Sammy? What’s wrong? What’s—”

      Daniel ran through the trees a moment later, skidding to a stop. He looked panicked and frightened, in a way Thorn hadn’t seen since their first meeting.

      “What’s happened?” he asked, looking past them. He half-expected to see someone chasing them though he couldn’t hear any pursuers. “Is there someone at the house?”

      “Give Sammy to me, please?” Daniel begged, holding out his hands for the cub.

      That only made Sammy cling tighter to Thorn, his claws digging in. Thorn ran a soothing hand through the leopard cub’s fur.

      “Daniel, what…”

      “Please, give him to me. We can’t stay here. We have to leave.”

      Thorn didn’t like the fear on the omega’s face. He tried to gently pry the cub from his chest, but Sammy wouldn’t budge.

      “Tell me what’s wrong, Daniel. Has something happened?”

      Daniel, his hands outstretched, took a step closer to them.

      “I heard you on the phone. You lied to us. It’s not a children’s home, it’s a pack. You’re pack. We can’t stay here. Please, let me take Sammy. Let us leave.”

      Thorn’s heart sank at Daniel’s words. It was far from the first time he’d had that reaction to his pack status. But now he had a terrified cub and an equally terrified omega on his hands.

      “Daniel, take a breath and think.”

      He watched and waited as the omega sucked in a few deep, shuddering breaths. Only when he was sure Daniel was listening did he speak again.

      “It’s late, it’s cold, and Sammy is scared. What’s your plan? Drag him out into the dark on foot, traipsing through the forest?”

      “We can’t stay,” Daniel said with a sob.

      “Look at him. Do you think running with Sammy now is the best thing for him? Let’s get him back to the house, calm him down, and talk this over. It’s not what you think.”

      He saw Daniel hesitate, knew the omega was tempted to try to grab Sammy and run. But he also knew the cub wasn’t going to loosen his grip anytime soon.

      “Please, Daniel. Hear me out. For Sammy’s sake. Look at him, he’s terrified.”

      He saw the moment his words got through to Daniel, the omega’s eyes softening as he took in Sammy’s shivering form.

      “Okay.”

      Guessing that was as much of an answer as he was going to get, he started walking toward the house. Daniel fell into step behind him. When he focused, Thorn could hear the omega’s heart thumping hard in his chest. His fear was genuine, and Thorn didn’t have to look far to find the source of it. Who hadn’t heard the stories and rumors about modern-day packs?

      “It’s true,” he told the omega as they walked. “I am part of a pack. And so is the children’s home. The two merged about a year ago when Brax, the leader of our pack, mated with the director of the home. That’s Oliver, by the way. He’s our Defender.”

      He glanced back at Daniel, but the omega stayed silent.

      “I don’t know what you’ve heard about packs, but there’s nothing to be scared of.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell me? Why did you hide it?”

      Thorn winced at the frank accusation.

      “You’re right, I should have been upfront about it. But you were already so scared when you got here, and Sammy had only just started staying in human form.”

      The cub huddled tighter against him with a soft sigh as Thorn got the front door open and ushered Daniel inside. He made sure not to lock the door after them. He didn’t want Daniel to feel trapped.

      He walked straight into the workshop, knowing that was where Sammy would feel safest. As he settled on the couch, Daniel hovered next to him.

      “Sit,” Thorn encouraged.

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “I’m not lying,” he said firmly. He didn’t know how to prove that to Daniel, but he wouldn’t be called a liar.

      “But you’re not being honest, are you? About why you didn’t tell me you were part of a pack?”

      Thorn sank back into the couch with a sigh. He knew what Daniel was getting at.

      “No, you’re right. We haven’t been a pack for very long. Or, at least, it’s only very recently that the world knows the truth about our pack’s existence. I guess we couldn’t hide it forever, but I wish…” He trailed off.

      “What do you wish?” Daniel prodded.

      Thorn just shook his head. “I never wanted this, never wanted to be part of a pack. I see the way people look at me now. The way they watch me when they think I don’t notice. What they say about me when they think I can’t hear.”

      Daniel sat down next to him.

      “You’re ashamed of being pack?”

      Thorn forced out a laugh. “Well, I’m certainly not proud of it.”

      “I don’t understand. You weren’t always a pack?”

      Thorn shook his head. “We were a military team. We’d worked together for years before we became a pack.”

      “But you must have chosen to form a pack, right?”

      “Some packs form by choice, others by necessity,” he told the omega. “We were the latter. A mission from hell. It brought us together, helped us escape with our lives. And forever bound us to one another.”

      He stroked a hand through Sammy’s fur, feeling the cub’s claws loosen their grip as the little leopard calmed down.

      “So you’re not like those packs in the news?”

      “The ones started by crazy ego-maniac alphas? Or the practically feral isolationists? I hope not. If we were, I doubt we’d still be allowed to shelter omegas like Sammy.”

      Daniel reached over slowly and stroked his fingers across Sammy’s head. The cub let out a little purr of contentment.

      “He feels safe with you. I was scared, and I scared him. And he ran straight to you to keep him safe.”

      Daniel didn’t seem too happy about that. Thorn thought he understood. It can’t have felt good for Daniel to see his own kid run to someone else for protection, especially a strange, potentially dangerous pack alpha.

      “Sammy is safe with me. You both are. Just give me a chance to prove it.”
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      Daniel watched as Sammy fell asleep in Thorn’s arms, and the alpha settled him into his little nest box.

      “Out like a light,” the alpha murmured. “Come on, why don’t you and I grab some coffee and talk?”

      Reluctantly, Daniel got up and followed Thorn to the kitchen, slipping into a seat at the table.

      “Does it still feel strange?” he asked the alpha. “Being part of a pack?”

      “Not as strange as it did at the start. These were people I trusted with my life, so being closer to them made sense, but knowing that closeness is permanent was a hard thing to get used to. There were good parts, of course. Otherwise, packs wouldn’t even be a thing. But it took a lot of getting used to. And then…”

      The alpha trailed off, staring at the coffee pot. Daniel stayed silent, waiting for him to continue. Thorn didn’t seem to have any suspicion of the truth about Daniel’s fear of packs. He’d assumed it was just a general fear, like a lot of people had, and not that Daniel had personal experience where packs were concerned.

      “…we lost some people. Our Leader. Our Keeper. Our Linker. I thought that would be it, that our pack would collapse, that I’d… that I’d be free again.”

      Thorn poured two cups of coffee and came to join Daniel at the table. Daniel was more curious than worried on hearing Thorn’s confession.

      “But you’re still here?”

      “It turns out packs don’t fall apart that easily, even when half of you are dead. Since then, we’ve had the military sniffing around, looking for any excuse to take control of our pack. It’s part of why we had to go public. We’ve seen them off twice, got court injunctions, done whatever we had to for our pack’s freedom.”

      Daniel took a sip of his coffee, taking it all in.

      “All of that fighting for your pack’s survival and you don’t even like being part it?”

      Thorn snorted. “Most of the time it feels like I’m not part of the pack. I’m out here, on the edge, and they’re all in there, with mates and cubs and…”

      Daniel had already figured out that Thorn was a Sentinel, but he couldn’t say that outright. It would make it too easy for Thorn to guess that he knew more about packs than he claimed.

      “Why are you out here?”

      “It’s my role. I’m the pack’s Sentinel. It’s like being a glorified guard dog.”

      The bitterness was so heavy in Thorn’s voice that Daniel felt drawn to him, reaching out to cover the alpha’s hand with his. He froze on realizing what he’d done, but Thorn just smiled at him.

      “Here’s me wallowing in self-pity when there are real problems in the world.”

      Daniel managed to smile back at him, realizing that the truth was far simpler than he’d suspected. Thorn was his pack’s Sentinel, and he was lonely.

      “You protect your pack?”

      “Yes and no. We have two Protectors, Cole and Duke. As Sentinel, my role is to watch for danger from outside. It’s a tough line to walk. I can’t be too close to the pack, too enmeshed, because then I’ll lose perspective. But if I’m too distant, too far removed…”

      “You’ll lose sight of who you’re supposed to be protecting.”

      Thorn pressed his free hand to Daniel’s. “Exactly. Like walking a tightrope: too far either way, and I’ll fail.”

      Daniel hadn’t expected such frank honesty and felt guilty about how much he was hiding from the alpha.

      “I’m sorry I tried to run instead of talking to you.”

      “Well, I should have been upfront about our situation. You wouldn’t have panicked and taken off if I’d just sat down and talked to you.”

      Daniel shrugged a shoulder. “It’s not always easy to be honest.”

      “No, it’s not. Look, if you don’t want to stay, if you want to leave, then give me a day or two to find somewhere for you and Sammy to go. Oliver can help with that. He’s an Omega Advocate. There are places out there, shelters, supportive housing. Somewhere you and Sammy would be safe, and you’d have a chance to get back on your feet.”

      A feeling of warmth sprouted in Daniel’s chest at the alpha’s kind words.

      “You’d do that for us?”

      “Of course. Everyone deserves a helping hand.”

      Daniel swallowed and asked, “Would it be easier for you if we left? You’d get your house back to yourself, and you wouldn’t have a cub waking you up at the crack of dawn every morning.”

      Thorn shook his head. “If you wanted to go, that would be one thing. But Sammy is really coming out of his shell here. It doesn’t seem right to move him again so soon. Besides, I’m enjoying the company. I hadn’t realized how sick I was getting of staring at the same four walls day in and day out. It’s nice to have someone else around to talk to.”

      Daniel couldn’t hide his smile at that. Thorn wanted them to stay. Not just Sammy, but Daniel too.

      “Plus, you’re an amazing cook. Who knew oatmeal could taste so good?”

      Daniel didn’t just smile, he beamed at the alpha. Harrison never said anything good about his cooking. He liked to take Daniel down a peg or two when he could. Or pit him and Jaxon in competition with one another. Thorn seemed genuinely pleased when Daniel made an effort. Maybe he just didn’t know any better.

      “I could cook more.” He’d only made a meal here and there.

      “You’re focused on healing, remember? We might need to get Brax to check on your ribs after all that running this evening.”

      Daniel gulped at that. He wasn’t sure he was ready to meet the leader of Thorn’s pack. What if he decided he wanted Daniel for himself? Or what if he recognized him somehow? Harrison was friends with other pack leaders. He’d never heard Brax’s name before, but that didn’t mean they didn’t know each other.

      “They’re not hurting much. I’m sure we don’t need to bother him.”

      Thorn regarded him carefully, and Daniel felt like the alpha knew what he was thinking.

      “He’d like to meet you and Sammy. Why don’t I bring you up there tomorrow? Brax can take a look at your ribs, make sure they’re healing right. And you can meet Oliver, and Sammy can play with the other kids.”

      Daniel wasn’t sure about that last idea either. The other cubs in Harrison’s pack had always bullied Sammy. When Daniel tried to intervene, Harrison had stopped him. He’d told him it was character-building. Daniel didn’t believe that for a moment.

      “I—”

      “We don’t have to decide now. If you’re not up to it, I can ask them to come here. Just Brax and Oliver. Might be easier to handle two than a crowd. Though I know the others are curious about you. They’d like to meet you.”

      Maybe it would be better to get it all over with at once. And if they went there rather than them coming here, he and Sammy would still have a safe haven in Thorn’s house.

      “You’re right. We should meet them. We’re staying on pack land, eating pack food. It wouldn’t be right not to.”

      “Brax doesn’t care about that. He’s not really a stickler for that sort of stuff. He just likes to get to know people. If you two are going to be staying for a while longer, it’d be good for the others to meet you, and for you to see there’s more to this pack than one grumpy, antisocial Sentinel.”

      Daniel giggled at that. “I don’t think you’re supposed to be so nice to strange omegas who invade your house, sleep in your bed, eat your food, and leave you with the lion’s share of the childcare for a week.”

      Thorn grinned. “Yeah, you’re quite the Goldilocks, aren’t you?” He reached out a hand and tugged at a lock of Daniel’s hair.

      “Does that make you a bear shifter, then?”

      “Can’t you guess?”

      Daniel bit his lip, considering the question. “Not a bear. Something else. Tall, proud, watchful.”

      Thorn’s smiled faded. “Right on all counts.” He checked his watch. “Time for bed, I think.”

      “Aren’t you going to finish your patrol?”

      The alpha shook his head. “I’ll go out tomorrow. After we visit the packhouse.” He carried their cups backs to the sink as Daniel pulled himself to his feet and stumbled toward the door.

      “Goodnight, Thorn.”

      “Night, Daniel. Sweet dreams.”
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      Thorn called Brax that morning to arrange their visit. He decided to keep it short, since Daniel seemed so hesitant and was likely to tire quickly. Sammy was another matter entirely, and he wondered how the cub would cope with being back there again. He hadn’t seen much of the place on his first visit, too busy holding onto Thorn for dear life.

      “We’ll head over there once we’ve finished breakfast,” he told Daniel.

      They weren’t having oatmeal, but pancakes made out of oatmeal, which was an ingenious way of doing something different with the same ingredients. Daniel’s cooking continued to grow in Thorn’s estimation, and Sammy wasn’t the only one who cleared his plate.

      “You’re sure they won’t mind us dropping in on them like this?” Daniel asked him as they walked over. Thorn had considered driving but decided the exercise might help Daniel work out some of his anxiety over the visit.

      “They’re expecting us. Besides, they like visitors.” Most of the time, anyway. And they were particularly curious about Daniel, given the circumstances under which Thorn had found Sammy. Thorn knew Kira was keen to see the father and son interact.

      He hadn’t told them about Daniel’s attempt to run with the cub. In truth, he was afraid that they’d want to take drastic steps to prevent that from happening again until they were sure Sammy was safe with Daniel. Thorn suspected that was likely to erode both Sammy and Daniel’s trust in them, which was fragile at best.

      The house came into view, and Daniel made a little sound of surprise.

      “What?”

      “It doesn’t look how I expected.”

      Thorn watched him bemusedly.

      “What were you expecting?”

      “Less like a big, old house and more like a… fortress.”

      Thorn was puzzled by that but did his best to explain. “This was Brax’s family home. It was originally a packhouse. One of the last packs in the county. Seems fitting that it’s become a packhouse once more.”

      They went around to the front door, and Thorn let them into the hall, making plenty of noise to warn the others they were there. He heard footsteps coming their way and gave Daniel his most reassuring smile. The nervous glance he got in return didn’t do much to ease his concern.

      Oliver was the first to appear, a squirming cub in his arms.

      “Good morning,” he said. “We’ve just finished breakfast. Some of the little ones decided throwing their food was preferable to eating it, so the clean-up is taking a little longer than normal.”

      He smiled at them, his gaze landing on Sammy who was in Daniel’s arms, silent and wide-eyed. Daniel wasn’t much better, from what Thorn could see.

      “Oliver, this is Daniel, and you’ve already met Sammy. Daniel, this is Oliver, our pack’s Defender and Brax’s mate.”

      He was surprised when Daniel managed to stutter out a greeting that sounded awfully formal.

      “I thank your pack for caring for us in our hour of need.”

      Oliver blinked at that, glancing at Thorn, then back at Daniel.

      “We were happy to help.” He waved them forward. “No need to stand on ceremony. We’re not that kind of pack. Have you eaten?”

      When Daniel didn’t reply, Thorn answered for him. “Daniel made oatmeal pancakes. We’re stuffed.”

      “Sounds delicious. You like to cook, Daniel?”

      “Yes,” the omega said. “I like it a lot.”

      Thorn kept pace with Daniel as they followed Oliver through the house. They were headed toward the living room.

      “There’s only a few people here to meet you. We didn’t want to overwhelm you with everyone at once. Eric is about Sammy’s age. There are two other boys a bit younger, and a whole bushel of toddlers and babies, but he can meet them later.”

      Daniel held Sammy a little closer as Oliver pushed open the door to the living room and ushered them inside.

      Thorn stepped through first, relaxing when he saw that they really had kept the group small. Josh was there, as were Zane and Kira. Eric was playing with some toys on the floor, and he barely looked up as they entered.

      Oliver did the introductions while Thorn stuck close to Daniel and Sammy. Sammy didn’t react too well to seeing lots of strangers, huddling close to Daniel before deciding to hedge his bets by reaching out and latching onto Thorn’s shirt.

      “Hey, now,” Thorn said. “There’s nothing to be scared of, Sammy. These are my friends. Will you come say hi?”

      It took a little coaxing, but Thorn managed to get Sammy sitting on his lap when he and Daniel took seats on the couch.

      Oliver asked Daniel about how he was feeling and if he was settling in. Kira asked a few broad questions about Sammy. Thorn could see she was itching to ask more but didn’t want to do so in front of the cub. He felt that was only right. Sammy might have been small and nervous, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t listening to every word.

      Daniel answered their questions with the air of someone afraid that one wrong word would lead to disaster. His nervousness was so apparent that Oliver switched tack entirely, telling him all about the origins of the omega home instead. Thorn felt Daniel relax next to him, inch by inch. And as he calmed down, so too did Sammy. More and more, the cub’s attention was drawn to Eric, who was still playing nearby.

      “Do you want to play too?” Kira asked him, seeing how fascinated he was.

      Sammy managed a shy nod, pushing off Thorn’s lap and onto the floor. He took two steps toward Eric, then looked back at Daniel and Thorn anxiously. They both encouraged him on.

      “We’ll be right here,” Daniel told him. “Go play.”

      All the adults in the room tried to pretend they weren’t closely watching the two kids as Sammy sat on the floor next to Eric.

      “Eric, show Sammy your train,” Kira called.

      The little boy grinned at Sammy, then pushed the train around the track.

      “Now you,” he said, grabbing Sammy’s hand and showing him how to push the toy along.

      Sammy laughed when the train’s horn sounded and let go, watching Eric carefully.

      “There’s cars too,” Eric said. “We can race them.”

      Thorn divided his attention between keeping an eye on Sammy and watching Daniel. There was a look of relief on the omega’s face, his shoulders sagging when he heard Sammy giggle and laugh.

      “Nice to see kids having fun, isn’t it?” Kira said.

      Daniel’s reply was so quiet, they all strained to hear it. “Yes. Sammy hasn’t had nearly enough fun in his little life.”

      “Well then, we should make this a regular thing while he’s here. We’ll take it slow, introduce him to the others one by one, and let him get the measure of them. You can stay with him, if you like. But there’s always a few adults close at hand, keeping an eye on things. You have to be careful with kids. They can form little packs of their own sometimes.” She was smiling when she said it, but Daniel nodded, a serious expression on his face.

      “Sammy’s been bullied by older kids before. They gang up on him.”

      “Well, it won’t happen here. Kids learn to play together in our pack, not to fight,” Oliver said.

      The door opened, and Brax came in, Cole on his heels. The change in Daniel at the alphas’ arrival was striking to see. He hunched over, sitting right on the edge of his seat, his eyes flicking between the alphas and Sammy. He called to the cub quietly, his voice strained, and Sammy was by his side instantly. The cub clung to Daniel as he gazed worriedly at the new arrivals.

      “Daniel, Sammy, this is Brax, our leader. And Cole, one of our Protectors.”

      Daniel opened his mouth to speak, with what Thorn guessed would be another rigidly formal greeting, but Brax got there first.

      “It’s really good to see you up and about, Daniel. And lovely to get a glimpse of Sammy’s face for once. How are your ribs feeling?”

      Daniel seemed shocked at the casual manner of Brax’s greeting. “Much better, thank you. I— We—”

      “Daniel is very grateful to the pack for taking care of him and Sammy,” Thorn supplied when the omega’s words faltered.

      He reached down and lifted Sammy into his lap, giving Daniel a reassuring pat on the shoulder.

      “You’re both very welcome,” Brax said. “We were glad when you turned up, Daniel. It’s good to know Sammy wasn’t as lost and alone as he seemed.”

      Daniel nodded, taking Sammy’s little hand in his.

      “We were just telling Daniel how he should bring Sammy over to play during the day. I’m sure he and the other cubs would get on well,” Oliver said.

      Just like that, the conversation moved on to other things. Daniel stayed tense next to him, watching the two new alphas like a mouse who knew there was a hawk in the sky, but Sammy didn’t seem to have the same fear. After a few minutes, he started squirming in Thorn’s lap, and Thorn let him down. He ran straight over to where Eric was still playing, determined to join back in. Thorn saw Daniel lean forward, ready to call him back, and put a hand on his arm.

      “Let him have a little fun, he’s earned it. He’s safe here, Daniel. You have my word.”

      Daniel hesitated before sitting back in his seat with a slow nod.

      Duke came in with Jack a few minutes later, the little boy running to join the other two while the adults talked about plans for a trip to Cole’s stables later that week. A loud, enthusiastic conversation followed. Thorn joined in now and then, but he was mostly distracted watching Daniel and Sammy. Oliver and Josh had taken Daniel aside, the three of them talking over in one corner of the room. Daniel stayed quiet for the most part, taking it all in, though he answered any question he was asked.

      Almost two hours after they arrived, Thorn spied Sammy tiring and could see Daniel was losing steam too. He tapped him on the shoulder. “Ready to head back?”

      He got a nod in answer as Daniel got up and went to get Sammy. The cub kicked up a bit of a fuss when Daniel spoke to him but let himself be picked up and carried to the door.

      “Thanks for having us, guys,” Thorn called. “We’ll see you soon.”

      He took Sammy from Daniel’s arms as soon as they were outside, knowing the omega’s ribs didn’t need the strain of carrying him all the way home.

      As they walked back to the house, he gave Daniel a sideways glance.

      “So, what did you think?”

      Daniel had gone from nervous to surprised, but Thorn wasn’t quite sure why.

      “Everyone was so nice,” he said. “And your omegas, Oliver and Josh… they were very supportive.”

      “Did you think they wouldn’t be?” Thorn asked, bemused.

      Daniel gave a sheepish shrug. “I thought they’d spend the whole time sniping at each other and competing for the alphas’ attention. But it wasn’t like that at all.”

      “I should hope not,” Thorn said. “Maybe it’s like that in other packs, but not ours.”

      Daniel tensed at that, and Thorn wondered what he’d said wrong. But the moment passed, and Daniel smiled at him.

      “Sammy had a lot of fun, didn’t you?”

      “Uh-huh,” the cub said, his head on Thorn’s shoulder. “Play with Eric n’ Jack again?”

      “We can go over there on Saturday, if you like. Brax invited us for lunch.”

      Thorn watched Daniel’s reaction to the invitation. There was a brief look of panic before the omega sighed. “That’s very kind of them. Maybe I could cook something to bring with us?”

      “You don’t have to,” Thorn said immediately. “But if you want to, sure. Let me know what you need.”

      Daniel beamed at him. “Do they like spicy food? I know this recipe…”

      Thorn found himself grinning back at the omega as Daniel chattered excitedly about food and the pack. He wasn’t sure why the omega found simple kindness a surprise, but it made him all the more determined to prove to Daniel that not everyone was like the people from his past.
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      Daniel found himself back at the packhouse sooner than expected, invited over by Oliver. This time it was just the omegas and the cubs. Sammy was happy to play with Eric once more, running over to join his new friend. Daniel followed him over, waiting until he was sure the cub was settled before returning to sit with Oliver and Josh. It was only then that he realized something strange about Josh. He’d been so anxious the previous day that he must have missed it.

      “What?” Josh asked, catching him staring.

      “Nothing, sorry. Just… you look really familiar.”

      Josh grinned. “We met yesterday, remember?”

      “No, I mean, I feel like I’ve seen you before.”

      Josh’s grin grew wider, and Daniel felt a sudden spike of anxiety. What if the connection was through his pack? But that worry faded almost instantly at Josh’s explanation.

      “I did a bit of acting before I joined the pack. That’s probably why I look familiar.”

      Daniel turned his head to the side, his eyes growing wide as he figured it out. “Wait, you’re Joey Karsley?”

      “One and the same. Though I go by Josh these days.”

      “And you left acting to join the pack?”

      Daniel wondered if Josh’s decision to join the pack had been anything like his—someone else’s choice forced upon him.

      “Acting was never really something I enjoyed. I came here and met Cole and…”

      “It was love at first sight?”

      “More like mutual dislike. The love came later.”

      Despite Josh’s grin, Daniel had the sense he wasn’t really joking.

      “So you don’t miss it? Being a movie star?”

      “Not even a little,” Josh admitted. “But I still get a lot of attention through my work for the pack.”

      “Oh? What do you do?”

      Thorn had explained Oliver’s job, which seemed like an important one, but he’d assumed he was an exception. He had no idea omegas could have roles in the pack beyond being a mate and a parent.

      “I’m trying to raise our profile and bring attention to pack rights. It has its ups and downs.”

      “I don’t understand. Why would you do that?”

      Josh looked torn between bemusement and irritation at the question. Oliver chimed in, answering before he could.

      “Well, packs don’t exactly get a fair hearing in the media. And it’s spurring laws that would unfairly restrict us. We need to change hearts and minds in order to stop that, which means people need to see the reality of packs like ours.”

      Daniel thought if people saw the reality of Harrison’s pack, they’d want to lock them up and throw away the key.

      “Is that your role in the pack? As well as being Cole’s mate, of course.”

      That was most important. Omegas supported the roles the alphas played.

      “That’s more my unofficial role. Officially, I’m the pack’s Keeper. I make sure the alphas play nice together.”

      Daniel blinked at that. “You’re sleeping with all of them?”

      There was a pause before both Josh and Oliver burst into laughter.

      “No,” Oliver said, trying to calm down. “Pack roles have nothing to do with sex. Sex is between mates. Roles are part of the pack hierarchy.”

      Harrison explained it very differently. He’d told Daniel time and again that an omega’s role in the pack was sex. The different roles depended on who that omega was having sex with. He’d impressed on Daniel how lucky he was to be the pack alpha’s second mate.

      “Oh. I didn’t realize.”

      He felt himself flush as he realized how stupid he must sound to the two omegas. What would they think if they knew he’d been part of a pack too, but his role had been nothing more than bed warmer for their alpha leader when he got bored of his first mate?

      “Why would you?” Oliver said warmly. “But this is exactly why we need to raise awareness about packs. Too many people have the wrong idea. They see us as cults or places where aberrant behavior is encouraged. We want them to see us as we are—a family, bound by pack, not blood.”

      It sounded much nicer than how Harrison’s pack looked from the outside. Much more civilized. And there was no sign of the competition between omegas that he’d seen firsthand between Jaxon and the others.

      “Ollie, can we play outside?” Eric asked.

      That was the cue for them to move out into the garden, carrying blankets and toys.

      Daniel sat on a blanket, one of Josh’s cubs in his lap, and watched the kids play. He stroked a hand across the little hedgehog’s spines, casting a quizzical eye at Josh.

      “You’re a hedgehog shifter?”

      Josh grinned at that. “Yep. I’ve finally come to terms with it after years of hiding it. You’re a leopard, right? Just like Sammy.”

      “Right.”

      “I played a leopard once. In that film about the prince who gets thrown off his horse and washed downriver. I’d have given anything back then to really be a leopard shifter.”

      “It’s not so special,” Daniel murmured. Sure, hedgehog was a little unusual, but he thought it was nice being different, being small.

      “But people respect it, more than they respect hedgehogs.”

      “I don’t think that’s as true now as it used to be,” Oliver weighed in.

      “You can’t talk,” Josh teased. “You’re a fox.”

      The two started to bicker, but there was no heat in it, no malice. Daniel was distracted when he caught sight of two people walking through the woods with a little boy. The little boy was Jack, and with him was his father, Duke. But who was that other man?

      “That’s Corin,” Oliver said softly, following Daniel’s gaze. “He was Duke’s omega mate. He left Duke for another alpha and took Jack with him. The alpha was bad news, and Corin wound up in some trouble with the law.”

      “Duke’s a good guy,” Josh added. “Managed to see past his hurt and anger and asked Oliver if he could help Corin. Oliver got him out of jail and back on his feet.”

      “And they’re back together?” Daniel asked.

      “They’ve been slowly reintroducing Corin back into Jack’s life,” Oliver explained. “As for Duke and Corin… I don’t know if that’s something that can be mended.”

      “They’re certainly spending time together,” Josh said. “But there’s a lot of healing to do.”

      Daniel couldn’t imagine Harrison taking him back if he left him for another alpha. In fact, he was sure Harrison would kill him and any alpha he took up with. But Harrison was far away, with no idea where he and Sammy were. He couldn’t hurt them, not now.

      Sammy padded over in his leopard form, yawning widely.

      “I think someone’s ready for a nap,” Daniel said, lifting him into his arms and searching around for his discarded clothes. “I should take him back.”

      “Come visit again,” Oliver encouraged. “Tomorrow or the day after.”

      “I’d like that,” he said shyly. “Thank you.”

      Their pack was nothing like Harrison’s. Far from wanting to get as much distance from them as possible, Daniel was curious to learn more. Just who were Thorn’s pack and how had they all come to be here?

      He mulled on it and what he’d been told already as he walked back to the house. Sammy slept soundly in his arms, the little leopard’s face tucked into his neck. As the house came into view, Daniel became aware of something in the woods, shadowing them on the path. He tightened his grip on Sammy, prepared to make a run for it as he glanced through the trees, searching for what was following them.

      It was an elk, standing tall and majestic among the trees. Daniel stilled and watched, curious as to why the elk’s attention was on them. As the animal approached, the wind carried its scent forward, and Daniel got his answer.

      “Thorn,” he murmured.

      He stepped off the path toward him, and the elk matched him step for step, narrowing the gap between them.

      “I didn’t realize,” he told the alpha quietly. “I’ve never seen an elk shifter before. You’re magnificent.”

      He was: tall and proud, his antlers showing off his strength. The elk came right up to them, and Sammy woke, mewling sleepily as he reached out a paw and just tipped the elk’s nose.

      Daniel was prepared to pull Sammy back if the alpha snapped but all Thorn did was nudge the cub gently. Daniel stepped back to get a better view of Thorn’s animal form.

      “The watcher of the forest. Keeping your pack safe.”

      Thorn made a chuffing sound, and Sammy, fully awake now, insisted on being let down. He ran around Thorn’s legs, seeming oblivious to any potential danger the alpha posed. Whenever Harrison had shifted, Sammy had run straight to Daniel and clung to him, hiding from the monster showing his true form. It just proved to Daniel that the two alphas were nothing alike. And if the alphas were different, then so were the packs.

      Thorn’s nose nudged Daniel’s hand, drawing him away from his turbulent thoughts.

      “Could I… touch you? Would that be okay?”

      Some alphas were unapproachable in their shifter forms, acting like the wild animals they mimicked. Harrison had been like that. More than once, Daniel had wound up with the claw marks to prove it. In answer, Thorn nudged Daniel again.

      Daniel stepped closer, reaching a hand out slowly. There was a tremble in it that he couldn’t quite hide. It didn’t stop him wanting to do this, wanting to touch Thorn, to connect with his majestic shifter form. Elks were aloof, just like Thorn seemed sometimes. Daniel touched the tip of Thorn’s nose, then stroked up along it to his head. He scratched behind the elk’s ears, earning him a chuff of contentment from the alpha who leaned into his touch. Daniel stepped around to the side and ran his hand along Thorn’s flank. He could feel the alpha’s strength beneath his palm.

      The alpha turned and nudged Daniel pointedly, nodding to where Sammy was playing nearby. “I… I don’t understand.”

      The elk did it again, catching Daniel’s sleeve between his teeth and tugging gently. “Oh, you want me to shift too?”

      Daniel hesitated only a moment before slipping behind a tree and shedding his clothes. It wasn’t like Thorn hadn’t seen his shifter form already. What did he have to hide?
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      Thorn was always careful when there were cubs around. Being the pack’s Sentinel made him hyperaware anyway but that went doubly so when he was in his elk form and there were little ones underfoot. At first, he thought Daniel wasn’t going to join them but then the omega did. It was worth it just to see the way Sammy’s face lit up with excitement as he raced over to his dad. The two scented each other, and Daniel made a half-hearted attempt to groom some of Sammy’s unkempt fur before the cub darted under Thorn’s legs to escape. Daniel waited a moment before giving chase, winding around Thorn’s legs as he stalked the cub. Sammy clearly loved being chased as the little cub squealed and darted around, running this way and that. He always came back to use Thorn as a shield.

      Both he and Daniel were surprised when Sammy leaped into the air and managed to cling to Thorn’s side. Thorn, afraid the cub would lose his grip and fall, eased to his knees on the ground. It would make for a softer landing if the cub did lose his grip. But Sammy didn’t seem interested in getting down, instead climbing higher and settling in the middle of Thorn’s back. The cub curled up tightly, and Thorn let out a snort of amusement.

      Daniel moved closer, eyeing Thorn cautiously. Thorn suspected he was worried that Sammy was annoying him. He grunted softly and relaxed against the ground, doing his best to show Daniel that he and Sammy had nothing to fear from him.

      Daniel came to stand by his head, crouching down low on the ground. He ducked his chin and nudged under Thorn’s head. It was a very submissive gesture, and at first, Thorn thought it was done out of fear. But there was nothing else in the leopard’s body language to suggest he was afraid. In fact, it was the opposite. Daniel seemed more at ease than he had been since he’d arrived. Maybe they were finally making some progress.

      When Daniel settled down on the ground next to him, Thorn made no attempt to discourage him, happy with the omega huddled closer. See, this wasn’t so bad. They were just an alpha, an omega, and a cub, out enjoying the pack’s forest. There was nothing to be afraid of, least of all him.

      Sammy didn’t stay quiet for long. Thorn felt him shift around on his back, growing restless, and then he threw himself off and onto Daniel. Thorn turned to watch, shifting back to human form as the leopards rolled around the clearing, chasing and jumping at each other. Daniel would pretend not to see Sammy creeping up on him and then jump in fright. More often than not, that scared Sammy too, and Thorn found himself laughing at the little cub’s antics as he played.
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        * * *

      

      Sleep didn’t come that night, and after a few hours of trying to force it, he gave in and got up. He had a few projects on the go, but most of them were too noisy for night time. He didn’t want a grumpy cub or a haggard omega on his hands the next day. He sat down at his worktable and pulled the toys he’d been making out of their box. He was almost done with his carving of a leopard. It just needed a few finishing touches, some sanding down, and a polish. Once it dried out, he’d give it to Sammy. The elk was a little more intricate. He had to be careful with how he made the antlers so that they wouldn’t be dangerous. He didn’t think Daniel would appreciate him giving Sammy a toy with sharp, pointy bits.

      He was just rubbing a sharp edge smooth when he realized he wasn’t alone.

      “Can’t sleep either?” he asked softly. He patted the chair next to him, happy when Daniel slid into the seat.

      “I had a dream—a nightmare—about Sammy. I wanted to make sure he was okay.”

      Thorn took a good look at the omega, not liking how pale he was.

      “He’s fine. Was out like a light the second his head hit the pillow. To be young and carefree, huh?”

      “He hasn’t always been carefree. But he is now, here, with you.”

      “He’s doing better,” Thorn agreed. “Especially since you got here.”

      “You got him back to human form. I couldn’t do that, even after months of trying.”

      It was hard to hear Daniel admit that.

      “I don’t think you were the problem. The environment has a lot to do with it, or so Kira tells me. And it sounds like things weren’t all that great where you were before,” Thorn prodded gently, knowing Daniel would clam up if he pushed too hard.

      “It was no place for a kid,” Daniel agreed then fell silent.

      Thorn waited, hoping the omega might say more, but Daniel kept quiet. So, Thorn showed him what he was making.

      “I thought Sammy could do with a few more toys: a leopard, an elk. Maybe having toys of things he can relate to would be good for him?”

      Daniel took the leopard into his hands, turning it over and over.

      “You don’t like it?” Thorn asked, when the omega said nothing.

      “No.” Daniel sounded choked up, and Thorn glanced over, surprised to see tears on the omega’s cheeks. “It’s beautiful and so, so thoughtful. Sammy will love it. He loves to play make-believe.”

      Daniel’s words were at odds with his tears.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” Thorn told him, worried he’d put his foot in it.

      “You didn’t,” Daniel promised him, sniffling. “You’ve just made me happy, that’s all. No one’s done that in a very long time.”

      “Oh, well, that’s okay then.”

      “It’s more than okay,” Daniel said, rubbing his hands over his eyes. “Thank you, Thorn. And I don’t just mean for the toys. You’ve done so much for us.”

      “I thought we talked about all the thank yous,” Thorn teased.

      “We did but… I haven’t said it enough.”

      Not knowing what to do, just feeling his way through the situation, Thorn reached over and covered Daniel’s hand with his own.

      “I’m glad you’re here, and that you’re both happy. I didn’t think anyone would be able to stick living with me for so long. I’m not called Thorn for no reason.”

      There was a brief pause before Daniel’s curiosity got the better of him.

      “Why are you called Thorn?”

      “It’s a nickname, from the military.”

      “Yeah, but why Thorn?”

      Thorn felt his face redden but answered nonetheless. “Our hand-to-hand combat instructor used to call me the thorn in his side. Most of our other instructors called me a pain in the ass, so I guess it could have been worse.”

      Daniel giggled. “Thorn suits you. Though you aren’t as bad as all that.”

      “No?” Thorn grinned back at him. “I’m glad to hear it.”
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      After a few days of short visits to the packhouse with Sammy, Daniel found himself invited to spend the morning with Oliver, Josh, and all their cubs. The older kids were in the playroom next door with Kira and Alice, and Sammy ran in eagerly to join him. For the first while, Daniel hovered anxiously near the door, keeping an eye on him.

      “You’ll make him nervous, hanging around the door like that,” Josh said. “If he sees you’re happy and relaxed, he’ll be happy and relaxed.”

      With one last glance at his cub, Daniel went to sit down with the others.

      “You’re right. I just can’t help it.”

      “It’s not easy to let them out of your sight in a new place,” Oliver said kindly. “Some days, I don’t even want to leave the pack with them. If I could keep them here forever, wrapped in cotton wool…”

      “What a boring life they’d lead,” Josh joked. “You can’t do anything fun swaddled in cotton wool. And it’s so hot all the time.”

      Daniel laughed, tickling one of the cubs who was crawling over his lap, intent on stalking his sibling.

      “I can’t believe you have so many kids between you. How do you keep track of them all? One is hard enough.”

      “It’s not so bad,” Oliver said. “They mostly stick together. And there’s so many people around to help, there’s always someone watching. Almost always.”

      “It’s a little different for me and Cole, out at the stables,” Josh said. “But we’ve only got the three, so that makes it easier. And they do stay together, most of the time.”

      It was strange to hear how the two omegas spoke to each other. In Harrison’s pack, they’d been constantly snapping at each other, doing their best to show the others up or get attention from the alphas. Daniel, on the other hand, had done his best not to be noticed. But that had just made him their target. When they wanted to feel better about themselves, it was easy to pick on him.

      “It must have been scary, being separated from Sammy,” Oliver said quietly.

      Daniel ducked his gaze, shame washing over him.

      “You must think I’m a terrible father.”

      “No,” Josh said immediately.

      Oliver’s reply was slower, but his words were kind.

      “Thorn explained your difficult situation to us. I believe you didn’t mean for Sammy to be left alone like that.”

      “No, never. But there was so little time, and I couldn’t let them—”

      He forced himself to be quiet.

      “You couldn’t let them take him away?”

      “He’s my cub. He belongs with me.”

      “You’re right, cubs need their fathers. And omegas especially need their omega fathers.”

      “They need an alpha too, don’t they? And I don’t have one of those.”

      That was one of the reasons why his family had refused to let Daniel stay with them and have Sammy, and why they’d sent him back to Harrison. Cubs, omega or otherwise, needed their alpha fathers.

      “There must have been an alpha at some point, though,” Josh said. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have little Sammy.”

      “There was,” Daniel admitted. “But it wasn’t… he wasn’t…”

      He struggled with what to say without getting further entrenched in his lies.

      “You got pregnant, he cut and ran?”

      Daniel glanced up to see understanding on both omegas’ faces. He hated lying to them when they were being so kind, but he couldn’t risk the truth.

      “Something like that. He stuck around, for a while, but he… he never wanted to be a father.”

      “But he was more than happy to get you pregnant and leave you holding the baby. Charming gentleman,” Oliver said.

      “He wasn’t a nice guy, really,” Daniel said. “At first, he was charming. Said all the right things. But later, he changed…”

      “He hurt you?”

      Daniel nodded slowly. “And he’d use Sammy to get me to do what he wanted. I thought my family would help me take care of Sammy, but they didn’t want to know. They thought I needed to go back to my alpha and make a go of things.”

      He’d never forgive them for that. They’d seen the bruises, they knew how scared he was of him, and they still called Harrison to come get him.

      “Well, you’re here now, and so is Sammy. You’re both safe, you’ve got a roof over your heads and food on your plates.”

      Daniel waited with bated breath as Oliver spoke. Was this it? Was this when they’d finally explain what the catch was, what they wanted from him?

      “Now’s the time for you to do some thinking. To decide what you and Sammy will do from here. There’s no rush, you can take your time. Thorn seems happy to have you at his place, but if that isn’t working out, you can come stay in the packhouse. I have plenty of information about sheltered housing for omegas and their kids. And there are education and work programs that we could get you into, if you wanted to make a go of things by yourself.”

      Daniel gave an enthusiastic nod at that. “I’m a hard worker. I just want a chance to make a life for me and Sammy.”

      “Of course you do. For Sammy’s sake, though, you need some stability. That doesn’t just mean a place to stay and a warm meal, it means a steady alpha presence in his life. Right now, that’s Thorn. If you leave here, you’ll need someone else. A lot of the shelters have alphas who volunteer with the kids, like big brothers or grandfathers. That should fill that gap for you. So you don’t need to go rushing to find another alpha mate. A lot of omegas end up in trouble doing that, because they think they’ll lose their kids to foster care if they don’t.”

      It didn’t escape Daniel’s notice that Oliver said ‘if’ he left the pack, not when.

      “I didn’t know that. And you’re right, Sammy’s doing so well since he met Thorn. I haven’t seen him stay in human form for this long in months. And he laughs all the time now.”

      He was no longer the quiet, scared leopard who hid at the slightest sound of raised voices. Because there were no raised voices to hide from, not here.

      “I didn’t think Thorn had it in him,” Josh joked.

      Daniel felt a little defensive of the alpha. “He’s so good with Sammy. Gentle and kind, but firm when he needs it. Sammy’s dad would yell so much, and Sammy wouldn’t know what he’d done wrong. It’s never like that with Thorn.”

      “You like him,” Josh said suddenly.

      Daniel didn’t know where to look. Would that bother them? He didn’t think he was worthy of joining their pack. Maybe they thought he had designs on Thorn?

      “He’s been very good to us. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay him.”

      “He’s not looking to be repaid,” Oliver said firmly. “If you liked him though, that would be different.”

      “I do like him. I like him a lot. But it’s not that simple.”

      Harrison hadn’t found them yet, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t. Or that Daniel wouldn’t slip up and reveal the truth.

      “Because of Sammy’s father? Daniel, an absentee father is definitely grounds for annulling a mating bond. We can file an amendment to the bonding paperwork easily.”

      Daniel glanced up at Oliver, surprised at the omega’s words.

      “But there was no paperwork. We never bonded, not officially.”

      “Well, then. That makes it even easier. No paperwork means there was no bond. You’re free to date any alpha you choose.”

      “But Thorn wouldn’t want to date me.”

      Josh laughed. “Have you seen the way he looks at you? Cole says he’s been raving about your cooking all week. Won’t shut up about it.”

      Daniel felt a spark of warmth at that, but still… “Maybe he just likes me for my cooking.”

      “And maybe the way to a shifter’s heart is through his stomach,” Oliver said with a smile. “It means more than you think, Daniel. Thorn’s not a people person. If he didn’t like you and Sammy a lot, you wouldn’t still be living at the house with him. We offered to move you to the packhouse or the stables twice already. He says you’re both better off where you are.”

      Daniel couldn’t hide a smile at that. He felt it too. Where Thorn was, he wanted to be. And Sammy felt the same. But could it really be that easy?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Thorn found Brax carrying supplies into the clinic the next day. He hefted a box into his arms and followed the alpha inside.

      “Thanks,” Brax said, taking the box from him and stacking it with the rest. “I wasn’t expecting to see you today. Aren’t you on shift?”

      “I switched with Jimmy. It’s his girlfriend’s birthday, and he wanted to take her out for brunch.”

      “Speaking of brunch, Oliver mentioned something about us going to the cottage this weekend?”

      They headed outside to get more boxes.

      “Who’s us?”

      “Me and Oliver, you and Daniel.”

      Brax was watching him closely, and Thorn had an idea why.

      “That’s actually why I’m here. That’s what I wanted to talk about.”

      “Brunch?” Brax asked with a hint of a smile.

      “Daniel.”

      “I figured you might. Daniel’s been saying lots of good things about you to Oliver and Josh. They think he’s a little smitten.”

      “Well, it’s not one-sided.”

      Brax set down the box he was carrying, frowning. “Seriously? I thought you were coming for advice on how to let him down gently. He doesn’t really seem like your type.”

      “And just what is my type, Brax?”

      He’d always been someone who kept to himself, rarely spending more than a night with the same person, seldom dating. Since becoming pack, even the one-night stands had become a thing of the past. If he had a type, he’d long forgotten what it was.

      “Okay, you make a good point. When you say it’s not one-sided…”

      “I like him. A lot. Sammy too. I never thought I was the kind of guy who’d like kids hanging around, but with Sammy, it’s just… easy.”

      “And Daniel? Is that easy, too?”

      Thorn snorted at that. “The opposite, at least at the start. He was so on edge, he’d literally jump if I so much as looked at him. But now… he likes my attention.” He reminded Thorn of a cat basking in the sun whenever he praised or encouraged him.

      Brax picked his box back up. “Are you sure this isn’t some sort of Stockholm infatuation?”

      “I didn’t abduct him, Brax.”

      “That’s not what I’m saying. He was in a bad situation, he got out of it, and he found himself here. Suddenly there’s this alpha being nice to him, kind and gentle, which are obviously two things he doesn’t expect from an alpha. Is it any wonder that he’s falling head over heels?”

      Thorn felt his irritation growing.

      “And what about my feelings? Are you saying they’re not real either?”

      “All I know is that you’ve been pulling away from us ever since my kids were born. It’s gotten worse since Cole got together with Josh. It’s obvious you’re lonely, but I’m not sure the solution to that is taking in an omega and a kid who’ve obviously been through a really rough time.”

      Thorn didn’t want to hear it, and the urge to turn around and walk away was almost irresistible.

      “How do I prove to you that it’s not? Hell, how do I prove that to myself, and to Daniel?”

      Everything he was feeling seemed real. But what if Brax was right, and it was just two messed-up souls getting entangled in a way that was only going to end up hurting them?

      “Maybe talk to Kira about it? And take it slow. Don’t rush into anything. I’m not saying you should reject Daniel outright or send him and Sammy packing. But don’t go signing any mating bonds just yet, hey?”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. It’s only been a few weeks, and most of that time Daniel would barely look at me, let alone talk to me. Thanks, Brax.”

      “What are friends for, if not to drag your head out of the clouds now and then? And for what it’s worth, Thorn, I really hope this thing between you and Daniel works out. I’d like to see you happy and settled. We all would. It’s not easy being our Sentinel, out there alone, watching our backs. We’ve got your back too, okay?”

      “I never doubted it.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel took Sammy over to the packhouse for story time that evening, and Thorn took advantage of the quiet to head out and patrol the border. He walked it every few days. Some nights, he chose a spot to sit and watch things. It served the purpose of marking their territory, his Sentinel scent telling any shifter who came near that this was pack land and protected. It also soothed the part of him that was constantly alert and searching out danger. He was the first to know if anything changed out there and what it might mean for his pack.

      He stayed in human form as the rain started, settling under a copse of trees as he listened to the patter of rainfall and watched the animals go about their evening. There was a den of foxes nearby. They’d had cubs only a few weeks before, but Thorn had yet to see them venture outside.

      He’d been sitting there about an hour when he heard rustling in the bushes nearby. On alert, he crouched and turned toward the sound.

      “Thorn?”

      He relaxed and stood up, spotting the top of Daniel’s head through the leaves.

      “I’m here, Daniel.”

      The omega pushed his way through, coming to stand next to him. “I was hoping I’d find you. I wasn’t sure if you were walking the whole border or not.”

      “Not tonight,” Thorn said. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      Daniel shook his head with a shy smile. “No. I just thought, since it’s so cold and wet, that you might want something to warm you up.”

      He swung a bag off his shoulder and reached inside, pulling out a flask. “It’s soup. I made it myself. Leek and potato.”

      “Sounds delicious, thank you. But you shouldn’t be out here in the rain. Go on back before you’re soaked through.”

      Daniel hesitated, biting down on his lower lip. “I thought I’d stay and keep you company. Unless you want me to go?”

      Mindful of what Brax had said about taking things slow, feeling their way through it, Thorn decided this was as good a time as any to do some talking.

      “No, I’d like the company. Come on, sit down here next to me. This tree trunk is dry, it’s sheltered by those branches, see?”

      They sat side-by-side as Thorn opened the flask and poured out some soup. He offered it to Daniel first.

      “No. You have some,” the omega insisted.

      Thorn, never the biggest fan of soup, or leeks for that matter, took a long sip.

      “It’s good,” he told the omega, surprised by how much he enjoyed it. “Really good.”

      He offered the cup to Daniel, and the omega took a tiny sip. “It could probably use more seasoning. I didn’t want to put too much. I know some alphas, Sentinels especially, can be sensitive to spices.”

      Thorn was surprised to hear him say it. “Who told you that? Oliver?”

      The Defender was always reading up on packs, in the belief that the more they knew, the better protected they were. His knowledge had saved them more than once.

      “Um… it must have been,” Daniel said slowly, a shiver running through him.

      Thorn noticed his heartbeat kick up a notch and wrapped an arm around him, drawing him closer.

      “I don’t want you getting cold out here. Why don’t I walk you back to the house?”

      “Couldn’t we stay a while longer?”

      “Well, I guess a little longer wouldn’t hurt. Have some more soup. That’ll warm you up.”

      They shared the rest of the soup between them, Daniel curling closer and closer to Thorn as the minutes passed. Thorn set the flask aside, trying to work out how to start the conversation they needed to have.

      “It’s nice out here,” Daniel murmured. “Quiet.”

      “Sometimes,” Thorn agreed. “Other times, the woods can be a hive of activity. But the rain tends to send a lot of the creatures scurrying for cover.”

      “Me, too,” Daniel said. “When I don’t have you to shelter me from the rain.”

      Thorn turned to find the omega peering up at him hopefully. He cupped Daniel’s cheek.

      “Why did you come out here?”

      “Because I knew you were alone, and I wanted to be close to you, to keep you company.”

      Thorn stroked his thumb across Daniel’s cheek. “I know you’ve had bad experiences with people—with alphas—before. Sometimes, when people are nice to you, it confuses your feelings. You cling to them because it’s different, because it’s better than what you’ve known…”

      Daniel frowned at him. “My feelings aren’t confused. I like you. A lot. Maybe you don’t feel the same way, and that’s okay. Sammy and I won’t overstay our welcome, I promise. But I just thought… if there was a chance you did feel the same, it was worth the risk to come out here to be alone with you.”

      Thorn was relieved that Daniel didn’t sound like someone blinded by the slightest display of kindness.

      “Oh? And what did you think would happen?” he teased.

      Daniel peered up at him through his long lashes, biting down on his lower lip. “I thought you might kiss me.”

      Kissing Daniel was all Thorn had wanted to do since the omega had joined him out there. He tipped Daniel’s head up, holding his gaze.

      “You’re sure this is what you want?”

      “Yes.”

      That one whispered word was enough. Thorn pressed his lips to Daniel’s, taking it slow, giving them both a chance to get used to it.

      Daniel sighed into the kiss, one hand grasping tight to Thorn’s sleeve as he kissed him back. Thorn let his hand slide behind Daniel’s head, just teasing across the nape of the omega’s neck, and Daniel shuddered hard against him, surging forward.

      Their noses bumped, and Thorn had to catch hold of Daniel before the omega slid off the tree trunk they were sitting on.

      Daniel’s cheeks flushed a pretty pink, his gaze darting to Thorn’s and away again.

      “Was that… okay?”

      The hesitant way Daniel phrased it made Thorn’s heart ache. That alpha had really done a number on his confidence, in every way that mattered.

      “Better than okay, Daniel.” He stood, drawing the omega up with him and backing him against a nearby tree. “Every time I touch you, I never want to stop. I want so much more.”

      He tipped Daniel’s face up and kissed him again, deeper this time, long and lingering, until they were both breathless.

      “Please,” Daniel begged with another shiver.

      Thorn crowded closer to him, pressing him against the tree and using his body warmth to chase the chill from the omega’s skin.

      “Please what?”

      In answer, Daniel’s arms wrapped around him, tugging him in for another kiss. This time Thorn ceded control to Daniel. At first, the omega seemed uncertain, inching back until he could see Thorn’s eyes. He pushed forward again, tentatively kissing the side of Thorn’s mouth, and then full on his lips. His tongue swiped across Thorn’s bottom lip, and Thorn parted his mouth, urging the omega to explore. Daniel was hesitant, letting his tongue just touch Thorn’s. Thorn, unable to resist the chase, caught Daniel’s chin in his hand and deepened the kiss, teasing Daniel’s tongue with his own. He was rewarded by a hum of surprise and a low moan as the omega melted against him.

      He reached down and lifted Daniel up, urging the omega’s legs around his waist.

      “Let’s get you back to the house,” he murmured as Daniel let his head rest against Thorn’s shoulder with a sigh.

      The closer they got to Thorn’s house, the tenser Daniel got. By the time Thorn stepped through the front door, the omega had gone silent and still. Like a deer who knew a predator lurked nearby. Thorn paused in the hallway, then turned and carried him into the living room.

      Daniel relaxed a little on seeing their destination, lifting his head.

      “I thought we were…”

      “Taking things slow,” Thorn said. He sat down on the couch, his arms loosely encircling Daniel but giving the omega the space to pull away if he needed it.

      “I thought we were going to your bed,” Daniel admitted.

      “That’s a step we’ll take when we’re both good and ready.”

      Daniel slipped a hand between them, lightly pressing the heel of his palm against Thorn’s groin. Thorn couldn’t hide a groan at the touch.

      “I think you’re ready now,” Daniel said.

      “Standing to attention doesn’t always mean you’re going to march,” Thorn said firmly.

      “But I could…”

      Thorn tugged the omega down for another kiss, silencing his fears.

      “This is all I want right now,” he assured the omega between kisses, moving to Daniel’s neck and kissing his way across the sensitive skin.

      Daniel clung to him tightly, throwing his head back with a long, loud moan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      Daniel thought Thorn was joking when he said all he wanted to do was kiss. But the alpha seemed determined to prove how serious he was. For the next week, whenever they were alone, they did a lot of kissing. Tons. Acres. It was, hands down, the most kissing Daniel had done since he’d been a bored teenager wondering what all the fuss was about. With Thorn, it was ten times better.

      They had yet to venture into Thorn’s bedroom, Daniel still tensing every time he thought about it. But he’d started to wonder, if the kissing was as good as all that, how nice the rest of it might be.

      So that afternoon, when Sammy was over having a play date with Jack, Daniel took Thorn by the hand and guided him to his bedroom door.

      “Where are we off to?” Thorn asked with a laugh.

      “Bed,” Daniel told him, not letting go of his grip on the alpha. But when he got to Thorn’s door, all his muscles locked up, and he couldn’t go any further.

      “Daniel?”

      “Give me a minute,” he said through gritted teeth, almost in tears from frustration. “I want this, Thorn. I promise.”

      “But maybe you don’t want it right here and now,” Thorn said softly.

      “No, I do. I really do… You could carry me inside?”

      Thorn turned him around, cupping Daniel’s face in his hands. “Not happening. When you’re ready, and not before, okay?”

      “But if we don’t try something, I’ll never get through the door.”

      Thorn sighed and nodded. “We’ll have to work up to it. Today, we won’t go in. But I’m going to open the door. Maybe if you see there’s nothing in there to be scared of, it’ll make it easier.”

      It wasn’t like Daniel didn’t know what Thorn’s room looked like. He’d seen inside more than once. But that was different from going in there, with Thorn, so they could…

      “It’s no good trying to force it,” Thorn said, swinging the door open. “You have to want it, mind and body. Right now, some part of you is saying no. I think you should listen to it.”

      Daniel peered inside, unable to identify what it was that set his heart racing—and not in a good way.

      “Even if it’s stupid and ruining the best thing that ever happened to me?”

      Thorn wouldn’t wait forever. Of that, Daniel was certain.

      “It’s not stupid, and it’s not ruining anything.”

      Thorn cupped his cheek, drawing his attention away from the door and to the alpha himself. He let Thorn coax him into a kiss, loving the feeling of the alpha’s mouth on his as he was backed against the wall next to Thorn’s bedroom.

      “It is stupid,” he insisted as Thorn pressed a line of hot kisses along his throat. “I want you so badly, but I can’t have you because of a door I’m afraid to walk through when I haven’t got a broom in my hand.”

      Thorn’s rumbling laughter made him feel warm, and a little less silly.

      “Some fears can be rationalized away. Others have to be chased into oblivion.”

      Daniel didn’t understand what the alpha was saying, but he wasn’t sure it mattered when Thorn’s hands slipped under his T-shirt to press against the bare skin of his stomach and chest.

      “You’re beautiful,” Thorn said roughly, pushing Daniel’s shirt up.

      Daniel swallowed a moan as the alpha crouched and began to kiss his way down his stomach. “What…”

      “You need oblivion,” Thorn told him, lifting his head to meet Daniel’s eyes. “And I’m going to give it to you.”

      Daniel didn’t know what the alpha meant but couldn’t do more than nod and murmur encouragement as Thorn’s mouth worked its way lower. It was only when Thorn was on his knees, his hands on the button of Daniel’s pants, that he had an inkling of where the alpha was taking things. But he couldn’t. Alphas didn’t do that for omegas. Omegas did it for them.

      Still, he readily agreed when Thorn peered up at him in question. The alpha undid the button, tugged Daniel’s zipper down slowly, then eased his pants and boxers away. The cool air made Daniel gasp, but that gasp became a long moan when Thorn bent his head and pressed his mouth to the base of Daniel’s shaft.

      Thorn eased back onto his heels. “Too much?”

      Daniel shook his head mutely, waiting to see what the alpha would do next. Thorn’s warm hand surrounded him, freeing him from his clothes. He was already half-hard, and he knew it wouldn’t take much coaxing to get him there. Harrison had touched him with his hands before, reluctantly, but never… never…

      Thorn’s mouth was on him again, his hot lips and tongue gliding their way along his shaft. Daniel clung to the wall, afraid his legs would give out, and holding as still as he could.

      “Relax,” Thorn chided gently. “All that tension is going to hold you back. Let it go.”

      He didn’t give Daniel any choice in the matter, parting his lips to take the tip of Daniel’s cock into his mouth. The wet heat was indescribable, and Daniel could do nothing but sag against the wall with a long groan of pleasure.

      “Please, Thorn. I—”

      The alpha took him deeper, his tongue teasing the underside of Daniel’s shaft, taking Daniel right to the edge… and over.

      He came hard, pleasure crowding him, turning his vision a hazy white that slowly blotted everything from his mind. When he came to, Thorn was tucking him back into his pants. The alpha’s hands caught Daniel’s hips as he stood, tugging the omega against him so he couldn’t fail to feel how hard Thorn was.

      “Just watching you gets me hot and heavy,” the alpha told him.

      He eased Daniel away from the wall, turning him toward the bedroom door, his arms wrapping around Daniel’s waist and chest as he drew him back to lean against him.

      “One day,” Thorn promised. “When you’re ready.”

      “When I’m ready,” Daniel echoed.

      He hoped that day would be soon. The fear he’d felt on looking at the door had faded to barely a twinge.

      He glanced over his shoulder at Thorn. “No one’s ever done that for me before.”

      “Their loss,” Thorn said. “You look beautiful like that. Your head thrown back, your lips flushed, those little sounds of pleasure you just can’t keep in. I could watch that every day.”
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        * * *

      

      Daniel waited a day or two, putting Sammy to bed one night before going to seek out Thorn. The alpha was in the living room, sitting on the couch, absorbed in a book. Ordinarily, Daniel wouldn’t have disturbed him, but he thought Thorn would enjoy this interruption. He snuck into the room on stockinged feet and sank to his knees between Thorn’s legs, resting a hand on Thorn’s thigh.

      There was a pause before Thorn lowered his book and raised an eyebrow.

      “Daniel?”

      “I thought I could return the favor. Even alphas need oblivion now and then.”

      Thorn stared at him for a long moment before putting his book down.

      “I guess they do.”

      The alpha widened his legs, and Daniel shuffled closer, reaching for Thorn’s zipper. He’d done this many times with Harrison. It wasn’t his favorite thing to do, but he knew it would give the alpha a lot of pleasure.

      “You’ve done this before?” Thorn asked.

      “Uh-huh.”

      He freed the alpha from the confines of his clothes, swallowing hard at the size of his cock. Eager to show Thorn how good he could be, he dived forward, parting his lips.

      “Whoa.” Thorn’s hands caught him, easing him back. “Not so fast.”

      He sat back on his heels and waited, assuming Thorn wanted to take control. Harrison was the same. He’d fist his hand in Daniel’s hair and…

      “Whenever you’re ready,” Thorn teased. “I can keep this up all day.”

      Daniel groaned at the pun, leaning in slower this time, keeping half an eye on Thorn’s expression. The alpha’s hands were on his knees, gripping them lightly.

      He wrapped a hand around the base of Thorn’s half-hard cock, opened his mouth, and did his best to relax his throat. The angle was awkward, his neck aching, his hands trembling. He felt Thorn’s hands on him again, easing him back.

      “You don’t have to.”

      “But I want to.” He did, he really did. The alpha’s scent was enticing, and Daniel had a sudden urge to know how Thorn would taste in his mouth. “I’m just out of practice.”

      Thorn ran his fingers through Daniel’s hair. “Would you like me to take the lead?”

      Daniel nodded slowly. That would be easier. He wouldn’t have to do anything except take what the alpha gave him. He was expecting a bruising grip in his hair, but Thorn changed position instead, slouching lower in his chair and urging Daniel up a little higher.

      “Hold onto my legs if you need to. Keep your eyes on me. Not my cock. Me.”

      Daniel didn’t understand but did what he was told, happy that he might at least please Thorn if he did it right.

      Thorn’s hand caught his chin, urging his head up, and the alpha kissed him. Daniel melted into the kiss, forgetting the slight ache in his knees and the tremble in his hands.

      Thorn pulled back, cupped his cheek, and urged Daniel forward. “Open your mouth,” the alpha said softly.

      Daniel obediently parted his lips, glancing down to where Thorn’s hand had encircled his cock.

      “Eyes on me,” Thorn coaxed.

      Daniel forced his gaze back up as the alpha pushed closer, his thumb stroking back and forth across Daniel’s cheek.

      “That’s it,” Thorn encouraged. “Nice and easy. We’re not deep-throating here, that needs a lot of trust and a lot of practice. When you’re ready, just take the tip into your mouth. That’s all.”

      Daniel swallowed and glanced down. He parted his lips again, pushing forward to do what Thorn asked. The head of the alpha’s cock slipped past his lips, and the gentle squeeze of the alpha’s fingers against his cheek reminded him to look up.

      “Perfect,” Thorn murmured. “Look at how gorgeous you are, doing just what I asked. Can you suck, just a little?”

      Daniel obediently hollowed his cheeks, and the alpha groaned, his eyes closing. He eased out of Daniel, urging his head up to kiss him again.

      “So amazing, so good for me. Can you take a little more this time?”

      Daniel nodded wordlessly, basking in all the praise Thorn heaped on him for what seemed like so little.

      He parted his lips and took Thorn deeper, moaning as the taste of the alpha hit his tongue.

      “That’s it,” Thorn said. “Not too deep.” He eased back, making it easier for Daniel to breathe.

      Daniel hummed contentedly around the alpha, making Thorn groan again. Both his hands cupped Daniel’s face as he eased out, smearing precum across Daniel’s mouth.

      “So beautiful and good. I want to taste every inch of you. And taste myself inside you.” He kissed Daniel’s lips again, slipping his tongue into his mouth.

      Daniel shuddered, kissing the alpha back desperately. He hadn’t thought he’d want this, that he’d enjoy this so much. This was nothing like Harrison, there was no punishing grip in his hair or on his jaw. Thorn wasn’t taking control from him.

      “One more time. Do you think you can do that for me?”

      Daniel nodded eagerly, reaching for Thorn’s cock.

      “Eyes on me,” Thorn said firmly.

      He obediently lifted his gaze, very aware of how close Thorn’s cock was to his mouth. He was about to part his lips… but Thorn hadn’t asked him to, not yet. Instead, he felt the silky soft touch of the alpha’s cock against his mouth, teasing him. He desperately wanted it, wanted to taste it, to feel it slide across his tongue.

      “Please.”

      His plea was rewarded as Thorn slid slowly past his lips, inch by inch. He didn’t go much deeper than the previous time, pulling back almost immediately, gliding across Daniel’s tongue.

      Daniel tried to plead with him a second time, but he couldn’t get a word out, only a contented sigh as the alpha slid back in. He hummed happily and sucked on the head, hearing Thorn groan as the alpha eased out and came. Daniel could only kneel there contentedly, staring up at Thorn’s expression of ecstasy, licking the taste of the alpha from his lips.

      The alpha’s hands cupped his face again, reeling him in for another kiss.

      “That was amazing, Daniel. You were amazing. Was that okay? How do you feel?” He eased Daniel up and into his lap, avoiding the mess as best he could.

      “Um.” Daniel blinked up at him. “That was good for you?”

      He struggled to believe it. Harrison had made it clear Daniel wasn’t very good in bed. He had always had to take control, push past Daniel’s barriers. Thorn hadn’t done any of that, yet was staring at him like he’d won some great prize.

      “That was beautiful, Daniel. It felt amazing. I haven’t had a release like that in a long time. I needed it. Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      “Oh.” He managed a smile. “I’m glad. I thought… I’m not very good at it.”

      “Whoever told you that was wrong. No one’s at their best when they’re given too much to handle.”

      He was tugged to lean against Thorn’s chest.

      “But the more important question is how it felt for you. Some people enjoy giving just as much as receiving, and some don’t. I, for one, love both. But if you don’t like it, we don’t have to do it again.”

      “I didn’t like it before,” Daniel admitted. “But I enjoyed it a lot with you. That look on your face after… do all alphas look like that?” He’d never been brave enough to look before.

      Thorn grinned. “I imagine my face looked something like yours did the other day. I’m sure most people look like that when they’re on the receiving end of a mind-blowing orgasm from a beautiful omega.”

      Daniel relaxed into Thorn’s embrace with a sigh. “I like how I got to look in your eyes the whole time. And I could taste you, feel you. It was never like that before.”

      Thorn’s eyes narrowed, the alpha tensing briefly.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it too. I’d never want you to do anything you didn’t want to or anything you didn’t think you’d enjoy.”

      “It would have been worth it to give you pleasure,” Daniel told him. “Isn’t that what it’s all about when an alpha and omega have sex? The omega’s there to give the alpha pleasure?”

      Thorn’s arms tightened around him.

      “No. It’s about mutual pleasure. You give pleasure and you receive it. You really weren’t joking when you said no one had done that for you before, were you?”

      “I…” Daniel felt a little silly then. “He said omegas did it for alphas, not the other way around.”

      “He? Is that Sammy’s father?”

      “Him, yeah.”

      “Well, he’s two things. A selfish bastard, and wrong—very wrong. I’m going to prove to you just how wrong he is.”

      Daniel giggled when he realized what Thorn was saying. “I think I’d like that.”
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      Thorn decided night shifts were infinitely easier when you had someone to come home to. There was just something about arriving home after dawn to the smell of coffee in the kitchen and breakfast warming in the grill. Not to mention the soft smile on Daniel’s face. This morning was different. No smell of coffee or cooking, the kitchen was empty. Worried, he called out.

      “Daniel? Sammy?”

      “Hi, Thorny!”

      Relieved, he tracked Sammy’s voice to the workshop. The cub was waiting for him by the door, and his little worried eyes brightened when he caught sight of him.

      “Morning, buddy. Did you have a good night?”

      Sammy raised his arms, and Thorn lifted him up, searching around for Daniel. He didn’t have far to look, finding the omega on the other side of the workshop, pacing back and forth.

      “Daddy’s sick.”

      “Don’t worry, Sammy. We’ll make him better. Daniel?”

      The omega didn’t pause in his pacing, didn’t even glance in Thorn’s direction. Thorn set Sammy down on the couch, wrapping a blanket around him and patting his head. He crossed the room to Daniel, watching him closely. He couldn’t see any sign of what was wrong, except for a slight flush to his cheeks and a light sheen of sweat across his forehead.

      “Daniel? Come on, talk to me. What’s going on?”

      The closer he got, the more apparent the problem. Daniel’s scent gave it away.

      “You’re in heat.”

      Daniel shook his head, slowing his pacing but not looking at Thorn. “No, I can’t be. I’ve never had a heat. Most omegas don’t. It’s not normal.”

      Thorn winced, realizing this might be his fault. Sort of.

      “It is normal within a pack. Which, technically, you’ve been in for a few weeks now.”

      Daniel shook his head harder. “No. I’m sick or something. It’s just a fever.”

      Thorn folded his arms. “Daniel, look at me. And say that again.”

      The omega’s hands clenched into fists before relaxing, and he turned toward Thorn. “It’s just a fev—”

      He faltered and took a deep breath, catching Thorn’s scent as he did.

      “You smell amazing.”

      “Yeah, heat does funny things to omegas. And alphas. Because you smell like the nicest thing in the world right now.”

      Daniel frowned disbelievingly at that. “But I’m all sweaty and gross. You can’t want to touch me.”

      Thorn laughed. “If you think a little sweat is going to put me off, you’re out of your mind. But first things first. You’re in heat. Regardless of what you do about it, you’re going to be this way for a few days. Let’s get Sammy over to the packhouse. He’ll have plenty of fun and be well looked after while you’re out of sorts.” He turned to the couch. “What do you say, Sammy? Want to go play with Eric and the others?”

      Sammy nodded eagerly.

      “I’ll call the house, get someone to come get you.”

      “He hasn’t had breakfast,” Daniel said suddenly, guilt crossing his face.

      “I’ll ask them to make him something as soon as he arrives. Don’t worry.”

      He made the call and packed a bag for Sammy, meeting Oliver at the front door. Daniel came out to say goodbye, hugging the cub tightly. “Be good. Daddy will be over to see you soon.”

      “We’ll bring him back at dinner time,” Oliver promised. “But he can spend the night at the packhouse. How does a sleepover sound, Sammy?”

      The cub didn’t look too sure about that but smiled and waved goodbye as Oliver carried him to the car.

      “I guess you and I should talk,” Thorn said once they’d driven away.

      “About sex?” Daniel asked innocently.

      “About heats and packs and what that might mean for you.”

      “You mean babies?”

      “And bonding. Look, we can use condoms and have at it like rabbits, with no consequences. Or I can give you space and let you ride it out.”

      “Or…?”

      “We ditch the condoms. It’ll probably mean that you end up in the same condition Oliver and Josh did after their heats: in the family way for three months, twins or maybe triplets, and bonded to me for life.”

      “You mean I’d be yours, forever?”

      Daniel didn’t seem horrified or worried by what Thorn was telling him, just curious.

      “That’s how it works with packs.”

      “Because I’m in heat? It wouldn’t happen just by having sex or getting pregnant?”

      “Nope. There has to be a heat for there to be a bond. And you only get pack pregnancies from a heat. Because I’m a Sentinel, and not living right in the heart of the pack, it’ll probably be twins.”

      “But it would be permanent, no one could break it?”

      Thorn could see Daniel was desperate for information, for reassurance. He just wasn’t sure what the omega was worried about. Maybe winding up pregnant and abandoned by yet another mate?

      “Pack bonds don’t break easily. Even the death of the spouse doesn’t always fracture a bond. It takes something terrible and drastic to break one. If we do this, there’s no going back.”

      Daniel seemed satisfied with that. “And what about you? Do you want this?”

      “I want it,” Thorn promised. “If you’re ready for it. If not, there’ll be other chances.”

      “No.” Daniel seemed determined. “It should be now.”

      “Then now it is.”

      They both turned toward Thorn’s bedroom door. Far from scared or anxious, Daniel looked eager.

      “Lead the way,” Thorn encouraged.

      He followed the omega into the room.

      Daniel hesitated just inside the door. Was he having second thoughts?

      “Could we… close the curtains and turn the lights off?”

      “Sure,” Thorn said, a little confused by the request. “Is the light bothering you?”

      The omega shook his head shyly. “No, it’s just… I don’t like to be watched.”

      “There’s only me here. And I think you’re beautiful.”

      “I know but… could we, please?”

      “It’s your heat,” Thorn assured him. “Your rules.”

      He shut the curtains while Daniel turned off the light, leaving them in semi-darkness.

      “Now what?” Daniel asked with a nervous giggle.

      “That depends. Are you hungry? You didn’t have breakfast.”

      “I’m hungry,” Daniel mused. “But not for food.”

      He shed his T-shirt, letting it fall to the floor. His hand went to his sweatpants, watching Thorn carefully cross the room.

      “Don’t,” Thorn said. “Let me.”

      He walked up to Daniel and slipped around behind him, wrapping his hands around the omega’s waist.

      “You are gorgeous: your skin, your eyes, your scent. Every part of you is perfect.” He kissed the back of Daniel’s neck, prompting a shiver and a moan. “I know you don’t believe me now, but one day you’ll see yourself exactly as I see you.”

      He was determined to make it his mission to bolster Daniel’s self-confidence. Someone had torn it down and ripped it to shreds. Thorn would build it back up, brick by brick.

      Slipping his hand under the waistband of Daniel’s pants, he nudged them down until they slipped past the omega’s knees and he could step out of them.

      “Beautiful,” Thorn said again, feeling Daniel shiver at the praise. He urged the omega to the bed, a little surprised when Daniel braced himself expectantly against the edge.

      “Like this?” the omega asked him, glancing at him over his shoulder.

      “Not like that,” Thorn told him, lifting him into the bed properly.

      He shed his own clothes, Daniel rolling over to watch him, grabbing a sheet to cover himself. Thorn climbed in after him, settling down alongside him. He grabbed Daniel’s hand which was fisted in the sheet he’d wrapped around himself. Thorn gently freed the sheet from his grip and started to unwind it.

      “First things first. Turn around, put your back to me. I need to get at that beautiful neck of yours.”

      Daniel did as he was told, pausing to ask a question. “Why?”

      “Your mating gland. We wouldn’t get very far if we didn’t involve it in the mating, would we?”

      Daniel seemed a little uncomfortable when Thorn settled a hand on the nape of his neck.

      “What’s wrong, Danny?”

      The omega looked pleased with the nickname, but conflicted.

      “I… I thought… just the sight of your alpha is supposed to be enough. Having to be touched like that means you’re not faithful enough, that your heart isn’t true.”

      Thorn was so stumped by that, he let his hand fall and just sat there in silence for a moment. There was fury in his voice when he spoke, though he muffled it as best he could.

      “I don’t know what selfish bastard told you that, but there’s no truth to it. Omegas have mating glands for a reason. They’re found in the neck because that makes them easily accessed by their mate or themselves during foreplay. It’s a signal to your body to get ready to mate and to make babies.”

      He softened his tone and leaned in to whisper in Daniel’s ear. “Do you want to know how I know touching it is right?”

      Daniel nodded eagerly.

      “Because it feels so, so good.”

      The omega let out a muted whimper and obediently pressed his chin to his chest, displaying his neck to Thorn.

      “That’s it, just like that. If it gets too much, just speak up or tap my arm, okay?”

      “Okay.” There was the slightest tremble in Daniel’s voice, but it was anticipation, not fear. Thorn hated that he’d learned to tell the difference.

      “Some omegas, they can come from this alone,” he murmured to Daniel.

      He bent his head and kissed the nape of Daniel’s neck. The omega’s long sigh was music to his ears. He teased at the skin a little with his teeth. Below him, Daniel whimpered and squirmed, pushing back against him for more. Thorn used his tongue and lips, kissing and licking every inch of Daniel’s gland. He wrapped one hand around the omega’s chest to hold him in place, lavishing every bit of love and attention he could on the neglected skin of his neck. With his other hand, he teased the edges of Daniel’s gland, pressing lightly into the tissue, then deeper, prompting a hoarse cry from the omega.

      Thorn could tell Daniel was close from the way his hips were arching back against him. He eased off a little, earning him a muted cry from Daniel as the omega pushed closer.

      “Please, Thorn. Don’t stop.”

      With a rumble of laughter, he went back to work, kissing the now reddened skin, drawing another hoarse cry from the omega’s flushed lips. He bit down lightly, sucking hard on the skin between his teeth, and Daniel arched and called out as he came, sagging back against Thorn with a sob.

      Thorn quickly turned the omega toward him, cradling him against his chest.

      “Shh, I’ve got you. Daniel?”

      “It… it felt so good,” the omega stuttered out. “Nothing’s ever felt like that. Never. I don’t understand.”

      Thorn knew Daniel wasn’t alone in feeling like that. Brax and Cole had told him that both their omega mates had said something similar.

      “What you knew before, that was the lie people tell omegas so that they don’t dream of better. This is the reality. This is everything you deserve.”

      “I deserve it?”

      Daniel’s eyes peeked up at him, uncertain wonder filling them.

      “This and so much more.”

      “So I can feel that again?”

      “Let’s see if we can’t do better next time.”

      Daniel’s eyes widened. “There’s better?”

      Thorn laughed and kissed him. “We’ve only just begun, Danny.”
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      Daniel was still floating in hazy happiness when Thorn rolled him onto his back. He stared up at the alpha, his gaze locked on Thorn’s dark eyes. Thorn grabbed the sheet wrapped around him and untangled him from it. Feeling his face flush, Daniel tried to pull it back, wanting the shield even in the darkness.

      “Skin to skin,” Thorn rumbled. “That’s what a heat needs.”

      Reluctantly, Daniel let go of his death grip on the sheet so Thorn could tug it away. Even in the gloom of their darkened room, he still felt exposed, knowing the alpha’s gaze would soon be examining every inch of him, criticizing every—

      Thorn’s lips pressed against his, pushing the dark thoughts from his mind.

      “You are so beautiful,” Thorn said again. “I could lie here and watch you for hours. I will, if you’ll let me.”

      Daniel turned his face away, failing to hide a shudder. “You won’t want to once you see.”

      Strong fingers caught his chin and turned his face back. “See what?”

      “Me. All of me. I don’t measure up. That’s what he always said. If you’ve been with other omegas, you’ll know.”

      Thorn’s hand cradled his face.

      “I’ve been with others omegas, sure. Though it’s been a while. Every body is different, just like every face. But there’s beauty in every one.”

      Daniel, who’d been on the receiving end of one too many barbs from Harrison and snickers from Jaxon, shook his head and tried to turn away. Thorn let him but curled close against his back.

      “If you don’t want sex…” the alpha said softly.

      “No, I do. Please.” His heat was a growing insistence, a spiraling need that had to be fulfilled. “But maybe, like this? So you wouldn’t have to look at me?”

      Thorn kissed his shoulder, and then his neck, and Daniel bit back a moan at the lazy spark of pleasure that shuddered through him.

      “I want to see your eyes when we make love for the first time. That would make me very happy.”

      “I could use the sheet,” Daniel suggested, already knowing what the alpha would say.

      “No sheet. This isn’t a casual hookup, Danny. This is a mating bond. I’m giving myself to you, and you’re giving yourself to me. There can’t be anything between us—not a sheet, not fear.”

      And that’s what it was. Daniel’s fear of judging eyes, of sharp criticism, of being found ugly and wanting. He knew he wasn’t as pretty as other omegas, that his body wasn’t as beautiful. And he couldn’t bear for Thorn to see the truth and change his mind.

      “I—”

      Thorn kissed his shoulder again. “If you’re not ready for this, that’s okay. There’ll be other chances.”

      Daniel felt his chance at happiness slipping through his fingers. Thorn must already be changing his mind in the face of his reluctance. Desperation surged inside him, and he rolled over to face the alpha.

      “No, please. I want this. I am ready. I—”

      He knew actions would speak louder than words, so he pushed away from the alpha, tugged the tangled sheet from his body and lay back on the bed, shutting his eyes tightly. It helped not to see the mocking expressions or the disgust.

      Thorn kissed him again, and Daniel surrendered to him, knowing there were tears trailing down his face.

      The alpha eased back, his fingers brushing away the teardrops. “Danny? What’s all this? What are you so afraid of?”

      He opened his eyes to meet Thorn’s confused gaze.

      “What if I’m not good enough?”

      There. He’d said it.

      Thorn looked perplexed at his words. “Is there something I don’t know? Something you haven’t told me?”

      Daniel’s heart was in his mouth. Had the alpha guessed? Did he somehow know?

      “Like a tattoo or a burn or a scar? Is that what’s worrying you?” Thorn continued.

      Daniel almost sighed with relief. “No,” he said hoarsely. “Nothing like that.”

      If anything, Thorn’s frown deepened. “It wouldn’t matter if there was. You’re already good enough, Danny. I’m not going to decide I don’t want you because you’ve got freckles on your skin, or your waist curves just so.”

      “But I have flaws,” Daniel was quick to point out. “Lots of them.”

      And Thorn, in comparison, was an Adonis. A sculpted perfection.

      Thorn sat back, his eyes running the length of Daniel’s body. Daniel shivered under the alpha’s gaze.

      “Well, I don’t see them,” Thorn said.

      “But they’re there,” Daniel insisted. “They told me all about them. My arms, my thighs, my stomach...”

      “They?” Thorn asked, leaning in. “Who were they?”

      Daniel just shook his head.

      “Well,” Thorn said. “Whoever they were, they were lying to you.”

      His hand caught Daniel’s arm, his fingers running from shoulder to wrist. “Just perfect.”

      He pressed two fingers to the top of Daniel’s thigh and dragged them slowly downward. “Lovely. Perfect for holding, for kissing. Nice and strong, too.”

      He straddled Daniel’s legs, his hands catching Daniel’s hips. He bent down and pressed a kiss to his stomach. “Beautiful.”

      “You… you don’t think I’m ugly?”

      Thorn’s eyes snapped to his, anger filling them. Daniel shrank back into the bed with a whimper, and the alpha’s eyes softened.

      “I’m sorry, Danny. I’m sorry that someone was cruel enough to fill your head with such unkindness. It’s not true, none of it. You are not ugly. You are very beautiful.”

      “Not as beautiful as Josh.”

      He knew it was wrong to compare, but it had been the same with Jaxon. The omega had never let him forget it.

      “Daniel, you are the most beautiful omega I’ve ever set eyes on. You. And you’re here, in my bed, making me the luckiest alpha in the world.”

      He pressed another kiss to Daniel’s stomach, and Daniel began to realize that the words he feared weren’t coming.

      “I want to feel beautiful,” he whispered. “Can you help me?”

      Thorn laughed and surged up the bed, kissing him breathless.

      “By the time I’m done with you, you’ll know just how beautiful you are.”

      The alpha sat back, climbing off Daniel’s legs. His hands went under him, lifting him up off the bed and moving him to the edge of the mattress.

      “What…?” Daniel asked.

      “Just trust me,” Thorn said, climbing off the bed. “I promise you’ll enjoy this.”

      Daniel found himself on his back at the side of the bed, his knees bent and spread, his feet and ass right at the edge. Thorn stood between his legs, running his hands up and down Daniel’s thighs. There was a beam of light escaping through a gap in the curtain, trailing its way along Daniel’s body.

      “Ready?” Thorn asked.

      Daniel nodded, settling back onto the bed. He was still loose and relaxed from all the attention Thorn had paid to his mating gland and tried not to tense up at what he knew was coming. Thorn leaned forward, one hand slipping behind Daniel’s neck to knead at the nape. His other hand dipped between Daniel’s legs, skimming his cock and his balls before moving behind. A finger pressed inside him, and he shuddered and moaned, throwing his head back, which just pushed Thorn’s fingers deeper into his neck. A wave of pleasure traveled down his body to his groin, and he whimpered needily when the alpha pressed a second finger inside him.

      “You’re ready for me,” Thorn murmured. “Do you feel it?”

      “Yes,” he hummed. “Please, Thorn. I’m so empty. I… I need you to fill me.”

      The alpha kissed him as he eased his fingers away from Daniel’s neck and ass.

      “And I need you,” the alpha told him.

      He held Daniel’s gaze as he pulled back, taking hold of himself as he eased forward again. Daniel didn’t take his eyes from Thorn’s as the alpha pressed inside him. The pressure was almost too much, so tight and hot, but Thorn moved slowly, eased into it, and the pain never came, the tension easing as he slipped in.

      Thorn stopped there, both of them breathing hard.

      “How does it feel?” he asked Daniel. “Are you okay? Is it too much?”

      “It’s a lot,” Daniel choked out. “So, so full. Don’t… don’t move yet? Please.”

      “Shh.” Thorn stroked a hand down his cheek. “I won’t move until you’re ready. You’re doing great. Just focus on me, focus on how it feels.”

      The alpha continued to stroke his cheeks and forehead, peppering kisses along his mouth and neck. Daniel felt his body start to relax around the alpha, letting out a deep sigh as an itch started up inside him.

      He shifted his hips a little, trying to urge the alpha deeper, prompting a laugh from Thorn.

      “Want me to move now?” the alpha teased.

      “Yes. I want that a lot,” Daniel told him, letting his fingers tangle in the alpha’s hair.

      He waited, half-expecting to be told to keep his hands to himself, but Thorn just smiled down at him. The alpha eased back until only the tip of his cock was inside Daniel, and then he pushed back in.

      The smooth slide of his body prompted a long moan from Daniel. It felt so good. Was it supposed to feel like that?

      Before he could ask, Thorn did it again and again. Daniel was lost in a growing haze of pleasure, barely noticing when Thorn’s hand found his neck again, pressing firmly in time with his thrusts. The alpha’s thrusts grew faster and harder, but it was like Daniel’s body was made for this, taking every inch of the alpha as he plunged into him.

      “That’s it, Daniel. So good, so beautiful, taking all of me like it’s nothing.”

      “Not nothing,” Daniel panted out, feeling the length of Thorn as he pushed inside. “So much, so good. I can’t…”

      He was close to the edge.

      “Yes,” Thorn said, thrusting harder. “You’re right there, Daniel. Let go. Just let it all go.”

      Another thrust, another press of the alpha’s fingers against his skin, and Daniel was lost. His body tightened around Thorn as the alpha came, wave after wave of pleasure crashing through him. His vision clouded, he cried out, and Thorn pressed close, his body covering Daniel’s.

      He surfaced to find himself lying on his side, a low chuckle rumbling in his ear.

      “That was very hot, Danny.” The alpha’s fingers teased along his hip. “You were beautiful, truly.”

      “It felt so good,” Daniel murmured against him. “No pain. I wasn’t afraid.”

      Thorn’s fingers paused, and then he cupped Daniel’s cheek and kissed him fiercely. “There will never be fear, there will never be pain. Not with me.”

      “I… I know.” Daniel did, finally. He understood. “You’re my mate. My true mate.”

      “And you’re mine,” Thorn said, tangling his fingers in Daniel’s hair and pressing a quick kiss to his cheek. “Get some sleep now. It won’t be long before you’ll want to go again.”

      Daniel wasn’t sure he believed that. He was bone-tired and drowsy, with Thorn’s warm arms wrapped around him. He felt like he’d sleep for days.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Even days after his heat had ended, Daniel still felt like he was in a happy, hazy dream. He made an early breakfast for Thorn, who had a shift at the firehouse, and sat at the table watching the alpha eat.

      “You’re not having any?” Thorn asked him.

      “I’ll eat with Sammy. He’s taken to throwing as much food as he eats. I figure it’s better if he sees me eating, too.”

      “Then we’ll make sure to have as many meals together as we can this week. He’ll soon decide eating is better than playing.”

      Thorn gave him a hug and a kiss as he was leaving, staring questioningly at Daniel’s stomach. “Anything yet?”

      Daniel laughed but shook his head. “It’s a little too soon, isn’t it?”

      “I guess I’m just excited, that’s all.” He pressed another lingering kiss to Daniel’s lips. “See you this evening. Don’t forget to bring Sammy over to the packhouse this morning. They’re doing finger painting. I’m sure he’ll love it.”

      “What toddler doesn’t love an excuse to get covered in paint?”

      “They’ve got aprons,” Thorn assured him.

      “Tell me that again tonight when I’m washing paint out of his ears.”

      Thorn was still laughing as he walked out to his car. Daniel waved him off and headed back inside. He should do some housework, and maybe make a start on the lasagna he had planned for dinner.

      He was elbow-deep in the breakfast dishes, Sammy playing on the floor nearby, when the doorbell rang. Drying his hands on the dishcloth, he checked to make sure Sammy was occupied and wandered out to see who it was.

      His heart skipped a beat when he saw the police officer at the door. He pulled it open and hoped his fear didn’t show on his face.

      “Can I help you?”

      The officer seemed a little confused to see him. “I was looking for Thorn, though I see his truck’s not here.”

      “He’s on shift at the firehouse.”

      “I should have guessed. I’m Deputy Thomas. And you are…?”

      “Daniel.”

      “Nice to meet you, Daniel. Maybe you could ask Thorn to give me a call? He has my number.”

      “Sure. What should I tell him it’s about?”

      “Nothing important. I caught some kids driving around town on a stolen moped yesterday. The owner doesn’t want to press charges, he’s just happy to know where his vehicle is, but the kids said they found it abandoned on this property, right out near the road. I was wondering if Thorn knew anything about it.”

      Daniel’s heart was racing from the word ‘moped.’ His moped. The one he’d stolen from Harrison and ridden to freedom.

      “He’s never mentioned anything about a moped to me. So you don’t think the kids took it?”

      “They definitely stole it, alright. But the owner is a county away. It seems like it had been stolen already, driven out here, and dumped. The kids saw an opportunity and snatched it. Thankfully, it’s still in good condition. I’d say the owner wouldn’t be so content to let it slide otherwise. But I guess we’ll see if he still feels that way when he comes to pick it up.” The sheriff smiled at him. “I won’t keep going on, I’m sure you’re busy. You’ll tell Thorn I stopped by?”

      “I’ll tell him,” Daniel promised, knowing the blood must have drained from his face.

      He said goodbye and shut the door, leaning heavily against the wall and listening as the deputy’s car drove away.

      Harrison owned the moped. Which meant Harrison knew Daniel had driven it here. He’d be coming for them. The pack would be coming. They might suspect he was long gone, that he’d just dumped the moped and kept running, but they wouldn’t take that on faith. And that nice, chatty deputy would tell them exactly where he’d picked it up. It would lead Harrison right to Thorn, right to Thorn’s pack, and straight to Sammy. It was only a matter of time. Hours or days. Unless… unless Daniel gave them no reason to come looking.

      He checked his watch and hurried back inside, getting Sammy ready to head to the packhouse.

      “Finger painting, huh? Doesn’t that sound like fun?”

      He carried Sammy most of the way there, knowing time was short and he’d need as much of a head start as he could get. Kira readily accepted his excuse that he needed to return to the house and finish getting dinner ready. Daniel couldn’t do more than give Sammy a quick kiss and a hug, not without arousing suspicion. Once he was out of sight of the house, he ran all the way home, wiping the stray tears from his cheeks. He found a pen and paper in the kitchen drawers and hurriedly wrote a note. It was the hardest thing he ever had to write, but he didn’t have the time to take care with his words. He had to be long gone before Thorn came home.

      He didn’t bother packing. It needed to look like he’d been on his own, or Harrison would never believe his story. Setting the letter carefully on the kitchen table, he ran for the door before he could change his mind. He grabbed the keys to Thorn’s motorcycle on the way out, hoping the alpha would forgive him that last betrayal. He’d be too slow on foot.

      As he drove off down the driveway, praying that no one from the pack was around to see him, he hoped he was doing the right thing. No, he knew he was. He had to protect Sammy, Thorn, and Thorn’s pack from Harrison and his people. Once Harrison found Daniel, he’d never let him go. And if he found him with another alpha, with another pack, he’d make them pay for Daniel’s betrayal. Daniel couldn’t let that happen.
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      Thorn got a call from Brax on the way home from the firehouse.

      “Is Daniel with you?”

      “No, I’m not home yet. Why?”

      “Sammy’s here. Daniel dropped him off this morning, but he never came back. Cole called over to your house just now, but he’s not there. Neither is your motorcycle.”

      Thorn struggled to get his head around that. “Maybe he went to town to buy some ingredients for dinner? I told him he could take the bike if he needed to. He knows how to ride.”

      Though Thorn had specifically asked Daniel to tell him before he took it, since he wasn’t all that experienced.

      “I’ll get Cole to drive the route into town and check in with the sheriff’s office. Maybe the bike broke down, or he got stopped or something. Did he have a driver’s license with him?”

      “I never thought to ask,” Thorn said. “Let me check the house. I’d know better than Cole would if anything’s out of place.”

      He passed Cole on the road, the alpha giving him a wave as he turned toward town. Thorn drove to the house, a feeling of unease growing in his stomach the closer he got. Something wasn’t right, but he was damned if he knew what that something was.

      He jumped out of the truck and ran inside, calling out, “Daniel?”

      Even though he wasn’t expecting an answer, he was disappointed all the same. In the kitchen, he found a dish of uncooked lasagna sitting by the cold stove. And on the table, propped up against a glass, was a letter with his name on it. Dread filled him as he reached for it, unfolding the paper and reading. Cursing, he dropped it back on the table and called Brax.

      “Daniel’s gone. He took off. I found a note he left for me. He’s in trouble, Brax, and I think we might be too.”

      He was torn. There was so much to explain, and his every instinct was telling him to get out on the road and go after his mate. But he couldn’t. He had a pack to protect, he had Sammy to protect, and there was a threat looming on the horizon.

      “Come to the packhouse,” Brax said. “We’ll figure it out and make a plan.”

      Thorn hesitated. If he left now, went after Daniel…

      “He’s been gone for hours, Thorn. You won’t catch up with him. Wherever he’s going, he left for a reason. We need to understand that before we go chasing after him.”

      “I’ll be there in five,” Thorn told him, hanging up.
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        * * *

      

      The others were waiting for him in the living room.

      “Thorny!”

      Thorn lifted Sammy into his arms. “Hey, kiddo. Did you have fun painting?”

      “Uh-huh. Did a picture for Daddy.”

      “I’ll bet he’ll love it.”

      Thorn didn’t have the heart to tell Sammy his dad wasn’t there to see it. He didn’t need to know anything about Daniel being gone, not until they were sure.

      “Sammy, come into the playroom with me and Eric,” Alice said, holding out a hand. Thorn set him down, and Sammy skipped away happily, oblivious to the worry in the room.

      “What did the note say?” Oliver asked as soon as the kids were gone.

      “That he lied to me, to us. He’s part of another pack. He ran away, but now he’s realized that he made a mistake, so he’s gone back to them. He left Sammy here because he wants him to be safe.”

      “Because he doesn’t think Sammy’s safe in his pack? That doesn’t make sense,” Duke said. “Packs are safe places for kids.”

      “I thought so too, but… Daniel mentioned a name in his letter. Harrison.”

      Brax and Duke both tensed at that, prompting curious looks from the rest of the room.

      “Who’s Harrison?” Nathan asked.

      “He was army special forces, like us,” Brax said heavily. “Went off the rails on a mission, earned a dishonorable discharge for his troubles.”

      “Then he started up a private security business and recruited plenty of his fellow veterans who were on the fringes. Had a few too many jobs turn into bloodbaths and basically became unwelcome in the security world,” Duke added.

      “Last we heard,” Thorn said, “he’d holed up in some remote farmhouse, touting it as a ‘retreat’ for troubled veterans.”

      Brax paced across the room. “I heard on the grapevine that he’d formed a pack, got in deep with some of those isolationists in the northeast. He actually reached out to me, six or so months back.”

      Thorn looked up at that, startled. “What the hell? You never told us that, Brax.”

      “I knew it was best to keep people like him at arm’s length or further. I was polite but made it clear that we weren’t interested in joining their community. We don’t share the same values.”

      “That’s not the point. How am I supposed to protect us against outside threats when you don’t tell me they’re there?”

      “He wasn’t a threat to us. Not then.”

      “Well, he might be one now,” Duke pointed out. “If Daniel and Sammy belong to their pack, and Daniel turns back up alone, they’re going to come looking for their missing cub.”

      “Daniel’s letter says he’ll tell Harrison he left Sammy with his family.” Thorn swallowed and added, “The only person he mentions by name in this letter is Harrison. Harrison must be his alpha, and Sammy’s father.”

      He felt a sick sense of betrayal at that. Daniel had been bonded all this time, had a pack and a mate, yet had still let Thorn grow close to him, fall in love with him, mate with him.

      “How can Daniel already be mated?” Kira asked. “He went into heat here, with Thorn.”

      “Maybe heat cycles don’t much care what alpha you’re around,” Josh suggested.

      “But that was Daniel’s first heat,” Oliver said. “Wasn’t it?”

      “Who knows?” Thorn said heavily. “He lied about everything else, why not that?”

      He was starting to see things more clearly, letting go of his first frantic instinct to track Daniel down and drag him home. Daniel had lied to him, repeatedly. Had betrayed him. Worse than that, Daniel had dragged their whole pack into danger, both by bringing Sammy to them, and leaving him there when he left again. If Harrison was Sammy’s father, then he wasn’t going to be pleased when he figured out they were keeping his kid from him.

      “But if that pack isn’t a safe place for Sammy, then it’s hardly a good place for Daniel to be. Why on earth did he decide to go back?” Kira asked.

      Cole pushed through the door as she spoke. Brax filled him in on what they knew and what they didn’t.

      “I think I can fill in a few blanks,” Cole said. “Namely, why Daniel took off today. Deputy Thomas called by your house this morning, Thorn. It seems some local kids stole a moped that was hidden in your woods.”

      “That must be how Daniel got here, when he came after Sammy,” Thorn guessed.

      “Deputy Thomas called the moped’s owner. It seems he wasn’t too bothered about pressing charges but was very keen to know where the moped had been found. The deputy thought it was a little odd, so he went back to talk to the kids again. Which is when he found out where they’d taken it from. He stopped by to give you a heads-up.”

      Thorn put that information together with Daniel’s note and came to an uncomfortable conclusion. “That’s why he decided to go back. He knew they’d come looking.”

      “All Harrison knows is what town Daniel drove to, but not that he wound up here. That’s something,” Kira said.

      “It’s not much,” Thorn said. “Not enough. It’s well known that there’s a pack living here. If Harrison hasn’t already put the pieces together, he will soon. Once he works it out, we’ll have his pack on our doorstep. Daniel’s lie won’t protect us for long.”

      “Unless we hand Sammy back now,” Nathan suggested, looking uncomfortable at the idea.

      There was a long silence. No one felt good about that plan.

      “You all saw him when he got here,” Thorn said. “He was traumatized, and it wasn’t from being alone out in the forest.”

      “No,” Kira agreed. “It was a much deeper trauma. One Daniel likely shared in, given the injuries he had when he arrived here.”

      Maybe Daniel had lied to them and put them at risk, but Thorn knew he’d been trying to protect Sammy. That had to count for something.

      “What do we do?” Cole asked. “We can’t go and demand Daniel back. That’ll just tell Harrison exactly where to find Sammy.”

      Brax sighed heavily. “We can’t sit and wait for things to blow over, either. As soon as they figure out that Daniel is lying about leaving Sammy with his family, they’ll go right back to retracing his tracks. Even if we move Sammy now, the trail leads right to us.”

      Thorn read Daniel’s letter again, noticing smudges in the ink and holding it up to the light. They were tears. He’d cried as he wrote it. As angry as Thorn felt, his heart ached for the omega, stuck between a rock and a hard place. He had lied, yes, but he’d been such a bundle of fear and nerves when he’d arrived. Maybe he’d thought he had no other choice?

      “I have a plan,” he announced. “A really terrible one.”

      “Maybe we should keep the terrible plans in reserve,” Cole said.

      “Do we have any other ideas?” Oliver asked.

      No one spoke.

      “Then let’s hear it, Thorn. How bad can it be?”

      “Bad,” he said simply. “Harrison’s got a pack, right?”

      “Right.”

      “And they are, presumably, mostly ex-military?”

      “That’s what it sounded like,” Brax said. “The alphas, the betas. He recruits them at discharge, sometimes even before they’ve left. I don’t know about the omegas.”

      “So, unless they’ve got far more kids than adults, they probably don’t fall under civilian jurisdiction.”

      He saw all eyes turn to him as they worked out what he was getting at.

      “You’re suggesting we…”

      “The military wants a pack, right? I say we give them one.”
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      Daniel drove until the bike ran out of gas, then parked it outside a police station and hitchhiked the rest of the way. That way, he knew Thorn would get his bike back but wouldn’t be able to track Daniel further than that. It took until late that night before he finally reached the outskirts of the pack’s territory. He made straight for the gate, knowing there’d be a guard there who’d be more than happy to escort him inside.

      “Well, damn,” the guard said on seeing him.

      He grabbed Daniel by the arm and dragged him toward the gate as he pulled out his phone.

      “Harrison, guess who just turned up? No, no kid. He’s alone. Uh-huh. I’ll call the scouts back. They’re still on the road.”

      Daniel hoped that was a good sign. If Harrison had only just sent the scouts out, and they hadn’t gotten to Thorn’s town yet, then maybe he’d got back in time to keep Sammy and the pack safe.

      The guard put his phone away and pushed Daniel face-first against the wall, frisking him roughly. There was nothing there to be found.

      The gate opened, and the guard shoved him through into the waiting hands of the pack’s Protectors.

      “Harrison says to take him to the basement. He’ll deal with him later.”

      That was Harrison to a tee. He liked to let Daniel stew on his mistakes, liked to pretend he had more important things to deal with than his wayward second mate.

      Daniel didn’t resist. He just kept his head down, doing his best imitation of the submissive, obedient omega. Of course, it was Harrison that he’d really have to convince. He needed the alpha to believe that he was remorseful and repentant, that he’d learned the error of his ways. Somehow, he knew it wouldn’t be as easy as an apology and some groveling. It never was.

      He was marched down to the basement, the heavy door creaking open in front of him. They stopped him before he could walk through.

      “Strip.”

      Daniel froze.

      “Alpha’s orders. Take them off, or we’ll do it for you.”

      He didn’t let himself think, just stripped off what he was wearing and let them shove him inside. They didn’t follow him in. The door slammed shut behind him, leaving him in darkness.

      He walked to the nearest wall and felt his way around the room. There was no thin mattress, no threadbare blanket. Just stone walls and floors, and a bucket in one corner. Harrison had been planning his return for a while.

      Daniel crouched in a corner, shifting into his leopard form for warmth and curling into a tight ball. He was lucky. Who needed clothes when you had a thick coat of fur?

      For the first while, he waited, expecting to hear Harrison’s heavy footsteps at any moment. But they never came and, gradually, sleep took him. It wasn’t restful, his mind and body too on edge to do more than doze.

      He woke with a yelp as freezing cold water drenched him. A Protector loomed over him, an empty bucket in his hands.

      “Change back,” he demanded.

      Daniel did, shivering and soaked, vainly trying to cover himself from the alpha’s prying eyes. It was still early, maybe even before dawn. But that didn’t seem to matter as he was dragged unceremoniously upstairs and out into the yard behind the house. There, the pack was gathered, waiting.

      The Protector threw him to the ground in the center of the crowd and moved back. Daniel curled up, trying to shield himself from their callous stares.

      The crowd parted to reveal Harrison, striding forward as the sun peeked over the horizon behind him. Daniel almost laughed at that. Harrison did like to make an entrance.

      “So you’ve come crawling back.”

      There was nothing to do but play along. Harrison wasn’t the only one who had a role to fill.

      “Yes, alpha. Forgive me. I— I was weak and unworthy of your love.”

      Harrison scoffed at that. “You’ve always been weak. But I don’t care about that. Where is my son?”

      Daniel ducked his head almost to the ground, but Harrison didn’t give him that luxury for long. His hand fisted tightly in Daniel’s hair, dragging his head up and forcing eye contact. “Where. Is. My. Son.”

      “I— I left him with my family. You were right. I’m no good as a parent. I tried, but I’m not strong like you. I didn’t want to raise a weak son.”

      “But you came back and left him there. Why?”

      Harrison’s eyes flashed with fury, but he seemed to be taking Daniel at his word.

      “I had to come back to you. You’re my alpha. I missed you. I need you. Please, forgive me.”

      He cried out as Harrison dragged him to his feet by his hair. “I ought to beat you within an inch of your life for what you’ve done. Taking my child from me? Returning without him? Betraying me and our pack.”

      The alpha looked around at the others, who voiced their agreement. Daniel’s eyes landed on Jaxon’s smug face.

      “You’re right, alpha. He’s played you like a fool. No one does that to our leader and lives to tell the tale.”

      Harrison’s eyes snapped to Jaxon. “Hold your tongue, bitch. Don’t think I’ve forgotten who let him out. You have your own share of punishment coming.” He shook Daniel hard. “Once I’ve dealt with this one.”

      He spun Daniel around until he was facing away from him, a heavy hand on his shoulder.

      “Are you happy to be here?” he asked. “Back in the safety of your pack?”

      “Yes,” Daniel said woodenly. “I’ve missed my home so much. I’ve missed my alpha.”

      “First, I’ll remind you of what you’ve missed. Then you’ll be punished.”

      “Yes, alpha,” Daniel said as Harrison leaned in and scented his neck.

      The alpha stilled all of a sudden, and then his hand on Daniel’s shoulder tightened, forcing him to his knees.

      “You lying rat. Do you think I’m a fool? That you can bat your eyelashes and apologize while pulling the wool over my eyes?”

      Daniel was confused by the sudden shift in Harrison’s demeanor.

      “Alpha, I— I don’t understand.”

      “Did you really think you could trick me into raising another bastard’s child as my own? I can smell it on your scent. You weren’t pregnant when you left, but there’s no doubt about it now.”

      Daniel gasped and stared up at Harrison. “No, alpha, please. It’s not— I’m not—”

      Muted horror filled him as he realized the terrible mistake he’d made. In trying to save Sammy and Thorn from Harrison, he’d forgotten that there might be another little life involved. He’d just put Thorn’s child into Harrison’s hands. The alpha would never let that go. Never.

      Harrison yanked his head back, looming over him. “Who is the bastard? Where is he? He’ll rue the day he touched my mate.”

      Daniel tried to shake his head, wincing when Harrison tightened his grip on his hair.

      “No, alpha. There’s been no one but you. I promise.”

      “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not, please. I came back to you. Because I’m yours, your omega, just like you told me when you brought me here. There’d be no one but you, ever. I would live and breathe for you, obey you, submit to you.”

      Harrison snorted and shoved him to the ground.

      “All you’ve ever done is defy me. And now you’ve betrayed me. First, I’ll deal with the alpha you took up with. Then I’ll deal with you. Who is he?”

      Daniel just shook his head again. He wouldn’t betray Thorn. “It’s only ever been you, alpha.”

      Harrison turned his head to the side, regarding him carefully. His tone softened. “Did he throw you out once he learned you were pregnant? Or was it when he realized what a useless mate you truly are?”

      He aimed a kick at Daniel’s stomach, but Daniel managed to hunch over protectively, shielding himself with his arms.

      “Get the bikes and cars ready to leave,” Harrison said to the others.

      Daniel closed his eyes and prayed Harrison wasn’t doing what he’d feared he would. He felt the alpha’s hand on his hip, the touch almost gentle.

      “You’ll stay here and wait for us to bring your alpha lover back so you can watch him die.”

      “But, alpha, you don’t even know where…” Jaxon started to say.

      “Don’t I? Do you think it’s a coincidence he’s come back now?”

      Harrison’s hand tightened, digging painfully into the soft skin of Daniel’s hip.

      “That moped he stole turned up only a day ago, in a town made famous recently for one very particular thing. It’s got a pack living on the outskirts. I bet we’ll find the bastard we’re looking for there, won’t we, Daniel?”

      His fingers dug deeper, and Daniel cried out, sobbing between shallow breaths.

      Harrison’s hand tangled in his hair again, forcing him to his feet and dragging him around to the front of the house.

      “You can see us off, then Greg here will take you down to the basement and give you something to think about while we’re gone.”

      Daniel didn’t react to Harrison’s threats. What did it matter? What did any of it matter? He’d failed to protect Sammy, failed to save Thorn. Now Thorn’s whole pack would suffer for his mistake.

      “Please, Harrison. Alpha. Please. I came back to you. I’ll do everything you ask.”

      Harrison grabbed his face, forcing Daniel to meet his eyes. “It’ll never be enough, Daniel. You aren’t cut out to be an alpha’s mate. I should have tossed you to the boys to keep their beds warm long ago. After your punishment, that’s exactly what I’ll do.”

      Harrison had threatened that many times before, but he was a selfish alpha at heart. This was the first time Daniel believed he’d actually go through with it. And what would it matter, with Thorn dead and Sammy given to Jaxon to raise?

      “On your knees,” Harrison demanded. “All of you. Show loyalty to your alpha and courage for his endeavors.”

      Daniel almost sprawled on the ground from the force of Harrison’s hand shoving his shoulder. He closed his eyes and silently wished for divine intervention: a lightning strike, a rival pack coming to pick a fight, Harrison deciding it just wasn’t worth the trouble. He’d take anything, so long as it meant Thorn and Sammy would be safe.

      There was a shout in the distance, cut off just as suddenly as it started.

      “Who was that?” Harrison demanded. “What’s going—”

      They were suddenly surrounded by shouting and running footsteps as multiple vehicles raced out of the surrounding fields toward them. The sounds were everywhere, coming from all directions. There was even the roar of a helicopter overhead. Daniel watched with wide eyes as soldiers with guns launched out of the vehicles and surrounded them. What the hell was happening?

      The pack descended into chaos, some of them shifting and running at the soldiers, only to fall when they were hit with whatever was in those guns. Not bullets, Daniel didn’t think. He was dragged to his feet by Harrison.

      “You did this,” the alpha growled, pulling him back toward the house. Jaxon made a run for Harrison and tried to grab onto his arm, only to be roughly shoved away.

      “What the fuck did you do, you little gutter-rat? I should have thrown you back where I found you, let you die on the side of the road.”

      Harrison’s retreat into the house was halted by half a dozen soldiers surrounding them. Jaxon tried to crawl away but was quickly stopped by a boot to his back.

      Daniel, with Harrison’s arm around his neck, could go nowhere.

      “I’ll kill him,” the alpha threatened, tightening his grip. “Back off, or—”

      The soldiers all shot at once. One of the darts hit Daniel’s thigh, pain exploding through him before his vision went dark.
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      Thorn couldn’t deny feeling some guilt for reporting Harrison’s pack to the military, especially given their own dealings with them. But it was the only way he could see to keep his pack safe. Harrison’s pack was based one county over, where the laws were stricter than theirs. There was no way they’d turn a blind eye to a report of a pack in their midst.

      “Thorny?” Sammy padded up to him, his mouth turned down. “Where’s Daddy?”

      Thorn lifted the cub into his arms. “Daddy had to go on an errand, kiddo. But I’m here.”

      They were still waiting to hear back from Officer Greggs on the outcome of their report. To say the man had been surprised to hear from them was an understatement.

      “Daddy home soon?”

      “I… I hope so.”

      The truth was, Thorn didn’t know the answer to that. Even if the military managed to take custody of Harrison’s pack, there was still the question of just who Daniel was bonded to. If he was Harrison’s omega, he couldn’t be Thorn’s. But if he was Thorn’s… could they get past this? Daniel had lied to him, put his pack in danger, put Sammy in danger, then walked away like none of it mattered. That wasn’t the omega he’d fallen in love with.

      Sammy clung to him with a whimper, burying his face against Thorn’s neck. Thorn shushed him and paced back and forth across the room, the rhythmic movements soothing the cub to sleep. They were staying at the packhouse, since it seemed safer right then, and he needed to know someone could take care of Sammy if there was trouble.

      He heard Brax’s footsteps and settled Sammy down on the bed, going to meet him at the door. He stepped outside and closed it, lowering his voice to a whisper.

      “Any news?”

      “Too soon for that. Kira made dinner. Why don’t you head down and eat? I’ll keep an ear out for Sammy.”

      Thorn wasn’t hungry, but he went down all the same. He didn’t know what was going to happen next. He needed his strength and his wits about him. Which meant keeping as normal a routine as possible. He’d eat, get some sleep, wake up with Sammy the next morning and go about his day. When the news came, he’d decide what to do next. Whether that was fight for Daniel or leave him to his fate.

      Kira handed him a plate and joined him at the counter.

      “The others are in the dining room, if you feel like company.”

      “I don’t feel much like conversation right now,” he said shortly.

      “I understand. You must feel very angry. Betrayed, even.”

      On the one hand, yes, but on the other…

      “It’s like there are two sides to me. One side is furious. I’ve been hoodwinked, I’ve been deceived.”

      “But the other…” Kira prompted quietly.

      “He wouldn’t cross the threshold of my room for weeks. Every time he tried, he’d seize up with fear. Sometimes, when I moved too fast, he’d look at me like he was expecting me to do something terrible…”

      “He was hurt before he came here.”

      “Not just once,” Thorn said, hating how true it was. “Over and over again. The fear was ingrained in him.”

      “And yet, in only a few short weeks, you and he grew close enough to mate.”

      “Maybe Brax was right: it was a Stockholm thing. He gravitated toward me like a moth to a flame because I was kind. He didn’t love me; he was just relieved I wasn’t hurting him.”

      “You see the problem with that argument, of course,” Kira said.

      He lifted his head and frowned at her.

      “His heat. He wouldn’t have gone into heat because you were kind. Heat is kindled by deeper feelings. Passion, lust. A connection. The kind of connection an omega like Daniel would crave deeply.”

      “He didn’t think he deserved it. He thought he was ugly and useless.”

      “And you showed him he wasn’t. Is it any wonder he fell in love?”

      “If he fell in love at all.” Thorn wouldn’t be suckered into believing a fairy tale. “With how many lies he told, how can I know what was true between us? A heat doesn’t always mean deep-seated love. Sometimes, it’s just biology ticking over.”

      “Sometimes,” she agreed quietly.

      “The fact is, he’s someone else’s omega. I don’t have a claim on him, or on Sammy.”

      “You’d let Sammy go back there, knowing how he was when he came here?”

      “No, never,” Thorn vowed. “But that doesn’t mean I can save Daniel.”

      “Oh, Thorn. The question wasn’t ever going to be can you save Daniel. It’s will you, when you get the chance?”

      Thorn just shook his head, returning to his meal. The truth was, he didn’t know.
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        * * *

      

      It was mid-morning the next day before they heard anything, Thorn pacing anxiously while Brax talked to Officer Greggs.

      “Well?” he asked when Brax ended the call.

      “They raided the pack at dawn. Took the whole lot of them into custody. Eight alphas, seventeen betas, five omegas, and six kids.”

      “Daniel?”

      “They picked him up with the rest, they think. They’ve got them all at the Samson Military base. They’re being screened as we speak.”

      Thorn sat down heavily, looking around at the others.

      “They’re going to hold onto them?”

      “Apparently, everyone except the omegas and the kids are ex-military. There’s no question that they fall under military jurisdiction. Officer Greggs was very thankful for our information.”

      “I’ll just bet he was,” Thorn said bitterly. “But at least they’re no longer a threat to us. Was Sammy mentioned at all?”

      “Not by me. But I’m betting Harrison will start to raise hell about him once reality sinks its claws in.”

      “Do we have any argument for keeping him?”

      “We have our initial assessment when he came here, but no way to prove his condition back then was down to Harrison,” Oliver said. “Especially since he was in Daniel’s care before he got to us.”

      “And then there’s Daniel,” Brax added. “Have you decided what you want to do yet?”

      “Is there a decision to be made? He’s with his pack, and they’re now under military control.”

      “He was picked up with Harrison’s pack, yes,” Oliver said. “But just because he was there when they raided them, doesn’t mean they get to keep him. Not if we can prove he belongs elsewhere.”

      “But does he?” Thorn asked.

      “I know you’re angry,” Oliver said softly. “But don’t let that anger blind you. I’m not saying you have to welcome him back with open arms, but don’t you want to know the truth? Don’t you want to hear it from him?”

      “How? It’s not like we can rock up to a military base and ask for a visit.”

      “Why not?” Brax said. “Greggs owes us. If not for us, he wouldn’t have the pack he’s been itching to get his hands on. The only reason we were able to give that to him was because of Daniel. Surely that gives us some sway?”

      “It can’t hurt to ask,” Oliver added.

      Thorn could see everyone else thought it was the next logical step. And a part of him was still screaming about finding his mate and getting him to safety. Seeing Daniel one last time would prove things one way or another. Or silence that voice forever.
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      They’d given Daniel a pair of gray scrubs to wear and told him to wait. Not that there was much else he could do. A doctor had already seen him. The exam hadn’t been too invasive, but he had confirmed Daniel’s pregnancy with a blood test and an ultrasound.

      Daniel had been offered water but no food, and escorted to a room with a chair where he’d sat and answered questions for what felt like hours. He’d tried to tell them that he wasn’t part of the pack but, of course, with Harrison claiming to be his alpha, they pretty much ignored him.

      Now he sat alone in a small cell, a bench on either wall, waiting for whatever came next. His only consolation was that the rest of the pack were being held in similar conditions. He tried to imagine Jaxon in gray scrubs, and the image brought a ghost of a smile to his face.

      After what felt like a long time, a tray was pushed through the slot at the bottom of the door. The food was basic but edible. There were pills on the tray too, but those he ignored. They were probably the prenatal vitamins the doctor had mentioned, but he couldn’t be sure of that.

      The lights turned off abruptly, leaving him in darkness. It was the only sign he had that night had arrived. He curled up on his side on the bench, feeling every inch of the chill that permeated the room but too scared to shift. They didn’t seem like they’d take kindly to that, and he didn’t want to suffer another shot from one of those stun guns that all the soldiers carried. Once had been enough. He wouldn’t risk the baby just to be warm.

      The lights came on again, signaling morning. He’d barely slept, but there’d be no getting back to sleep with those bright fluorescent lights assaulting him. There was another tray of food, accompanied by curt instructions to take his vitamins or he’d be forced to take them. Grimacing, he swallowed them down with a mouthful of water before he ate his sorry excuse for a breakfast. If that was supposed to be oatmeal, then someone needed to have a serious word with the chef.

      He half-expected to feel the effects of whatever was in the pills, but the morning wore on and, other than a lingering ache in his thigh, there was no evidence he’d been drugged. He wondered how long he’d be kept like this. Could they leave him here indefinitely? It was peaceful, he’d say that for it. Infinitely preferable to being reunited with Harrison. The alpha would not be in a forgiving mood, not now.

      A soldier came to take his tray away later that day, giving a satisfied nod when he saw the empty pill container.

      “Are the others here?” Daniel asked him. He’d heard shouts and calls the previous night, and a few that morning, but none for hours.

      “They’ve been moved to another compound. It’s regulation not to keep packs separated for long.”

      “What about me?”

      Maybe they’d believed him yesterday. Maybe they thought he wasn’t one of them.

      “Doc wants to keep you under observation for a while longer, given your condition. Don’t worry, you’ll be back with your pack soon enough.”

      He turned and left.

      “But they’re not my pack,” Daniel called after him.

      If the soldier heard, he ignored him. Of course he did. The military needed the pack’s cooperation. Which meant they needed Harrison’s cooperation. They’d give him anything he wanted that might secure that. And, of course, he’d want Daniel. To punish and torment for his betrayal. He’d probably find some way to blame their captivity on him too, though Harrison had spoken often enough about the government’s wish to erase and control packs. He’d feel vindicated in his paranoia now.

      Daniel lay down on the bench and dozed, shivering now and then from the cold. Would it be too much to ask for a blanket? Or the heat to be turned up?

      The door opened, and he sat up, expecting another visit from the doctor. Instead, the soldier from before stuck his head in and looked around the cell.

      “You’ve got a visitor. Sit up on that bench, keep your hands by your sides. Don’t get up, don’t change form.”

      He watched Daniel expectantly until he did as he was told, sitting on the side of the bench and grabbing hold of the edge with his hands. For good measure, he lowered his gaze submissively and hunched in on himself. There was only one person he could imagine they’d let visit him. Harrison would be out for blood, and he doubted they’d stop him if he decided to take his pound of flesh then and there.

      The soldier stepped back outside, the door slamming shut. Daniel held his position, not daring to so much as glance up as he heard footsteps approach. The door swung open again, and those heavy footsteps came inside, the door closing behind them. They moved across the room, coming closer, and then he heard a creak as his visitor sat down on the bench across from him.

      “Hello, Daniel.”

      He jumped at the familiar voice, forgetting himself enough to raise his head and gaze in shock at the alpha sitting across from him. It was Thorn.

      They stared at one another in silence. Daniel wasn’t sure why Thorn was there or what the alpha was going to do. He had to be just as furious as Harrison, if not more so.

      The alpha’s face was unreadable, a blank mask that was almost scarier than anger. At least with anger, he knew what he was getting. This… nothingness could mean a lot of things, all of them very bad.

      “Are you okay?” Thorn asked tonelessly.

      Daniel ducked his head again, struggling to control his breathing. His heart hammered away in his chest; each beat felt bruising.

      “I— I’m sorry,” he told him. “I’m so sorry.”

      He started to sob when he heard Thorn get up and move closer. He was afraid to look up and see what was in the alpha’s eyes. He deserved this, he did. All the lies he’d told, the truth that he’d hidden, all the hurt he’d caused. He deserved this.

      “Danny? Danny, look at me.”

      He shook his head, refusing the gentle request. Harrison would be gentle too, when he was at his cruelest, so Daniel wouldn’t see it coming.

      He flinched at the touch of a hand to his knee.

      “Easy, Danny. I’m not going to hurt you.”

      That was a lie, it had to be.

      “I deserve it,” he forced out, gripping the edge of the bench until his knuckles turned white. He wished Harrison would just get it over with—

      “No, you don’t,” Thorn said firmly, jolting Daniel back to the present. “I’m not him, remember? I’ll never be him.”

      Gentle hands encircled him in a hug, the hold tentative, before Thorn pulled back.

      A hand under his chin coaxed his gaze up, his eyes blurring with tears as he met Thorn’s gaze.

      “Sammy?” he asked.

      “Sammy’s fine. He’s safe. But you and I… we need to talk.”

      Daniel managed a solemn nod at that. He was past saving, he knew that. But maybe there was a chance for Sammy, and for the babies he carried.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Thorn was relieved to see Daniel looked unhurt. But as the minutes passed, he started to wonder if he just wasn’t seeing the injuries. Why else would the omega be so terrified that he wouldn’t look at him?

      It took some gentle coaxing to get Daniel talking and making eye contact, but there was something so defeated in the omega’s demeanor.

      “So I’m guessing they told you what happened?”

      Daniel nodded woodenly. “The military has taken custody of the pack. We’re under their jurisdiction now.”

      “That’s right. And that’s not likely to change anytime soon. But it won’t make as much of a difference as you might think. While the pack doesn’t get to choose where it lives, pack life for most of them will go on much as it always has, just with oversight by the military. They won’t interfere with the day-to-day stuff.”

      He saw Daniel flinch at that.

      “I’m sorry it has to be this way,” he continued. “But the risk of Harrison coming after our pack for retribution was too high. This seemed the cleanest way to keep everyone safe.”

      Daniel lifted his head, staring at him in shock. “You did this?”

      “Harrison knew about our pack. He’d contacted Brax months ago. He must have suspected our involvement in your disappearance as soon as he heard where the moped had been found. If not, he’d have worked it out soon enough.”

      Daniel nodded at that. “He’d already figured it out. When… when the soldiers came, he was getting ready to go and confront you and take Sammy back.”

      “We think we may be able to prevent Sammy’s return. Especially now that we have the argument that it’s not good to raise a child in a military environment when another, safer situation is available. Sammy shouldn’t have to come here.”

      Daniel let his eyes close, a few tears escaping. “Thank you.”

      “I—we—didn’t do it for you. Sammy deserves better.”

      The omega nodded, and Thorn felt instantly guilty for his words, for letting his anger get the better of him. It wasn’t true. Daniel had worked so hard to keep Sammy safe. There was a good reason for that.

      “And… and the babies,” Daniel stuttered out. “Can you take them too, once they’re born?”

      “What?” Thorn asked, sitting forward with a frown.

      “The… the babies. Your babies. Will you take them as well? As soon as they’re born? Harrison knows they’re not his. I’m not sure what he’ll do, but if they were with you, at least I’d know they were safe.”

      Thorn covered his mouth with his hand and took a few deep breaths. This was not what he’d expected.

      “You’re pregnant?”

      Daniel avoided his gaze. “Harrison could tell from my scent when I surren— when I came back to him.”

      Thorn didn’t miss what Daniel had almost said. When he’d surrendered himself.

      “Is Harrison your alpha?” he asked quietly.

      “Yes.” There was the slightest hesitation in Daniel’s reply.

      “How long have you been together?”

      “Three and a half years.”

      “How did you meet?”

      Daniel lifted his head and stared at the wall behind Thorn’s head, his face blank. “His pack was on a hunt.”

      That didn’t make much sense to Thorn so he probed a little deeper.

      “Oh? What were they hunting? Deer?”

      There was a minute change in Daniel’s expression, just the hint of a frown.

      “Not that kind of hunt. The other kind.”

      “What other kind?”

      Daniel’s gaze flicked to him and away again, as if uncertain why Thorn was asking so many questions.

      “They were looking for omegas. Bed warmers, mostly. I was… I was doing night classes, walking home late. I was only a few blocks from home when they grabbed me. Threw me on the back of one of their motorcycles and drove off.”

      Thorn gave up all pretense of casual questioning. “They abducted you?”

      “They claimed me, for their pack. Me and two others that night. They brought us back to their packhouse, stripped us, and made us stand in the middle of the room while they chose. Harrison got first choice, as alpha leader. He chose me as his mate. He said that I was special, too good to be passed around like the others. Those he gave to his men. The ones with the highest standing got them first, the others took turns.”

      Thorn, sickened and horrified, had to stand up and move around, pacing across the room.

      “They just took you off the street? Didn’t anyone report you missing?”

      “My family tried to, I think, but… I’m an omega. The police convinced them that I’d just run off with some alpha.”

      “That’s how you ended up mated to Harrison?”

      Daniel nodded wearily. “I didn’t find out for a month that I was his second mate. He already had Jaxon, but both of Jaxon’s babies had been girls. Harrison wanted a son, an alpha just like him. He wasn’t happy when I had Sammy, but he said it was a step in the right direction. Only I never went into heat, and I didn’t get pregnant again. He got more and more frustrated with me, and Jaxon hated me. Nothing I did was ever right. Not cooking or cleaning or in bed. Not looking after Sammy. I’m a bad mate, a bad omega.”

      Thorn sat down heavily, leaning forward.

      “Why did you leave?”

      He knew, but he still had to hear it from Daniel.

      “I tried to run before. Once I even got back to my family, but I was pregnant, and they didn’t want the responsibility. They called Harrison to take me back.”

      Thorn closed his eyes at that, taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. Daniel didn’t deserve to deal with his anger. He wouldn’t understand that Thorn’s fury wasn’t aimed at him.

      “What made this time different?”

      “He was using Sammy to get me to behave. I couldn’t let that happen. I had to get Sammy out of there.”

      “And you did,” Thorn assured him. “Sammy’s safe, thanks to you.”

      He desperately wanted to tell the omega that everything was going to be okay, that he’d get him out of there and take him home, and they’d live happily ever after. But this wasn’t a fairy tale, this was real life. And real life was never simple.

      “Why did you stay with me?” he asked Daniel. “Why did you agree to mate with me? Because you found somewhere safe?”

      Thorn had wanted to believe there’d been true love between them, but he could see now that was a fantasy. He’d never have what Brax and Cole had.

      “At first, yes. But if all I wanted was safety, I’d have been better off letting Oliver find me a place in a shelter or a work program, somewhere so far away that Harrison would never find us.”

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “Because you were there. You were patient and kind. You were good with Sammy. And you liked my cooking. It got to the point where I… I couldn’t bear the thought of leaving you. So I guess I buried my head in the sand and tried to pretend Harrison had never existed.” The omega let out another sob. “I wish I’d never met him. I wish I’d met you instead.”

      Thorn couldn’t just sit there any longer. He crossed the room and took Daniel into his arms again, letting the omega cry into his chest.

      “Please, please,” Daniel begged. “Promise me you’ll take your babies. You won’t let Harrison have them. I don’t care if I have to stay locked up in here until they’re born, so long as I know they’ll be safe with you once they’re here.”

      “Shh,” Thorn murmured, trying to hush the sobbing omega.

      He was humbled and pained by the fact that Daniel was begging for his children and not for himself. He saw himself as past saving.

      “I’ll do everything I can to see all of you safe. You have my word.”

      This close to Daniel, he could get the sweet scent of the omega’s pregnancy, the telltale sign that had given him away to Harrison. Who knew what the alpha would do when Daniel was handed back to him? Thorn would do everything in his power to prevent that, whatever it took.
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        * * *

      

      He found Brax and Oliver waiting for him outside.

      “Well?” Brax asked.

      “Harrison’s pack abducted him off the street almost four years ago, claimed him as theirs, and basically made his and Sammy’s life a living hell. That’s why he ran. He thinks he is Harrison’s mate, but he’s also pregnant.”

      “Pregnant by you?” Oliver said.

      “That seems likely. But if that’s true, then whose mate is he? Mine or Harrison’s?”

      “Well, think about it,” Oliver said. “Given how his mating to Harrison came about, they probably never formed a real bond. Assuming Daniel never actually went into heat, and given his only pregnancy to a pack alpha resulted in a single birth and not multiples, he was never really mated to Harrison.”

      It all made perfect, if horrible, sense.

      The army coordinator moved toward them.

      “You’ve finished your visit, good. I’ll show you out.”

      “Daniel says he’s pregnant. I assume you’ve confirmed that?” Thorn asked him.

      The coordinator glanced down at the clipboard in his hand, flipping through the pages. “Um… yes. Confirmed pregnancy, early first trimester, twins. He’s about ten days along.”

      “Then it is a pack pregnancy?”

      “He is a pack omega,” the coordinator said.

      “But he’s not this pack’s omega,” Brax explained. “Ten days ago, he was living with us. Thorn is his alpha. He fathered the babies.”

      The coordinator looked from Thorn to his clipboard and back. “According to our intake records, the alpha of this pack, Harrison, claims the omega as his.”

      “They do have a child together, but there’s no bond. Daniel’s my mate,” Thorn asserted.

      “I—” The coordinator looked confused. “I’ll have to run this by my supervisor. Excuse me.”

      He hurried away.

      “Now what?” Oliver asked.

      “Now we wait for the slow wheels of bureaucracy to turn,” Brax said sagely. “Let’s find some seats.”

      Thorn was too agitated to sit. He paced back and forth for the hour it took anyone to come back to them.

      He was surprised to see Officer Greggs himself and knew it wouldn’t be good news.

      “If I understand correctly, there’s a… dispute over which pack this pregnant omega belongs to.”

      “There’s no dispute,” Thorn said hotly. “Ask him. He’s been living with us for months, we’re bonded, and he’s pregnant with my kids.”

      “Be that as it may, Harrison claims that he and Daniel have been bonded for years, that they have a child together, and that you stole the omega from him. He said Daniel escaped and came home to him.”

      “Daniel went back to Harrison because he thought the alpha would track him down and take back his son.”

      “Harrison’s son? Sammy? You think it’s strange a father would want to be reunited with his own child?”

      “I think you should get Daniel’s side of the story. Then you’ll understand. Harrison didn’t mate with him, he abducted him.”

      “Funny, that’s exactly what Harrison is accusing you of doing.”

      Greggs smiled pleasantly at him, and it was all Thorn could do not to wipe that smirk off of his face.

      “Talk to Daniel. Hear his side.”

      “That’s the thing. This is a dispute between two packs. Daniel doesn’t have a side, he doesn’t have a say. Your pack says Daniel is yours. Harrison’s pack claims he is his. The living child and the pregnancy don’t matter. Pack law applies.”

      Thorn thumped a fist against the wall when he realized what Greggs was getting at. The officer kept talking.

      “In a dispute over a mate, when talks fail, the two alphas involved engage in combat. The winner takes the spoils, so to speak. Either you forfeit your claim on Daniel and all his progeny and head on home, or you agree to this challenge. Harrison has already accepted.”

      Thorn couldn’t walk away. It didn’t just mean turning his back on Daniel, it meant forfeiting his claim on his children and Sammy. But if he fought Harrison and won, all their problems would be solved. Daniel, Sammy, and their unborn children would be his, be part of his pack.

      “I accept the challenge. I’ll fight for what’s mine.”
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      Daniel watched Thorn walk away, knowing it would probably be the last time he saw the alpha. He hoped Thorn was able to keep his word and get his babies safely out of Harrison’s hands. He wished the same for Sammy, but he knew that was only a pipedream. Sammy was Harrison’s son. Who would deny an alpha his own child?

      Hour after hour passed, another meal brought in and taken away, the lights switching off as night fell once more. This time, Daniel managed a few fitful hours of sleep, the cries of babies echoing through his dreams. He was woken by his door being opened, but it wasn’t breakfast. It was Oliver, carrying Sammy.

      He cried out with joy even as he sobbed in fear, standing up and holding his arms out for his cub.

      Sammy held on tightly as Daniel hugged him, desperately trying to muffle his sobs. He never wanted Sammy here, not so close to Harrison.

      “Daniel?”

      He looked up and met Oliver’s gaze.

      “I thought he’d be safe with you.”

      “With any luck, he will be. But they insisted we bring him here first.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “I know,” the omega said kindly. “Sit down, and I’ll explain.”

      He offered Daniel a pack of tissues, which he accepted gratefully, trying to smile at Sammy even as fresh tears sprang from his eyes.

      “I should have let you send us to one of those shelters. Somewhere far away, where Harrison’s pack could never find us.”

      “Love is a funny thing,” Oliver said. “It muddles your thoughts and turns your priorities on their head.”

      “If I’d loved Sammy enough, I’d have done that for him.”

      Oliver sighed. “I think it was because you loved Sammy that you stayed. You saw how he was with Thorn. How he turned from a scared little cub into a happy boy. You didn’t need the sanctuary of a shelter, because you found it in Thorn, for both of you.”

      Daniel shook his head. That wasn’t how he saw it.

      “I was selfish. And now Sammy will suffer the consequences.”

      “Not if Thorn has anything to say about it. That’s why we’re here. We asked the military about letting you return to our pack. Harrison claims you’re his and, with Sammy, his claim has as much standing as ours, if not more. But given that you most recently resided with us, and you’re pregnant by Thorn, we have a claim on you too.”

      “But they’ll need me as a bargaining chip for Harrison, won’t they? I can’t imagine he’s being all that cooperative.” He knew the alpha all too well, knew his opinion of the military and how they’d treated him in the past. There was no love lost there.

      “The military has jurisdiction over Harrison’s pack, but it doesn’t give them the right to make decisions integral to the pack itself. In this case, pack law applies.”

      Daniel knew a little about pack law. Just the rules that applied to him, according to Harrison. That a lot of those rules didn’t seem to exist in Thorn’s pack was something he’d wondered about.

      “What does pack law say, then? Am I Harrison’s or Thorn’s?”

      “Right now, they both have an equal claim on you. Because you were with Harrison’s pack when they were taken into custody, right now you’re his. But Thorn has challenged Harrison’s claim on you. It gives Harrison two options. Either he surrenders you to Thorn, and cedes his claim on you, or he fights Thorn to defend that claim.”

      Daniel hugged Sammy to him when the cub whimpered, rocking him slowly.

      “Harrison will never let me go.”

      “No, it doesn’t look like he will. He’s accepted Thorn’s challenge. That’s why we had to bring Sammy here. Both you and he have to be present for the fight. Because both of you will go with whoever wins.”

      Daniel felt like his thoughts were buried in mud, slow and dim. “Fight? But why would Thorn fight Harrison? He could just walk away.”

      “Walk away? Daniel, you’re his mate. He couldn’t walk away from you any more than the moon can leave the Earth behind.”

      It didn’t make sense. Thorn must hate him now, after what Daniel did, after all the lies, all the betrayal. Why would he fight to keep Daniel when he could forget this had ever happened?

      There was a knock on the door, startling him. Oliver checked his watch with a frown. “It’s starting soon. You and Sammy will have to be there, it’s tradition. And the military is doing everything by the book.”

      “Tell Thorn no,” Daniel begged. “Tell him not to do this. Take Sammy and get away from here.”

      “Even if I was willing to tell him that, which I’m not, it wouldn’t be any use. His mind is made up, Daniel. You are his mate, those children growing inside you are his, and Sammy is his son. Not by blood, but by bond. Come on, time to go.”

      Daniel let himself be herded to his feet and escorted outside. His legs felt wobbly and weak, the corridor outside far too bright and cold. He shivered and clung tighter to Sammy, hanging his head. This was his fault. He’d done this, taken a good man and forced him into a terrible situation. Thorn’s pack was never going to forgive him for this. Daniel had seen Harrison fight. He’d seen Harrison kill. Thorn might be strong and honorable, but Daniel didn’t know if the alpha was a match for Harrison.

      “This way,” Oliver said, taking his arm and urging him along the corridor. “Thorn will want to see you both before the fight. Look, I know you’re scared, but don’t count him out, okay? I’ve heard all the stories Brax and the others tell. Thorn is a formidable fighter. He holds his own. He doesn’t flaunt it, doesn’t boast or make it obvious, but if I needed someone in my corner, he’d be it.”

      Daniel tried to take solace from that, but it was hard to think over the pounding of his heart in his ears. He followed Oliver into a large, open gym. All the equipment had been stacked against the walls, leaving an empty circle in the center. On one side stood Harrison, with a handful of his pack mates behind him, Jaxon included. On the other side was Thorn, backed by Brax and Cole.

      As soon as Thorn saw Daniel walk in, he strode forward. He cupped Sammy’s head and pressed a kiss to his forehead, murmuring something too soft for even Daniel to hear. Oliver scooped Sammy into his arms, giving Daniel a moment alone with the alpha.

      “Don’t do this, please,” Daniel begged. “It’s not your fight.”

      “You’re my mate,” Thorn said. His hand pressed gently against Daniel’s stomach. “You’re carrying my cubs. Whose fight is it, if not mine?”

      “Harrison…” He leaned forward and lowered his voice to a whisper. “He always goes for the back legs, usually the third or fourth time he attacks.”

      Daniel had seen it before. Harrison liked to hobble his opponents.

      Thorn’s hands cupped his face, and he gazed into Daniel’s eyes.

      “I love you.”

      What could Daniel say to that? There was so much raw emotion in the alpha’s voice. He pressed his hands to Thorn’s and whispered his reply.

      “I love you too.”

      Thorn pressed a quick kiss to his lips and moved away. Daniel watched him, catching sight of Harrison in the background, Jaxon hovering next to him. But Harrison was watching Daniel, his anger obvious. He motioned Daniel toward him, but Daniel pretended not to see, taking Sammy back from Oliver and sticking close to the omega’s side.

      Harrison stalked over, heading right for him, when Brax stepped into his path.

      “Going somewhere?”

      “To inspect my property. These bastards have had him locked up for days. I have a right to see my omega and my son.”

      Daniel shrank back at the sharp words as Sammy whimpered and hid his face against his chest.

      “You can look your fill from here,” Brax said. “He’s not yours, not until you win this fight. If you win.”

      Harrison snorted. “Your guy’s no match for me. It’s an insult to have to fight someone so far down the totem pole. But hey, if you want to get rid of him, I’m happy to oblige. Daniel needs a reminder of what happens to people who betray our pack.”

      “Are you going to talk all morning or actually fight? The day’s not getting any younger,” Brax threw back, his arms folded.

      To Daniel’s relief, Harrison backed off, returning to Jaxon, who started fussing over him. He winced when he saw the alpha grab Jaxon’s wrist in a tight grip before shoving him away.

      “He’s a real piece of work,” Oliver murmured.

      “He told me I was special. That he chose me for a reason. That I was destined to give him an alpha son who’d one day lead the pack.”

      “You believed him?”

      “Not at first. He locked me in the basement, no food, no water, no light. I think I’d have believed anything by the time he finally let me out. He told me he’d rescued me from my former life, and…” Daniel had been scared and stupid enough to go along with it.

      “That’s some grade-A brainwashing. It’s no wonder the public think packs are a menace when you’ve got dangerous cults like his going around pretending that they’re really packs.”

      “Aren’t they, though?”

      Oliver regarded him curiously. “You’ve lived with our pack for a while, you’ve seen how life is there. What do you think?”

      Life with Thorn and his pack revolved around harmony and cooperation. They lived, worked, ate, and played together. Raised their kids together. Had each other’s backs. Harrison’s pack had been a nightmare of struggling to follow all of Harrison’s ever-changing rules and dodging the other alphas, who could be cruel and vicious to anyone they felt deserved it. Not to mention the constant competition between the omegas. How many times had he gotten into trouble because of one of them? Jaxon was the worst, but the others were almost as bad, always trying to impress Jaxon and curry favor with the leader’s first mate. Daniel had been an easy target.

      “Sometimes, it felt more like a boxing ring than a home. I never knew where the next blow was coming from.” He sighed heavily. He was so tired of it all, and the worst was still to come.

      “It’s almost over, Daniel. Take heart,” Oliver encouraged. “Hold your head up high. Let Thorn see. He’s fighting for you, for your love, for your freedom. Don’t let it be in vain.”

      It took a momentous effort to lift his head and focus his gaze on the ring. Thorn and Harrison stood facing each other, ready and waiting for the go-ahead. They’d both stripped until they were wearing very little. Daniel knew what that meant. This wasn’t a fight pitting human again human, but animal against animal. Would Thorn’s stag be able to best Harrison’s lion?

      Thorn’s head turned, meeting Daniel’s gaze. Daniel silently tried to impart every wish and prayer he had in him that Thorn would come out the victor. He didn’t deserve to die for someone as worthless as Daniel.

      “Please, Thorn,” he whispered. “Be brave.”

      He knew the alpha couldn’t hear him, yet Thorn smiled and winked at him, turning his attention back to Harrison.

      Oliver wrapped an arm around Daniel’s shoulders as the soldier acting as referee blew twice on his whistle. There was a pause as both men shifted, rushing to get their bearings again, and then Harrison attacked.
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      Thorn took Daniel’s warning to heart. As soon as they shifted, Harrison’s lion went on the attack, but backed off just as quickly. Thorn guessed at his plan—put him on edge with a handful of head-on attacks and trick him into exposing his flank. Then Harrison would go for his back legs, hamstring him, if he could. That would be enough to severely hamper Thorn’s ability to move. And facing an apex predator like Harrison, his biggest asset was his agility. He wouldn’t let Harrison take that from him.

      He played along as Harrison attacked again, even letting the alpha get a swipe in with his claws, drawing blood. He heard gasps from the crowd but ignored them. As wounds went, it was superficial, but he could see Harrison’s confidence growing.

      The lion started maneuvering around, and Thorn knew he was making his move. So he helped him out, leaving himself vulnerable to an attack from the side, pretending he was too distracted waiting for Harrison to come at him from the front. All he needed was an opening, and if Harrison fell into his trap, he would get just that.

      They danced around each other, Harrison throwing in one more head-on attack for good measure, narrowly missing being grazed by Thorn’s antlers. And then he feinted right, moved left, and went straight for Thorn’s back legs. If Thorn hadn’t known exactly what Harrison was up to, it might have worked. Daniel’s whispered warning had told him all he needed to know.

      He leaped into the air and swung around, slamming his antlers into Harrison’s exposed flank. The alpha bellowed loudly, a roar that shook the room, but all his struggling did was impale him deeper on Thorn’s sharp horns.

      Before the alpha could recover his senses enough to lash out, Thorn yanked himself free and backed away. He could see that he’d done significant damage to Harrison. Blood flowed freely down his side, darkening his coat. But the lion wasn’t done yet. He pushed himself upright, roared again, and then raced straight at Thorn. Thorn knew what he did next would look crazy to those watching—he shifted back to human form.

      He heard shouts of dismay from the crowd as Harrison barreled down upon him, but being smaller and more agile as a human, he was able to dive out of the way of the lion as Harrison careened past, unable to stop himself from slamming into the wall at the edge of the room. Thorn shifted back again, antlers at the ready, as Harrison, dazed and furious, pushed back to his feet. He set his sights on Thorn and charged once more.

      But he was all emotion and no strategy, something that had been trained out of Thorn long ago. All Thorn had to do was angle his head and wait, catching the lion easily and tossing him across the room. Harrison slammed into the ground and slid across the floor, leaving a trail of blood in his wake. When he came to a stop, he stayed down. He was still alive, his chest moving sluggishly up and down, but there was no fight left in him. Not today. Thorn heard Harrison’s pack yelling at him to get up, but the alpha didn’t move. Thorn was tempted to finish him off—it wouldn’t take much—but he glanced at Daniel and thought better of it. Harrison had held Daniel captive for years and made him suffer. Was it not justice that Harrison would now be the one imprisoned, the one forced to bend to someone else’s rules?

      He looked to the referee, who was checking his watch and eyeing Harrison uneasily. When there was no sign of the alpha getting back up, he blew his whistle three times.

      “Fight’s over. The elk wins, the lion loses.”

      There was a flurry of shouting from Harrison’s group, and an omega broke away from them, running toward Harrison. He stopped before he reached him, set his sights on Daniel, and charged. Thorn moved on instinct, blocking the omega’s path, looming over him as blood dripped from his antlers. The omega went pale, eyeing him with fear as he backed down, retreating to stand with the rest of his pack.

      Only then did Thorn shift back, taking the damp towel Brax offered him and wiping off the worst of the blood. Most of it wasn’t his.

      “It’s done,” Brax said, handing over his clothes. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “You’ll get no argument from me,” Thorn said, dressing hurriedly. “Never again would be too soon.”

      He made a beeline for Daniel and Sammy, taking the cub into his arms and hugging him tightly.

      “He wasn’t scared, was he?” he asked Daniel.

      “We were both terrified. But I didn’t let him watch.”

      “Good,” Thorn told him. “The car’s outside. Let’s get out of here.”

      Daniel glanced past him to where Harrison’s pack and two army medics were crowded around the lion’s body. “Is he…?”

      “Still alive. He’ll have plenty of time to mull over his mistakes while he lives out his life behind walls too high to see over.”

      He waited until Daniel tore his gaze away, and then they followed Oliver and Brax to the door.

      “They’re just going to let us leave?” Daniel sounded disbelieving, his gaze darting around to the soldiers standing guard.

      “Pack law says they don’t have a choice. I won, fair and square.”

      “I belong to you.”

      “You belong with me,” Thorn said gently, emphasizing the distinction. “You and Sammy are part of our pack now, for good.”

      Daniel nodded slowly, letting Thorn lead him out into the parking lot out front. They climbed into the back behind Brax and Oliver. Thorn helped Daniel buckle his seat belt and fastened Sammy into his car seat.

      “Rest, if you can,” he told him. “There’ll be plenty of time for talking later.”

      Daniel obediently closed his eyes and rested his head against the car door. But Thorn could see how tense the omega held himself. It would take some time before they got back to where they had been. Maybe they’d never get there, maybe they’d have to find a new normal. It didn’t matter. Daniel and Sammy were safe, were coming home with him. As long as he had that, they could work on the rest.
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      Daniel divided his time on the journey back between keeping Sammy entertained and pretending to sleep. He suspected Thorn saw through him, but the alpha didn’t call him on it. The closer they got to the pack, the deeper the pit of dread in Daniel’s stomach. He’d made so many mistakes, put so many people in danger. Hell, he’d put Thorn’s whole pack in danger. All their cubs might have suffered for his selfish stupidity. If he was lucky, Thorn would forgive him, eventually.

      Brax and Oliver drove them right to their door, promising to call by the next day and check on them. Daniel carried a sleeping Sammy inside, settling him down in his bed, aware that Thorn was following his every move. He spent a moment just watching Sammy sleep, relieved at the peace on the little boy’s face. That was all thanks to Thorn.

      Aware that he couldn’t hide from the consequences of his actions any longer, he tucked the blanket a little tighter around Sammy and straightened, following Thorn out into the hall and through to the alpha’s bedroom. Their bedroom now.

      Thorn undressed, his back to Daniel. Daniel stood quietly at the end of the bed and waited for the alpha’s attention to fall on him. He was distantly aware that he was shaking. He didn’t feel cold, just detached as he waited for what was to come. Waiting was the worst part. He let his head fall, his gaze on the floor. A few tears slipped free and soaked into the carpet.

      He heard the alpha move closer and felt the heat from Thorn’s body as he stood in front of him.

      “I know you’re mad,” he croaked out. “I know I betrayed you, and I deserve what— whatever—” He couldn’t get the rest out, shaking too hard in anticipation as Thorn reached for him.

      Strong arms wrapped around him, pulling him against a warm chest. It took longer than it should have to recognize the simple act of being hugged.

      “I’ve got you,” Thorn murmured. His arms tightened as he lifted Daniel off the floor and carried him into bed.

      As Daniel was laid down on the mattress, he tensed up all over again.

      “Easy,” Thorn murmured, settling down next to him. “I’m not him.”

      “But everything I did—” There had to be consequences. There were always consequences.

      “Everything you did, you did for love of your son.”

      Daniel tried to sit up, shaking his head, but the alpha drew him back down again.

      “Shh. You’re safe now. I love you, and you’re safe.” Thorn pressed against his back, his arms wrapping around Daniel and holding him close.

      “Yes, we have a lot to work through. But we’ll do that with words, Danny. Not with fists. Never with fists.”

      “But… but I…”

      It couldn’t be that easy, could it?

      “Shh, I know. But I’m not Harrison. I could never be him. Think about everything you know about me, Danny. Really think.”

      “You love me?” After everything, could that really be true?

      “I love you. I love you for who you are, not what you can give to me. You went back to Harrison to protect Sammy, and me, and the pack. That wasn’t betrayal, that was bravery and sacrifice. That was putting the people you care about first.”

      “I… I didn’t think there was any other choice.”

      “I get that, I do. You’d hidden the truth for so long, you didn’t believe you could come clean. That’s something we’ll talk about. Trust. How to build it, what it looks like, what it feels like. It won’t be easy, Danny. But we’re not alone in this.”

      That was something Daniel desperately wanted. To be around people he could trust, people he knew they’d be safe with.

      “We’d been alone for so long until I met you. Just me and Sammy, trying to survive. I didn’t think alphas like you existed. I thought you were just in those romance novels I used to sneak home from the library.”

      Thorn huffed out a laugh. “I’m not perfect, Danny. Far from it. Remember, I was just as lonely as you when you landed on my doorstep, falling away from my pack and stubbornly not doing anything to stop it. You gave me a reason to try again, something to strive for. Someone to fight for.”

      “You did fight,” Daniel said quietly, remembering those heart-stopping moments when it looked like Harrison had the upper hand.

      “And I won. For you. So you and Sammy could sleep easy at night, knowing you were safe, knowing you were free.”

      Daniel’s heart thumped hard at that. “But… we’re not free. We’re yours now.”

      Wasn’t that what the fight had been about? Which alpha owned him? He’d been Harrison’s, and now he was Thorn’s.

      Gentle hands turned him around, Thorn catching his chin and tipping his head up to peer into his eyes.

      “In this pack, no one owns anyone else. You’re my mate, and that’s a forever thing, but that doesn’t give me ownership over you. We’re no different from Oliver and Brax or Josh and Cole. We’re lovers, mates, friends. Equals.”

      “I’m not your equal.” Daniel would never be good enough to be an alpha’s equal.

      “We have different strengths in this relationship, sure. But we are equals. I—” Thorn cut himself off, stroking his thumb across Daniel’s cheek. “We’ll work on that, too. Come on, time to get some sleep.”

      Daniel rested his head against Thorn’s chest and let his eyes close, lulled to sleep by the steady thump of Thorn’s heart.

      When he woke, it was light out, and a little demon was jumping up and down on the bed next to him.

      “Daddy, can we have pancakes for breakfast?”

      It took Daniel a long moment to get his bearings, freezing when he heard Thorn’s low chuckle next to him.

      “I was going to suggest we sleep late, but we can’t keep little tummies waiting, can we?”

      The alpha pressed a kiss to his cheek and sat up, reaching for Sammy. “Morning, kiddo. Did you say something about pancakes?”

      He tickled Sammy’s belly, the little boy squealing and giggling as Daniel sat up with a yawn. It was a new day and a new start. He was determined to do it right this time.
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      Thorn had known it wasn’t going to be easy. They had Daniel home, and Harrison’s pack was no longer a threat, but their relationship was on tenterhooks. Neither of them knew quite where they stood, and their first day back at home was a chorus of awkward moments.

      He woke the second night of Daniel’s return to find the bed empty next to him.

      “Danny?”

      There was no response, but Thorn could hear someone moving around in the kitchen. With a groan, he yawned and got out of bed. He checked on Sammy as he passed, happy to find him fast asleep.

      He padded on toward the kitchen and paused in the doorway, watching the top of Daniel’s head as the omega scrubbed the kitchen floor.

      “Danny? What are you doing?”

      The omega glanced up at him with wide eyes but didn’t stop scrubbing.

      “Come back to bed,” Thorn coaxed.

      “I have to finish this.”

      “It’s the middle of the night. You don’t have to finish anything.”

      Daniel gave the slightest shake of his head and went back to scrubbing at the floors.

      Thorn crouched down next to him.

      “Daniel, the floors can wait. You need to rest.”

      “But it’s not clean.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I’ll wash the floors tomorrow. Right now, we should be sleeping.”

      “No, I need to—” Daniel cut himself off, peering up anxiously at Thorn again. “I’m sorry.”

      Thorn sighed. “Don’t be. The last few days have been a nightmare. But you’re home now, and everything’s going to be okay.”

      Daniel started scrubbing again, but Thorn didn’t think trying to talk him out of it was doing any good. Whatever Daniel was worried about, whatever fear was plaguing him, it was about emotion, not reason. Action was what was needed, not conversation.

      “Come on,” he said simply, lifting the omega to his feet.

      Exhausted, fearful eyes peered up at him, Daniel shaking in his arms.

      “Let’s go back to bed.”

      Daniel took a half-step back but Thorn stopped him, tugging the omega into an embrace.

      “Shh. I’m right here and everything’s okay. Sammy is fast asleep, the house is quiet, the pack is home. You’re here, our babies are safe, and it’s time to get some rest.”

      The tension in Daniel’s small frame slowly eased. Thorn picked him up and carried him to their room. He settled Daniel back into bed and climbed in beside him. Daniel murmured fretfully, clinging to him with a shiver. He was exhausted, Thorn knew. More asleep than awake.

      “Rest, Danny. Things will look clearer in the morning, I promise.” He wrapped his arms tightly around Daniel until he stopped shaking, his breathing evening out as he fell back asleep.

      “That’s it,” Thorn murmured. “Sweet dreams, Danny.”

      When he woke again it was light out and the bed beside him was empty once more. Groaning, he rolled over and pushed himself up, scrubbing a hand across his face. He could hear Daniel back in the kitchen. He hoped the omega wasn’t cleaning the floor again.

      The smell of cooking food greeted him when he stepped out of his bedroom. Sammy’s bed was conspicuously empty, and he could hear the cub chattering away as he approached the kitchen.

      He stopped in the doorway, unsurprised to see Daniel frying bacon and cooking something in the oven.

      “Morning, Thorn,” the omega greeted brightly. “Breakfast is almost ready. I‘m making waffles and bacon and those spinach poached eggs you like…”

      “It smells amazing,” Thorn agreed. “But why don’t you sit down? I’ll take over.”

      Daniel looked from him to the frying pan. “You don’t have the best track record with cooking. Besides, I’m your omega. It’s my job to take care of you.”

      “Is that what scrubbing the floors in the middle of the night was all about?”

      The omega avoided his gaze.

      Thorn decided decisive action was needed. He crossed the room, nudging Daniel away from the frying pan and into a chair.

      “But I have to finish breakfast…”

      “I can handle it. Sit.”

      Daniel perched on the edge of his chair, looking anything but relaxed.

      “But how can I show you how good a mate I can be if you won’t let me clean or cook breakfast?”

      Thorn flipped the bacon, stirred the eggs, and checked on the waffles as he considered his response.

      “Do you think cooking and cleaning is what makes you a good mate?”

      “It proves I can look after you, the way an omega is supposed to.”

      “Oliver doesn’t cook,” Thorn pointed out. “Brax does.”

      “But he’s a Defender, and an advocate. I’m none of those things.”

      “You’re my mate. I don’t need or want you to be perfect, Danny. I want you to be happy. I want us to be happy.”

      “I can make you happy. I’m trying.”

      “I’m happy too,” Sammy chimed in. “And hungry.”

      Laughing, Thorn started to plate up the food. “Can’t have that, can we?”

      He set three plates on the table and took a seat opposite Daniel, who still looked troubled.

      “This is a wonderful breakfast, Danny. Thank you.”

      “Can’t have you living on bagels and microwave meals,” Daniel muttered, picking at his own food.

      “There’s no denying I eat far better now that you’re here. I love your food, Danny. But I don’t love you for your food.” Thorn needed to know that Daniel understood the distinction.

      “I— I’m not really hungry,” Daniel said suddenly, standing up and hurrying from the room.

      Thorn watched him leave, trying to hide his dismay.

      “Daddy?” Sammy called after him, a puzzled look on his face.

      “Daddy’s just tired, Sammy. Come on, let’s finish up our breakfast.”

      He put Daniel’s plate in the oven to keep it warm and made sure Sammy ate the lion’s share of his breakfast. Then, once Sammy was happily playing with some toys, he went to talk to Daniel.

      The omega was sitting on the edge of their bed, staring at the wall. Thorn took a seat next to him.

      “I didn’t think I’d be back here,” Daniel admitted.

      “You’re not happy to be home?”

      “No, I am. I think I am. I—” The tears came hard and fast, and Thorn wrapped an arm around Daniel and tugged him close.

      “I want to be here,” Daniel promised through muffled tears.

      “And I want you here,” Thorn rumbled. “But it’s okay if you don’t feel happy and ecstatic about everything. That’s not going to happen overnight. You’ve been through so much, Danny.”

      Daniel huddled closer to him with a sob.

      “Can I tell you how I feel?” Thorn asked.

      The omega nodded against him.

      “I’m relieved and very happy to have you home. I’m sad about everything you’ve gone through, but I’m proud to have you as my mate, to know that you trust me to be here for you, to take care of you and our babies. And I’m excited, Danny. Excited about us, our future, and our kids.”

      “You are?” Daniel asked with a sniffle.

      “I am.”

      “I want to be excited too,” the omega whispered.

      “You will be,” Thorn promised. “Give it some time, let reality sink in, and all those good feelings will come.”
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      When Thorn said they were going to the packhouse for the first time since Daniel’s return, he wanted to say no. He came very close to begging Thorn to let him stay home, in their house, where he could hide from the world. But Sammy was so excited, and Thorn kept smiling at him, and he didn’t want to disappoint them. So he showered and dressed and tried to look his best even though he felt like he was headed for his execution.

      The pack must hate him, now that they knew the truth. All the time he’d been there, he’d been lying to them. Lying about who he was, about where he came from, about who he and Sammy belonged to. He’d put their pack at risk and forced Thorn to risk his life to save them. However things had been between them before, they were irrevocably changed by all the terrible things he’d done.

      “Ready?” Thorn asked, helping Sammy put his coat on.

      “Sure,” Daniel said lightly, trying to hide his fears.

      “Then let’s go.”

      Sammy ran on ahead of them, and they had to hurry to catch up, Thorn taking the cub’s hand as they trudged along the forest path. The closer they got to the packhouse, the more nervous Daniel felt. Even though he’d been home for days, he wasn’t ready for this.

      They went in through the front door instead of the back door, which was the first inkling that something wasn’t quite right. Maybe the pack didn’t want them acting like they were part of the family anymore? Daniel had certainly proved that he wasn’t.

      “I think everyone is in the living room,” Thorn said as they hung their coats up in the quiet hallway.

      He gestured for Daniel to lead the way but Sammy hurried on ahead, eager to play with his friends.

      The closer Daniel got to the living room, the more his stomach churned with nervousness. There was no getting away from the pack now. He was Thorn’s mate, his true mate, for life. He just had to get this over with.

      He pushed open the door to follow Sammy, Thorn right behind him, and slammed to a stop.

      “Welcome home, Daniel!”

      He stared into the room in shock, the whole pack looking back at him. Taking a step back, he walked into Thorn, who wrapped an arm around his waist to steady him.

      “What’s going on?” he asked the alpha, taking in the banner and balloons and all the people smiling at them.

      “It’s part welcome-home party, part baby shower,” Oliver said, rushing over. “I knew a surprise party was a bad idea. You look terrified.”

      He tugged Daniel into a hug, squeezing him tightly. “We’re so glad to have you back, safe and sound. And we’re excited for you and Thorn to have a family of your own.”

      Daniel glanced over his shoulder at Thorn, but the alpha looked as surprised by the party as he did.

      “Come on,” Oliver coaxed. “Come inside. There’s food and cake and presents.”

      He let himself be guided over to a couch, sitting down and looking around again in disbelief.

      “I don’t get it,” he said finally. “Aren’t you angry?”

      There was a collective hush in the room as all eyes turned to Brax.

      The alpha stepped forward, crouching down in front of Daniel.

      “We were upset at first, but then we understood. The only people we’re angry at now are Harrison and his pack. None of this was your fault, Daniel. It wasn’t a situation of your making.”

      “But I lied, to all of you.”

      “Because you were scared,” Oliver said kindly. “Not because you were trying to cheat us or betray us. You just wanted to keep Sammy safe.”

      Daniel nodded slowly. “And you’ll let us stay now, because I’m Thorn’s mate.”

      If things had been different, if their relationship hadn’t progressed to the point of mating, he doubted they’d still have him here.

      “You are far more than just Thorn’s mate,” Brax said. “You are part of this pack.”

      Daniel shook his head. “I’m not like the others. Oliver’s a Defender and Josh is your Keeper but I’m…” It was on the tip of his tongue to say ‘nothing’ but Brax got there first.

      “You’re Thorn’s Anchor. Every Sentinel needs one eventually. You are the bridge between him and the pack. Without you, Thorn would just be pulling further and further away from us. And a pack without a Sentinel is a pack that’s vulnerable. You, and your love for Thorn, keeps us safe.”

      Daniel glanced at Thorn in disbelief. It couldn’t be true, could it? That he was a part of this pack. A real part, like the other omegas?

      Thorn squeezed his hand. “That’s exactly what you are. Before you got here, I was miserable and alone, weeks or months away from cutting ties with the pack and setting off on my own. Then you and Sammy turned up and… the pack became a home for me again. You did that, Daniel. Things changed for the better because of you.”

      “You brought Thorn home to us,” Brax added. “That means more than you know. You will always be welcome here, you will always have a place here. You are part of our pack.”

      “You’re home, Daniel,” Oliver added softly. “You’re home.”

      The first tears fell, and Daniel did his best to wipe them away.

      “Don’t be sad, Daddy,” Sammy said, climbing into his lap.

      “I’m not sad,” Daniel told him, hugging Sammy tightly to him. “I’m happy.”

      The pack crowded around them, everyone wanting to welcome Daniel home in their own way. He got hugs, kisses, hands patting his shoulder.

      “I think this calls for cake,” Josh said, handing him a piece.

      That seemed to be the cue for everyone to go in search of food and soon every chair in the room was filled as people chatted and laughed and ate.

      There was a sense of happiness in the air, of completeness. It wasn’t the awkwardness or anger Daniel had been expecting.

      He leaned into Thorn, resting his head on the alpha’s shoulder.

      “I didn’t understand before.”

      “Understand what?”

      “What a pack really is. It’s like a family only… bigger. Better.”

      “It is a family,” Thorn agreed. “And a community and a society, all wrapped up in one.”

      “If everyone lived in a pack… the world would be very different, wouldn’t it?”

      People wouldn’t be so self-absorbed, so interested in looking after themselves if they lived together like a pack did.

      “It would be. Maybe someday, it will be,” Thorn mused.

      It was a happy thought. A world of packs like theirs. Where they took care of each other, where their place in the pack had meaning, fulfilled a need of the pack and wasn’t just something used to keep them down.

      “That would be something to see, wouldn’t it?” Maybe that would be the world their kids got to live in.
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      Now that he understood better the origin of Daniel’s fears, Thorn knew that it wasn’t enough for him to be the strong, silent alpha standing by. Daniel wouldn’t recover from trauma like that by pretending it never happened. So he talked to Kira and Oliver, and they made some calls.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?”

      Daniel watched him anxiously across the breakfast table, having barely taken a bite of his food.

      “Yes, I’m sure. And so is Kira. Oliver says that Benn is one of the best omega therapists he’s ever met.”

      “But therapy is expensive. And I don’t have a job.”

      They’d talked this through already, but Thorn could see that Daniel needed the extra reassurance.

      “Your job right now is to look after yourself and Sammy. And you’re doing just fine.”

      “But that doesn’t make money to pay for therapy.”

      “I’ve got it covered, Danny. You don’t need to worry about it. Benn will be here in half an hour. I’ll drop Sammy at the packhouse and hang around in case I’m needed.”

      He didn’t think he would be, but Daniel was still skittish and distrusting. That Benn was an omega would make things easier, but Thorn knew that after Jaxon, Daniel’s trust issues weren’t restricted to alphas.

      “I just hate causing so much fuss and bother.”

      At Daniel’s words, Thorn took a deep breath and let it out slowly. There was no use getting frustrated. Daniel’s fears would lessen with time.

      “That’s not what this is. This is you doing what we agreed on. We work on ourselves, we work on Sammy, and we work on our relationship. But you have to start with yourself, Daniel. If you don’t look after yourself, how can you care for Sammy and me?”

      Since getting him home, he’d had to stop Daniel from running himself ragged trying to be the ‘perfect’ mate to atone for his perceived sins. Thorn had almost lost count of the number of times he’d woken in the night to find Daniel up cleaning or cooking. Like he had that second night, he’d taken to just picking him up, carrying him back to bed, and holding him close.

      “You should try to eat some more,” he encouraged, watching Daniel mull over his words. “Little eyes are watching.”

      And Sammy was very attentive to all the goings-on these days. If Thorn or Daniel didn’t eat, he wouldn’t either.

      They finished breakfast, did the dishes, and then Thorn dropped Sammy over at the packhouse, returning just as Benn arrived.

      “Good to meet you,” he said, shaking the omega’s hand. “Oliver spoke highly of you.”

      “Oliver has sent plenty of troubled souls my way over the years, though I’ve only worked within a pack once before. If there’s anything you think I should know, now is the time to tell me.”

      Thorn shook his head. “I’m just glad you’re here. I’m worried about Daniel. He’s been through a lot.”

      “So I gather. He’s inside?”

      Thorn showed Benn in, calling for Daniel as he did. The omega appeared in the kitchen doorway, flour dusting his hands and sleeves. “Sorry, I was just making some bread for later.”

      “There’s nothing quite like the smell of freshly baked bread to make a kitchen feel like home,” Benn said warmly. He stepped forward and shook Daniel’s hand, not bothered by the flour. “I’ll stay a couple of hours, if that’s okay? I’ll be out of your hair by lunchtime.” He glanced back at Thorn. “Have you got plans for the morning?”

      Thorn shook his head, pleased when Benn turned back to Daniel. “Would you rather have some space, or would you like Thorn within shouting distance while we talk?”

      Daniel considered that, sneaking a glance at Thorn. “Don’t go far?”

      “I’ll be in my workshop,” he said. “Yell if you need anything.”

      He walked away, hearing Benn say something softly to Daniel before their footsteps retreated into the kitchen. For the next hour, he busied himself working on his latest project, sanding down the coarse wood in preparation for staining it. He heard the door open and stopped what he was doing, turning around to find Daniel hovering there.

      “Benn and I are going for a walk, through the woods. We won’t go far, just out toward the creek and back.”

      “Sure. Bring a coat, it’s cold.”

      Daniel gave him a shy smile as he slipped out.

      Thorn was just heading outside when they returned over an hour later. Benn said a few quiet words to Daniel, then waved goodbye to Thorn as he got in his car. Daniel hurried to Thorn’s side, unzipping his jacket as he did.

      “How’d it go?”

      Daniel hesitated, then smiled. “It was hard, at first. I couldn’t… I couldn’t get the words out, not just sitting there like that. But then Benn suggested a walk and it made it easier. My mind was too busy watching where I was stepping, and it was so peaceful out there that it was easier to talk, even… even the hard stuff.”

      Thorn pulled him into a hug. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “Benn said he’ll come back next week, and we’ll walk again. Is that okay?”

      “That sounds good, so long as you’re happy with it.”

      “Benn was nice. He said some things that made a lot of sense. I think this will really help.”

      “I’m glad to hear that, Danny. But remember, one day at a time. This isn’t going to fix itself overnight. It’ll get a little better every day, and some days it might even get a bit worse.”

      “I know. I wish I could hurry it up, if only because the babies are coming.”

      “We’ll be ready for them. And the pack is going to help us out. We’re not alone, Daniel. We’ll never be alone.”

      The omega’s hand grasped his tightly. “I’m never alone when I have you.”

      They hugged again, Thorn breathing Daniel’s scent in deeply. He’d agreed to spend one evening a week talking to Kira, sorting out his own thoughts and feelings on everything that had happened. It wasn’t an easy thing for him to do, but he was sure it would be worth it.
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      Brax came to the house out of the blue a few days later, while Daniel and Sammy were over at the packhouse on a playdate.

      “I know that look,” Thorn said on catching a glimpse of Brax’s face. “What’s up?”

      “Got a call from a detective from Daniel’s county. He wants to interview him.”

      Thorn set down the tools he was working with, giving Brax his full attention.

      “What about?”

      “A series of omega abductions. Turns out Daniel wasn’t the only one Harrison’s pack snatched off the street. Most of the omegas are keeping quiet, but one or two others have admitted they were taken by force and have asked to go home. There are kids involved, so the whole thing is a complicated mess, but the police are doing their best to sort it out. The omegas and their kids have been separated from the pack for now.”

      “Too little, too late, if you ask me.”

      “True enough,” Brax admitted. “But it would go a long way if they had another witness to corroborate their stories. Seems like Daniel’s abduction was actually caught on camera.”

      “Shit, seriously? How did the police explain that in their decision to dismiss him as a runaway?”

      “Seems like they buried that little fact, kept it from Daniel’s family, and closed the case as soon as they could.”

      “Bastards.” The people who were supposed to keep everyone safe, omegas included, and they just turned their backs.

      “Yeah. But they’re doing something now. Do you think Daniel would talk to them?”

      “I can ask,” Thorn said. “But I’m making no promises. If he says no, I won’t push.”

      Daniel was only just starting to work through things with Benn. Thorn wasn’t going to make him run before he’d learned to walk.

      “Why don’t I kick the can down the road a bit? This investigation isn’t going anywhere in a hurry. There’s no reason they can’t wait until after the babies are born before they interview him.”

      “If they can wait that long, it might be better. But let me talk to Daniel about it first, see what he says.”

      Even as he said it, Thorn knew they weren’t alone.

      “See what I say about what?” the omega asked from the doorway. He ducked his head shyly when Brax turned to look at him. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.”

      “You weren’t eavesdropping,” Thorn said, crossing the room to him. “I wasn’t expecting you back so soon.”

      “I forgot to put the stock on for dinner. It needs to simmer for a few hours.”

      Thorn slung an arm around Daniel’s waist and nudged him a few steps into the room.

      “Brax has some news for us. Nothing bad, but we should sit down and talk about it.”

      “I’ll leave you two to it,” Brax said. “See you later.”

      Thorn ushered Daniel over to the couch. He hesitated, unsure how to begin.

      “If it’s nothing bad, then just tell me,” Daniel said.

      “It’s not bad, but it’s not easy either. Do you remember how you told me that Harrison and his pack grabbed you off the street?”

      Daniel huddled closer to him, and Thorn tightened his hold.

      “Well, you probably know already that you weren’t the only omega they abducted like that. Some of those at the military compound have come forward and asked to be returned to their families.”

      “What happened to them? Are they okay? Harrison won’t be happy that they’re trying to leave.”

      “They’re not with the pack. Not since they spoke up.”

      “But they’re not free like me, are they?”

      “Not yet. But maybe you can help with that?”

      “How?” Daniel seemed cautious but eager.

      “There are some detectives investigating the abductions. If you could talk to them, tell them your story, that would go a long way.”

      “Would I get into trouble?”

      “Of course not. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      Daniel mused on that a little longer. “Why me? If more than one omega has the same story, why would hearing it again from me make a difference?”

      Thorn paused awkwardly, trying to decide how to word it. He ran his hand up and down Daniel’s arm in comfort.

      “Because your abduction was caught on camera. There’s video of them taking you.”

      Daniel tensed in his arms, his voice dropping to a whisper. “But… but my family said the cops told them I’d run away. Are you saying they knew? All this time, and the police knew I’d been taken?”

      Thorn hugged him tighter. “I don’t know all the facts, just that the video exists. Add your word to that, and it’s pretty damning testimony.”

      “So those other omegas might get to be free too?”

      “They may well be free either way. It doesn’t all hinge on you. So if you don’t want to, or if you want to wait until after the babies are born…”

      “No. Now. Soon. As soon as I can.”

      Thorn cupped the omega’s cheek, drawing his gaze to him.

      “Daniel?”

      “I know what’s it like to be trapped, to be caught. If there’s any chance telling my story can help free them, I’ll shout it from the rooftops. Please, Thorn. I want to help them.”

      Thorn sighed and nodded. “That’s very brave of you. I’ll call Brax and let him know. With any luck, that’ll be the end of it.”

      They could move on with their lives, focus on enjoying being together, on making a happy home for Sammy and their soon-to-be cubs.
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      Daniel hadn’t much enjoyed being pregnant the first time around. He’d been too scared of Harrison’s ever-changing moods through the nine months and had run away in the middle, only to be brought back. At first, he thought this time would be similar, only… shorter. Three months instead of nine sounded both heavenly and horrifying at the same time. He was showing by the end of the first month, loving the way every time he looked in the mirror, his gaze was drawn to his little bump.

      He worried that Thorn would be like Harrison, disgusted with how his body changed. But, as Thorn had told him more than once, he was nothing like that bully of an alpha. Thorn liked nothing more than to hold Daniel in his arms with his hands pressed to Daniel’s stomach, feeling every tiny movement of the babies inside him.

      “Are you sure you’re comfortable at night?” Thorn asked him as they cuddled after lunch one afternoon. “We could get you one of those pregnancy pillows. I know both Oliver and Josh used them. We could borrow theirs, if you don’t mind sharing.”

      “I don’t need a pillow,” Daniel insisted. “I have you.”

      “You say that now,” Thorn teased. “But in a month’s time, you’ll be saying that I’m all hard muscle and bone, and craving the softness of a pillow for all your aches.”

      Daniel sighed as the alpha combed his fingers through his hair, massaging his scalp. No pillow could give him the kind of comfort he got from Thorn.

      “How is Kira doing?” he remembered to ask, feeling sleepy and warm. Her car had been forced off the road the previous day, thanks to an aggressive driver.

      “She’s still a little shaken, but she’s doing better.”

      “Did the sheriff find the driver?”

      “Nope. Disappeared into thin air. Probably just someone passing through, deciding speed limits don’t apply to them.”

      “I’m glad she’s okay.”

      “Me, too,” Thorn said softly.

      His hand moved from Daniel’s head to his neck, and Daniel moaned, relaxing fully against Thorn. He knew if the alpha kept it up, he’d go from relaxed to very turned on in a matter of minutes. But Thorn seemed to know what he needed, his broad hands moving lower to massage Daniel’s shoulders. He was more asleep than awake when Thorn’s phone rang a while later.

      The alpha answered with a quiet hello, but his tone changed almost instantly. “What? Where?”

      Daniel sought out Thorn’s face as he ended the call. “What is it?”

      “It’s Zane. He was attacked in town. He’s been taken to the urgent care clinic, but he might need to be transferred to the nearest hospital.”

      Daniel tried to sit up, Thorn helping him.

      “You should go to him.”

      “Brax and Cole are already on their way. I’m needed here. You and I are going to get Sammy and head over to the packhouse so I can keep an eye on things with Duke. It might just be a coincidence—Kira yesterday and Zane today—but let’s not take chances.”

      All thoughts of sleep fled from Daniel’s mind as he got up and went to wake Sammy from his nap. He helped Thorn pack overnight bags for the three of them, knowing there was a good chance they wouldn’t return to the house that day, and followed the alpha outside.

      A strange car pulled up as they stepped outside. A man and a woman got out, looking around curiously.

      “Can I help you?” Thorn asked, moving to stand in front of Daniel and Sammy.

      “We’re looking for Daniel Riley.”

      “And you are?”

      “We’re with Social Services. We’ve had some concerning reports.”

      Daniel tightened his hold on Sammy and gripped Thorn’s shirt with his free hand. He wasn’t going to let anyone take his son from him. Never again.
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      Daniel sat in the packhouse kitchen, Sammy in his arms, as he listened to the sound of raised voices from the living room next door. Thorn had managed to convince the social workers to come to the packhouse with them, where Oliver and Kira were talking to them. Daniel didn’t know what they were saying exactly, only that things had gotten heated. That couldn’t be a good sign.

      He pushed to his feet, murmuring to Sammy as he slipped out into the corridor and toward the front door. Thorn was with Duke, the two of them keeping an eye on the house’s exterior. They were worried about outside threats, but all Daniel could think of were the two people he was sure were there to take Sammy away.

      As he neared the front door, he spotted a set of keys to one of the cars outside. He could run, couldn’t he? They couldn’t take Sammy from him if he wasn’t there to be taken. But he’d run before, run from Thorn, and it had been the wrong decision. Thorn called it a lack of trust. Did that still stand? Did he not trust Thorn to keep him and Sammy safe? He picked up the keys, staring at them for a long moment before putting them back. Instead, he made his way to the front door, intent on finding Thorn. He would share his fears about how the conversation between the others and the social workers was going. Thorn would know what to say, what to do.

      Just as he got there, ready to step outside, he heard another car arrive. Maybe it was Brax and Cole back with Zane? He cracked open the door to see but didn’t recognize the car that pulled up outside. The doors opened and three people stepped out. Them he knew.

      His heart thudding, he slammed the front door closed and retreated into the house. What was his family doing here? Were they there to take him home? Or send him back to Harrison again? Panic shouted far louder than reason in his ears as he looked desperately for somewhere to hide. He stumbled upon the entrance to the basement and raced down, closing the heavy door at the bottom that blocked out the rest of the world.

      “Daddy?”

      Sammy wasn’t happy about their dark, dank basement hiding place.

      “Shh, I’m here. We’re just going to stay downstairs for a bit. Nice and quiet. We’re playing hide and seek, just like we used to.”

      That was what he’d tell Sammy when Harrison locked them in the basement as punishment: that it was just a game. There was no need to be scared.

      “Want Thorny, Daddy.”

      “He’s playing too. He’d going to come and find us.”

      He held Sammy close and curled up. He wouldn’t let anyone take him; he wouldn’t let anyone give them back to Harrison.

      The time passed slowly, and Daniel couldn’t even see his watch to mark it. At one point, he thought he heard someone call his name, but the sound faded quickly. And then there were footsteps, heavy and loud, coming down the stairs toward them. He clutched Sammy closer, afraid of who was coming for them. Was it someone coming to take them?

      “They can’t make us leave. This is our home, our pack, our—”

      The heavy door pushed open, letting a meager beam of light inside. “Daniel, are you down here?”

      The light found them, and so too did Thorn. He strode across the room and lifted Daniel to his feet, hugging him and Sammy tightly.

      “Are they taking us away? Taking Sammy from me? Are we going back to Harrison?”

      “No one is taking you anywhere,” Thorn said fiercely. “And you’ll never see Harrison again. Never.”

      “But the social workers? And my family, I saw them…”

      “The social workers have left, for now. They’re coming back in a few days to chat with us. Your family is gone too. It was hard to see them off, but Oliver can be very persuasive.”

      “They’re gone?” Daniel asked, disbelieving what he was hearing.

      “Yes.”

      “And we don’t have to go with them?”

      “No one is making you go anywhere. You’re home, Danny.”

      “Oh.”

      Suddenly he felt silly for hiding down in the basement.

      “Come on. Let’s get you guys upstairs. The others are searching the house for you.” Thorn led the way, shouting, “I’ve got them,” as they headed up the stairs.

      “What were you doing down in the basement?” Oliver asked, meeting them at the door.

      “Out of sight, out of mind,” Thorn answered for him. “It was one unwelcome guest too many.”

      “Speaking of unwelcome guests,” Oliver said. “We may be about to have some more, if Brax’s plan works.”

      “What plan?” Daniel asked. “What’s going on?”

      “Let’s go sit down, and we’ll explain,” Oliver said. “A lot’s been happening.”
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      Thorn sat on the couch with an arm around Daniel. Brax and Cole had arrived back and helped a limping Zane upstairs. He had a few weeks of healing ahead of him, but he’d make a full recovery.

      Brax joined them in the living room a few minutes later.

      “So I think we’ve all noticed our run of bad luck lately. First, both Cole and Nathan’s cars are vandalized in town. Then Kira is run off the road. Then Zane is set upon by a group of alpha thugs. At the same time, Social Services get a flurry of false reports, mostly related to Sammy, but also a few about the rest of the cubs.”

      “And someone tipped off Daniel’s family that he was here. They rode in, all guns blazing, to take him and Sammy away from the ‘bad influence’ of our pack,” Thorn added.

      “You don’t think it’s a coincidence?” Daniel asked, echoing what Thorn was thinking.

      “We’re being targeted. I’m guessing Harrison’s behind it,” Brax said.

      Beside Thorn, Daniel tensed. “He can’t be. You said he was still locked up.”

      “He is,” Thorn assured him. “That’s not going to change anytime soon.”

      “Then how is he doing this?”

      “He’s got friends in the outside world, I’m betting,” Thorn said, looking to Brax.

      “Daniel would know better than we do. Harrison’s pack has allies, right?”

      Daniel’s answer was hesitant. “They are friends with other packs. But there’s one they’re especially close with. Harrison has a lot of respect for their alpha leader, Jerrick. He’s ex-military too. I think they served together. Their packs go on hunts together a few times a year. Proper hunts, not… not for omegas. I don’t think the other alpha approved of that.”

      “So how do we make these guys stop? Zane would have been seriously hurt if those passersby hadn’t intervened. Kira could have been badly injured too. It’s only a matter of time before someone is killed, if they keep escalating,” Thorn said. “I’m guessing you have an idea, Brax. Oliver said something about an unwelcome guest.”

      Brax stood, drawing all eyes to him. “We can’t tackle this from the source. There’s no getting through to Harrison. So we talk to these guys instead, pack to pack.”

      “They have no incentive to talk to us,” Cole pointed out.

      Thorn got it then, figuring out Brax’s plan. “Then we give them one. Grab one of their people, bring them onto pack territory. They’ll have to talk to us then.”

      Tricky, and potentially dangerous, but simple as far as plans went.

      “What are we going to say to them?” Kira wondered. “How do we convince them to back off?”

      “We’re not going to convince them,” Brax said. “Daniel is.”

      All eyes turned to Thorn’s mate, who shrank back into his chair. Thorn considered for a moment before concluding that Brax was right. This fight was over Daniel. Who better to put an end to it than the omega himself?

      “I’ll be right there with you the whole time,” Thorn promised him.

      “But what will I say?”

      “The truth. All you have to do is tell them the truth.”

      Thinking it over, he turned back to Brax. “But we’ll need a fallback plan, something to make these guys think twice if they won’t be reasoned with.” And Thorn had just the thing.
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        * * *

      

      They used Nathan and Alice as bait, sending them out to town to run an errand the next day. Thorn and Brax trailed them, keeping an eye out for faces they didn’t recognize. It wasn’t hard to spot who they were looking for.

      “That’s them,” Thorn said. “The gray truck idling outside the florist.”

      There were two occupants in the vehicle. They needed two for their plan to work: one to contact their leader, Jerrick, and the other to make an example of for Jerrick’s pack.

      “How do you want to do this?” Brax said.

      “Just like we planned. Tell Nathan and Alice to split up. She takes the car, he goes on foot. We’ll see if we can’t draw them out. They were bold enough to attack Zane in daylight yesterday, so I’m sure they’ll do the same again.”

      Brax called them, explaining the plan while Thorn made another phone call, ensuring their backup was on the way. Alice and Nathan left the grocery store, Nathan handing his bags over to Alice, who returned to the car.

      Thorn and Brax watched closely, waiting to see which of the two they’d choose to follow. Alice pulled away from the curb and drove off, but the truck started moving in the opposite direction. It slowly trailed Nathan, who was walking quickly down the street. Brax turned on the engine and prepared to go after them, leaving a gap so it wouldn’t be too obvious.

      “They’re cowards, preying on ours betas like this.” They clearly knew who the pack’s alphas were, but it wasn’t them they were targeting.

      “Does that surprise you?” Brax asked.

      “Surprise? No. But… these guys are ex-military. Did they learn nothing when they served?”

      “They learned how to be vicious,” Brax said. “I’ll give them that.”

      Nathan turned off onto a quieter side street, and the gray truck parked, the two alphas getting out and going after him on foot. Brax pulled over. Thorn jumped out and ran to the corner, Brax right behind him. They’d stop this before it started.

      The two alphas they were trailing were quickly catching up to Nathan. The beta had given up on his pretense of not knowing he was being followed. He turned to face them, speaking calmly. “Why don’t we talk about whatever the problem is, guys?”

      “We need to send a message to your alpha,” the first guy said.

      “Sure, I’ll call him. I have my phone right here.”

      Nathan sounded as reasonable and unflappable as he usually did when dealing with the day-to-day running of the pack.

      “You are the message. Or at least you will be. What’s left of you.”

      Brax and Thorn shared a look, and Brax nodded. He strode forward, raising his voice.

      “We got your message loud and clear, gentlemen. I think it’s time you heard ours.”

      Behind Nathan, Cole stepped into view, his arms crossed. Thorn took up a similar position behind Brax. Four against two.

      The alphas looked around, sizing up their opponents. The taller one spoke. “If you think this is going to scare us, you’ll have to try harder.”

      “Oh, we’re not trying to scare you. Just keeping you in one place until the cavalry arrives.”

      “Cavalry? What cavalry is that?” the alpha demanded.

      At that moment, two army trucks rounded the corner at either end of the street. Thorn had to hand it to Greggs. As much as he despised the guy, he had impeccable timing.

      “The kind who’s itching to get their hands on your pack. Ready to live out your days as a science project?”

      Greggs got out of the truck, backed by half a dozen soldiers.

      “Which one?” he asked Brax.

      “We’ll take the guy on the left. The other is all yours.”

      There was a brief struggle from both alphas, but they were overpowered easily.

      “Get the fuck off me,” one of them yelled as Greggs’s men dragged him away.

      “You brought this on yourself,” Greggs said. “Attacking civilians? What were you thinking?”

      Thorn helped Brax subdue their prisoner, and they hustled him into the back of their car.

      “What the fuck is going on?” the alpha demanded. “You called that monster here? Are you crazy?”

      “You didn’t leave us much choice. But if you want to keep the rest of your pack out of his hands, you’ll do exactly as we say.”

      Thorn kept his gaze impassive, waiting for his words to sink in.

      Finally, the alpha nodded, slamming his head back into his seat with a growl. “Fine. But you’d better talk fast.”

      “We’re not doing the talking,” Thorn told him. “You are.” He handed him a phone. “Call your pack alpha. We’ve got a proposal for him.”
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      Daniel sat in the pack kitchen with Josh, trying to pretend he wasn’t nervous about their visitors. They’d brought one alpha back a few hours ago, and only minutes before, another group of them had arrived. They were in the nearby living room. He could make out raised voices breaking through now and then. Thorn and Brax had asked him to join them, but he’d been too scared. Now he wondered if he’d made a mistake. It was him they were arguing over, of that he was certain.

      Slowly, he pushed to his feet and made his way to the living room door. It was open a crack and he peered through, listening to what was being said.

      He recognized the man talking. He was the alpha leader of the pack Harrison hunted with. Jerrick.

      “I sent my alphas here to watch your movements. It seems they got a little carried away. For that, I apologize. But I’m sure you can see the problem.”

      “Why don’t you explain it to us?” Brax said, his arms crossed.

      “Here’s what it comes down to,” Jerrick said. “You stole Harrison’s omega and his son. And when he brought his mate home again, you had his whole pack picked up by the military. That is a betrayal of all packs. It’s not just us who sees it that way. Packs all across the country will be out for blood; your blood. And that little stunt you just pulled with Greggs won’t do you any favors. But all I’m interested in, here and now, is getting what belongs to Harrison returned to him. He’ll get his pack out of Greggs’s tender care, and then he’ll deal with you himself. Until then, we’re here to see to it he gets back what you stole.”

      The alpha sat back in his chair and regarded Brax and Thorn coolly. At that moment, Daniel saw red. He wasn’t Harrison’s property, something to be bought and sold, bartered between packs.

      He shoved the door open and stormed inside. As he came to a stop right in front of the alpha, he aimed his most scornful look his way.

      “You’re an idiot if you believe that sob story Harrison told you. They didn’t steal me. Harrison did. His pack abducted me on my way home from college, brought me to their pack, and then fought over who got to have me. When I tried to run away, to get home to my family, they dragged me back, over and over. Harrison locked me up, beat me, starved me. When that wasn’t enough to get me to follow all his ridiculous rules, he used my son—my baby—to make me.”

      Thorn moved to stand behind him, a steadying presence at his back. He was breathing hard, so angry he could hardly speak, and yet the words kept tumbling out all the same.

      “Brax’s pack didn’t steal me and my son. They took us in when we finally escaped from Harrison with nothing but the clothes on our backs. They’ve kept us safe, cared for us, helped us recover from the terrible things that Harrison did to us. You… you are wrong. This pack…. They’re not the bad guys in all this. You need to stop this, back the hell off, and leave me and my true pack alone. Harrison and his horde aren’t a pack, they’re monsters. They’re locked up where they belong, where they can’t hurt any more omegas.”

      Thorn put a hand on his shoulder, and Daniel fell silent, letting the alpha tuck him close and guide him to sit.

      “Is this true?” Jerrick asked, straightening in his seat. He looked skeptical.

      “Harrison will be up on charges in military court soon. Abduction and unlawful imprisonment of omegas. In the plural. Some they took, had their fun with, and dumped. Others, like Daniel, were held for years and forcibly incorporated into that mockery of a pack. There are quite a few children involved, but no evidence of proper pack bonds,” Brax explained.

      Daniel lifted his head, surprised at that information.

      “What?”

      “They were all single births, Danny,” Thorn explained quietly. “Just incidental pregnancies and not pack matings. The biggest tell was both you and Jaxon having single cubs and not litters. If Harrison himself didn’t have a true bond, none of the other alphas could.”

      Jerrick sat forward. “Are you saying they’re not a pack?”

      “Not as far as we can tell,” Thorn said carefully.

      “Does Greggs know?”

      “…not yet.”

      A slow grin crossed Jerrick’s face. “Well, that’ll be a nice surprise for him. Pity about Harrison. He was always a little nuts, but he had big aspirations. I thought he might come in useful someday.” His eyes strayed to Daniel. “I did wonder about the omegas. That whole subservience thing… it’s not really fitting for a pack. Too much like a cult.”

      “Harrison is enigmatic enough to carry off a cult,” Brax agreed.

      Jerrick stood. “I’ll think over what you’ve told me and pass the relevant information on to the other packs. You haven’t won any friends among them, but… there wasn’t much love lost where Harrison is concerned, so you won’t have made many enemies either.”

      “Then all that, just now,” Thorn said. “That was what? Grandstanding?”

      Jerrick fixed him with a cold stare. “Packs in this country have it hard enough without turning on each other. But it seems I wasn’t in possession of all the facts. Now I am. I’ll be in touch.”

      He nodded to them, gave Daniel one last searching look, and headed for the door.

      “What just happened?” Daniel asked, a little at a loss to work out the sudden sea change in the other alpha’s attitude.

      “He wasn’t riding to Harrison’s defense because he likes the guy,” Cole summarized. “But because he felt honor-bound to defend him as a fellow pack leader. Now he knows he’s really a criminal and a bastard. Not the kind of person people normally feel bound to by honor.”

      “Does that mean it’s over?”

      “I like to think that’s exactly what it means,” Brax said from the doorway. “But let’s wait to hear what he says once he’s had some time to mull it over.”

      “I think he liked us,” Cole joked. “Underneath it all.”

      “I feel like he hadn’t quite made up his mind,” Oliver replied. “Maybe we could send a fruit basket?”

      “I’ll bake muffins,” Daniel offered. “Chocolate chip.”

      “Make them oat bran,” Thorn said darkly. “Chocolate is too good for them.”

      Daniel leaned against the alpha, relaxing as he breathed in his scent and feeling Thorn relax in turn.

      “But not for you. I’ll bake them for you.”
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      It took a month before they got everything ironed out. After multiple meetings, assessments, and reports, the social workers closed their case and gave them a green light. It took a harshly worded letter from a lawyer friend of Oliver’s to convince Daniel’s family to back off. If Daniel had been open to talking to them, that would have been one thing. But Thorn knew he still felt betrayed knowing that they hadn’t helped protect him from Harrison when they’d had the chance. All the drama wound to a close, and Thorn’s family finally had the chance to relax.

      Daniel had gone from anxious about the pregnancy to accepting of it in his second month, but Thorn wanted him to go that one step further and enjoy it. He did everything he could to boost his mate’s self-esteem, being honest about how much he liked watching the changes in Daniel’s body that came with the fast-approaching end of his pregnancy.

      “Will you be disappointed if they’re girls?” Daniel asked out of the blue as they lay on their bed one afternoon.

      Thorn had found that often the best way to get Daniel to nap was to nap with him when he got the chance.

      “Why would I be?”

      “Harrison was.”

      Thorn never discouraged Daniel from talking about the alpha, even if it was hard to hear it sometimes.

      “Harrison was an idiot.”

      Daniel giggled. “He was, wasn’t he?”

      Thorn let his hand travel the length of Daniel’s bump. The babies were sleeping; there wasn’t so much as a twitch or a kick.

      “Girls would be fun. It would be nice to have at least one, so Grace doesn’t feel so outnumbered. But boys would be good too. Alpha, beta, omega. I’ll be happy so long as they’re healthy.”

      “They will be,” Daniel said. “Healthy and strong like you.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Thorn teased. “Are you sure you shouldn’t shift back?”

      Daniel yawned and stretched. “I spent all night and all morning as a leopard. I think I’ve earned a few hours as a human. Besides, I miss talking to you.”

      “I miss it too. Though we may not have much time for talking once the babies arrive.”

      “There’ll always be time for talking,” Daniel insisted. “It might be right in the middle of a sleepless night, both of us cranky and tired…”

      “But as long as we can remember to listen to each other, really listen, things will be okay.”

      Benn and Kira had helped drill that into their heads recently. The give and take of a relationship, the balance, and the trust. It wasn’t always easy, but they muddled through. Even if some days Thorn felt like walking the woods alone for hours, or if Daniel just wanted to huddle in a ball and ignore the world. They each knew that the other would be there for them when they came out the other side of it. And they had Sammy and their cubs to think of. The world moved on, even when they felt like they couldn’t face it.

      “I can’t wait,” he told Daniel, getting excited as he thought about the arrival of their babies. “Brax says it won’t be long. You could go into labor any time now.”

      The full moon had been the day before, the signal that Daniel’s pregnancy had reached full term.

      “How are your projects coming along?”

      Thorn had been working hard to get the furniture for the nursery ready.

      “We can go take a peek after your nap, if you feel up to it.”

      Daniel grinned and tugged him in for a kiss. “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      After lots of kissing that they reluctantly didn’t take any further, Thorn helped Daniel to his feet, and they went to visit his workshop. The crib stood in one corner: polished, stained wood with intricate carvings on it. One side had a leopard stalking through some tall grass. On the other was an elk, standing proud with the moon behind him.

      “It’s beautiful,” Daniel murmured.

      The icing on the cake was the mobile Thorn had made. From each string dangled a small carving of a different animal belonging to their pack. A wolf, a fox, a hedgehog, a horse, a bear, and all the others.

      Thorn had made a changing table and a dresser, but the crib had been his focus, wanting it to be something special.

      “I didn’t want Sammy to feel left out,” he told Daniel. “So I made a new headboard for his bed.”

      He led Daniel around to see it. On it, he’d engraved a scene of a little leopard cub watched over by a leopard and an elk. Along the border, he’d repeated all the animals of the pack. It was the best way he could find of saying, without words, that Sammy was his son, just as much as these cubs would be.

      Daniel smiled and a few tears escaped down his cheeks. “Thank you. I love it. I know he will too.”

      They hugged and swayed, dancing in the quiet of the workshop, their two hearts beating in time to silent music.
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        * * *

      

      Thorn knew the next morning that Daniel wasn’t quite right. The omega looked, if possible, more uncomfortable than he had been the previous few days. Thorn brought him breakfast in bed and suggested that he shift back to leopard form as soon as he’d eaten. Daniel agreed without a word of complaint, settling heavily onto the bed. Thorn resolved not to go far that morning, so as to keep a close eye on him. He got Sammy fed, washed, and dressed, and handed him over to Josh to join the others at the packhouse. They’d only been gone a few minutes when Daniel called his name.

      He rushed back to the bedroom to find the omega doubled over on the edge of the bed.

      “It’s time.”

      “Yes, yes it is. I’ve got the bags ready. I’ll help you out to the car.”

      He put an arm around Daniel and helped him to his feet, supporting him as they made their way outside. He went back in for the bags, calling Brax as he did.

      “Daniel’s in labor. We’re on our way.”

      He got into the car next to Daniel, putting a reassuring hand on the omega’s knee.

      “They’re waiting for us. Everything’s going to be just fine.”

      “I know,” Daniel said, smiling at him. “I’m not afraid, not anymore.”

      It wasn’t long before they had Daniel settled into a room at the packhouse. Though settled was probably the wrong word for it, as the omega paced back and forth across the floors. The others took turns in the room with them, offering drinks, food, ice chips, and words of comfort.

      When Daniel got tired of walking, Thorn rubbed his back, murmuring softly to him.

      “You’re doing great.”

      “Am I?” Daniel asked. “It feels like it’s taking forever.”

      “Not long now,” Alice agreed. “Those contractions are coming fast and hard.”

      She was right, and a few minutes later it was time for Daniel to push. Thorn held his hand, pressed a cool cloth to his forehead, and hid his frustration at not being able to do more. It was hell to watch his mate in pain, struggling and fighting so hard, and to be able to do nothing more than offer platitudes and mop his brow.

      “You’re doing great, Thorn,” Daniel said suddenly, during a break between contractions. “Thank you.”

      Thorn laughed. “You’re the one who’s owed all the thanks. I was all cavalier about ‘let’s have sex, and mate, and have babies.’ And you’re the one left doing all the hard work.”

      Oliver laughed and patted Daniel’s knee. “That’s how it always is, right, Daniel?”

      But the omega never got the chance to reply as the next contraction hit hard.

      “I can see the head,” Alice exclaimed excitedly. “Ready to meet your baby?”

      Thorn cupped Daniel’s cheek and held his gaze. They were ready.

      “I can’t wait,” Daniel whispered to him.

      Twenty minutes later, it was all done and dusted.

      “She’s so cute,” Daniel murmured. “Look at her little nose. It’s so tiny.”

      “She is precious,” Thorn agreed, peering down at his daughter. “And so is he.”

      Their alpha son was bigger than his sister, but not by much. The little cub yawned widely and cracked open his eyes, staring up at them.

      “Hi, baby,” Daniel whispered. “Welcome to your family. Welcome home.”
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      Thorn balanced Riley against his shoulder as he walked through the house in search of Sammy.

      “Time to go visit the packhouse, Sammy. Have you got your shoes on?”

      Riley groused a little, and Thorn rubbed his back. “I know, kiddo.”

      He glanced into the workshop and almost missed Sammy.

      “There you are.”

      Sammy was in his leopard form and curled up asleep in the little nest box that Thorn had made for him all the way back when he’d first arrived at the pack. He’d be too big for it soon.

      With a sigh, Thorn sat down on the couch next to him, reached out a hand, and stroked his fingers through Sammy’s fur. The cub’s nose twitched and his eyes peeked open.

      “Time to go, kiddo. We’ve got places to be.”

      In response, Sammy tucked his chin into Thorn’s hand and went back to sleep.

      Thorn shook his head, wondering what to do about his predicament.

      “Are you guys ready to… go?” Daniel paused in the doorway, Isabel in his arms. “I’m guessing that’s a no.”

      “Everyone’s sleepy today.”

      “Not Isabel,” Daniel said, rocking the baby when she started to cry.

      Thorn knew there was only one thing to do. He tickled Sammy’s chin, and the cub squirmed and rolled over, opening his eyes and yawning as he stretched.

      “I’ll pack him some clothes,” Daniel suggested. “In case he wants to shift back while we’re over there.”

      A few minutes later, they were walking through the woods. Daniel carried Isabel and the baby bag while Thorn juggled Riley and Sammy. The cub insisted on getting down as soon as the packhouse was in sight, racing ahead of them before stopping and turning, waiting impatiently for them to catch up.

      Thorn was suddenly struck by a memory from months earlier. Before the twins, before Daniel, before finding a leopard cub hiding up a tree. He had stood where he was standing now and wondered when the sight of the packhouse had started filling him with dread. It had stopped being his home, the center of his pack, and had become the place that showed him what was missing in his life. Sammy and Daniel had changed all that.

      When he was home, at the house, he had his family around him and their own little life. But, like Cole and Josh, it wasn’t just them alone. The pack was only a stone’s throw away, and they were enmeshed in pack life just as much as anyone else who lived there. Daniel and Sammy went to the packhouse almost every day, they were his connection to the pack itself. They helped him feel part of everything while still having the space he needed to be their Sentinel.

      “Thorn?” Daniel’s hand touched his arm. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.” He smiled at his mate. “Sorry, I was miles away. Let’s get inside.”

      Today wasn’t just any day. The pack was getting together to celebrate a new holiday—International Pack Day. All around the world, packs like theirs were flying their flags. Telling the world that their supposedly outdated mode of living wasn’t going anywhere.

      The first half of the party was just for them, but later that evening they were having visitors. A few politicians, some people from the media, a few community leaders. A necessary evil, both Josh and Oliver insisted. Good PR for packs was badly needed these days, and they were lucky their pack had it in spades.

      Once they were through the door and inside the packhouse, everything got that bit more chaotic. Daniel handed Isabel over to him as Sammy shifted back and went racing off. The omega chased after him, and Thorn followed more slowly, chuckling at the entrance Sammy was making. It was probably a good thing their visitors weren’t coming until most of the cubs would be in bed for the night.

      “I see Sammy isn’t taking being a big brother too hard,” Brax said, coming up to greet him. He stole Isabel from Thorn’s arms. “Hi there, sweetheart. Aren’t you the cutest?”

      “Don’t let Sammy hear that. He gets jealous so easily these days.”

      It was a balancing act, trying to make sure Sammy didn’t get too overshadowed by the twins. They ensured he got extra attention from both of them every day so that he wouldn’t feel left out.

      “Yeah, I guess we haven’t had too much practice with older siblings.”

      “That’s how it goes in packs.”

      He saw Duke step into the living room, Corin just ahead of him.

      “Those two are doing alright, from the looks of things.”

      “They’re still calling it dating, but Duke is cautiously optimistic. And he and Jack are the happiest I’ve seen them. How about you and Daniel?”

      “We’re doing great,” Thorn answered honestly. “Far better than I expected given everything we’ve gone through. I thought the twins might be the straw that broke the camel’s back but, if anything, they’ve brought us closer.”

      Brax clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m glad to hear that, Thorn. I really am.”

      “Guys?” Oliver called. “We’re ready.”

      Thorn followed Brax into the living room. Daniel took Isabel back as Brax and Oliver took center stage.

      “We just wanted to say a few words,” Brax said. “And then we can eat.”

      There were cheers at that. If there was one thing all packs shared, it was a healthy appetite.

      “Firstly,” Oliver said, “We’re here to welcome our new additions to the pack, Riley and Isabel. I know we’re all going to be hands-on in the next weeks and months. It takes a pack to raise a cub, after all.”

      There was strong agreement with that. They were seeing the pack’s positive influence already. Firstly with Eric and Toby, the two kids they’d adopted from the children’s home, then with Duke’s son Jack, Oliver and Brax’s cubs, Josh and Cole’s triplets, little Sammy, and now Thorn and Daniel’s twins. Every member of their pack had something to offer when it came to raising a child, whether it was Kira’s expertise in relationships or Zane’s talent for balloon animals.

      “The world is not a kind place for packs,” Brax continued. “We’re going to fight hard to make it better. We have to show them that we’re not as different as they might think. But it’s more than that. We need them to see the good a pack can do. We’re already proving that with every kid who comes through our doors. We have to show society where packs fit in, all that we can offer the world. Whether that’s legal help from Oliver, medical help from me, riding lessons from Cole, or someone there to put out a fire when the worst happens.” Brax looked to Thorn who inclined his head in acknowledgment. “We showcase our pack best by simply being ourselves. Our best selves. And we’re better together.”

      “Better together,” Thorn echoed, raising a glass.

      The rest of the room took up the call. “Better together!”

      Speeches over, Thorn helped get Sammy a plate of food, piling up another one for himself and Daniel, and carving out some space for the three of them on one of the couches.

      He and Daniel shared their food and encouraged Sammy to eat, the twins napping in their arms.

      “It’s good to be here,” Daniel said suddenly. “I don’t think there’s any place in the world I’d rather be.”

      “Me neither,” Thorn agreed. Though he knew, in an hour or two, he’d want nothing more than to be back in the quiet of his own house, curled up in front of the fire with Daniel and the kids or playing with Sammy. The best part about it was that he could do just that. He might be the one who straddled two worlds—pack and outside—but whereas before he felt he never got the balance right, always trading one for the other, now he had the best of both.

      One of the visitors the pack had invited came over to talk to them a while later.

      “It’s Thorn, isn’t it? And this must be your mate and your newborns. How lovely.”

      Sammy wandered over, watching the woman with curiosity.

      “And who is this little boy?”

      “This is Sammy,” Thorn told her. “Our son.”

      In a way, Sammy had been his from that moment on the tree, when he’d latched on to Thorn and refused to let go. And Daniel when he’d collapsed in Thorn’s arms. Some family you were born with, some you picked up along the way, and some you chose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thanks for reading Sentinel, the third book of The Lost Pack series. I hope you enjoyed Daniel, Thorn and Sammy’s story. If you have a moment to spare, reviews are always appreciated!

      

      If you’d like to hear about new releases in this or other series, you can sign up to my mailing list here or visit clairecullenbooks.com.
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