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PARKER


My heart pounded in my chest as I ran through the streets of Chicago, my two kids, Casey and Nick, holding my hands tightly on either side. My face and ribs ached from where Jim had kicked me, but the adrenaline was holding off the worst of the pain. 
“They went that way!” a rough voice shouted. Roland. My husband’s brother. I knew he’d be on our tail as soon as he saw what had happened. 
“I’m sorry, Daddy.”
I barely heard Casey’s whispered words over the sounds of our heavy breaths and pounding feet. I squeezed her hand three times, our silent signal for I love you, and kept running.
We reached another street crossing. The pedestrian light switched from a person walking to the waiting hand sign, but I pulled the kids across, away from danger, away from the memory of blood and—
BEEEEP!
An angry driver honked at us as the light changed mid-crossing. I ignored them. They could wait five seconds to get to their oh-so-important meeting. We were running for our lives.
I could barely believe it had happened. It was my fault, of course. If I could have just been braver… If I would have left Jim after Nick was born… or any of the multitude of times I’d thought about it since then. Or if I’d just been a better omega, Jim wouldn’t have been so mad all the time. Casey and Nick wouldn’t have had to see…
I glanced down at my son and daughter, tears streaming down their faces as they struggled to keep up with me. Their small hands gripped mine tightly, and it filled me with a fierce determination to keep them safe. I would do whatever it took to protect them, no matter the cost.
I quickly scanned the area for any possible escape routes. The streets were a maze of alleys and side streets, and it felt like there were eyes watching us from every direction. I knew that Jim's brother wouldn't give up easily, and I needed to get my kids to safety as soon as possible.
As I ran, I felt the weight of the gun in my pocket. I wasn't sure what the future held for us, but I knew that we couldn't go back to the way things were before. We were fugitives now, on the run from a powerful family who wouldn't stop until they had taken their revenge.
I wouldn't let that happen. I would die before I let them harm my children, but I hoped that wasn’t in the cards anytime soon. Who would take care of my kids if I were gone?
We turned another corner and I saw a busy main street ahead, filled with people and cars. If we could make it there, we would have a better chance of losing our pursuers in the crowd. I pulled my kids along, running as fast as we could.
“There they are!” a voice yelled, followed by incessant honking. 
Oh no! They were following us on foot and by car. 
“Daddy, are we gonna die?” Nick asked. Fear burned in both my children's eyes, and it fueled my determination to keep them safe.
“No, baby,” I managed while continuing to run as fast as the three of us could go.
We weaved through the crowd, dodging people and cars as we made our way down the street. Police sirens wailed, and my heart dropped. We didn't have much time. It was either the cops or Roland Marchaund, and neither path ended well for us.
We reached a construction site and I saw an opportunity. I pulled my kids into the gutted, open building and we started to make our way up the stairwell. Empty floors echoed our pounding steps, and I hoped we managed to dart in without anyone seeing.
We reached the roof and I looked around for a way down. There was only the door behind us and the fire escape. 
I paused so we could catch our breath. 
“I’m sorry, Daddy,” Casey said, her voice small and wavering. 
I dropped to one knee to look her in the eyes, though at ten years old, that put her a few inches above me now. Nick leaned into my shoulder, his tears soaking into my shirt.
“Baby girl, I want you to listen carefully. This is really important. It’s not your fault.”
“But I—”
“No! Casey, no matter what happens, you remember that it wasn’t your fault. If anyone asks, you tell them it wasn’t your fault. Nicky? You hear that? That goes for you too. If anyone asks, it wasn’t Casey’s fault.”
Nick struggled to look me in the eyes. “Is it my fault?”
I’d thought Jim had battered every last bit of my heart that wasn’t reserved for my children. That the space I’d reserved for them was iron-clad and unassailable. But it turned out that even that small hope I’d clung to was a lie. In his actions and in his death, he’d shredded even that protected space.
“It’s not your fault,” I managed to croak out. “It’s mine. I should have protected you better. I should have—” A lump swelled in my throat, choking my words. 
Casey threw her arms around my neck and clung to me. “I love you, Daddy.”
Nick squirmed in under her. “Me, too.”
“Parker!”
We weren't alone on the roof. I turned with dread sinking in my gut. Roland had followed us up. He stalked closer, swinging a metal baseball bat he must have grabbed from our house, a rage in his eyes. 
“Go,” I told the kids, and pushed them toward the fire escape. The metal stairs clanked loudly under their feet as I struggled behind, my legs threatening to give out.
“Daddy!” the kids screamed.
“Go!” I yelled at them again. “I’m right behind you.”
“You’re not going anywhere,” Roland growled. 
The weight of the gun in my pocket slapped against my hip, reminding me of its existence. I hesitated only a second before I pulled the gun and pointed it at him.
“Stay back!”
He stopped in his tracks, and for a moment, there was silence. My heart raced, my hands shook. I wasn't a killer. I didn't want to add to the trauma my children had already faced, but how much worse would it be for them if Roland caught us?
Every instinct screamed at me to shift and run, but we were on a roof in the middle of Chicago, not a forest. I’d probably just break my legs trying to get down the fire escape, and while I could fix that relatively easily by shifting back, it would waste precious time. 
Besides, Casey and Nick were still kids, even in shifted form. They were gangly and uncoordinated. Casey was a deer, like me, and Nick was a wolf, like Jim and his entire family. Neither of them would be able to outrun an adult wolf.
“You going to shoot me like you did my brother?” Roland’s eyes flashed yellow. He was on the edge of shifting. I wasn’t sure what was more terrifying—the bulging human muscles and the menacing swing of the baseball bat or the bared teeth of a wolf.
“I don’t want to shoot anyone,” I said.
Roland snorted. “You’re weak. I’m amazed you had the guts to do it at all. You probably didn’t even do it on purpose, did you? What happened? Couldn’t take your discipline like a good omega? Stole his gun to threaten him? I bet it accidentally went off, didn’t it?”
“It was an accident,” I stammered.
“Typical. I told Jim you were a garbage omega. I told him he should get an upgrade.”
It was like hearing an echo of Jim’s words. You’re a piece of shit, Parker. Why can’t you do anything right? I should have mated a different omega. Hell, I’m still young. I’ve got time.
I never knew if he was thinking of divorcing me or killing me when he said those things. 
“I’m not going back with you,” I said, daring a quick glance backward to see if the kids had escaped. My stomach clenched when I saw their little eyes, Casey’s human and Nick’s wolven, watching from over the edge of the roof.
“Who said anything about you going back?” Roland sneered. “What would I want with a worthless omega like you? But those two are Marchaunds. We’ll make sure they’re raised right.”
I pushed my pain and fear down, using it to fuel me, and focused on getting my children to safety. 
"I'm not weak," I said firmly. "And I'm not going to let you hurt my kids. Just let us go and I won’t tell anyone about… anything." The words limped weakly out of my mouth. I honestly didn’t know much about Jim and Roland’s business. Jim had always kept it out of the house, which was one of the few things I could thank him for. I only had hints and suspicions, but enough to tell me that Roland was bad news. 
If only I had been strong enough to walk—no, run—away years before.
Roland sneered. "You think I'm going to let you just leave? You killed my brother and now you're going to pay for it." He stepped closer, the baseball bat raised high.
I couldn't outrun him, not with the kids to protect. So I did the only thing I could think of. I closed my eyes and fired the gun.
Closing my eyes had probably been a bad idea. 
Roland cursed, the bat clanging to the ground. I opened my eyes to find I’d winged him. Red blood stained the white sleeve of his shirt, some spattered onto the chest. I pushed down the surge of nausea, nearly dropping the gun, but somehow managing to grab it at the last moment before it fell from my hand. 
I ran for the fire escape, my heart stopping for a moment as I realized Casey and Nick were gone. I breathed a sigh of relief as I jumped onto the escape and found them hunkered down, Casey’s arms wrapped around her furry little brother.
“Is he dead, too?” she whispered. 
“No,” I said, pulling her to her feet and pushing her down the stairs. I had to stuff the gun back in my pocket before I could scoop Nick up and follow her. He whimpered, burying his wet little nose into the crook of my arm. “We’ve got to run, now!”
Roland’s shouts and curses rang in my ears, even over the metallic rattle of the fire escape as we clattered down. But no one waited for us at the bottom, and I started running blindly.
We dodged down streets, alleys, through traffic when it was semi-safe to do so. I had no idea how long we ran, only that my legs shook with the exertion and yet I somehow managed to keep moving, and my dear, sweet, strong daughter kept up with me without complaint.
We reached a park—peacefully green and shaded, with plenty of benches and people enjoying their afternoon as if it were any normal day.
For them, I supposed it was.
“I think we escaped,” I panted, the words coming dry and raspy from my throat. “Let’s sit down.”
Casey collapsed to the bench, snuggling up to lay her head on my lap as soon as I sat down. Nick had somehow managed to fall asleep in my arms. I laid my head back, face to the dappled sunlight that peeked through the trees above us.
Despair settled in. What were we supposed to do now? We had no money, no cards, no IDs. I hadn’t thought to grab my wallet, any of our important documents… Though, truthfully, I wouldn’t have had time even if I’d thought of it. Roland lived next door. I knew he would have heard the gunshot, and I’d booked it as soon as I’d put two thoughts together. I should just be grateful we had shoes. 
I rubbed Nick’s paws. Well, Casey and I had shoes. We must have left Nick’s behind on the fire escape, along with his clothes. 
We’d have to replace them. And changes for us. I guessed the best place to do that had to be a homeless shelter? Maybe even a domestic violence shelter… They had resources to help people escape violent families, didn’t they? Would I have to tell them who I was? Who my husband was? Or… had been? 
It was a tossup as to whether Roland would call the cops or not. Family honor dictated they handle things on their own, given how often he and Jim had been at odds with law enforcement, but they’d gotten a sick sense of pleasure manipulating laws to serve their own purposes.
I must have started to fall sleep, because I jolted awake when Cassie’s head slid off my lap. I blinked my bleary eyes. “What’s up, baby girl?”
“Caught you,” Roland growled, immediately dispelling any remaining tendrils of sleep. He stood several feet back, pinning Casey to his body with one arm, his hand wrapped around her throat. His shirt was stained with blood, but he moved easily, indicating he’d shifted to heal before tracking us down again.




2







OWEN


It was a sunny day in Chicago, and the constant wind dialed down to a gentle breeze. Tank and I had just finished up talking to a snake shifter we'd wrapped up a case for. Well, Tank had talked. He was better at that than me. It was strange to be helping out on cases involving fraud and white-collar crimes these days. Not bad… just different. There wasn't much I could do to help other than stand around and look threatening when needed. 
Sometimes, it was like my hands got itchy, like I needed to find a bad guy to punch the shit out of or I'd bust outta my skin.
Thankfully, there were plenty of bad guys out there needing a fist to the face. Well… maybe I shouldn't be thankful about that. But the fact of the matter was, as long as there were humans and shifters, there was always going to be some asshole that needed to be taken care of, and I was definitely the leopard for the job.
Today just wasn't one of those days.
There were a lot of days without busting heads or knuckles now. And as much as I occasionally needed to work out my restlessness on punks who deserved it, I was learning to appreciate the days of peace.
I snickered to myself.
"What?" Tank asked.
"Just thinking I must be getting old," I said.
"No shit. What'd you eat for breakfast, dude? You've been blowing old man farts all day."
I flipped him both middle fingers, for good measure. "And you're a fucking bed of roses."
Tank's stomach rumbled audibly. "Grab some lunch before we head back?"
"Hell yeah."
Just then, the wind shifted, blowing the meaty, savory scent of hot dogs our way, tinged with onion, mustard, and the vinegary hint of pickles.
Tank and I exchanged a look and, without speaking, dashed across the street in search of true, authentic Chicago dogs.
We found the vendor on the other side of the park and waited to place our orders.
"So… you feeling alright?" Tank asked, surprising me. We didn't talk about feelings. Well, we hadn't before Tank went and got himself mated up and had a kid. It's not like we were all gushy love fests now, but getting tied down had definitely opened something up in Tank. Gave him a few squishy spots, if you will.
"Yeah, fine. Why?"
Tank shrugged. "Just wondering why you're feeling old. Back pains? Trick knee?"
I laughed. "I said old, not ancient. But it was just something stupid."
"You've started watching The Price is Right?"
"Fuck you," I said through a laugh. "I was just thinking about how it's nice to have days that don't involve punching someone's face in. Days we just… walk through a park and that's the biggest excitement of the day. It's like a mini vacation. Me ten years ago would have been… Fuck, I don't know what. I wouldn't have even been able to imagine it."
Tank thought for a moment. "I think I was the same. I got a kick out of being a badass. Not to say I don't still, but…"
"It's not the same."
"Yeah. I'm not throwing myself into stupid situation after stupid situation thinking I'm invincible. I got a family to think of now."
A short twinge of jealousy tightened my gut. It wasn't that I wanted exactly what Tank had. He'd inherited a whole neighborhood of chaos when he'd found his mate. Percy had more relatives than the entire number of Major League baseball players. That many people butting their heads into my business would drive me insane.
But the mate and kids thing? As more of our team had gotten paired off and found their fated mate, the more I'd started to think that might be something I wanted, too.
At the same time, I doubted I'd be lucky enough to find it before I kicked the bucket. No use wishing for things I couldn't just make happen.
I shook the distracting thoughts out of my head as the vendor turned to us. I was about to place my order when the sound of a scream broke through the air.
I spun around and saw a large man holding a young girl by the throat. He held her with one hand, his arm pressing her against his chest. His opposite shoulder was coated in dark red—a color I was very familiar with. A look of terror was etched onto the girl's face, but she was too scared to make another noise. 
A smaller man jumped up from the bench in front of them. "Let her go, please! She's just a kid."
Tank and I exchanged looks. This wasn't our mission. Probably couldn't even be twisted into a definition of our jurisdiction, but neither of us could let something like this just slide by when we were right fucking there.
"I'll flank him," I said.
"Shift?" he asked.
I shook my head. "Don't want to accidentally hurt the girl. But you go distraction mode."
Tank quickly stripped off his shirt and pants, leaving his boxers on. They ripped to pieces as he shifted into his tiger form, but at least we wouldn't have to field attempts to sue us for public indecency. The laws had been adjusted to allow for shifter necessities years ago, but some people didn't give a shit. They wanted everyone to stick to human norms.
I hustled around the edge of the park, trying to keep an eye on the unfolding drama while not drawing attention to myself, and cut back in as soon as I was out of the attacker's peripheral vision.
"This is how things are going down," the attacker said. "My buddy is gonna pull up behind me in just a couple minutes, and we're all gonna get in the truck nice and quiet-like, right?"
"No," the other man whispered. His face was swollen and purpling. Someone had socked him good. Was it the asshole in front of me? "No. Please, don't hurt her."
Something furry wiggled in his arms—a tiny dog? 
"Like you didn't hurt Jim? Omegas like you ought to be put down, Parker."
Omegas? So these guys were shifters? I took a deep breath to confirm, and got a solid whiff of wolf and had to hold back a cough. That made this definitely our jurisdiction and chased away any smidgen of concern I had about potential consequences.
Tank leapt over the bench and crouched next to the dad—well, I assumed he was the dad.
The attacker stumbled back. I was nearly close enough to get my hands on him.
"What the fuck? Another alpha? You slut—you had this all planned didn't you? Fuck around on Jim, get rid of him and run? You piece of—"
I slipped an arm around the man's neck into a chokehold—not enough to cut off his airways… yet. "I'd watch my language if I were you. There are children present."
He started to bluster and curse more, but I tightened my arm. "Let the girl go."
"Like hell I will! Do you know—"
I did cut off his breathing that time. I didn't really care what the dad had done. We'd handle that in a minute. In my book, you didn't endanger or threaten children no matter what the reason.
I loosened my hold as soon as he sagged in my arms, unconscious. In the old days, I wouldn't have been so merciful—he would have been dead. He should be thankful he was alive when he woke up, but I knew he wouldn't be.
The girl ran to her dad, and the fur bundle I'd thought was a dog perked its head up and I could see it was actually a wolf pup. It licked the girl's face enthusiastically, and I realized it must be a shifter kid.
Tears streaked down the handsome young omega's face as he clutched his children to him. As soon as he'd made sure the girl was okay, he turned and looked directly at me. "Thank you."
I nodded slowly, not sure what to say. I wasn't the word guy, but Tank was still in shifted form. About to tell him it was nothing, I scented something strange in the air. Not the dusty-dirt scent of the city, not the fresh clean scent of trees and grass, not the greasy meat scent of hot dogs… It was faint… like fresh laundry snapping in the wind outside a farmhouse, just like where I grew up. And a sense, deep in my bones, that it was something more than nostalgia that made me sit up and take notice…
My gaze snapped back to his face, and I had to bite back a gasp of surprise. Holy shit—my mate was the one who had been threatened? Maybe I should have actually killed the other guy.
I cleared my throat and forced myself to speak calmly. "I'm sorry we didn't get here sooner."
"It's fine," he said softly. He looked away briefly before meeting my gaze again. "My name is Parker." He gestured toward the kids. "This is Casey and Nick."
"Nice to meet you all," I said warmly as I crouched down so I could look at Casey better. "My name is Owen, and my buddy here is Tank. Do you know why this man was threatening you?" I asked gently.
Casey looked at her dad, and he cleared his throat before answering. "It was their uncle. My brother-in-law. He was trying…"
Parker's voice cracked, and he closed his eyes. I could already imagine plenty of what I thought had happened. Abuse was probably only the start of it. It was a shock to realize that my mate was married, but given the haunted look in Parker’s and Casey's eyes—Nick had buried his nose in his dad's chest—I doubted it was a marriage that should last longer than it took to sign the divorce papers.
Tank growled to get my attention and tilted his head toward the unconscious uncle. Parker's eyes opened at the sound and focused on the body. The scent of fear filled the air. "We should go before the rest of the family shows up. Thank you for saving us. I'm sorry I don't have any money or anything—"
I rested a heavy hand on Parker's shoulder as he started to back away, and he stilled, shaking under my touch. I released him immediately. The last thing I wanted was for my mate to be scared of me. "You're coming with us. I wouldn't be able to forgive myself if we let you go alone and something happened."
Tank padded over to the uncle and tapped him with a paw. Shit… we shouldn't leave him, but…
"Leave him," I said. "But…" I jogged over to clear the guy's pockets, taking his wallet and phone. "Just in case."
I wasn't even sure what I meant to do with the stuff, but maybe it would slow him down a little when he came to.
"Now, let's roll."
I guided Parker to the car, doing my best not to creepily inhale his intoxicating scent. Tank scooped his clothes up in his mouth, and I opened the trunk of the SUV for him. With all of us being relatively large cats, we'd had to reinforce the shocks of all our vehicles.
While he changed, I opened the back passenger door for Parker and the kids. We probably ought to have booster seats or some shit, right? Well, I'd just have to drive more carefully than I had my entire life.
As soon as I slid behind the wheel, Parker let out a shuddering breath and leaned over, pressing his face into Casey's hair as she snuggled against him. 
Nick had buried himself in his dad's chest, his ears pressed tightly to his skull. It made my leopard yowl inside me to see them like this—so scared but still clinging together for strength—but it also made me determined not to let anything else bad happen to them ever again. 
I cleared my throat awkwardly before speaking gently. "You're safe now," I said firmly as I started up the engine so we could make our escape. "Nobody will hurt you while I'm around." 
I glanced at Parker in the mirror, who had gone very still at my words. His expression softened considerably, though he didn't look directly at me. Our gazes met briefly and then he looked away quickly—but not before I caught a faint hint of something… longing? Hope? Fear? Whatever it was, it sent an unexpected electric shock through me.
He'd just been through something traumatic. I wasn't about to press him about being my mate—had he scented it? Was he open to it? Could I get rid of his husband for him?
Patience wasn't my strong suit, and neither were words, but I had a sinking feeling I was going to have to be using a lot of both in the near future.
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PARKER


I should have been worried, jumping into a vehicle with two strange men—alphas, at that. They exuded power and danger, but something about them also said safety. That all that intensity was on my side, shielding me, not endangering me. Casey's tiny fingers pinched bruises into my arm, and I shifted my grip on Nick to wrap her in a protective embrace. How was I going to help her work through the trauma of today? A sudden sense of exhaustion came over me. 
"Where are we headed?" I asked Owen and Tank.
"We're going to STAHP headquarters," Tank answered, his voice gruff and matter-of-fact.
"STAHP? The—the vigilante group?" I'd held myself back from saying cannibals. STAHP was well known, not only for going after shifters abusing other shifters without legal backing, but also for the vicious way they handled those they judged guilty.
Owen glanced back in the mirror, his face softening, as if he sensed my apprehension and wanted to reassure me.
"It'll be okay," he said, his deep voice holding a hint of kindness. "We'll get you and the kids settled in quickly."
I nodded silently, grateful for the understanding, and leaned back against the seat. The car filled with tension as we drove, interspersed only by the occasional sound of sirens and horns from outside. With every passing minute I felt my anxiety levels rise, my thoughts whirling in a million directions. What would happen when we arrived? Would I be able to protect the kids? I glanced down at Nick and Casey, both of whom had fallen asleep, exhausted by the events of the day.
What did Owen mean by getting us settled in? Did he mean like a safe house or something? If they could help us find a shelter, that might be best. But how was I going to take care of us? Get a job? All my documents were still in the house…
I imagined asking Tank and Owen to take me back home so I could retrieve the basics, but just as quickly imagined what would happen if any of the Marchaunds caught us. Tank and Owen had already put their necks out for us in the park. They'd already done far more than anyone could reasonably expect. I couldn't ask them for more.
"Parker?"
I jumped at Owen's voice and met his eyes in the mirror. They were a warm brown, hidden under heavy brows. I found myself captivated by the flecks of gold sparkling in them. I'd never seen such subtly beautiful eyes.
"I—we will keep you safe, okay? We'll sort everything out once we've had a chance to eat and rest, but I promise everything will be okay."
I took a deep breath and nodded, freezing mid-exhale as my brain suddenly latched on to a new scent—cedar and petrichor—a cool evergreen forest with rain approaching. But beyond that image it evoked a sense of something possessive and feral and all-consuming.
My heart raced as I registered what this meant… I had found my mate. A wave of emotions washed over me, from shock to awe, but mostly I felt an undeniable sense of peace and security. I felt my deer stir inside me, recognizing the bond that was forming between us, and the image of the lion and the lamb popped into my mind. Predator and prey, nestled together in love and safety.
Owen's brow furrowed into lines as he stared at me intently in the rearview mirror. Had he scented me as well? How could he not, closed up in this small space. I could barely think between the exhaustion and his scent wrapping around me, overpowering the remnants of gunpowder and blood.
Casey stirred. "Daddy, I'm hungry." Her comment drew attention to my own feeling of hollowness in my gut, though the idea of eating made my stomach roil.
“Dam—” Tank caught himself mid-curse. “Dang it, we forgot the hot dogs.”
“Order delivery,” Owen said. “Or call Ronan and have him handle it.”
“I’ll do that. He’ll get it delivered faster than any of the apps would.”
I wanted to ask how far away we were from headquarters, but opening my mouth and forming words suddenly seemed like a monumental effort. Questions continued to race through my mind. What would STAHP do for us? Would they really be able to protect us? I glanced between Tank and Owen, searching for answers but finding none. The fact that I felt safe and protected with these alphas was unnerving. I’d never felt this way before and it was hard to shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right. But my exhaustion kept me from giving in to my paranoid thoughts.
I must have drifted off, but I jolted awake when the vehicle pulled to a stop.
“We’re here,” Owen said, and I was thankful for the distraction. I still had a million questions and I wanted answers. I wanted to know what STAHP was going to do for us and how my family was going to be safe here.
Tank and Owen got out of the car and I followed, nudging Casey awake and adjusting my hold on Nick. We were in an underground parking lot. Tank gestured to an elevator and led the way, Owen taking up the rear.
As soon as the doors slid closed, I felt a sense of calm wash over me. I swayed close to Owen, the desire to just lean on his strong body overwhelming me. With him by my side and the layers of walls between us and the world, it was as if there was a shield of protection that kept away any kind of danger.
Tank led us to a reception desk, where a lady with a warm smile greeted us. She asked us a few questions and then handed us some forms to fill out.
Owen took them in hand. "We'll handle these after food. Can we just get some guest passes?"
The woman pinched her lips in displeasure, but registered and handed over three lanyards nonetheless. "It's not protocol," she grumbled.
Tank snorted. "A few years ago we didn't even know the meaning of the word protocol. Now we've got badges and security and shit."
"And offices and consistency and better tech." Owen elbowed his partner. "You complain much more, I'll start calling you Hector."
Tank gave Owen a brotherly punch. "I didn't say it was bad. Just laughing at the reminder of how different things are these days."
A small but confident omega greeted us with a smile as we stepped off the elevator. "This way," he said, motioning for us to follow. We entered a room with plush couches and a low table piled high with food.
"This is the visitor's lounge," he said. "Help yourselves to some food and I'll give you a tour afterward. I'm Ronan, by the way."
Casey didn't need to be told twice. She rushed over to the table and began loading her plate without taking a breath. Nick's muzzle quivered, his eyelids flew open, and he scrambled up, ready to pounce on the meal.
"Not so fast!" I said. "You'll have to shift back to human first, pup."
He whined but complied, and suddenly a naked child scurried across the room.
Ronan laughed. "I'll go find him something to wear. The air conditioning gets cold in here."
As he disappeared out the door, Owen turned to Tank. "I've got things here if you want to file the report from this afternoon."
"Want to? How about rock, paper, scissors?"
"I promise to take the next five reports."
Tank wiped a hand over his face, but then sighed and nodded. "All right," he said, "But you're the one who said it. The next five reports. I won't forget."
Owen fidgeted in the chair next to me and said, "Can I get you a plate?"
I shook my head, feeling the lump rise in my throat. "I don't think I can," I muttered. He gave me a sympathetic smile, but I saw the worry in his eyes.
He rubbed his hands over his pants. "We should probably talk."
I glanced over at the kids, who were busy stuffing their faces full of food. "About?"
"You're my mate," he said quietly so that the kids wouldn't hear.
I rubbed my hand over my face and sighed. "Yeah, I scented that, too. And to be honest? I don't know what the fuck to do about it. My husband is…" I coughed to clear the lump in my throat. "He's dead. His family is after us, we're homeless, and now…"
Owen shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable. "I certainly don't mean to make things worse for you. I'm just worried about what if scenting each other triggers my rut."
"And my heat?"
He nodded.
"Fuck," I muttered, my stomach roiling, nausea urging me to run to a toilet. I focused on breathing and pushed it away.
"We have options," Owen said.
"Oh? Other than abandon my kids to rut like mindless animals?"
"You would never abandon your kids," Owen growled. It didn't sound accusatory or shocked. It was… certain. Confident. Even… protective.
"So… options?"
"We can keep away from each other until it passes."
"Doesn't that involve a long period of extremely painful horny neediness?"
Owen nodded.
"Not ideal. Anything else?"
"It's not legal, but there are some black market suppressants out there."
I had no doubt that STAHP had access to anything and everything it wanted to get its claws on, legal or not. "Do they work?"
"Sometimes?"
"And the side effects?"
"Not really sure. Some folks say they get really sick. Some omegas blame it for them not being able to get pregnant in the future."
I wrinkled my face. Even though I had no plans of having any more kids, I didn't like the idea of taking an unproven medicine that might screw up any part of my health. "Pass. Any other options?"
Owen spread his hands with a shrug. "Maybe some herbal supplements?"
"That sounds kinda as risky as the suppressants. What if we just… you know. Give in? If it happens."
I stilled as Owen's eyes locked on mine, frozen by their intensity. "You would allow me to claim you?"
"C-claim?"
"To mate you. To mark you." He slowly reached out a large, thick hand and brushed down my cheek with one finger. His touch was so gentle, it nearly released the floodgates of emotion I'd been bottling up all day. "To make you mine. To care for you and treasure you."
Was that what I had suggested? My brain struggled to pull thoughts clear of the sudden surge of emotion and need that flooded my body. Of course I wanted to be cared for and treasured! That's all I'd ever wanted. But Jim…
He had been my husband, but he'd never used words like care and treasure, not even in our wedding vows. He'd never wanted to mark me—said I had to earn it. And Owen was just offering me that honor on barely an hour's acquaintance.
It took me a moment to remember how to speak. "I don't know," I said, meeting his gaze with my own. "I think… yes."
"Yes to…?"
Words felt so wrong in this moment. How could I convey such complexities as the lifelong desire of belonging held back by the fear of rejection and dismissal? How could I explain how bruised my heart and soul were? How could I—
Owen rested his hand on my knee, and my turmoil settled, sinking away like angry ocean waves smoothing into a glass-clear sea.
"Yes to what?"
"Yes to…" The children were still focused on their food, though Nick was almost falling asleep into his. "Yes to that."
"To mating." Owen's voice dropped to a deep rumble that made my body clench in delicious anticipation.
"Yes," I whispered.
He lifted his hand to my shoulder, barely grazing my shirt, and I swayed toward his touch. "To marking?"
"Yes."
Owen's hand slid up my neck to cup my cheek. He smelled so perfect. "And if you don't go into heat? If we're not forced to make a decision?"
I surprised myself with my quick answer. "Then you take me out for dinner."
"A date?"
I bit my lip. What if he didn't like assertive omegas? What if Jim had been right and all alphas liked their omegas to be seen and not heard? What if—
Owen's thick lips spread into a smile. "I'd love to take you on a date."
The anxiety whooshed out of me again.
Not all alphas were like Jim.
"I probably should check in with Tank," Owen said reluctantly. "And the rest of my team. Do you feel comfortable with me leaving for a half hour or so?"
"You'll still be in the building?"
"Yes. And Ronan should be back soon with some clothes for Nick. He can find me quicker than anyone."
I nodded. "We'll be fine."
Owen rubbed his thumb over my cheek and leaned forward to press a quick kiss to my forehead. A wave of emotion surged through my chest and threatened to escape through my eyes. When was the last time someone had expressed any kind of tenderness toward me?
"I won't be gone long." Owen got halfway across the room before he stopped, turned around, prepared a plate of food and pressed it into my hands. "Please eat. I know you don't feel like it, but after shock, your body needs it."
I grimaced at the plate, but nodded in acquiescence to Owen's stern look. "I'll do my best."
As soon as the door shut behind him, Casey's head popped up. "Daddy?"
I held my arms open and she shoved her food aside, running over to jump into my arms. Nick slumped over in the chair now that his sister wasn't supporting him.
"Am I going to jail?" she asked. Her little body quivered in my tight embrace. I wished I was strong enough to have kept her safe. To have kept any of this from happening.
"No, baby. Of course not! It was an accident. They don't send kids to jail for accidents."
"It wasn't an accident," she whispered. "I meant to shoot him. I wanted him to stop yelling at you. To stop hitting you. I just thought it would hurt him. Or scare him."
I was the worst parent ever. I'd thought staying was better for them. That two parents together was the best, even if… But it was the worst choice I could have made. What had Casey felt watching Jim treat me like that? What had she learned?
"Shh, baby girl," I said, trying to hide the crack in my voice. "It's not your fault. It's not your fault."
Her body shook with silent sobs. She'd learned how to cry quietly years ago, so as not to attract Jim's attention.
I should have left. Why hadn't I left? I'd been so afraid… but nothing that could have resulted from leaving would have been this bad.
It didn't take long for her body to go limp as she gave in to exhaustion.
A soft knock preceded Ronan, who carried two large duffel bags, one over each shoulder. "I got some clothes and supplies for you and the kids," he said. "And we have some cots in storage—would you like me to have a couple brought up?"
I stood and put Casey down on the couch. "The couches are fine for now. But I guess we will need somewhere to actually sleep tonight… maybe a shelter? I haven't thought that far ahead yet."
"And you don't need to. We're not just going to set you loose on the streets after what Tank and Owen said you've been through. We'll find you somewhere with real beds for tonight. Somewhere safe. And then figure out what's next once you're not overwhelmed by exhaustion."
Was STAHP always this helpful? Or was it because Owen said we were mates?
Owen… He didn't know the truth about me. He didn't know how horrible a person I was, what I'd put the kids through because of my fear. He thought he wanted me to be his mate, but if I told him the truth…
I had to tell him the truth. I couldn't handle it if he wanted me because he thought I was something I wasn't. What would he do when he realized it was a lie? He was so much bigger than Jim—stronger, safer, more protective, my heart said. Stronger, more dangerous, more capable, my brain said.
"Do you mind sitting with the kids in case they wake up?" I asked Ronan. "I need to talk to Owen."
"Of course. I'll message him to meet you in his office. Just take a left out of the room, go to the end of the hall, and then take a right until you see his name outside a door on the right."
A different kind of fear coursed through my veins as I followed his directions. Not fear of pain or death, but fear of losing a dream that had been dangled within my grasp.
But better now, when it was still just a dream, a dream of being loved and honored, than later when I knew what I was actually missing out on.
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OWEN


All Ronan’s message said was that Parker needed to talk to me and where to find him. I entered the office I shared with Tank to find Parker fidgeting nervously, repeatedly running his hands through his hair and then rubbing the stubble on his face. 
Tank glanced between the two of us before closing his laptop. "I'm gonna take off," he said. "Never did grab lunch. I'll be back later."
He clapped a hand to my shoulder as he passed me, giving me a concerned look. I nodded. I hadn't told anyone about scenting Parker as my mate yet, but he could tell something was going on.
Words were difficult for me even at the simplest of times, so I did what came natural to me: I spoke with my actions.
I crossed the room to Parker and knelt before him, taking his hands in mine. He squeezed them tightly, his eyes closing in relief, but only seconds later he jumped to his feet, pacing along the wall.
"Owen, I have to tell you something before we make any decisions about being fated mates." He paused and took a deep breath. "I don't want you to hate me or be angry—"
"Is this about you killing your husband?"
He froze, but didn't look at me.
"Your brother-in-law… he said you got rid of him?"
Parker's voice was so quiet, I barely caught his whispered words. "I didn't. But maybe I should have. Oh, I don't mean that! I should have fixed things a long time ago. That's what I'm trying to tell you. You can't want to be mated to me. If I wasn't such a terrible father, a terrible person, none of this would have happened."
His whole body started to shake, and I leapt to my feet to hold him, but he stepped away. I held my hands up and backed up a little. "Can you sit down? You're worrying me."
He let me help him into the chair, and I sat on the edge of my desk. It was as far as I could bear being away from him when all I wanted to do was wrap myself around him and growl at any hint of danger or stress that threatened.
"You're not a terrible person," I said.
"You don't know that. You don't know what—" He shook his head.
"Tell me."
"I didn't shoot Jim… Casey did. But it's all my fault. She was trying to protect me, but she's just a little girl. She never should have had the thought that I needed protecting. I'm supposed to protect her!"
"Not your fault."
Parker managed a glare, fierce for such a slender, gentle man. It sparked a flame of hope and pride in me, though. Whatever his ex-bullshit had done to him, he hadn't completely destroyed Parker's spirit.
"You're not listening to me! I didn't protect my kids."
I nodded, pretending to go along with his delusion for a moment. We'd encountered a lot of abuse victims over the years, and their ability to blame themselves was mind-boggling. It made me want to teach their abusers a thing or five hundred.
That it was my mate… all I could say was it was a good thing the bastard was already dead.
"So you brought the gun into the house?" I asked.
"Well, no, but—"
"You told her or asked her to use the gun?"
"Of course not!"
"Then how can any of this be your fault?"
I watched him, gauging his reaction. It was the same reaction I saw from everyone who had suffered under someone else's cruelty—disbelief. Disbelief that it wasn't their fault, disbelief that someone was actually standing up for them and believing them.
Parker's lip trembled, and he looked away. "But I should have done something sooner," he said, his voice barely audible.
I nodded, understanding. "We all have our things we can't fix. Now, you get to work on the things you still can. Let me handle the things you can't."
"I don't understand why you would want to. I'm broken, Owen."
Tipping his chin toward mine, I said, "You're not broken. Those two kids adore and trust you. And that counts for a lot, you know? Not to mention you're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. And I'm going to prove it to you, if you'll let me."
"How can you say I'm beautiful when I look like this?" He gestured to his bruised and swelling face.
"You're—" I stopped mid-sentence, not wanting to be dismissive of his feelings. Instead, I cupped his face between my hands and leaned forward to press my forehead against his. "It's alright," I whispered, "Whatever happened to you, it's in the past. All I know is you're my mate. I'm here now, and we can start building a better future, together."
His eyes searched mine, and I hoped he found truth and reassurance there.
"What will happen to Casey?" he asked.
"We'll make sure she gets the justice and care she needs, and keep her safe. I'll be here to help you. We're in this together, now. We occasionally work with the Alphabits—they're used to dealing with kids in effed-up situations. What Casey did was self-defense. If anything were to ever go to trial, we've got the best guys on our side."
"She asked me if she'd be sent to jail."
"Not on my watch," I promised. If my friends in the system failed us, I had more than enough contacts through STAHP's network to hide us away forever. Build new identities. But I doubted it would come to that.
Parker visibly relaxed at my words and seemed calmer than before. We stared at each other for a few moments before Parker finally broke the silence with a sigh of relief. 
"Thank you," he said gratefully. Then, with a slightly embarrassed smile, he added, "So… are we still going ahead with this?" 
I smiled back at him and nodded firmly. "Absolutely."


* * *

I walked Parker back to his kids, and as we said goodbye at the door, I held myself back from kissing him. Even though we'd already talked about mating, that was only if heat and rut kicked in. Well, if it didn't, I still had full intentions of making Parker mine, but I was willing to take a slower route.
I had to operate as if that was the only plan. I didn't want to rush him.
Ronan slipped into the hall and gave me a significant look. "Conference room. Now."
I sighed. Whether Tank had said something to him or Ronan picked up hints on his own, Ronan always knew when something was up.
Everyone was waiting for us. Saint, Tank, Hector, Ian, and even Crash. He didn't leave his nerd cave very often.
"So?" Tank asked. "This little omega is more than just a normal shifter in distress, isn't he?"
"He's my mate." Like I said, words weren't my strong point, but I could do short, simple, and to the point.
Saint stood up to congratulate me with a quick hug that I awkwardly returned. "That's great, Owen. What's their situation?"
"His husband was an abusive piece of shit. His daughter shot him, probably killed him."
"Poor cub," Tank murmured.
"The husband's family seems to think Parker did it, which is probably better than thinking Casey did, but they seem like they're out for blood. When we encountered them, he had a headlock on Casey and was threatening Parker." Even just the memory made my claws itch at the ends of my fingers, ready to leap into action. "I want to make sure he and his kids are safe. I want to make sure they get whatever help they need, whether it be medical or emotional. STAHP could provide assistance." I looked around the room for their reactions. 
Saint nodded. "We'll do whatever we can. First things first, we'll check on the status of the husband so we have the full picture of what we're working with."
Crash's fingers were already flying on his laptop. I wondered how he was going to find any information when I didn't even know Parker's last name yet, but he probably had some kind of semi-legal access to an AI facial recognition database or something.
"Anything else?"
I shook my head. If anyone in the whole world could help Parker and his kids out, it was my friends. If anyone could make sure they had a chance at a better life, it was them. As I thought that, I felt a warm kind of contentment in my chest. I'd found my mate, and he not only had me, but my whole team to take care of him and his kids.
"We'll take care of it, Owen. Don't worry," Saint said.
I smiled at him, something I rarely did. "Thank you. That means a lot to me." 
He nodded and gave me a supportive pat on the back. Then he turned to the group. "Okay, let's get this show on the road."
Ian tapped me on the shoulder. "Can we talk a minute?"
I nodded and followed him to his office.
Tank and I were the only ones who shared an office, and that was mostly because we'd protested even the idea of having one. We spent most of our time in the field or in the gym. But Saint insisted, and now that I was used to it, I kinda liked having the space to stash stuff or just decompress. And I definitely preferred sharing with Tank than being locked into a sterile, silent box of my own.
"That's a lot of trauma that omega's been through," Ian said, settling onto his couch.
I turned one of the chairs in front of the desk to face him. "No shit."
"You said he's your mate but has he…?"
I nodded. "We talked about it."
He quirked an eyebrow. "Really?"
"What do you think I am? A monster? I'm not the name it and claim it kind of caveman alpha."
"I didn't mean that, it's just that you don't normally… talk."
"Only when it's important."
"Fair. I know I'm being nosy here, but if it's not me, it'll be Ronan, and you know how intense he gets."
I shuddered. I never wanted to be on the sharp end of Ronan’s interrogations. "What do you want to know?"
"Is he ready for a mate? He must have been with his husband for… what? Nine? Ten years?"
I grunted. I wasn't good at guessing kids' ages, but Casey was probably around there.
"See, this is what I mean about the talking thing."
That deserved a glare. "Yeah, probably. I don't know for sure. We didn't talk about that."
"That's a long time to be in an abusive relationship. Don't get your hackles up. You can't be thinking about pounding his ex's cadaver into a pulp. Or his living body, if the bastard managed to survive. You have to be thinking about your mate and what he needs. He's probably not going to be ready to just jump into bed with you, and if he is… well, that's probably a problem for a psychologist to handle."
"I know. I don't expect that of him."
"Does he know you don't expect that?"
That made me think. Did he? "We talked about how to handle heat and rut if that happened… I offered him alternatives if he didn't want to…"
"And what did he say?"
"That he'd rather go through with it. That the other options didn't seem worth it."
"Why?"
I replayed the conversation in my mind. "They were too risky… or would take too long."
"Take too long?"
"Like avoiding each other or taking suppressants. I think he was worried about abandoning the kids."
Ian nodded. "Okay, I understand that."
"Look, it's a shitty situation, right? None of the options are great. But I'm satisfied that if we do have to deal with heat and rut, I won't be forcing him." I shook my head. "I couldn't live with myself if I caused him more harm. If he changes his mind at any point, I'll lock myself in the deepest, strongest lockup we've got until it's over."
"And after?"
I shrugged. "I protect him. I protect his kids. I take care of them. Anything else happens at a pace he's ready for."
"I think that's as good as it's gonna get, huh?"
"I wish I could change the past for them, but if I could, if I did, would I have ever met him? He's my mate, Ian. I will burn the world down to keep him and the kids safe, but I would destroy myself before I let myself harm him in any way."
Ian's smile was wistful. "That's how it should be, man. Well, I think we've said enough to satisfy Ronan. I'll go head him off at the pass. Why don't you check in on your omega?"
Your omega. The words echoed in my soul with rightness. My omega.
I knew Parker felt the same pull I felt, but had his past twisted his ability to trust that connection? To trust me?
I'd do whatever I needed to show him I was worth that trust.
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PARKER


I was working through the paperwork the receptionist had given us when Owen finally returned. I hadn't realized how restless I felt until a vague sense of unease simply melted away as he entered the door. 
"Still asleep." He nodded at the kids.
A smile pulled at my lips as I glanced at them. They looked so sweet and innocent in sleep. There was no hint of the terror of the day. I sighed. I'd be spending the rest of my life trying to fix what I'd put them through.
"It's not your fault," Owen said.
"Are you reading my mind?" I asked.
"Just your body language. And your scent. You were content, and then you smelled anxious."
"You can really scent all that?"
He settled into the chair next to me. "Cat shifters have extremely sensitive noses."
"A cat, huh? I knew you were a predator, but I wasn't sure what kind. Though cat makes sense, huh? Most of STAHP is cat shifters, right?"
"Most, but not all. In our immediate team, everyone but Crash is. He's a bear. But Saint is a lion, Tank is a tiger, you saw him earlier, Ian is a mountain lion, Hector is a lynx and Ronan is an Asiatic golden cat."
"I've never heard of that before."
"He's real pretty."
I raised my eyebrows. "Oh? The omega of the team is real pretty?"
Owen blushed, and it was the most enchanting thing I'd ever seen.
"That's not what I meant. I meant shifted—not that he's not—oh, hell. I'm going to shut up now."
I rested my hand on his arm. "I'm just teasing you. What kind of cat are you?"
"A leopard."
I imagined Owen's shifted form, all sleek fur and rippling muscle. As a human, he was broad and thick, but equally rippling muscle. "I can't wait to see you. I bet you're real pretty, too."
His blush intensified, stirring a giddy feeling in my gut. Was I flirting? I was totally flirting. The last time I'd flirted had been, god, over a decade ago, when Jim had seemed to care about me. Before he'd asked me to marry him. Everything had changed after the wedding.
"What's wrong?" Owen asked.
"What?"
"Whatever you were just thinking about, it made you sad."
Tears threatened to spill out of my eyes and down my cheeks. "I think you've paid more attention to how I'm feeling in the last five minutes than Jim did in the last five years."
Owen's growl was a low rumble. "Can I hold you? I know I can't take the bad memories away, but I really would like to comfort you. But only if it actually would help. I don't want to make you uncomfortable."
Uncomfortable wasn't the word for what I was feeling… a little anxious, maybe. But excited? Interested? Definitely.
"I think I'd like that."
He pulled me into his arms and settled me on his thick thighs. As his scent and body surrounded me, the anxiety, the sadness, the regret, it all melted away.
"That's better," he said. "You smell… content."
"I am," I whispered.
“What kind of shifter are you, by the way? It’s familiar, but I can’t place it…”
“A deer,” I said. “We’re not real common, I know. You would think so, if shifter population splits matched real animal populations but… nope. Casey’s like me. Nick’s like… he’s a wolf.”
“I can’t wait to see you, too,” he said.
He held me in silence as my body continued to relax. His embrace was like the comfort of a hot bath, slowly working its way into my bones, pushing me to the edge of sleep.
Before I nodded off, he said, "We should talk about plans for tonight.”
I struggled to bring my brain back online. "You're right. What were you thinking?"
“The best option is to take you and the kids to a safe house,” he said, his voice low and serious. “It’s secure and well hidden. Plus, if our heat or rut kicks in, the safe house is designed with privacy in mind. One of my team can stay with the kids while you and I…”
He trailed off, clearly uncomfortable with the thought. I was too, as I felt my heart sink. I had been hoping that we could stay with him, in his home. It would have been comforting to get to spend some time with him there, but it was clear that wasn’t an option.
“A safe house is the best option,” I said, attempting to keep my disappointment from showing in my voice.
Owen nodded. “It is. We can get you and the kids settled in, and then we can figure out the next steps.”
I nodded, feeling a small measure of relief. At least we would have a place to stay until we could make a plan. I took a few deep breaths, attempting to push down my anxiety.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s go to the safe house.”
“Alright,” Owen said, giving me a hint of a smile. “Let’s get you and the kids to safety.”
I returned his smile, feeling a bit of peace settle over me. With Owen's help, we were going to make it out of this mess, and I was determined to hold on to that hope.


* * *

The safe house was more comfortable than I expected. I think I'd imagined something more like a hotel room? Just bigger? But it was a whole, normal-looking house in the middle of the suburbs. I doubted most of the other houses in the neighborhood had three security checks to bypass before even opening the door, though.
The kids had their own room, as did I, but Owen and his teammate Ian were sharing the room next to mine.
"He, Hector, and I are the remaining single members of the team. They did a coin toss to see who joined us for guard duty."
"You didn't toss a coin?" I asked.
He grunted. "There wasn't a question about me staying."
I smiled, warmed by his protectiveness. "I'm glad you're here."
He smiled back, the gesture full of unspoken tenderness. "Me too."
My heart hammered in my chest. I wanted to kiss him, but I knew it was too soon. After all, I had just run away from an emotionally abusive marriage, and I wasn't exactly in a state of mind to leap into a new relationship.
Not only that, but I was still shaken by the events of the day. I needed time to process everything and get my footing back.
Owen seemed to sense my inner turmoil, and he backed off, putting a few inches between us. "We don't have to do anything you don't want to, you know," he said softly.
My throat felt tight. "I know. Thank you."
He nodded and stepped back. "You're welcome. Now, why don't you get some rest? It's been a long day."
I nodded, grateful for the change in topic. "Goodnight, Owen."
"Goodnight, Parker." His voice was husky.
I turned and walked away, my heart pounding. Maybe things were moving too quickly, but I couldn't deny that the thought of spending more time with Owen made me happy.
The fuzzy pajamas Ronan had picked out for me fit perfectly, and I got into bed, allowing the soft cotton of the sheets to cocoon me in comfort.
But falling asleep proved difficult. I couldn't hear anything but my own thoughts, which were racing at a million miles per hour. The sheets rustled softly as I tossed and turned. Not only did my skin feel unbearably hot, but my entire body ached.
The fuzzy fabric of the shirt, which had seemed like a warm hug when I'd first put it on, suddenly seemed harsh and scratchy against my skin. I ripped it off, but the cotton sheets didn't fare much better.
I shifted restlessly in the bed, trying to find some sort of comfortable position. But no matter how much I moved around or tried different breathing techniques, nothing seemed to help ease the tension in my body.
A sudden surge of need rocketed through my body and I realized what was happening—my heat was coming on. With that realization, I couldn't stop my mind from running wild, imagining what it would be like to have Owen in bed with me, his hands roaming all over my body. 
Sweat beaded on my forehead and ran down my cheeks as an aching need clenched my thighs. I needed him. Now. I was deeply grateful he'd brought the conversation up earlier today about how to handle this. And I was equally grateful that I'd decided not to go the avoidance route, because if this was only the start of my heat? I couldn't imagine how bad it would be in a day or two if I didn't satisfy it.
But was I supposed to go to Owen? The thought of knocking on the bedroom door and having Ian answer instead, seeing me all sweaty like this, panting—I shifted again and realized my backside was wet and leaking. I burned even hotter with embarrassment at the thought.
The idea of Owen seeing me like this, though? I grasped my dick and whined as my whole body fluttered.
The knock at the door was soft, but it startled me nonetheless.
"Parker?"
Owen!
I tumbled awkwardly from the bed and lurched to the door. He leaned on one arm, his chest heaving, his shirt soaked with sweat. He looked as wrecked as I felt.
"Get in here," I said, grabbing his shirt and tugging.
He followed me eagerly, and we were a tangle of sweat and limbs on the bed. I let out a wordless moan into his mouth as the weight of his body settled against mine, and the slide of his skin against mine took away the ache that had been building inside me. He paused momentarily, surveying the bruises that Jim had left.
"Don't look at me like that," I whispered.
"Like what?"
"Like you're afraid of breaking me."
Owen pulled away slightly, but only to run his lips over the marks Jim had left. "I am afraid."
Jim had never kissed me like this. Never treated my body as something to be worshipped.
"You won't," I said.
"Maybe this isn't the right choice."
I squeezed my eyes shut, stifling a cry. "Please, please just want me."
He started to speak, but I fried my brain with another, more desperate kiss. I moved my hands down to the button on his jeans, pulling at it, tugging up the zipper. I could tell he was using every ounce of will to pull away. And I was trying just as hard to pull him back to me.
My need was too much, and I pressed in higher against his crotch, gasping as the length of his erection ground against my dick. Owen's hands fisted in my hair and he groaned, his lips skimming over mine as he spoke.
"Christ, you don't know what you're doing to me."
"Then show me."
"I don't want to hurt you."
I jerked up against him. "I want you."
He stared deep into my eyes then melted back into my body. I had a moment to realize that maybe I wasn't the only one who'd been craving love for far too long, and then it was all hot and wet, his tongue, his lips, his teeth, his desperation. I clutched at him, thought I was nothing but a glowing spot in my center, a bolt of lightning striking me again and again, setting off a series of explosions that I knew would never end.
I opened my mouth, but words were a foreign language and I could find nothing in me that felt like more than incoherent, high-pitched moaning. But I wanted to give him something just the same. 
Somehow I rocked back into position and then scooted down, using my teeth to nudge him open to me, thinking that this was the only way I could properly thank him for saving me, for protecting me, for wanting me.
He tugged at his belt, and I caught his hands, looking up at him. "Please, let me," I begged, even though I had never asked for anything like this, even though I'd never been one for giving blowjobs, and now I was on my knees, my face mere millimeters from the sizeable erection straining against his jeans.
I tugged at the denim and I thought of how few moments in life I'd ever felt as focused as I did at that moment. Pulling down his pants, I held his cock in my hands, running my thumbs over the length. It was thick, and my ass clenched at the thought of taking him in. His cock jerked, and I flicked out my tongue, breathing in the scent of him, letting him know with my hands and my mouth just how much I wanted this.
I licked again, sweeping the tip. Owen cried out softly and I gasped, the sound all too much. I looked up at him, catching those dark eyes and willing him to touch me with that devilish smile. As much as I loved this, I needed something different… something… more.
"Please," I begged.
"My pleasure, sweetheart," he said, then eased me up, laying me out on the big bed and stripping my now soaked pajama pants from my legs. I stared up at him, this man who seemed like everything I'd dreamed of and more.
And then he dropped to his knees, running his palms up my thighs, nudging my legs up and open. Owen dipped his head, his tongue sweeping against my entrance, and I called out his name, my hands clutching at the sheets. He swirled at the spot I wanted him to stroke the most with those devilish lips, but then he blew warm breath over that same spot, sending a shiver down my spine.
He nipped at the back of my thigh and pleasure fired like a cannon, sharp and bright. He stared into my eyes, then dropped his head again, playing light and teasing, taking me to the edge and pulling me back, over and over. I was panting, my body writhing. I felt like I was drowning in the sweetest pleasure. He added a finger, and pleasure sharpened as laughter bubbled up my throat.
When he added a second finger and then a third, I barely felt any pain from the stretch. As he curled his fingers inside and licked the tender skin, I was so close to coming— 
And then he jerked his head away, diving in for a kiss, the need inside me scorching and hot.
"Please, Owen, please… please—"
Without breaking the kiss, he reached between our bodies and guided his cock to my entrance.
"Are you ready?" he asked.
"We're doing this now, right?" I asked, feeling too warm and frantic to think.
"We're doing this," he said, giving me another kiss as he slowly, slowly pushed inside my body.
My body welcomed him like he was coming home. There wasn't pain, there was just pleasure. The best kind of pleasure that I'd only ever dreamed about. He eased in, moving slowly, and I closed my eyes, promising myself to remember this feeling. This wasn't like the careless quickies I was used to, where I ended up feeling used and dirty. I felt almost… holy.
I felt so full, but at the same time, I didn't feel like there was enough. I reached out and wrapped my arms around Owen, bringing him all the way to my chest and feeling the ridges of his abs that had built up as he worked his body. He ran his palms down my back and I melded into him, feeling him throb inside me. We stayed like that for a moment and I opened my eyes, staring into those mahogany eyes of his until he leaned down and kissed me gently.
"Are you alright?" he asked, his voice soft.
"I'm wonderful," I said, holding him close and running my fingers through his hair. He kissed the top of my head, moving slowly inside my body then gritting his teeth, his groan sounding forced. I could feel his arm muscles tense against my body and his breaths were on my hair as he watched me.
"You're mine," he growled, and the words echoed in my ears with a rightness so profound, they were like a physical weight.
"And you're mine," I said.
As he pulled out that time, I gasped as something tugged at my entrance, and my brain broke. "That's your knot? Of course that's your knot. It feels so huge—ahh! Oh my god, I'm so tight around you. I've never taken a knot before and it's the literal best feeling of my life, don't stop, don't stop, don't stop—"
My babbling continued, and rather than distract Owen, it seemed to spur him on. Owen swallowed hard and growled in pleasure, immediately plunging two thick fingers inside. It was a tight fit, and I felt the ring of muscles struggle for a moment before constricting, and I felt my cock bob between us with a twitch. I gasped through the sensations, the feeling of not just being fucked, but being fucked while he touched me at the same time.
"Oh god, that's so tight…" he murmured. 
With the blooming pleasure inside me, I'd been moaning every few seconds, then going quiet and sort of incoherent as things went on. I said nothing—I was at a loss for words, feeling so comfortable and full and right being filled by him. The burning need in my limbs faded, and even my skin seemed to glow with him inside me. 
I hadn't even been waiting for my orgasm, so overwhelmed by the pleasure crashing over me, so when it came like a lightning bolt, I had no thoughts, only reactions. I clenched my arms around Owen and sank my teeth into his shoulder. He groaned, and I shook as I felt his cock spasm, unloading his cum inside me.
I did that. I did that!
As I twitched in pleasure, he groaned and buried his teeth into the crook of my neck.
I'd always thought a mating bite would be painful, but it was no more painful than the tug of his knot on my ass, and gave me even more pleasure.
I came down from the orgasm high first, quivering and blinking hard as Owen pulled his teeth out slowly, his hand softly petting me. I blinked up at him and licked my lips.
"I… I thought I'd never get to do that…" I murmured, and Owen laughed breathily.
"Me neither." He hummed and pulled me closer, my body practically wrapped around his by my limbs. He pulled my leg up, and after struggling for a moment, painfully, I managed. 
"Ow."
"Sorry babe," he said quickly, turning us so that I was lying on top of him. I whimpered as his knot stretched and pulled at me, creating mini aftershocks all through my body.
His hands drifted down to my ass and spread my cheeks, his fingers probing at my hole, stretched around his knot.
I moaned. "Don't do that unless you're ready to do more."
"Oh yeah?"
I couldn't see Owen's face, but his tone sounded cheeky. "What kind of more were you thinking about?"
My answer was simply a flex of my muscles that made him gasp.
"Shit! I'm going to need just a couple minutes, but hell yeah."
"Only a couple minutes?"
He patted my ass gently. "I'm in rut. I'll probably be able to go at least another five times tonight."
My brain rebooted at the thought of being taken and pleasured like that five more times… in one night!
Soon, Owen's hands drifted back down to my entrance, teasing me and tugging me around his still full knot, spreading slick all over us as we got started on round two.
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OWEN


I woke with Parker in my arms. His chest rose and fell slowly with the rhythm of sleep. I leaned forward to kiss his neck, and my lips rubbed against the raised scar of his new mate mark. Mine. A purr rumbled deep in my chest as I pulled Parker closer. 
The sheer presence of Parker filled me with joy and a deep, reverent bliss. I had long since resigned myself to a future of solitude. I wasn't good at flirting. At talking. A drunken hookup here and there, sure.
I'd dreamed of coming home to a mate, to kids, to a family. And while I wasn't going to pretend that one night of fantastic heat-fueled sex was going to get me there right away, I knew it was the start of the journey.
Parker and his kids had a lot to heal. The emotional stuff… I wasn't sure how much help I could be. But if the least I could do was provide a safe place and protection, then I was going to be a goddamned fortress for them.
Parker stirred in my arms. He smiled up at me with a sleepy warmth.
I scanned his eyes for a hint of regret or fear, but found only contentment.
"Hey," he said softly.
I brushed my nose against his cheek and closed my eyes, breathing in the scent of him. "You okay?"
He stretched and winced. "A little sore. I haven't been that active in… well… ever."
"I meant…" My words failed me as they often did, and I tapped his chest.
His eyes widened in understanding. He ran his fingertips along my jawline and looked into my eyes, then leaned forward to press a gentle kiss on my lips. "What we did last night… it was beautiful. It wasn't like anything I'd ever experienced before."
I felt the warmth of his body seep into mine as I hugged him closer, relief washing over me.
"Does it feel a little wrong… to you?"
Nothing about this could ever feel wrong to me, but my stomach sank that it might for Parker. "How so?"
"It's just… Yesterday I was married… and now my husband is dead… and I'm relieved, but should I be? I'm happy with you, but should I be? I enjoyed last night. Does that make me a bad person?"
I gently grazed the livid bruise on Parker's cheek. "You're allowed to feel relieved that man won't hurt you anymore. That's normal. And you deserve to be happy. You deserve to enjoy yourself. Don't let him take that from you, too."
Tears brimmed at Parker's eyes. "It's hard to believe that."
I wanted to yowl with frustration. Not with Parker, never with him, but with the situation that I couldn't fix. "I'll tell you every day if you need me to."
He hid his face against my chest. "Thank you."
A few minutes later, his whole body twitched. "What time is it?" He grabbed my wrist to look at my watch. "Ten a.m.? Already? I haven't heard a hint from the kids, have you?"
I shook my head.
"Well, either the soundproofing is really that good or they're still asleep."
"Or it was that bad and Ian had to escape with them to another location."
Parker froze, blinking at me with fear.
"Oh, shit. No, I don't think he actually did that. I was just joking. He wouldn't have done that without asking. Or messaging."
Parker nodded, a little of his anxiety fading, but his voice was small as he asked, "Can we go check on them?"
"Of course." I cursed myself silently as we pulled on fresh clothes. I always had to open up my big mouth and ruin things, didn't I?
Parker's body relaxed most of the way as soon as we opened the door and chatter and giggles echoed through the house. His shoulders lost the last of their tension when he laid eyes on them, "helping" Ian in the kitchen. Ian stood in front of the stove wearing a "Kiss the Chef" apron, while the kids sat on the other side of the island.
Casey gave us a tiny wave before she turned back to the iPad set in front of her.
"What's next, champ?" Ian asked.
She referred to the recipe. "Now we need the bacon."
They both turned to the end of the island, where the apparently last piece of bacon was halfway to Nick's mouth. He put it down sheepishly. "Here's the bacon?"
"Nick!" Casey whined, her face a picture of absolute horror.
"We can do it without the bacon," Ian said. "It'll just be a cheese and onion quiche."
"But that's not what the recipe says," Casey protested.
"Who do you trust more?" Ian asked. "The internet or me?"
Casey's eyes darted between the adults in the room as if looking for the right answer.
"You probably don't know this," I told her, "but Ian's won every team bake-off we've had."
"Really?"
She looked at the recipe again, then said reluctantly, "I guess I trust you more, then."
Ian beamed. "As you should! Now, since we don't have bacon, what's the next step?"
I chuckled silently as I watched Nick slide the last slice of bacon into his hand and slip off the chair to chow down out of Casey's view.
"Layer the cheese and onions in the pie crust."
Parker leaned toward me as if he wanted to press up against me, but something held him back. I lifted my arm and pulled him close, and he settled into my side with a contented sigh, but only for a moment before he pulled away to pick Nick up and set him on his hip.
"How long have you guys been up?" he asked.
"Too long," Ian answered, with a you-owe-me glance, but a slight smile rested on his lips, and he gave a teasing raise of his eyebrows.
If the kids weren't here, I knew he'd be harassing the hell out of me for leaving him to babysit while I got my freak on—but he'd known that was a possibility. Hell, when Ronan and his mate Patrick had scented each other, they'd gone off grid for two days and nearly caused a war between STAHP and the O'Malley family. Parker and I at least had been prepared.
"Hungry?" Ian asked with a smirk.
"Starving," Parker said. "How long until breakfast is ready?"
"The quiche has to cook for twenty-five minutes," Casey answered. "And then rest for ten minutes." She looked up with a puzzled look on her face. "Why does food have to rest? It's not alive."
"That's to give it time to cool down, sweetheart."
Both Parker and Casey froze, and my body immediately went into alert mode. I wasn't sure what had bothered them, but I was ready to take it down if someone would just point me in the right direction.
Ian noticed too. "What's wrong?"
Casey's voice was small and quiet as she said, "That's what my father…" Her eyes darted to Parker.
Oh, hell. Point me at danger, and I knew what to do. But how do you fight the words of a dead man?
Thankfully, Ian immediately jumped into distraction mode. "Ah, I see. What should I call you, then?" He tapped his chin in exaggerated thought. "You like to cook, so… Panini?"
Casey snorted, his ridiculousness snapping her out of her freeze mode. "I'm not a panini!"
"How about… honey graham crackers? Toaster kitty?"
"I'm a deer, not a kitty! And bears eat honey."
"Caseys don't eat honey too?"
She had to think about that one. "Maybe sometimes…"
"Bambi is too on the nose… and I don't remember what the girl Bambi's name is."
"Faline," Parker answered quietly.
Ian shook his head. "No, that won't work either. Fawnie? Doe-doe? Prancer?"
With each new suggestion, Casey giggled.
"What do you think, Nick? What should I call Casey?"
"Doe-doe!" Nick answered excitedly.
"Any objections, Casey?"
She was laughing too hard to answer.
"Doe-doe it is. But let it be clear, we're not referring to the extinct bird."
That prompted Casey to ask what that was, and the tense moment mostly dissipated.
I tapped Parker's elbow. "I'm going to check in the pantry to see if there's anything to munch on before breakfast is ready."
He nodded, and followed me a minute later. The pantry was a large closet with shelves on every side, even above the door, with plenty of room for one person to move around in, but it got a little tight with two.
But Parker immediately stepped into me, his arms wrapping around my body and his face pressing into my chest.
"Everything okay?" I asked, hugging him back.
"I'm just overwhelmed. There's going to be so many moments like that, you know? All the memories—bad ones, good ones. Jim wasn't terrible to the kids. He was mostly… absent."
I patted his back. Everything I could say felt inadequate, but I felt as if I had to say something. "It's only for a while. Soon, they'll have more memories of times without him. You'll have memories of times without him. Good ones." I tilted his chin up. "Really good ones."
His eyes softened and he nodded. "You're right. And I'm sorry I pulled away in the kitchen. Touching you… it settles me. It makes me feel like everything is going to be okay. But what will the kids think if they see me… gallivanting with an alpha the day after their father died?"
"I hope they would be happy to see you treated the way you deserve," I said.
He sighed. "But they're just kids… How much complexity can they really grasp?"
I was fairly certain Casey would grasp it just fine, if she'd grasped their life before enough to feel she had to defend her dad. But he knew his kids better than me. My only real experience with children were my teammates' kids, and the oldest wasn't even walking yet.
"I'll follow your lead. But if you need to touch me… do it. Even if it's just a hand on my arm or shoulder."
Parker smiled in relief. "You're not mad at me?"
"For what? Protecting your kids? How could I be mad at that?"
Parker suddenly couldn't look at me. "Because… I'm not putting what you want before their needs. Jim always—"
"I'm not Jim," I said vehemently. "And while your needs absolutely come first for me, my mate's needs, part of your needs is knowing that you are doing the best for your children. And I will do whatever you ask of me."
Parker's body shook with quiet sobs and all I could do was hold him, caressing his back and head, murmuring soothing sounds as my heart broke in two that there wasn't more I could do to fix this.
"Thank you," he said finally, pressing up onto his toes for a kiss, which I happily gave him. "I think I needed that. I haven't cried in a really long time. Definitely not since everything that happened yesterday."
"I'm here for you," I promised. "Whatever you need."


* * *

"So are you a newly mated alpha or what?" Tank asked as Ian and I jumped on the video call. Parker and the kids were snuggled up in the living room watching cartoons. I half expected all of them to be asleep by the time we wrapped up.
"All I can say is that Owen didn't spend the night in his bed, and they both finally showed up for breakfast around ten," Ian teased, and tugged at my shirt collar. "And there's this pretty little mark right here…"
"Fuck off," I growled at him, but felt no shame as he exposed Parker's claim to our team. I was proud to bear my omega's mark on my skin.
Everyone whistled and hooted their congratulations.
"Must be nice getting to dick someone down on company time," Hector said.
Tank slapped him in the back of the head. "Dude, seriously? Shut the fuck up."
Saint frowned at his brother's former second-in-command. This wasn't the first time Hector had said something out of pocket. At least this time, it was in the privacy of our team.
Before he could address Hector himself, Ronan jumped in. "How is Parker? Everything went… well?"
I nodded. "He's worried… not about us, I don't think. But about the kids."
"It's a good thing he's already dead," Ronan said, his long fingers flexing on the table in front of him. "When I think of what I'd do to any asshole who put Maeve in that position…"
Saint patted him on the shoulder. "We're all in the same boat. Thankfully, all of our mates are top tier. They'd never do anything to put our cubs in danger of any kind."
There was a moment of silent agreement, and then Ronan tapped his hands on the table. "Okay, on to business."
Saint rubbed his forehead. "The rest of the team already heard, but there was an incident last night. One of our teams went to investigate a report about a shifter fighting ring near Indianapolis."
Ian was already shaking his head. "It was larger than expected and they charged in anyway, didn't they?"
"Not quite." Saint's lips pressed together in a thin line. "From what we can tell, they charged in, yes. But instead of detaining the perpetrators… they handled things the old way."
"They ate them." Ian's tone was that of a deeply disappointed father. "We haven't had an incident in at least nine months. But I guess it's to be expected that the full transition wouldn't go completely smoothly. There's bound to be an incident here or there… but they ate all of them?"
"It looks like it."
"What did the team say?"
"Well, we haven't been able to ask them," Hector answered.
"What?"
"They disappeared without a trace."
"Can't Crash track them?" I asked.
"I would, if they had taken any of their gear with them. But they abandoned it at the scene. Even their clothes."
Ian's fingers tapped rapidly on the table. "So, what? We're left with a big bloody warehouse somewhere, a few body parts, and no trace of our guys?"
"And a handful of traumatized victims," Tank added. "Most of them didn't see anything, they just heard it, but they've been forced to fight in these rings for months, if not years. And they were just the ones who were too weak to get away. Some of them couldn't even shift to heal. They said there were more of them, but we're assuming the healthier ones booked it as soon as they were able. We're not sure if it was our guys or another captive that opened their cages."
Ian stood and started pacing. "Does it seem like this was planned?"
"To what end?" Saint asked wearily. "What does it serve anyone to disobey orders and go back to the old ways only to disappear into the night?"
"Our current assumption is that someone slipped and the rest followed—a bit of a blood frenzy. And then they felt so ashamed they hightailed it. I have no doubt we'll find them, though."
Hector coughed, but when I glanced at him, his face revealed nothing.
Ronan glared at him, though. "We've got two teams working on it now, plus most of Crash's techies. In other, somewhat better news, we did track down Parker's in-laws."
"But?" I asked. There was always a but.
"But… they did report the death of his husband and there's a warrant out for Parker's arrest."
"Fuck," I swore.
"Which means we're going to get in contact with the Alphabits as soon as possible and see if we can set up a meeting with them."
"And the in-laws? Do you think they're still trying to track down Parker themselves?" Ian asked.
"Given what I've been able to find on their background… some small-time drug running, minor loan-sharking… I would guess yes," Crash said. "They don't seem like the kind of people to let the law handle things and wash their hands."
"So we stay at the safe house for now," I said. "And the sooner we can set up that meeting, the better."
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PARKER


With Casey curled up on one side of me, Nick on the other, and Owen in a team meeting just down the hall, I was finding it difficult to stay awake after the night I'd had. Part of me felt guilty for just letting go and enjoying myself so fully with Owen, but I chased it away with the reminder that my other option would have been to be in pain for most of a week if I'd resisted. 
Also, Owen's words lingered with me… I deserved to be happy… I deserved to enjoy myself…
It was difficult to believe that fully, but if I kept repeating it to myself, maybe it would make it true?
I must have dozed off mid-cartoon, because when I woke to Casey curled in my lap, shaking, it had changed to a live-action kids' show.
"Daddy, can you turn off the TV?" she asked, her voice trembling.
The remote was far enough away that to grab it, I'd have to squish her in the process. "What's wrong, darling?"
Casey pointed to the screen. "There's a man on there that looks like my other dad."
I quickly grabbed the remote and switched off the TV. I pulled Casey into my arms and held her close, stroking her hair and murmuring soothing words.
"It's okay," I said. "He can't hurt us anymore. We're safe."
Casey buried her face into my chest, her small body shaking with tears. I held her tighter, feeling her pain and wishing I could make it go away.
After a few minutes, Casey's tears began to slow and she looked up at me.
"Is he going to come after us?" she asked.
I shook my head. I was almost certain Jim was dead, but I hadn't stopped to make sure. I couldn't handle thinking about the possibility. "No, baby. It was just a man who looked a bit like him. I won't let anyone hurt you, okay?"
"But what if they hurt you?"
I swallowed hard. "Mr. Owen and his friends won't let them. See? It's like a protection train. We're all protecting each other."
Casey let out a deep sigh and snuggled into my chest. I kissed the top of her head and smiled, relieved that she was starting to feel better.
"Why don't we read some books?" I suggested, trying to lighten the mood. There was a bookshelf that looked like it had some picture books on the bottom shelf, which were a little young for Casey, but maybe they'd have something more her level.
A few minutes later, she was snuggled back on the couch with her brother and a Nancy Drew book while I raided the kitchen for lunch supplies.
I was in the pantry when Owen found me.
"Come here often?" He slid his hands around my waist and rested his chin on my shoulder.
I leaned back against him with a contented sigh. It really was magical the way his mere touch whisked away my worries. "We can't keep meeting like this," I teased back.
"What if it was more like this?" Owen spun me around and pressed my back to the wall, leaning forward for a kiss, but hesitating at the last moment.
I pushed myself up on my toes to close the distance, and it was like I was transported to another universe—one where only he and I and this moment existed.
"Wow," I said when we finally broke apart for air.
"I have news," he said.
"Good news or bad news?"
"You decide. Your ex-husband is definitely dead."
I let out a huge sigh of relief. The guilt that accompanied it wasn't nearly as strong as the wave I'd dealt with that morning. "That's good."
"However, there is a warrant out for your arrest."
I winced. "Better me than Casey."
"Probably, but I'd prefer there wasn't one at all."
"If wishes were horses…" I muttered.
"Anyway, Saint's putting out a call to an organization we work with sometimes, Alphabits, and they're setting up a meeting for someone to come out here and help us walk through our options. They've got a lot of experience helping kids coming out of tough situations and clearing things on the legal side. STAHP's a little newer to that realm."
"Yeah, I'd always imagined you as kind of the big bad guys. The bogeyman in the dark. The kind of thing parents would threaten their kids with when they were naughty."
"We only ever went after shifters who deserved it," Owen said. "Our old methods were… unconventional. I've killed people before. People who deserved it."
"Was it difficult? Emotionally?"
"I… I'm not a super emotional guy. But the first time? Yeah, I threw up. But do I regret a single one? No. I honestly don't care how the bad guys get taken care of as long as they do."
"Jim… he wasn't a good man. God, it's so stupid how difficult that is to say. I feel like I need to keep checking over my shoulder to make sure he's not there."
He bumped his forehead against mine. "He's gone. Forever. And you'll never have to deal with him again." He nuzzled his nose down the side of my face, my neck, and around to the other side.
"Are you… scent marking me?" I asked with amusement.
He paused. "Um… maybe. I'll stop."
I grabbed his head and held it to my neck. "No. I like it. If I can't touch you, at least I can smell like you."
The possessive rumble that rose from his throat made me lean forward, draping my body on his.
Just in time for the pantry door to creak open.
We jumped apart as Nick peeked in. "Daddy?"
I cleared my throat. "Hey, buddy. What's going on?"
"Are you playing hide and seek?"
If he had walked in just a few minutes later we would have been playing something, alright. "N-nope. Just figuring out what to make for lunch."
"Oh good. I'm hungry. Can we have mac and cheese?"
"Sounds like a plan," Owen said, reaching for two boxes conveniently located just over my shoulder.
I shivered and closed my eyes, and I had to remind myself Nick was watching and now was not a good time to jump into Owen's arms and wrap myself around him.
"Thank you," I whispered, taking the boxes from his hands.
"Want any help?"
I shook my head. "Um… I think it's better if… if we have some space right now…"
His nostrils flared, and I wondered if he could scent the arousal flooding my body.
"I see," he said, and stepped toward the door, scooping Nick up on his way out. "Let's go see what your sister is doing, okay, sport?"
"Sport!" Nick giggled. "I'm not a sport. I'm a kid!"
"You're a kid?" Owen said. Nick giggled maniacally. "I thought you were a wolf cub."
"Sometimes!" Nick said. There was a thump a moment later.
I followed them out of the pantry to find Owen holding a handful of empty boys' clothing.
He gave me a bewildered look. "He's fast."
"Now imagine how fast he is when you try to catch him."
Owen smiled, a playful, predatory smirk. "Oh… I bet I'm faster."
And with that, he shifted into a long and sleek leopard—his spotted fur rippling over beautifully sleek muscles. The spots were beautiful—not all of them solid, but dark splotches in an almost floral shape. He leapt to me with one push of his strong hind legs, bumped his head against my thigh, and then turned to prowl after my son.
I grabbed onto the counter to keep me upright. How could such a strong beautiful creature even give me a second glance, let alone mate me?
It took several minutes of staring at a pot of water waiting to boil before my heart stopped racing, but the sounds of excited yips and playful growls kept me smiling until I announced that lunch was ready.
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OWEN


I followed Nick's scent. He had run into the living room, yipping and panting as he jumped over a basket full of magazines and hopped around the coffee table. Casey sat in the corner of the couch, reading a book as she watched her brother play. 
I let out a low growl, my tail twitching in anticipation as I slunk forward, ready to pounce. Nick looked up in surprise, his eyes wide as he took in my leopard form. But he was quick, and was soon off in a flash, his little legs carrying him around the furniture and across the room.
I was right behind him, my long legs covering the ground in powerful strides. Wind rushed past my ears as I leaped up onto the couch, trying to catch him. Nick was too quick though, and he managed to stay just one step ahead of me.
Casey watched us, her eyes wide with fascination. She even put down her book to watch us more closely. I could feel her gaze on us as we ran around the room, Nick’s little tail twitching as he ran, mine swishing behind me.
Eventually, Nick cornered himself between the TV stand and an armchair. He stopped, panting and looking around desperately for a way out. I stalked closer, my tail twitching as I prepared to pounce.
Casey laughed, clapping her hands. "He's got you, Nicky!"
Nick's eyes brightened as he spotted something behind the chair. He quickly grabbed it with his mouth and tossed it across the room. I couldn't help but follow it as it flew through the air and landed in the corner of the room—it was just a stuffed animal. He must have been playing with it earlier.
Nick used this distraction to his advantage and scurried away toward Casey. She scooped him up into her arms with a laugh and began to pet him.
"Who's a smart little pup?" she murmured. "You are!"
I watched them for a moment before slowly padding over to where the toy had landed. I picked it up in my mouth and trotted back over to them, dropping it at Casey's feet with a loud thump before jumping onto the couch and curling up beside them to purr contentedly.
Casey hesitantly reached out to pet me. "Is this okay?"
I chirped in response and nuzzled my head closer in encouragement, pushing against her hand.
She startled a bit in surprise before laughing. "I didn't know leopards made that sound. You kind of sound like a bird."
I made the noise again, this time with a rumbling purr, and Nick's little wolf head twerked sideways in confusion. I couldn't help but cough in my leopard's form of a laugh as I watched his expression.
Casey smiled at me and kept petting my fur, her fingers scratching lightly over the spots on my back. I closed my eyes contentedly and let out a low purr of appreciation, stretching out until I was almost completely flat across the couch cushion.
Nick watched us with curiosity for a few minutes before jumping out of her lap and onto my stomach, which made me flinch with a giant oof. He curled up against my belly and sighed contentedly, a tiny ball of fur.
Casey sighed. "I wonder if Father would have liked me and Dad more if we were wolf shifters, too. Not deer shifters."
I rumbled in disagreement.
"It's true. He didn't like us. He hit Daddy a lot. He didn't hit me, but sometimes he said mean things when Daddy wasn't around. I made sure he didn't say anything bad to Nick, but I think he liked Nick better anyway." She smiled sadly. "It would be hard not to like Nick."
I couldn't let this conversation continue one-sided. I shifted back into human form, grabbing a blanket from the back of the couch to throw over my lap, shifting Nick so that he lay between Casey and me, on top of the blanket.
"It's not your fault your father was mean to you," I said. "Not because you're a deer and not a wolf. Not for any reason."
Casey's lower lip trembled. "I was hoping that at least I'd be an alpha when I grew up… maybe that would have made him happy."
From the picture I had of her father and his family, I doubted they would have welcomed a female alpha with joy and celebration, but this wasn't the time or place to argue that.
"Would that have made the mean things he said to you okay?" I asked.
She frowned. "No…"
"Would that have helped your dad?"
She sniffled. "Maybe if I was an alpha, he would have stopped when I told him to."
I almost called her sweetie, then remembered how she'd reacted to sweetheart earlier. "Casey, it's not your responsibility to make adults act right. You're a kid. They're supposed to teach you how to be a good person, not the other way around. And I can tell already that you are a pretty darn good person."
She darted a look at me that I caught from the corner of my eyes. "I shot him," she admitted in a whisper.
"I know," I said solemnly.
"I don't remember it, though. I just remember Daddy shouting at Nicky and me to go to our rooms… and we did. I put Nicky in his room, but then I went to their room. I picked up Father's gun. I just meant to scare him. And then… Daddy took the gun out of my hand. He tried to keep me from seeing, but I looked back. And Father was lying on the ground, covered in blood. He wasn't moving."
Tears streamed down her face. I reached over and scooped her up, lifting her over Nick and settling her in my lap. She curled into my body as if I could hide her from the world, and I sure as hell was going to do my best to try.
"You're a good person," I told her, and her body shook with sobs. "You're a good person."
I heard a sniffle behind me and turned my head to see Parker, his hand over his mouth, the other arm wrapped around his chest as if the simple motion would be able to keep his emotions in check. I gestured for him to come join us, and he folded his body onto the couch next to me, wrapping his arms around Casey.
She sprawled halfway into his lap, but didn't leave mine.
I did my best to embrace both of them, and then little paws padded across my legs as Nick crawled into his sister's lap to lick the tears from her face.
"You're all good people," I assured them. "And I'm going to take care of you. I promise."
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PARKER


The kids and I managed to get in a real nap after lunch, and I woke up about a half hour before the Alphabits crew arrived. Owen welcomed the first two men and introduced them as Sam and Dean Remington. 
"Sam's the head of the Alphabits team, and Dean's a child psychologist."
"I'm so sorry to hear about what you've all been through," Dean, the omega, said. "We're going to help any way we can."
"I appreciate it," I said. "I don't really know where to start with everything."
"And this is Ulysses Nichols," Sam said, waving a man with shoulders like a linebacker forward. "The best defense lawyer in Chicago."
He looked more like a bouncer at a wedding than a lawyer, but the man gave Sam a self-deprecating smile. "Maybe the best shifter defense lawyer. I'd say there's a human or two who gives me a run for my money."
"Let's sit," Owen suggested.
"Actually," Dean said. "I was hoping I could talk with Casey?"
"Oh, she's napping—"
"Daddy?"
I turned to find Casey standing in the hallway behind me. I smiled softly and gestured her forward. She plastered herself to my side.
I knelt down and hugged Casey close, whispering in her ear. "Mr. Dean is here to help us with everything that happened yesterday."
Dean smiled at her, gently offering his hand. "It's nice to meet you, Casey."
Casey glanced up at me uncertainly, and I gave her a reassuring nod. She took Dean's hand, and shook it awkwardly.
"You seem like you might be a little too old for stuffed animals, but can you do me a favor?" Dean asked.
"What is it?" she asked curiously.
"I have this little elephant who really likes kids’ hugs, and I was wondering if you would hold him for a while? He says my hugs aren't good enough." Dean held out a little purple elephant.
"Stuffed animals don't talk," Casey said.
"She talks to me." Dean looked at the elephant sadly. "So you're not up for holding her for me?"
"I mean, I guess I can do that," she said.
She wrapped her arms around the elephant in a big hug, and some of the wariness dissipated from her eyes.
"Is there somewhere quiet we can talk? Ideally with comfy chairs." Dean rubbed his leg and made a face. "Don't get old, Casey. It hurts."
It was clear he was exaggerating, but it prompted a brighter smile out of Casey.
"We can move to the office," Owen proposed, apparently listening to our part of the room with more than half of his attention. "The living room is the most comfortable."
"Ooh, we win!" Dean jumped over the couch, belying his comment about being old and hurting. "Couch or chair, Casey?"
"I get the recliner!" she shouted, and darted to the prized seat.
"Do you want me to stay?" I asked.
"No," Dean said with a soft smile. "I think it would be better if she and I talked privately first. As long as that's okay with you, Casey?"
She darted a glance at me and then nodded. Was she just telling me what she thought I wanted to hear? Maybe I should stay—
Owen rested a hand on my shoulder. "She'll be fine. Dean's on our side. And we have some things to talk about that the kids probably shouldn't hear."
I followed him slowly, but he was right.
Ulysses had set up camp on the opposite side of the desk, laying his papers in front of him. Sam took a seat to the side, clearly positioning himself as more of a bystander than a participant.
Owen took my hand and led us to the nearest chairs, and he didn't let go once we sat.
"What do you need from us?" Owen asked.
Ulysses scratched his chin thoughtfully before responding. "Sam told me what he knew, but I'd like to hear the details from you, Parker. Actually, do you mind if I record this? Tell me everything you can about the incident—when it started, who was involved, any property damage or injuries that may have occurred—anything you can think of, no matter how small. The first time through, I won't interrupt, but I will be making notes. After that, we'll go through it again and I'll have questions."
I swallowed hard before nodding in agreement. I recounted the events of the day before in painstaking detail; from beginning to end. Jim had gotten mad that I didn't have his favorite suit back from the cleaners yet. When I'd tried to explain to him that I had three other suits prepared for him, he'd slapped me for back talking, right in front of the kids. He didn't generally hit me in front of the kids if he hadn't been drinking, and it was still morning.
I'd tried to convince him to talk with me in the bedroom where they couldn't see. That had just enraged him more. I'd shouted to the kids to run to the bedroom, and then Jim had thrown me to the floor, cursing me, kicking me, calling me names.
The gun shot and the sudden lack of attack had stunned me, but Casey's terrified face was burned into my memory. I'd never forget that. I grabbed the gun out of her hands, shoved it into my pocket, grabbed their hands and ran.
After I finished telling my story the first time, Ulysses ran through the entire thing, asking me detailed questions, forcing me to dive deeper into my memories. My leg bounced with anxiety, and Owen pulled his chair closer so that he could wrap an arm around my shoulders in support.
It felt like we'd been at it all day, but the clock showed only about an hour and a half had passed by the time we wrapped up.
"What do you need from us now?" Owen asked.
Ulysses clasped his hands together and sighed. "Well, I'm afraid the best course of action is for Parker to turn himself in," he said solemnly.
"Over my dead body," Owen growled.
"It would look better if he comes in himself, rather than waiting for them to come find him."
"But what would happen to the kids? I can't just leave them," I said.
"If he is arrested and put in jail, they would have to be taken into the system," Ulysses said reluctantly.
"Several members on the Alphabits team are approved family providers," Sam added. "They wouldn't be with strangers."
"And as soon as we get to see a magistrate to set bail, we'd present our argument with the truth—that Casey shot her father, but it was in self-defense. Even if they still reinforced bail, at that point you'd be able to come home, and I'm fairly sure we'd be able to convince them to release the kids to you."
"That's a lot of maybes," Owen said. "I'm not comfortable with that. How do we skip the line with no jail, no bail, and no kids being separated from their dad?"
Ulysses heaved a heavy sigh. "This would be a lot easier if they hadn't already put out a warrant for his arrest. I can put together what we know and see if I can get the warrant rescinded. The last thing we want to do is to clear Parker at the risk of having Casey taken into custody. They wouldn't arrest her—she's too young. But they might put her into temporary custody until we can clear things up. Give me a day or two to see what I can do."
He slid his notes and computer into his bag and stood to shake our hands.
"It will all work out fine," Sam encouraged me. I hoped he was right.
We found Casey and Dean on the floor of the living room playing a board game called Ticket to Ride. The two were engrossed in the game, which involved tiny train figurines and cards. Nick had woken up from his nap as well and was trying to join in on the game. He hadn't quite grasped all the rules yet, but he still seemed to be enjoying himself just being around the others.
As I watched the two of them interact, it was clear that she already felt comfortable in his presence. I wondered if they'd had a chance to talk about anything that had happened, or if Dean had simply spent the session building a rapport with her.
Either was fine. I just wanted to fix this all for my little girl.
"You win again, Casey!" Dean exclaimed. He rose from the floor as Casey and Nick began gathering the pieces together to set up the board once more.
"It's my turn to win this time!" Nick said.
"Thank you for coming by," I said, shaking Dean's hand.
"It was my pleasure," he replied. "Do you mind if I swing back by here tomorrow? We still have some work to do."
"Sure," I replied hesitantly. "But aren't we taking away from your real work?"
Dean smiled warmly at me. "My real work is helping kids like Casey," he said quietly. "Right now, my 'real' work is here."
I was overwhelmed with gratitude at his words, and words failed me, so I simply said, "Thank you." I gave him a hug goodbye and we finalized our plans as Ian saw the three men out.
Once we were alone, I collapsed on the couch with exhaustion.
"Daddy, do you want to play with us?" Nick asked.
Everything in my body screamed for me to rest, but I started to push myself back upright.
"Why don't we let your dad relax and watch for a while?" Owen suggested. "I've never played this game before. Can you teach me?"
He settled his big body on the floor between their two tiny ones, and I felt so safe knowing he was watching over the three of us, standing up for us. With him by our side, I could believe everything was going to work out just fine.
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OWEN


The next couple of days were more or less uneventful, which was probably what Parker and the kids needed. I was getting antsy, however. I wasn't used to staying in one place for so long. Even on vacations, I was always going somewhere new every day, doing something new. 
I couldn't even work that much unless I was willing to leave the house, and I wasn't about to give up my responsibility of protecting Parker, Casey, and Nick.
So I spent a lot of time in the gym, working out. I played with the kids. I cuddled with Parker at night, but we didn't really go further than that. As much as I wanted to worship his body and chase out every memory of his former husband, the last thing I wanted to do was push too hard before he was ready.
So it was a relief when the team decided to cut work early and come hang out at the safe house for dinner. They brought pizza with them, so nobody had to be on cooking duty, and damn, it was a full house.
Not only did my team come, but also their mates and kids—and all three of them were under a year.
"Casey's in mama hen heaven," Parker whispered to me as the little girl attempted to corral Jorge, Julian, Maeve and Nick in the living room. Jorge kept shifting, annoyed with the awkwardness of his little human body, and bouncing away to find his parents. Julian was fascinated with Nick—who kept switching between wolf and human mode so swiftly, Parker had given up trying to keep shorts on him. Every time Nick disappeared from Julian's sight, he let up a wail of protest, only to giggle with delight as soon as he popped back into view.
Maeve, only a few weeks old, somehow slept through it all, nestled in her baby carrier.
"Are all newborns like that?" I asked.
"Like what?" Patrick O'Malley, Ronan's mate, asked. "Angelic little cherubs? Fuck no."
Ronan elbowed him hard in the ribs. "Language, Patrick!"
He smiled sheepishly. "Sorry, kitten. We O'Malleys aren't exactly known for our moderation. Me brother Rory's first word was 'fuck.'"
"No it wasn't," Ronan said. "He's the most strait-laced out of all of you."
"Well, Da swears up and down it was 'duck,' but which do you think he heard more at home? Anyway, I'm fully aware of what a piece of luck we have with our Maeve. Rory's Ciara was a right terror. Serves him right, jumping into bed with a Novak. What did he think was going to happen, throwing two such strong bloodlines together?"
Ian laughed. "As if you and Rory were any different?"
"Ah, our personalities might be fiery, but Ronan comes from a much more sedate family line. Not that it's a bad thing, love. I'm full-on grateful to not have to carry the crazy on both sides of the family. And to have a wee babe who sleeps like a hibernating bear."
"I had one of both," Parker said. "Surprisingly, it was Casey who was the bad sleeper when she was first born. I was terrified I was in for round two when I had Nick, but with him, I was actually worried he was sleeping too much and I kept waking him up to make sure he was alive!"
Patrick gestured emphatically at Ronan. "See? I'm not the only one who worries about shi—stuff like that!"
"It seems like they've shifted since then," Ian said. "Once Casey goes down, I don't see her until at least eight in the morning. But Nick's up once or twice a night and then bright as a drop of sunshine at six."
"Oh no! Has he been waking you up?" Parker said. "I'm so sorry. I'm used to it, I've just been so tired I didn't think—"
"Please, it's fine," Ian assured him. "I've been sleeping with my door open so I can catch him before he can knock on your door. "Try and give you two a little privacy."
Parker blushed, the scent of embarrassment momentarily overwhelming his personal scent. It was a little acrid, almost smoky… but maybe even a hint of sweetness to it? I was glad when the strange combination faded.
"How are the kids handling this?" Crash gestured between the two of us.
"We haven't told them yet," I said.
Pavlo frowned. "Even though you're true mates?"
"It just feels a little early," Parker said. "I don't want them to think I'm replacing their dad."
"Pardon my bluntness, but from what I've heard, it sounds like they might be a bit relieved to have their dad replaced," Patrick said.
"Not everyone's as simple as you, O'Malley," Hector said dryly.
Patrick didn't take offense, just raised his ever-present glass of whiskey in cheers. "Simplicity is the spice of life, mate."
Ronan just shook his head with a smile. "Yesterday you said whiskey was the spice of life."
"Two things can be true, can't they? A man's need for whiskey is pure simplicity. It all goes together, see?"
"It is a complex situation," Pavlo said, directing the conversation back to the main topic. "But I would encourage you to talk to them about it sooner rather than later. Kids are able to handle a lot more than most of us give them credit for."
Becoming Saint's mate had been good for Pavlo. He'd been a quiet, shrinking thing when I'd first met him. Now he stood by his alpha's side with pride. He was still quiet, that would probably never go away, but he spoke up more now when he had something to say, and it was always worth listening when he did.
"Dean Remington's been coming by every day to talk with both of them," Parker said. "Mostly Casey. Maybe I'll talk to him about it tomorrow?"
"That sounds like an excellent idea to me," Saint agreed. "Speaking of the Remingtons… any updates from their lawyer?"
"He's still putting together information before he approaches the court in an attempt to get them to rescind the warrant for his arrest," I said.
"What's so complicated about it?" Tank's mate, Percy, asked. "Won't it be easy to claim self-defense?"
"The problem is that Parker's not the one who shot his husband." I spoke quietly, darting a glance to the living room to make sure the kids weren't paying attention.
"I know that," Percy said. "But regardless, it was self-defense."
"There are a lot of variables." Saint wrapped his arms around Pavlo's shoulders and pulled his mate close. "If it's not presented right, both kids, or just Casey, could be taken into protective custody. Parker could end up in jail for a while. And on top of that, we're fairly certain Parker's in-laws, the Marchaunds, haven't given up searching for him. If they get the slightest hint of where to find him, that puts them all at risk again."
Percy tapped his chin thoughtfully. "Have you thought about going public with your story? Public opinion is a pretty strong tool."
"I… I hadn't thought of that." Parker glanced at me, and I shrugged. I hadn't thought about it either. I didn't watch or read a lot of news, so it hadn't even crossed my radar.
"It's definitely something we should ask the lawyer about," Saint said. "We don't want to accidentally damage your case by running off half-cocked."
Tank nodded solemnly. "We only run around full-cocked around here." There was dead silence for about five seconds before he cracked a smile, and the room dissolved into hoots of laughter.
Patrick slapped Tank on the back. "That, my friend, was glorious. I knew I liked you."
Saint declared a ban on work talk after that, and the evening continued on in a lighthearted, joyful tone, but the reminder of the Marchaunds and how violent his brother-in-law had been to him that day left an ugly ache in my gut. Even after we cleared the legal hurdles, we'd probably still have to handle Parker's in-laws.
The kids passed out before everyone left, and once the house was empty, Ian kicked off to bed while Parker and I carried the kids to their room.
Parker pressed a kiss to each child's forehead and then came to hug me while we watched their chests rise and fall in sleep.
"They look so precious and breakable," he whispered.
"But they're stronger than they look," I said, tapping his chin. "Just like their father."
He laid his head on my chest. "Sometimes, I wonder what life would have been like if I'd never met Jim. But then I think about what life would be like without my kids, and I just can't bear it. It's not what I would have chosen for them, but if the choice was to go through everything and have them, or live an easier life but not? It's no question."
I pressed my nose into his hair and breathed deeply, doing my best to share every shred of strength I had with this beautiful, bruised-but-not-broken omega who had crashed into my life like a meteor. Rare and special and explosive.
The sweet scent from his earlier embarrassment still lingered. Strange. I took a deeper breath and froze. That scent… it wasn't from his embarrassment. Not this long after when the other elements had faded.
"Have you thought about having more children?" I asked.
"Not in a long time," Parker said. "Or rather, I thought about it. Worried about it. Dreaded the thought of having more with Jim. There were a few scares but… thankfully, nothing happened."
"But without Jim? Do you think you'd want them?"
Parker hummed in thought. "It's hard to imagine it, but yes. I always wanted a big family. I love watching each child go through the developmental stages. They were each so different. I think I'd love watching and nurturing another child through growing up. Why? Are you interested in having kids?"
"I can't wait to see your belly rounded with my cubs," I said honestly, and even though I couldn't see his face in the dim room, I could feel the heat of his blush on my chest. "But I was asking for a more specific reason…"
"Oh?"
"You know how I told you cats have extremely sensitive noses?"
"Yes…"
"We can often scent pregnancy far earlier than any other shifter."
Parker tensed in my arms, and I worried he was upset. That the idea of kids someday was okay, but right now was too much. He lifted his head to look up at me, and the light from the hallway illuminated his face. There was no fear or dread, as I had worried. His eyes were bright, his lips tugging into an uncertain smile.
"Are you serious?"
I bent my head to sniff under his jaw and down his neck where his scent was stronger. It only confirmed my thought. "You're pregnant," I whispered.
He jumped up and wrapped his legs around my waist, his arms around my neck, and kissed me deeply and intensely. I kissed him back, hungry for every scrap of intimacy he offered.
"I'm carrying your baby," he said, his breath shallow and excited.
"Our baby," I corrected him.
"Our baby. I can't… I'm just so…" He kissed me again, and then pulled back. "Wait, are you okay with this? It's so soon."
I grabbed his ass and squeezed him closer to me. "If I had my way, I'd keep your belly full of my cubs for as long as you could carry them. I'm yours, Parker. In every and any way you'll have me. I will protect Casey and Nick as if they'd come from my own loins because they came from your body, and you and they are precious to me. Of course I'm okay with this."
"Any way I'll have you, huh?" Parker's eyes twinkled with excitement and desire. "And if I want to have you in my bed? Not just for sleeping, but for more?"
I started walking toward the door immediately. "I've only been waiting for you to ask."
He leaned forward to whisper in my ear. "Owen, will you have your way with me?"
Words weren't needed for my answer as I charged into our room and shut the door.
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PARKER


It was hard to keep my hands off of Owen once I knew I was carrying his child. I'd wondered why he hadn't done anything more than cuddle me in bed at night, but I'd honestly been so physically and emotionally exhausted at that point, that I'd been grateful to fall into the comfort of his arms and go to sleep knowing I was under his protection. 
The kids almost caught us several times over the weekend as we pulled each other into the pantry, the office, the bathroom, the bedroom. We rarely had time for anything more than a hot and heavy make out session, but that just made the nights that much better with all the anticipation that had built up over the day.
"I got an email from Ulysses," Owen said, mid-Monday morning. "He says he thinks the article with Percy is a good idea—he just wants to read over it for approval first. He thinks if we can get that out quick, then within twenty-four to forty-eight hours, he can get your warrant rescinded and we can really get the wheels rolling on the case."
I breathed a heavy sigh of relief. "That's great news!"
Ian slid onto one of the bar stools. "Does that mean we'll get to clear the safe house and go back home? Because as much as I love the kids, walking in on you two getting it on right next to the food supplies is getting old.”
I coughed in mild embarrassment, but couldn't help but smile. While the kids had almost caught us, Ian had accidentally been treated to the full view. We'd still had our clothes on—well, mostly—but I'd pushed Owen's shirt up so I could suck on his nipples and we were so into it neither of us heard the pantry door open until Ian started swearing a blue streak, prompting the kids to come running.
He'd quickly closed the door and made up an excuse about stubbing his toe, and Owen and I'd had to space our exits from the pantry to make sure the kids were distracted and didn't notice we'd been in there a long time.
"Unfortunately, there's still the problem of the Marchaunds," Owen said.
"As soon as that article comes out, they'll be looking for us," I said, hating the way my voice shook. They didn't know Casey was the one who'd pulled the trigger, and as much as I wanted to keep that info to myself and take the blame, everyone else was certain telling the truth would lead to a better long-term outcome.
"They won't be able to find you here," Owen assured me, rubbing my back.
"I know."
Nick ran into the kitchen and stopped himself by crashing into my legs. "Daddy! I'm hungry. Can I have a snack?"
"Of course, bud. How about some graham crackers?"
"Yeah! Graham crackers are my favorite."
A few moments later, he charged back into the living room with as much energy as he'd charged out of it, sending crumbs flying as he swerved and bounced.
"Have you already contacted Percy?" I asked. It was strange, leaving so many of the decisions and all the communication in my life to other people, but I'd left my phone when we'd run, and it was probably in an evidence locker somewhere.
"Not yet. I wanted to tell you first. I'll go do that now. When were you thinking would be good to talk to him?"
I spread my hands and shrugged. "As soon as possible, I would think. The sooner we can get this out and clear, the sooner I can breathe a little easier knowing a SWAT team isn't going to bust down our door."
Ian chuckled. "We'd get notice far before that happened. We work with most of the shifter SWAT teams these days. Hell, we are one of the shifter SWAT teams!"
Owen tapped slowly on his phone, muttering to himself as he typed the message. He was incapable of typing silently. A minute later he looked up from his phone. "Done."
I busied myself cleaning the island as my hands started to shake. Telling a few people, one at a time, about what had really happened was one thing. Telling a journalist, even a nice one I'd already met, was a different thing entirely. Thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, would read about the sordid details of my marriage. The worst moments of my life.
Owen rubbed my shoulders. "I'll be by your side."
I grabbed his hand and squeezed it. "I know you will."
Even if Percy hadn't offered to help, our story would hit the news as soon as I stepped foot in court. At least this way, we'd get to tell the story our way. We'd get to control the narrative.
That's what Percy had said, anyway. I hadn't been in control a single day in my life from the time I married Jim to the day he died. It was hard to believe I'd have any more control now. Once the story was in print, it was out of our hands. People were going to draw their own opinions.
They could think whatever they wanted about me, but I hoped they were kind to the kids.
I turned to the sink and grabbed the steel wool scrubby and went to town on the basin to distract myself.


* * *

Between Percy's article and Ulysses' work, my arrest warrant was dropped three days later. But that meant it was time to talk to the cops.
Owen knocked on the bathroom door. "You ready?"
I tugged my shirt into place for the hundredth time. "No. But I'm as ready as I'll ever be."
"It'll be fine," Owen assured me, kissing the crown of my head. "The kids are going to have a blast with the Remingtons, and you and I are just going down to the station for a quick chat. Ulysses will meet us there and make sure nothing crazy happens."
I took a deep, shuddering breath. "I know, I know."
The kids were already deep in conversation with their new playmates. Adam was around Nick's age and John around Casey's. Even though John exclusively spoke in sign language, the kids seemed to be making do without Sam or Dean popping in too much to translate.
I leaned down to hug them both. "You two be good for Dean and Sam, okay?"
Nick nodded vigorously as Casey wrinkled her nose at her brother. "We will," she said firmly. 
"Thanks again," I said, turning to the Remingtons. "You have no idea how much this means to us." 
Sam smiled and squeezed my arm reassuringly. "It's our pleasure. Don't worry about a thing—they'll be safe with us." 
Tank was waiting for us outside, engine running and ready to go. "Let's load up," he said.
Owen helped me into the passenger seat before jumping into the back.
I glanced back at the house that had been our fortress for the last week and a half. It felt strange to be leaving it, even for a little while.
"You're looking a bit pale these days, partner," Tank said as he backed out of the driveway. "Not used to being cooped up inside so much, are you?"
"I do what I need to do," Owen responded simply.
I turned in my seat to look at him. "I'm sorry for keeping you from your home and your job. It would be okay if you and Ian had to swap out with others if you need a break." 
Owen shook his head, a small smile playing on his lips. "My home is wherever you are now," he said gently. "And my job is keeping all of you safe. Besides, everyone other than Hector and Crash are locked down with mates and babies of their own. Hector would be fine if push came to shove, but Crash is more of a behind the scenes kind of guy. If it doesn't involve some kind of technical do-dad, he's not much help. Regardless, if anyone wanted to take my place at your side, they'd have to fight me for it." 
I felt a swell of unfamiliar emotion at his words… comfort and safety and home. I reached down to rub my still-flat belly. So much had gone wrong in the last couple of weeks, but at least a few things had gone far more right than I could have ever imagined. The tiny baby growing inside me was a reminder of the risks we were taking, but also of the hope that could be found in even the darkest moments. 
As we parked at the police station, I glanced back at Owen and he gave me a reassuring smile. We stepped out of the car and I could feel the tension in the air. My stomach was tense, my heart raced faster than normal, and my hands were clammy. I took a deep breath to try and calm myself.
Tank cleared his throat and nodded toward the police station. "Let's find Ulysses," he said gruffly.
Ulysses was waiting for us in front of the building and waved as we crossed the street to him. "Good morning," he said when we reached him.
"What's the plan, Mr. Big Shot Lawyer?" Tank asked, his tone teasing, trying to lighten the mood.
"We'll go register with the front desk, and then the detective in charge of the case will bring us back. They probably will only allow me to accompany Parker. Are you okay with that?"
The question was clearly addressed to Owen, who shifted uncomfortably, but nodded. "Will there be a way I can keep an eye on him? A window or something?"
"I can't promise anything," Ulysses said. "But please," he said firmly, looking each one of us in the eye in turn, "no matter what happens today or over the next few weeks, stay composed and keep your cool. We have public opinion in our favor, and no matter what they say about the blind eye of justice, that has a lot of weight on proceedings. We don't want to screw it up."
We nodded in agreement. I wiped my sweaty palms on the legs of my pants. I didn't like the idea of being separated from Owen any more than he did, but we both knew it was only for a short while, and it was necessary.
"Are we ready then?" Ulysses asked. "Good. Let's—"
"Parker Marchaund!" a voice shouted—a familiar voice. I whirled to see who had called my name.
My heart stopped at the sight of Roland Marchaund, advancing on us with a gun pointed at my head. I held my breath as time seemed to stand still around me.
Before I could fully process what was happening, Owen stepped forward, placing himself firmly between me and the gun. "Marchaund," he said in a low growl. "You don't want to do this."
Roland's eyes narrowed as he glared at Owen. "Don't test me," he warned Owen through clenched teeth.
Suddenly Tank moved forward, pushing past both Owen and me to confront Roland head-on.
"Hey now," Tank said calmly but firmly. "You don't want to be doing any more damage than you already have. The cops are handling the situation."
Roland's grip on the gun tightened, and for a moment, it looked like he might pull the trigger.
Ulysses stepped forward, his voice calm but firm. "Marchaund," he said. "This isn't going to solve anything. Let's just take a deep breath and talk this out."
Roland ignored Ulysses. "You're nothing but a slut omega," he spat out bitterly. "Hooking up with the first alpha who sniffed your ass."
Owen growled low in his throat, his eyes blazing with anger. His fingers curled into fists at his sides. "You watch your mouth."
"This isn't the way," Ulysses said softly but firmly.
"I shouldn't be surprised that such a trashy omega would throw their own kid under the bus. How dare you blame your kid for what you did? It's cowardice is what it is. Pure omega cowardice." 
A strange, twisting sense of relief curled around me as I realized the Marchaunds, or at least Roland, still believed that I was the one who had shot Jim. That us telling the truth was really just a cover-up for my sins. Which meant no matter what happened, Casey was somewhat protected by their firm belief that I was to blame.
The cops had finally been alerted to the situation, and two of them approached, guns drawn, shouting for Roland to drop his weapon and get down on the ground. He kept coming forward, step by step.
Owen pushed me behind Tank. "Protect him."
I peeked around Tank's broad form and kept my eyes locked on Owen, feeling a strange sense of comfort that so long as he was here, everything would be okay.
"Oh, it's not just one alpha, but two? You're just a common whore," Roland snarled.
The accusations rang in my ears. The words were too familiar. Jim had said it all before, shouting at me late into the night, sometimes attacking me physically as well. It felt like I was reliving a nightmare, and my breaths came in shallow bursts and my heart raced. A wave of dread washed over me, and I felt my muscles tense as the memories threatened to consume me.
One of the police officers shouted a warning again, demanding that Roland drop his gun and get down on the ground. But still he came toward us, his finger white knuckling the trigger.
Owen gestured to the cops with a subtle nod of his head, some kind of silent communication passing between them. I couldn't tell what was said, but a moment later, one of the cops triggered a loud air horn that made me clap my hands over my ears.
Roland glanced away from Owen and me for just a moment, and that was enough for Owen to shift into leopard form in record speed and dart under Roland's gun hand. He leapt, slamming into Roland's body, and pinned him to the ground, locking his powerful jaws around Roland's neck.
The cops sprinted forward and kicked away Roland's gun and waited for Owen to back away so they could put handcuffs on him, but Owen just kept growling, his body locked into place.
The cops shared uneasy glances, and one of them looked at Tank. "How do you get a leopard shifter to let go? Should I just say, 'Drop it?' like I would a dog?"
"I don't recommend it," Tank said dryly. "That man just threatened his mate. Can you imagine what would happen if you got in between them?"
Both officers blanched and took a step back. "Well… we can't just let him kill the dude right in front of us."
I didn't think, I simply reacted. They might be afraid of Owen, but I wasn't. He would never hurt me.
I stumbled forward and threw my arms around Owen, pressing myself against his back as I tried to calm him down.
"It's okay, Owen," I said softly. "You protected me. He can't hurt us anymore."
His body shivered beneath my touch, and he kept growling fiercely. The sound of his fury made the hair along my arms stand on end.
"Come on, baby," I murmured into his fur. "He's in handcuffs now. It's all over. You've done enough."
My voice seemed to break through the rage that had taken hold of him, and he slowly began to relax beneath me.
Finally, he stepped back from Roland and allowed the cops to take him away as Tank muttered something about not taking it easy on him.
As soon as Roland was out of sight, I felt Owen's shoulders sag beneath my grip and then he shifted. As soon as his human legs were beneath him, he lifted me into his arms, burying his face in my shoulder with a deep groan of relief. Tears stung my eyes as I held him close. We were fine. We were both fine.
Ulysses spoke with the officers before they led Roland away, then he came to join us. "Well, as terrible as that was, I think it will actually work in our favor. I'm going to guess you're probably not up for going in to talk to the detective right now?"
I shook my head emphatically.
Owen set me down so he could take his clothes from Tank's hands and put them on. "I think we've had enough excitement for one day. Let's go home and we'll try again after everything has calmed down."
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OWEN


I pulled Parker in the back seat with me on the way home, too shaken up by what had nearly happened to feel comfortable being even a foot away from him. I closed my eyes and focused on the press of his leg against mine, the flex of his fingers against my fingers, and the warmth emanating from his body. 
I'd been so close to ending Marchaund's life right then and there. All it would have taken is a clench of my jaws and a twist of my neck, and poof. The problem would have been gone.
I hadn't struggled with Saint's decision to take STAHP out of vigilantism and into the law-abiding world until that very moment. But it was my dedication to Saint's vision that made me hesitate and Parker's presence that finally made me let him go.
Something deep inside me worried I'd made the wrong decision, though.
Sam and Dean Remington were waiting at the door in confusion, ready to greet us after we'd bypassed the three security checks.
"What happened?" Sam asked, brow furrowing. "We weren't expecting you guys back so soon."
I was too shaken up to respond—all I could do was stand there, silently taking in the familiar living room and trying to control the itching anxiety twisting beneath my skin so that I wouldn't scare the kids.
"We didn't get a chance to talk to the detectives," Parker said hesitantly.
Thankfully, Tank walked in behind us. I gave him a gesture that asked, "Can you take this?"
He returned an affirmative nod, and I stalked to the bedroom, dropping Parker's hand for the first time since everything had happened. I didn't want him seeing me like… this. I felt secure enough knowing he was in our safe house with two strong alphas I trusted. Not to discount Dean—he was strong in his own right, but I wasn't sure he could kill if asked to. Tank and Sam would.
I'd instinctively headed toward the room I had been sharing with Parker, and as soon as the door closed behind me, I shifted into leopard form, leaping onto the bed and running around on all fours, literally bouncing off the walls as I tried to burn my emotions out of me.
I should have known better than to expect Parker to not follow. He was a caretaker, and I… I was a mess right now.
"Are you okay?" he asked.
I attempted to say I was fine, but without my human vocal cords, it came out as more of an aggressive growl than I'd intended.
"Are you upset that Roland got the drop on us? Or is it something else?"
I growled again, softer this time.
Parker sighed and stripped out of his pants. "I don't know if you all get your clothes specially made or if it's just because everyone else's legs are so much shorter than mine, but if I tried to shift without undressing first, I'd generally fall flat on my face."
And then he shifted.
I froze at the sight of him. Parker's fragility in deer form was breathtakingly beautiful, and for a moment I couldn't take my eyes off of him. This was the first time I'd seen him shifted, and it was a heavy lesson that no matter how strong or brave I thought myself to be, there was at least one creature on this planet that could make me weak in the knees.
"Owen…" His voice in my head was soft but steady as he stepped closer and bent down so our faces were only inches apart. "I know something's bothering you, and I want to help if I can."
My heart tightened at his words, and though I was too overwhelmed to speak, I butted my head against his and breathed deeply, a calm settling into my bones at the touch.
Parker hopped onto the bed, wobbling a little before he lay down, tucking his elegant legs daintily beneath him. "Well? Come on. Get up here."
I jumped up and nestled behind him, giving in to my cat-instinct urge to start grooming him, licking the fur over his long neck, around and between his ears. The action settled me, and it didn't hurt that I was completely covering him with my scent.
"So what is it? What's bugging you so bad you can't even talk about it?"
I took a moment before answering. "I almost lost you. I could have lost you, if Marchaund hadn't been so intent on grandstanding. He could have just shot you without saying anything."
"I guess for once, I'm a little glad he has such a big mouth on him. It was hard, though… listening to him say those awful things. It was like listening to Roland all over again."
I growled, and flopped my front legs over Parker's chest so I could look him in the eyes. "Nothing he said about you was true. You know that, right? You're beautiful and sexy and loyal. Your ex didn't know what a good thing he was ruining when he had you." I licked his muzzle. "I do, and I was so scared I was going to lose you."
"You didn't, though," he said. "I'm here. I'm safe. You're safe. Our baby is safe. And now Roland is behind bars. No one is after us now. We could take the kids to a playground and not worry about it."
"We could go to my house," I said.
Parker's eyes brightened and the sharp  scent of excitement filled my nostrils. "Your house? What's it like?"
"Boring," I answered. "But big. Bigger than I've ever needed. But I inherited it from my grandparents, who raised me. Even though it was too much for a single alpha, I couldn't imagine selling that piece of my family history."
"That doesn't sound boring," Parker replied. "I bet you have tons of stories about growing up in that house."
I thought of the multiple broken windows, the flooded washing machine, my childhood room with all my old toys… "Maybe you're right. I just haven't had any reason to think about those things in ages."
"What I'm hearing, though, is it's a good house to raise a family in?"
I nuzzled along his jaw. "The best."
"I can't wait to see it. Can we go tomorrow?"
I huffed a laugh. "Maybe. Let's see what the team thinks before we go abandoning our safety nest all willy-nilly."
"Tell me more about it."
With Parker prompting every time my well of stories seemed to run dry, I talked for almost the next hour straight, telling him about growing up in the Chicago suburbs, going to the Cubs games with Gramps, and spending the summers catching crawfish in the creek that flowed just beyond the edge of the property.
The tenderness of his gaze made my chest swell with emotion as the events of the day faded in the warmth of this moment together. In that moment, I'd realized that when I'd considered our relationship, I'd only thought of the things I could give Parker—protection, safety, financial support. In my mind, it had been a one-way street. Parker was a beautiful, kindhearted omega who deserved everything in the world, and I wanted to provide that for him. I hadn't even considered what he would give me.
No one had ever given me the space to talk this much in one go. No one had ever made me feel as if my words wouldn't just be tolerated, but welcomed and desired. I doubted I was going to turn into a chatty Charlie anytime soon, but just knowing that this was a possibility made my soul feel whole in a way I'd never imagined.
When I did run out of words and my body had calmed down enough to shift to human, I felt like a stronger alpha as we stepped back out to join the others.


* * *

I realized that even though we were technically clear to leave the safe house, I wasn't ready to move Parker and the kids to my house until it had some serious security upgrades, so I spent Friday on the phone with contractors, planning what needed to be done with Crash's help.
That meant we would be staying in the safe house for a few weeks longer, but I was okay to start going back to the office, and Ian could go back to his house.
Leaving Parker and the kids behind that Monday morning felt… not wrong, but strange. Like wearing a shoe on the wrong foot. It had only taken two weeks for them to become such a central part of my life, switching back to my old "normal" patterns just didn't fit anymore.
"The gang is back together!" Tank cheered as Ian and I joined them in the conference room for our Monday morning meeting. "How's it going sleeping back in your own bed, Ian?"
"Bliss," he sighed happily. "I got to sleep in until six thirty."
"How'd that go with you guys?" Tank asked me. "Have you told the kids yet?"
I rubbed the back of my head. My knee still ached from where I'd fallen on it after falling out of bed when the kids had knocked at five o'clock that morning. "Not yet…"
"That's not gonna bite you in the ass," Hector said with a rueful smile.
"Knock on wood," I said, rapping the table with my knuckles.
Saint sat down with a giant mug of coffee. "Okay, let's get the meeting rolling. Ronan, what's on the agenda?"
"The main thing is the missing team."
"I think most of our conversations about them have been offline, so why don't you start from the beginning and catch Ian and Owen up?"
Ronan sorted through his papers. "Right. So we did alert the feds, since this was an initiative we were working with them on. They haven't put any warrants out for the guys, but unofficially, we've both been spreading the word that we're on the lookout for them."
He handed a folder to Tank, who glanced in and then passed it to Ian. He opened it and spread the contents in front of us. It was six dossiers with photos of the missing team.
"They dropped all their gear, right?" Ian asked. "Even their IDs?"
"Every stitch of clothing or gear they had. Left IDs, watches, credit cards—most of those were in the vehicle, not with their clothes."
"I assume we staked out their homes?" I asked.
"Of course. But none of them have slipped up."
"Are we certain they're operating under their own will?" Ian leaned back in his chair with a thoughtful look. "Is it possible that one or several of the people working the fighting ring somehow managed to capture and incapacitate them? Then moved the operation?"
"We considered it," Saint said. "But the eyewitness reports made it seem unlikely. And then last night, I received this." At a gesture, Ronan passed out another sheet of paper, and everyone took one. It was a plain black-and-white letter, printed in Times New Roman. 
“You might have already received a copy,” Ronan said. “Many members of STAHP reported that they’ve received a copy through the mail.”
“First time I’m seeing this,” Tank said.
“I haven’t sorted through my mail yet,” Ian said.
“Maybe they skipped us for dramatic effect,” Ronan said. He read the letter aloud as we followed along.
To Saint Montoya and the current members of STAHP:
We are deeply disappointed with the direction that STAHP has taken. Saint Montoya has shifted our focus to working with law enforcement, but we believe this is a grave mistake.
The old ways were necessary for a reason. We cannot trust law enforcement to protect our kind. They have a history of prejudice and discrimination against shifters. By working with them, you are putting our community at risk.
We have gone along with the attempt for long enough. We have seen the results of the new approach. Evil is given room to flourish, and innocent shifters are suffering.
Saint Montoya, you must understand that your new direction is doomed to fail.
If you are not strong enough to uphold the vision that your brother had when he started STAHP, then it's time for you to step down. It's time for new leadership, for those who understand the importance of protecting our kind without compromise.
We are the true protectors of shifters, and we will not stand idly by while you lead our community down a path of destruction. The choice is yours, Saint Montoya. Step down and let us take the reins, or suffer the consequences.
For those who would welcome a return to our rightful mission, hold true in your hearts. A revolution is coming.
There was a long, stunned silence after Ronan finished reading the letter.
Finally, Ian took a deep breath and said, "Well, I think we are all in agreement that we will not be going back to the old ways?"
Murmurs of assent circled the table.
"Thank you for your continued support," Saint said. "It means a lot to me."
"So who do you think wrote this?" Tank tapped his copy of the letter. "The missing team?"
"That does seem the most likely answer," Saint said. "But I don't think we can rule out the possible presence of another bad actor."
"Geez, way to uncomplicate things," Ian grumbled.
Saint gave him a wry smile. "If you wanted simple, you could have become a fisherman."
"How was the letter delivered?"
"It was in the middle of my driveway when I left this morning, attached to a balloon and held down by a rock so I wouldn't miss it."
"Dramatic and childish," Ronan said.
"But effective."
"The thing that's driving me nuts," Crash said, jumping into the conversation, "is that I can't find anything on the surveillance system. Not a hint, not a blip. There's nothing on the cameras until just before sunrise. It shows an empty driveway and then boom! A balloon. But I can't find a splice in the video or anything."
"Do not tell me we have a ghost on our hands," Tank said.
"Not a ghost, but maybe some sleeper code in the system, which is extremely concerning."
"What does that mean?" I asked.
"It means that somehow, someone installed code into our server without me knowing. Code that's so good, I didn't notice it before and haven't been able to find it now, even though I'm looking for it. It means… we have a mole."
A heavy dread filled the room.
"Well that's just fucking peachy," Tank said. "Are there any other possible answers for why the balloon just suddenly appeared?"
Crash shrugged. "A ghost."
A mole. Someone working against us and trying to undermine our new direction. Most of us had enough shit in our past, the feds could toss us in jail for the rest of our lives if it came to light. We'd been given a pass in exchange for turning over a new leaf. But if someone inside was working against us… they could change all that. They could make us look like liars, using our connections to law enforcement for personal gain.
There were so many ways we could be harmed.
So many ways I could be taken from my brand-new mate.
"How do we find this mole?" I growled.
"We're working on a plan for that right now," Ronan said. "I hesitate to say too much because we have no idea how long the mole has been in place, what kind of access he has to our systems. And if he's working with our missing team…"
"What if he was part of the missing team?" Tank asked. "Is it possible we're getting worked up over nothing?"
"Unlikely," Crash said. "Someone had to activate the code that messed with the security system. I have no records of any kind of unusual outside access, and that would be difficult to erase without a trace by anyone not currently in our system."
Saint folded his hands in front of him. "We're taking every precaution. No talking about this with anyone outside of this room for the moment. Not even your mates. Assume your vehicles and homes have been compromised. Right now, act as if nothing is wrong, but keep your ears and eyes open. We're gonna catch the bastard, but we don't want to alert him early and risk him running. This probably isn't going to be a quick fix. Whoever this guy is, he's deep in our organization. It's going to take time to uproot him."
We spent another half hour going over other routine information, and Saint invited me to join him in his office before I went to work out in the gym, as was my normal routine.
"How are you doing after what happened Thursday?" he asked, without any preamble.
"Fine," I said, plopping into the chair across from his desk.
He raised his eyebrows and gave me a half smile. "You do remember what fine stands for, right?"
Freaked out, Insecure, Neurotic, and Emotional.
"I'm well," I said, annoyance sneaking into my tone, even if he was my boss.
"Tank says you had a hard time letting the shooter go. I can understand that. He threatened your mate."
"My pregnant mate," I growled, the banked fury rising swiftly at the memory.
Saint paused, then gave me a big smile. "Is that right? Congratulations, you sly old cat!"
I hadn't had any intention of telling anyone yet—not because I didn't want to, but because big announcements made me itch. Everyone's attention was on you and they expected you to give some kind of speech… Ugh.
But one-on-one wasn't so bad… maybe I should make it a priority to tell the others this way.
"I'm honestly surprised you didn't snap his head off, then. And I'm proud that you didn't."
My stomach was still roiling with anger. "I'd wanted to. I almost did. Parker's the only reason I let him go." If I had, maybe I would have felt secure enough to move Parker and the kids to my house already.
Saint's smile was a little soft—a look I only saw on the alpha's face when thinking of his family. "Our omegas have an almost magical ability to calm our wild beasts, don't they?"
I grunted in agreement. He'd put it into words in a way I never could.
"Do you regret letting him go?"
I straightened, startled. It was as if Saint had been reading my mind. "How did you know?"
Saint stood up and started pacing. "I think the urge to kill is in all of us, when the right circumstances arise. Sometimes it's even necessary. I think the disservice we have done ourselves in the past is that we as an organization convinced ourselves that death was the only option for those we deemed evil. And it's not just because I believe in redemption—I do." His smile turned wry. "Many arguments with Antonio about that very subject are part of why he started calling me Saint instead of Santiago. But I also believe that sometimes, death is too easy. It allows villains to escape paying the full punishment for their crimes."
"I don't think I care so much about punishment as I do protection," I said.
"That might make you a better man than me, Owen."
I shook my head in disagreement.
"No? I won't push you on it. What makes a man good or evil isn't a simple balance of the scales. But you're still worried that Marchaund might be able to harm Parker?"
"There's always a chance, sir, unless he's dead."
"I guess that's the risk we pay for the chance of redemption," Saint muttered, but it seemed like he was talking more to himself than me. "Regardless, I'm proud of you that you held back. It shows me that choosing you as one of my inner team was well-founded. Loyalty like that, especially in the face of danger to your mate, is impossible to find."
Had I held back out of loyalty? It took me a moment to think it through. I was a creature of instinct, more so than the rest of the team. I followed orders. I did what I was told. I protected.
But before Saint, I would have snapped that man without a second thought. But I trusted him. I trusted his vision of what we could be. Not an organization fueled by violence and vengeance, but one fueled by care and protection.
Without Saint, I wouldn't have held back. If I didn't believe and trust him, I would have had no reason not to snap Marchaund's neck.
"I think you're going to do fine," Saint said. "If a similar situation were to come up in the future, you may decide that this time, it's not safe to hold back. I want to teach our men that our first answer doesn't need to be death, but that doesn't mean the answer will never be death. Does that make sense?"
"It… does." I had never thought through things like this before… the weight of life and death sitting in my own hands. His words put my actions into perspective and eased the confusion I had about my choice.
"Well, I'll let you get back to work," Saint said. "Just let me know when Pavlo can start planning the baby shower. He'll be ecstatic."
The conversation lingered with me through my workout. While I doubted Marchaund was one of those people who would turn his life around because of jail, I liked the idea that the door was open for him. The decision was up to him.
But if he ever came after my mate again… like Saint said, I might choose differently the next time.
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PARKER


A couple of weeks later, we'd fallen into a homey routine. Owen went to work each day while I hung out with the kids, occasionally venturing to the nearby community playground. Owen had gone with us the first time so that he could scope it out, and both he and I felt safe enough with us going without him after that. 
When Owen came home around four, I went to lie down for a nap while he prepared dinner. Letting my alpha take on big household chores after working all day made me feel like a lazy lump, but I'd hit the exhausted part of my pregnancy, and honestly, his food tasted better to me than anything I could cook.
After everything was in the oven, Owen played with the kids until dinnertime.
Tonight, though, I was feeling a little energetic, so I went into the kitchen to chat with him instead of lying down. We were talking about our days as he was preparing dinner when the phone rang.
"One of the contractors," he explained, and wiped his hand on a kitchen towel to answer it and put it on speaker. "Hey, Rod. How's it going?"
"Hey, boss. Just wanted to give you an update on the window replacement project."
"Is there a problem?"
"Not at all, sir. The worst that's happened is my new guy Danny tried to lift one of the beasts by himself and got trapped underneath it for five minutes. Only reason it was that long was we were pissing ourselves laughing so hard we could barely move. I think you'll be pleased with them. They're bullet-proof, pope-protection grade. Everything's actually moving along grand, and we might even finish up ahead of time."
I clapped silently, feeling excited.
"That's great to hear. I'm more than happy to throw an early completion bonus your way if everything is done well and early."
"The boys'll be happy to hear it, sir. Well, we're wrapping up for the day, but I'll keep you posted."
I pulled the phone out of the danger zone of Owen's dinner prep. "That's so exciting!"
"There's still a lot of work to do before we can move in. I've got two other contractors lined up to follow after the window guys, and the fencing guys still haven't started."
"I know, but every day is a day closer. You've talked about your home so much, I can almost see it in my mind. I can't wait to see if reality matches up to my imagination."
Owen washed his hands and leaned over the island to kiss me. I started to lean forward to meet him, but Casey's squeal interrupted us, making us both jump and pull back.
False alarm. She was still playing in the living room with Nick.
Owen glanced at the pantry, and I nodded eagerly. We scurried to the door like two teenagers trying not to get caught by our parents. We closed the door behind us, our hearts pounding. I smiled mischievously, and Owen laughed.
We stepped closer to each other, our laughter slowly fading. Our bodies moved together almost as if pulled together by an invisible force, and soon we were just inches away from each other.
His hands found my face, his fingers tracing my lips as they curved into a smile again. He held me close, and we stood in silence for a minute before he started to lean down for a kiss. His lips were so firm on mine as his arms encircled me and pulled me close.
Every time we touched, I was so grateful for whatever fates had decided that we were mates. Every kiss felt like a new discovery—something more real than anything else in the world at that moment—and I never wanted it to end. This was going to be the rest of my life. Owen, me, and our kids.
He suddenly broke the kiss and said, "I think we should tell the kids."
I pressed my lips together thoughtfully. I'd been waiting for the best time… but when would that be? "I think you're right. We're going to be moving into your house soon enough. Casey at least is going to notice I'm pregnant sooner rather than later."
"And it would be hard to have a baby shower without explaining to her why," Owen chuckled.
"That reminds me! I need to message Pavlo back."
We stood there grinning like loons for a moment.
"So…" Owen said. "We're telling them?"
I nodded. "After dinner?"
In answer, Owen pulled me back in for a kiss. His tongue was halfway down my throat when the pantry door clicked open and we heard Casey's voice.
"Owen, Nick and I were looking for you! You didn't come play with us."
I froze, my heart in my throat as I stepped quickly away from Owen. We shared a look of panic.
Casey propped her hands on her hips and Nick was tugging at her hand while they both glared up at us.
"What were you two doing?" she demanded, her face scrunched up in confusion.
I took a deep breath before speaking. "We were just… talking." My voice was steady despite the frantic adrenaline racing through my veins.
Owen gave me an amused look, and it took me a moment to process what it meant.
After so many weeks of hiding from the kids, my instinct to hide our relationship had kicked in, even though we'd just discussed coming clean not moments ago.
"It looked like you were kissing," Casey said bluntly.
Nick screwed his nose up in five-year-old disgust. "Ewww!"
"Are you in love with Owen?" Casey asked.
My cheeks warmed with a blush and a slow smile stretched across my face as I looked over at Owen. His tough exterior hid a heart of absolute devotion. A heart that belonged to me. He was my mate. "I am in love with him." I gave the kids an anxious look. "Is that okay?"
She tilted her head and stared at me for a moment before nodding slowly.
Nick had dropped his look of disgust, and his eyes brightened as a thought suddenly took over. "Can we have a wedding? Can we wear suits? Can there be cake?"
Owen laughed as I wrapped my arms around both kids and hugged them. "We'll see," I said with a smile. "For now, let's just enjoy being together as a family. Now, can I steal Owen away from you for just a few minutes more?"
"I wanna stay with you and Owen!" Nick complained.
Casey took him by the hand and pulled him out. "Come on, Nicky. They just wanna kiss and stuff."
Nick's loud "Blegh!" didn't stop him from peeking in one last time to see if we were, indeed, kissing.
I sighed when they were gone, resting my forehead against Owen's. "Are you ready for this?"
"For what?"
"Me. My kids. Our baby. Everything."
Owen gently held my face in his hands. "I was born ready," he said in a cheesy, deep voice that made me laugh. "But seriously, this is everything I never knew I wanted. Or rather, it's everything I wanted in a package that's better than I expected."
My eyes teared up, and I sniffed as emotion flooded my body. "And you say you're not good with words."
"You're the only one who thinks I am."
"Maybe I just unlock your inner softie."
He ran a finger down my cheek, leaning in slowly. "Maybe you do."
And then he did, finally, kiss me.


* * *

Someone should have warned me that baby showers were chaos. And the party hadn't even started yet?
Pavlo stood in the middle of his living room, hands on hips and a look of determination on his face. He had been trying to get me to relax while Percy and he dashed around getting ready for my baby shower. They'd told me I didn't need to show up until at least two, but I'd been determined to help out and showed up at one.
The kids were underfoot with excited laughter as they helped set up decorations. I kept flinching as Jorge tried to keep up with my older two and kept getting nearly bowled over.
"Would you mind taking the kids to the nursery?" Pavlo finally asked. "I feel guilty asking you to do anything, but…"
"Don't be!" I said, relieved to finally be given some sort of job.
"Oh, do you mind if Julian comes, too? As much as he loves watching, I'm sure he'd prefer playing with some toys."
Percy and I carried the two boys up to the nursery—it was a good thing Percy was with me or I would have gotten lost in the literal mansion of a house that Saint and Pavlo lived in.
Playing with the two little ones was much less stressful than constantly being told I wasn't allowed to help, and even though I'd been through the whole pregnancy process twice before, playing with actual babies made my own feel that much more real.
I was halfway through my pregnancy now, and showing, but I hadn't felt any kicks yet. Nick had started moving early, which was no surprise, while Casey had been so late I'd wondered if she was still alive at times. I'd had a lot of worries that pregnancy, most of it probably could be blamed on first-time anxiety.
I looked up at a soft knock to find Tank smiling down at me.
I chuckled and playfully said, "It can't have gotten worse since I was banished up here."
"Well, the entire team just walked in so… I'd take that if it was a bet." He scooped Julian up and tossed him in the air. Julian giggled wildly. "If it gets too crazy, just give me the signal. I'll hoist the kids over my shoulders and we'll escape."
I rolled to my feet and punched him lightly on the arm. "Am I released from my prison?"
"Lead the way. You're the prince of this party." He grabbed Jorge around the waist with his other arm and followed me with a mischievous glint in his eye.
He was right—it was more chaotic than when I had left it. Everyone on his team had arrived, along with Saint's brother and his family.
"Is it just me or have the kids multiplied?" I asked.
"That would be our pack of devils," a redheaded omega said. "I'm Finn, and I'm assuming you're the guest of honor? That dangerously sexy man talking to Saint over there is my mate, Antonio, and those are our twins they’re holding. The three equally as dangerous little terrors chasing after your son are our triplets, Louisa, Dwight, and Hugh.”
A teenage girl popped up on Finn's other side, her plate already full of food. "Or as we like to call them to annoy Antonio, Huey, Dewey and Louie."
Finn groaned and pulled her head in for a noogie. "I'm never going to live that down, am I?"
"Nope." Her grin was bright and mischievous. "I'm just grateful you didn't have any say in naming me, even if 'Jodie' sounds like the name of a forty-year-old small-town bartender."
Finn shook his head, but he was smiling. "May I introduce my daughter, Jodie?"
She awkwardly stuck out her hand, balancing the plate of food on her arms. "Adopted daughter. Can you imagine what kind of name they would have saddled me with if I was their bio kid?"
"I'm about to start calling you 'Punk' if you keep it up," Finn threatened, but I could tell it was all in good fun. "And adopted or not, you are our daughter just as much as the triplets." He kissed the top of her head. "Now go spy on Tonio and see if he's talking too much work."
"You know he hasn't interfered in the way Saint runs STAHP," Owen said.
Finn rocked back on his heels. "You're right, but I know he's been worried about that letter. The last thing he wants is anyone undermining his brother's control in his name, or under some misguided idea of what he would want as the founder. I made him promise to keep today strictly social, but…"
"Alphas are a stubborn bunch," Percy finished his sentence as he joined us. "Well? What do you think? Not bad for a morning's work, huh?"
I paused to take in the changes. The room we were in was beautifully decorated. Soft pastel fabric rolls of green, yellow, and pink adorned the walls, and colorful streamers draped from the ceiling. I wondered how they had managed to pin them that high. There were several tables with chairs surrounding them, each with a luxurious gift basket overflowing with baby things. In the center of the room stood an elaborately decorated cake, with brightly colored fondant figures representing Me, Owen, and a baby. A large banner hung on one wall that said “Welcome to Our World.”
My chest felt as if it would burst open with gratitude. After years of living in a loveless relationship, surrounded by people who could never understand or believe the scope of my life or its hardships, here I was, embraced and accepted by this new family of mine. As tears began to well up behind my eyes, Owen's arms encircled me from behind and he quietly whispered into my ear, "It's okay. We've got you."
At that moment, Antonio clapped his hands together to draw everyone's attention. Once everyone was looking at him, he gestured for Pavlo to step forward. The diminutive omega was blushing, but he spoke loudly enough to carry through the room.
"Okay, we're going to really get started now, if everyone's ready?"
There were cheers of accent, and he continued on more confidently.
"The first game we're going to play is called Guess the Baby Item. I have a bag of baby items here, and I'm going to let each person feel the outside of the bag and try to guess what's inside. If everyone would take a seat, we can get started."
He shook the bag above his head. He asked each person in turn to take a guess as to what was inside before moving on to the next item.
Someone guessed correctly that there was a teddy bear inside the bag, while another correctly identified a pacifier. There were plenty of wrong guesses too—Patrick guessed there was a whiskey bottle inside, but from the roar he received in response, I was pretty sure that was played up for laughs, and not an actual guess.
We played several other games, including a nursery rhyme mad lib, guessing baby food flavors, and a diaper change challenge where everyone rushed to change a diaper on a baby doll as fast as possible. To everyone's surprise, Ian won that one.
"That's cheating! You can't just be slinging the baby around like a sack of potatoes," Patrick protested. "With a real babe, you'd snap their head right off!"
"The challenge wasn't to change the diaper safely," Ian shot back. "It was to do it the fastest."
"Ronan, I officially ban Ian from ever babysitting," Patrick shouted.
Ian dramatically fell back, his hand on his heart. "I'm wounded. Though I think I'd be in more danger from any O'Malley child than they would be from me, so really, it's all in my favor."
"How could you say such a thing about this sweet innocent face?" Patrick said, taking his daughter from his mate and pinching her cheeks. "Such libelous statements!"
"Give her five years and she'll be giving all of us a run for our money," Ian declared.
The afternoon passed in much the same energy. Lighthearted, teasing, and warm.
I cried my way through the presents, laughing through tears at Crash's present, a onesie that said, "Can't STAHP won't STAHP drooling!"
The kids passed out in the back seat when we finally headed back to the safe house. The drive to the safe house was silent, but comforting. With each passing mile, I felt my heart swell a little bit more with the realization that this group of people who I hardly knew had welcomed me into their lives.
"Your team really is more like a family than just colleagues, isn't it?" I said softly.
Owen didn't say anything for a moment. "I hadn't really thought about it like that. I never really had family other than Grams and Gramps. My dad took off before I was born, and my mom died in childbirth. No aunts and uncles. No cousins. No brothers and sisters. But the guys… yeah. They're like the brothers I never had."
"I had my parents, but my mom died shortly after Casey was born, and my dad went six months later. I think he died of a broken heart. And yeah, it was just me. I feel like I have a much better understanding of what family feels like as a parent than I ever did as a kid."
The silence lingered comfortably for several minutes, and then Owen said, "You know… if they're my family, they're your family now, too. Everything I have is yours."
He so rarely accessed the deep emotion I knew was in him, so rarely spoke about things like feelings, but when he did? I just turned into an absolute puddle of goo. I couldn't help the tears that started flowing down my face in response to his words.
He looked at me in confusion and concern. "Did I say something wrong?"
I managed to stammer out an explanation between sobs. "These aren't sad tears," I said between hiccups. "It's just… the emotion… is too much."
"Pregnancy tears?" he asked hesitantly.
I nodded.
He gripped my hand tighter. "Cry all you want about good things, then."
When I had finally calmed down enough to breathe, I composed myself and said, "The greatest joy in my life is to be considered yours. And the greatest honor you have given me is making me a part of your family.
He smiled at me, a beautiful and genuine smile that lit up his face. "You make me a better person, Parker. I'm proud to have you in my life."
I couldn't manage to speak after that, but I didn't need to. In less than two months, my entire world had changed from fear and pain to joy and gratitude. I could barely fathom how my life might look a year from now, living in my mate's childhood home, raising a family together. Sometimes, it seemed like it was too good to be true, that this was all a dream.
But all I had to do was squeeze Owen's hand to ground me, to remind me this was oh-so-real, and that nothing could take this away from me.
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OWEN


The day I finally moved Parker and the kids into my childhood home was like a Disney fairy tale. The sun was shining, birds were singing, and I wouldn't have been surprised if a forest full of woodland creatures came running forward to help with housework. 
Casey and Nick tumbled out of the car, their eyes bright with wonder at the sight of the old two-story home in the driveway. After a moment to take in the house, they ran out into the yard, their little bodies buzzing with energy in the warm afternoon sun. They raced each other around the perimeter of the property, exploring every inch of it like adventurers on a quest.
Parker turned to me with a smile on his face. "This is perfect," he said softly. "We're finally here.”
I smiled back at him, my heart filled with joy as I watched my family in our home. This felt… right. This house was meant to be filled with laughter and children. It was meant for a family, not a bachelor who barely used anything more than the bed, the shower, and the toilet.
It was finally serving its true purpose again.
“I can’t wait to bring Hazel home, too,” Parker said.
Settling on our baby’s name had been surprisingly easy. I’d expected weeks of back-and-forth, but as soon as I mentioned naming her after my grams, Hazel, Parker had latched on to it, declaring it perfect, and so we were decided.
“Pavlo got the nursery set up for us,” I said. “I haven’t even seen what he’s done with it. He said he wanted us to see it for the first time together, but that it had a ‘creatures of the world’ theme.”
“Really? Oh, I’m sure it will be amazing. Can I be honest? I love adorable, themed nurseries, but I never had the energy to do that with Casey and Nick. It was just the crib, the changing table, and a few posters on the wall.”
A tinge of sadness shadowed his face. “Don’t feel guilty,” I told him. “We didn’t have the energy to do it ourselves this time either. We’re just lucky to have a friend gift it to us.”
“I can’t believe we have such good friends,” Parker said. “Not to mention the most amazing mate in the world…”
We leaned forward to share a kiss, but suddenly, my phone rang, breaking the moment. I looked at the caller ID and answered the call. "Hey, Ulysses. What's up?"
Ulysses' voice was tense and urgent. "Roland Marchaund has been released from prison on bail," he said without preamble. "We don't know who paid the bail. It certainly wasn't any of their family."
Parker overheard Ulysses' words, and his face drained of color and his eyes widened in shock.
"We need to put the house on lockdown immediately," I told him, jumping into action mode.
He immediately turned to the kids and called out to them. "Casey! Nick! Get inside the house, now!"
Ulysses kept talking. "I'm going to file an emergency order of protection for Parker and the kids, but that won't physically stop him. It will just get him in more trouble if he tries to approach you."
I turned around to press the button on my key chain to close the gate, but it was too late.
"Marchaund's here," I told Ulysses with an icy fury. "Alert whoever you need to." I left the call open, but dropped it to the ground so that my hands were free.
"You’ve got a lot of nerve acting like a whore who deserves a house like this, Parker. Look at you, full up with a bastard already. You don't even care that you shot my brother," Roland spat, his voice filled with rage.
The kids had frozen halfway to the house. Parker stepped between them and their furious uncle, and I slid forward to place myself in front of all of them.
Roland continued, "You think you can just get away with it?"
Parker's tone was defiant as he stood up to Roland. "I didn’t shoot anyone."
Roland's anger shifted to disbelief as he continued, "You expect me to believe that little story you put in the paper? That my niece, her father's flesh and blood, murdered him? You expect me to believe that?"
I stood firm, my voice clear and stern. "You're not welcome here."
Roland bared his teeth and snarled as he stepped closer.
"Oh yeah? What are you gonna do about it? You think you can take me on your own? You didn't last time. Or the time before that. You always gotta have your little buddies by your side. You can't take me all on your own, can you?"
My instinct was to charge him. He was a threat to my mate. But the kids had seen enough violence so early on in their lives. I wanted to avoid more if we could. I took a deep breath and steeled my nerves before responding coldly.
"It doesn't matter what I'm capable of. You need to leave now."
"Make me," Roland snarled and stepped closer. He bared his teeth in a challenge, taunting me, but his eyes kept darting to my pregnant mate.
I held my ground, not willing to back down or give in to intimidation tactics. If he wanted to harm any of them, he'd have to go through my cold, dead body first.
Suddenly, Roland lunged at me, shifting midair into a wolf. I'd been expecting the transformation, and shifted into my leopard form to meet him.
I dodged his attack, lunging to the side as the wolf lunged at me. He snarled, baring his huge canines as he circled around for another attack. His mouth was larger than mine, and his canines longer. That bite would be dangerous. I'd have to avoid it.
My only sharp claws were my dew claws. Against most adversaries, I was able to rely on my speed, running up on them before they had a chance to react, using my dew claws to capture them and then my teeth to subdue them. But in this tight space, I wasn't going to be able to use much speed, but my agility would at least help me escape most attacks.
Roland feinted toward Parker and the kids. Why hadn't they escaped into the house, yet?
No matter, I wasn't going to let Roland lay a paw on them.
Roland shifted quickly, sinking his large teeth into my shoulder. The sharp pain flooded through my body and I tried to dodge, but he held on tight with his powerful jaws. I wrenched myself free with a shove of my strong hind leg and sprang away from him, dodging another bite before landing a solid swipe across his muzzle that left him staggering.
I dared a moment to look back at my mate. Good, he was trying to tug the children away, but Casey refused to budge, her feet seemingly rooted into the ground. And with Parker only a week away from his due date, there was no way he could pick her up and make her move.
I turned my attention back to Roland.
He'd retreated several steps, snarling as he considered his next move. His eyes darted around and finally settled on me again with a calculating look in them.
Roland jumped forward and I pounced between him and my family. He did this several more times, always shifting a bit to the right, and it took me a moment to realize he was moving me closer and closer to them. If we took the fight close enough to them, he'd be able to sneak far enough past my guard that he could hurt them.
Oh, hell no. I wasn't going to fall for that.
I snarled and crouched, ready to leap and take him down. He paused, his head cocked to the side and a smug expression on his face. He knew I was at a disadvantage in these close quarters.
But then a familiar voice shouted from the gate I hadn't had a chance to close. "Get down, motherfucker!"
Roland startled into a crouch, looking toward the source of the noise.
It was Tank, and behind him, the rest of my team.
I took advantage of his distraction and leapt onto his back, and for a moment we were a tangle of snarls and limbs as I struggled to sink my dew claws into his skin from a position that didn't leave me vulnerable.
Finally, I ended up on his back, my jaws around his jugular. "Give up," I snarled. "It's over."
"It'll never be over until justice is served! No matter how long they throw me in jail, I will get out, and that bitch will die."
It would have been so easy to slice through his jugular and let him bleed dry. But my conversation with Saint lingered with me. It was my choice what I did now. I could kill him. I was completely justified in doing so. My family would be safe. But he wouldn't have to live with the consequences of his actions. There would be no chance for redemption.
"Shift or I end you now," I commanded.
As soon as he did, my team rushed to contain him. Tank took special pleasure in kneeling in the middle of his back to cuff him.
"What? You're not gonna read me my Miranda Rights?" Roland said.
"We’re not the fucking cops, asshole." Tank yanked him up to a standing position. "But don't worry, you'll get your proper speech downtown."
Suddenly, two little bodies landed on my back, taking me to the ground with an oof!
"I thought he was going to kill you, Owen!" Casey cried.
"You almost died!" Nick said.
I purred in reassurance, turning my head to lick Nick's hair as best I could.
"Come on, cubs," Ronan said gently, prying their hands from my fur. "Let Owen shift so he can give you a proper hug."
They let me go reluctantly, and I stood and shook myself, stretching before shifting back. As I was shifting, Tank let out a shout of surprise, and I looked up to see Roland, naked and still handcuffed, full on sprinting at my mate.
I started running before my shift was fully over.
Parker's eyes widened in fear, and he turned away, his arms wrapping protectively around his belly.
Roland screamed in wordless rage, and I caught him just steps away from my mate. My hands went around his neck, yanking him back toward me. This time I didn't think. I just acted. One hand grabbed his chin, the other steadied his body, and I twisted.
He fell to the ground. Lifeless.
After several long seconds of shock, Parker fell into my arms, shaking, but not crying. The kids were plastered to our sides seconds after that, and I just kept saying, "We're safe, it's over."
Suddenly Nick stepped back with a confused look. "Daddy? Did you pee yourself?"
"No shame in that," Ian said. "A little scare pee here and there happens sometimes, you know?"
Parker bit his lip. "Um… I don't think it's pee. I… I think my water broke."
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PARKER


This was supposed to be our big move-in day, the day we finally got to settle into our new home after all of Owen's upgrades. He hadn't even let us set foot inside until now because he wanted everything to be perfect. Roland had already ruined that—and I tried not to look at his lifeless body lying in our yard. He'd deserved it, but if today was going to be my baby's grand entrance into the world, well. I wasn't going to let another Marchaund man ruin any more big events in my life. 
Owen stared at me, his eyes blank and uncomprehending.
"My water broke," I said again, this time more confidently. "That means the baby is coming."
He didn't seem to be processing at top speed, because it took him several more moments for his eyes to widen in realization, and then he scooped me up and marched me right into the house, the kids trailing right on his heels.
Halfway to the house, he turned right back around.
"Where are you going?" I asked.
"Hospital."
I tugged at his arm. "Not yet. I could be in labor for hours before it's time to go to the hospital. And I want to change into something more comfortable before we go."
He spun back around, nearly knocking Casey and Nick over, they were so close behind him.
It took him several minutes to get us past the new security systems he'd installed. It would have gone much quicker if he would have consented to setting me down for a few seconds, but he refused.
Ronan followed us into the house while the other guys gathered around Roland. I knew they would handle the situation, but I really hoped they'd have it cleaned up by the time we left for the hospital.
Owen headed for the living room, and I got a glimpse of the big, beautiful couch he seemingly intended to set me down on.
"No!" I shouted, clinging to his shirt. "I don't want to ruin the fabric."
He glanced around the room.
"Nowhere in here," I insisted. "I don't want to have to deal with cleaning the carpet either, or worse, replacing it. Take me to the kitchen."
"What do we need?" Owen asked. "Boiling water? They always use that in movies, right?"
"If you had any intention of him giving birth at home, sure," Ronan said, appearing with an armful of towels he'd already found. "Where do you want to set up, Parker?"
"The floor," I said after a quick glance around. Even the barstools were fabric covered, and I wasn't super excited about the idea of me turning into a dripping water fountain if Owen set me on the counter.
Ronan laid the fluffy white towels on the floor, folded in half, and Owen reluctantly rested me on top of them.
This was his first time being a dad, and my third, so I understood his anxiety. Especially after what had just happened…
A memory of the black fury in Roland's eyes as he nearly slipped past Owen flashed before me, and I shook my head to get rid of it. Not now. I had no doubt a whole slew of nightmares was in my future, but I did not want to pass that anxiety on to the little one who was insisting on joining us right now.
"What now?" Owen paced rapidly in the small area between the counter and the island. Do I need to pack a bag?"
"All my things are already packed in the car," I reminded him.
"Do you need snacks?"
"Maybe later," I said. "Why don't you call the doctor and see what she says about when we should head into the hospital."
Owen reached for his phone, only to realize he was bare-ass naked, and had left his phone outside where he'd dropped it at the beginning of the fight. He bolted outside, still naked, and Ronan and I shared amused looks.
He came rushing back moments later, phone already to his ear. It probably took the doctor about thirty seconds to answer, but Owen looked like he'd aged five years in that time.
Owen explained the situation, and then switched the phone to speaker.
"Can he hear me?" Doctor Barnes asked. Her Southern twang always made me smile.
"I hear you, doctor."
"How far apart are your contractions, dear?"
"Honestly, I'm not feeling any yet. Is that bad?"
"No, darling, that's okay. Did you do something that might have put a little stress on ya? Anything that might have caused your water to break?"
I made a face at Owen. How do you tell your doctor that your former brother-in-law tried to kill you and so your mate twisted his neck and killed him right before you did and you'd probably clenched up tighter than a duck's butt in a thunderstorm?
"We had a bit of a scare right before," Owen summarized.
"Who knew Owen was the master of the understatement," Ronan muttered.
"Was there any physical impact?" Doctor Barnes asked.
"No ma'am."
"Wait it out for now," she said. "But come into the hospital when the contractions are five to seven minutes apart, or if it's been twenty-four hours with no change."
"Got it," Owen said, and thanked the doctor for her advice.
Even after the call and the doctor's extreme lack of concern, Owen hovered over me, anxiety radiating off of him.
"Relax," I said with a smile. "I got this."
Owen tried to regain his cool, but failed miserably.
Ronan rolled his eyes and sighed at Owen's decision-making. “Not for nothing, but I think we can trust Parker here. He's done this twice before, after all. He knows what he's doing.”
I suddenly became aware of two little sets of eyes peering around the island at us. I waved the kids over. "Come on. I'm okay. The baby's not coming right this minute."
Nick rushed to sprawl next to me, but Casey followed more slowly and sat by my feet, her arms curling protectively around her knees.
"I'm not going to have the baby right now," I assured her.
Nick put his hand on my belly, then pressed his mouth to it. "I can't wait to see you, baby. I love you! I'm going to teach you how to play games like Mario Kart and Zelda and tag…"
I laughed. "They'll have to learn to sit up and crawl first, you know. Babies don't know how to do anything when they're born."
"Except cry," Casey said, her voice muffled against her knees. "Nick cried a lot."
Owen sat down next to Casey. "Are you worried about the baby crying?"
She shook her head.
"What's wrong, doe-doe?"
I loved that the silly nickname had stuck.
"Did Uncle Roland hurt the baby?" she asked.
"Oh, honey, no," I said.
Owen started to just pull her into his lap, then paused to ask, "Can I give you a hug?"
She nodded and crawled right into his lap.
"I thought Daddy was going to die," she whispered, and her body began to shake. "And I couldn't protect him!"
I squeezed my eyes against the pain in my heart. Of course that had to have triggered so many memories for her. How had I not realized that? And that she thought it was her responsibility to protect me? I'd been so intent on keeping the kids physically safe, and then my water broke… I hadn't thought… oh god, should I really be bringing another baby into this world if I couldn't even take care of my current ones' emotional well-being?
"It's not your fault," Owen said, and it took me a moment to realize he was talking to me as well as Casey. His arms were locked tight around her, but his eyes were on me. "You didn't do anything wrong. In fact, you did exactly what you were supposed to, which was stay out of danger and let me handle it. Did I handle it?"
Casey slowly nodded.
"Do you trust that if any of you are ever in the least amount of danger, I will handle it?"
This time her nod was quicker.
"I won't let anything happen to your dad. Or to you. Got it?"
Casey's body finally relaxed, and she leaned fully into Owen's body. "Got it."
"Why don't you two go check out your rooms," I suggested gently. "There's a room for each of you. You'll know whose is whose."
That was the only decorating project Owen had wanted to do before moving in—rooms for all the kids, even the baby.
"Go on and take your brother upstairs." Owen set Casey on her feet and gave her a little nudge. "We're not going anywhere anytime soon.
As they ran up the stairs, Ronan hopped up onto the island counter. "Do you want me and Patrick to stay with them when you head to the hospital?"
"Oh… Sam and Dean were going to take them… but we weren't expecting to go into labor early… I don't know if their availability is the same this week…"
"Why don't I give them a call." Owen jumped to his feet. "That way, if they're busy, we've got Ronan right here and can readjust.”
A quick phone call later established that the Remingtons were busy—John had a baseball game, and they attended every game. Dean quickly started to lay out a plan for him and Sam to split up for the evening and offer us kid coverage, but when I'd shared that Ronan had offered, they happily handed over the responsibility.
"As soon as Patrick picks Maeve up from his family, he'll swing by the house for some changes of clothes for us, and then it will be party time."
"Don't—" Owen started.
Ronan held up a hand. "Not real party time, old man. Figuratively. You know, though, I hear the later kids do come easier. If the kiddo decides he's coming sooner rather than later, you might not even need us. Just gotta catch the baby as it slides out, and then there you go. No babysitters required."
Owen paled at the thought of having to deliver our baby on his own, and his mouth gaped like a fish.
I couldn't help but chuckle at the sight. "Don't worry, honey," I reassured him. "I really don't want to clean birth fluids out of the house before we've even been able to spend a proper night in it. I'll try to hold off until we get to the hospital."


* * *

The contractions finally did start a couple hours later, and progressed more quickly than I'd expected, even for a third kid, and within an hour after that, we were off to the hospital. I said goodbye to Casey and Nick, and we were off in the SUV.
Owen kept rushing yellow lights, his hands glued to the steering wheel, knuckles white. I gently laid a hand on his arm. "Slow down. We've got time. It's not going to do any of us any good if we get into an accident."
He nodded, and slowed down maybe about three miles per hour, and I had to turn my focus to breathing through my contractions, which were getting intense. Seeing me in pain would ratchet Owen's stress level up five notches.
Even with using every technique I'd learned for breathing and meditating through the contractions, he noticed.
"What's wrong?" he barked. "Is something wrong?"
"No," I gritted through my teeth, waiting for the contraction to subside before saying anything more. "It's just the contractions. It's normal."
His gaze lingered on me then flicked back to the road, and he slammed on the breaks. The seatbelt cut into my hips and shoulder, and I let out a loud oof.
"I'm sorry! I'm so sorry!"
"I'm fine," I promised him. "What happened?"
We both looked ahead. The light was green ahead of us, but traffic was at a standstill. Horns blared in frustration, but I couldn't see anything moving ahead, and there were already cars lined up behind us.
"Dammit," Owen swore. He turned to look behind us. "Fuck!"
"It's okay. We have time," I assured him, even though I was growing less sure of that by the minute. The length between the contractions had shortened to every three minutes, and they were stronger and lasting longer.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck," he muttered, looking around.
"Check the internet for information," I told him. I was afraid if I pulled my own phone out, he'd see my shaking hands.
He fumbled for his phone and typed in a quick search. "Oh, hell no," he said, and called someone on speakerphone.
"Hey, Owen! Got the baby yet?" Crash answered.
"On our way to the hospital, but traffic is all backed up. Can you tell me what's the situation?"
"Oh, shit. Give me just a second… Okay. There you are. And… damn. It's not good, buddy. We got two accidents blocking up your path to the hospital, and it's so locked up, the cops can't even get anyone turned around."
Owen unbuckled and jumped out of the vehicle. "That's what I needed to hear."
"Wait, what? What's going on?" I asked.
Owen opened my door and reached around to unbuckle my seat. "I'm walking the rest of the way."
"If you think I'm walking half a mile in active labor—"
"I didn't say anything about you walking," Owen said, pressing his phone into my hands and lifting me in his arms in a cradle carry. "Crash, can you handle the car?"
"Already on it. Just make sure the doors are locked so I can secure it and I'll have a guy there in fifteen, tops."
"Thanks, man." He kicked the door shut, and there was an audible thunk as Crash locked it down remotely.
"But all our stuff!" I protested.
"Crash will handle it," Owen said. "I've got to get you to the hospital."
When he'd said he'd be walking to the hospital, he really meant running. He took off at a dead sprint, and though carrying the weight of a fully grown, heavily pregnant man must have thrown off his balance, he ran with all the grace of his leopard.
This was one of the benefits of having a really big guy as a mate—strength and grace. If I wasn't in so much pain, I would have been really turned on.
As it was, with the bumping and bouncing, I couldn't hide my pain anymore.
"Something's wrong," Owen insisted.
"No," I panted. "It's just happening really, really fast. I don't know if we're going to make it to the hospital at this point."
"We'll make it," Owen growled, and somehow managed to speed up.
But I could feel the baby crowning now. All I could imagine was one extra-strong bump and the baby squeezing out of my body like a glob of toothpaste just to dangle behind us on the umbilical cord like a badly built kite.
"Stop, Owen! Stop! We need to stop!"
"But we're here!" Owen said. He slowed down but didn't stop. "Where are we supposed to go? Emergency?"
"I. Don't. Care. Put me down!"
"Emergency entrance is right here." Owen ran into the parking lot. "Just a moment, we'll be inside and then—"
"PUT ME DOWN RIGHT NOW," I bellowed, and Owen skidded to a stop and finally did what I'd wanted for the last few hundred feet.
"What can I do?" he asked, holding my shoulders so that I didn't fall over onto the pavement.
"You can catch this damn baby," I said, tugging at my loose lounge pants. I didn't care how many people could see me—I could feel the baby halfway out between my legs. "I swear to god if she gets a dent on her head from falling to this dirty-ass concrete—"
"Oh, holy shit! That's the baby!" Owen said as my pants fell below my knees.
"I know!"
He spun around to search for help. A man in scrubs leaned against the wall, his phone hanging uselessly from his fingers as he stared open-mouthed at us.
"Get the fuck over here," Owen commanded. "I am not qualified for this."
The guy shoved his phone in his pocket and rushed over to us. "I'm an ER nurse, not L&D. We really should get you inside, I can go grab a wheelchair—"
"This baby is coming now," I said through clenched teeth. "With help or without it. Now one of you get your hands on this baby before she falls."
The nurse backed up, saying, "I'm going to get a wheelchair!"
Owen stared after him for only a second, before whipping back around to me. "What do I do?"
"Get your hands on her shoulders, and whatever you do, don't let her fall. I'm going to push on three. One."
"Wait, wait, wait!"
"Two!"
"Okay. Oh shit!"
"Three!"
I bore down with all my might and felt her slip smoothly out of my body. Owen lunged forward awkwardly, but heaved a sigh of relief.
"I got her!" he cried.
"I got the wheelchair!" cried the nurse, running back to us.
Owen's shoulders heaved with exhausted laughter. I could only manage a grin. Owen handed me our baby, and the nurse quickly bundled us into the chair.
She was so tiny. It was so easy to forget how tiny newborns are. "She has your hair," I told Owen. It was dark and thick, visible through the vernix clinging to her body.
"Ronan told me newborns looked like aliens," was his response. "I just hadn’t realized they looked so… gray."
"We'll get her cleaned up shortly, and then she'll look like an actual baby," the nurse promised.
"That statement is probably one of the reasons you're in ER and not labor and delivery, huh?"
He nodded. "Give me a bullet wound any day."
As we rolled our way into the hospital, I turned to Owen and said, "Well, I did manage to not have her on the floor of the house."
"I think I would have preferred that," he muttered.
We caused a bit of chaos on our way to the labor and delivery ward to have us both checked out, but I barely paid attention. All my focus was captured by the tiny little creature Owen and I had made together.
"I can't wait to see who she is going to be," I told him as the doctors took her a few feet away for her measurements.
"I'm just glad I didn't drop her," he said.
I patted his arm. "You did good, Dad."
A smile twitched at his lips. "I am a dad now, aren't I?"
"I think you have been for a moment," I said. "Casey and Nick really love you.”
Several emotions flicked across his face. "I thought you said you didn't want to replace their father, even if he was a terrible one."
I had to comb through my memories, which was hard with how exhausted I was at the moment. "What? When did I say that?"
"Before, when you wanted to wait to tell Casey and Nick about us."
Understanding dawned on me. "Oh! I said I didn't want them to think I was trying to replace him. I didn't mean… what I meant was that I didn't want them to think you were going to be like him. I didn't want them to associate you with their memories of him and worry you were going to be the same. I wanted them to know you for you first."
"Oh."
"I think they would love to have another dad. Not one who is replacing their biological father, but one who is theirs in his own way. Do you think you'd be okay with that?"
Owen rubbed his eyes. They were red and glistening. He grunted, clearing his throat before he responded.
"Parker, you've given me everything I wanted in a home and family. I had reconciled myself to simply being someone important in your children's lives if you didn't want me to take on that role. But nothing would make me happier than to accept them as my own."
I leaned against his arm with a laugh of exasperation. "This feels like something we should have talked about a while ago."
"Maybe. But we didn't. The important thing is that we did talk about it. The only thing that's missing is introducing the new siblings to each other."
I smiled in anticipation. "They'll love her. But maybe I can take a nap before we ask Ronan to bring them over? I want to be able to enjoy it."
Owen kissed the top of my head. "Of course, my love. You deserve to be able to cherish that moment."
My heart swelled full to bursting as I realized all over again how lucky I was that this alpha had found me on the worst day of my life and saw something worthy, someone deserving of good things. He'd taught me a lot about love and joy and worth, but I had plenty more to learn. I had no doubt he would be by my side each step of the way.
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OWEN


I stood by Parker's hospital bed, holding our little girl in my arms. She was only a few hours old, but already she was the most precious thing in the world to me. Parker was sleeping, exhausted from the labor, and I couldn't help but stare at him in awe. He was so strong, so handsome, and he was the love of my life. 
There was a knock at the door and two little faces peeked in.
"Come on in," I told Casey and Nick, and Ronan followed close on their heels.
"Is that her?" Casey whispered, tiptoeing to my side.
"This is Hazel," I said, bending down so they could see her.
Casey's face was alight with joy as she saw her new baby sister for the first time. "Look at her!" she exclaimed. "She's so tiny!"
Nick was more hesitant and hung back a bit, but I could see the wonder in his eyes too. "Is she gonna cry a lot?" he asked.
I grinned at them both. "She might," I said. "But that's okay. We'll all be here to help take care of her."
"Hey, you two," Parker said sleepily. He patted the bed. "Come cuddle."
Both kids jumped up and climbed into bed on either side of him.
"The little one, too," he insisted, waving me over. I settled Hazel in his arms, and smiled at the adorable scene they all made.
Ronan tapped my shoulder, a serious look on his face. "We need to talk. Crash did some work this afternoon to see who paid to bail Marchaund out of jail."
"I have a sinking feeling it wasn't a long-lost uncle."
"Wouldn't that be grand? But no. It appears that the rogue faction might have stepped in."
"What? Why? How would they even know there's a connection between us and Marchaund?"
Ronan gave me a look and it clicked. The mole. He, Ian, and Crash had been working on traps and plans to draw the mole out, but nothing had turned up anything useful so far. I'd been told to continue on as if there was nothing amiss, and that wasn’t easy for me to do. It was discomforting, knowing there was someone on the inside, someone close enough to know us and our families, who was working against us. Putting us in danger. Putting my mate in danger.
"Whoever it is, he's a dead man," I growled.
Ronan nodded, but cut his hand across his throat. I knew that was all I could safely say regarding the mole. It gave me shivers to think someone might have been listening in on everything that had happened today.
When we found out who had betrayed us, who had endangered my mate… I couldn't promise I'd show the same restraint with them as I had with Roland.
"Crash was able to get some footage of one of our missing guys on the courthouse security cameras, which gives us a slightly stronger confirmation that they're in cahoots with the rogues."
"Was Crash able to track him down? Is he in custody?"
Ronan shook his head. "He disappeared shortly after that. They move like ghosts. I'm fairly certain this was just the first step in them stepping up their campaign against Saint. I think if Roland had succeeded, they would have used it as an example of how weak Saint's inner circle was."
I gave a snort of mirthless laughter. "Let's hope they continue to underestimate us."
Parker interrupted us then, his voice firm. "No work talk," he said, his eyes flashing. "Not today. Today is about our family. About our little girl."
I nodded, tucking my worries aside for the moment. He was right. I knew Ronan well enough to know he'd already put in place any extra protection we might need here at the hospital. A quick glance out the window confirmed that there were several STAHP members casually patrolling the hospital grounds. There were probably a couple more sitting outside the maternity ward entrance.
I looked down at our daughter, so small and perfect, and I knew that I would do whatever it takes to keep her safe. To keep our family safe.
But for now, I would just bask in the warmth of this moment. The love and joy that filled this room. And the knowledge that we were all together, and that we would face whatever came our way as a family.


* * *

As I stepped through the door to our home, I felt a surge of emotion run through me. This was it—our little family, finally home to settle in. And this time there wouldn't be any attacks or surprise labor kicking in.
Parker followed closely behind me, holding our daughter in his arms, her tiny body wrapped firmly in a blanket like a supersized burrito, but cuter.
"We're home," I called.
Casey and Nick came running down the stairs, their faces beaming with excitement. Parker handed the baby over to me so that he could hug them.
"Be careful with your dad," I warned them. "He's going to be sore for a little while." I held her close, my heart swelling with joy and pride as my mate wrapped his arms around his older children. Our older children. We were finally a complete family.
After assuring themselves that their dad was okay, they turned to me and the baby.
"Welcome home, baby sister!" Casey exclaimed.
I knelt down so that both she and Nick could see her.
"What's she gonna call you?" Casey asked hesitantly.
"Papa," Parker answered.
Her shoulders relaxed, and I realized she had been worried we might have chosen father, like her other bio dad.
Nick quirked his head at Hazel. "Does she sleep all the time?"
I chuckled. "Most of the time. You were like that when you were that little."
Nick frowned. "She seems kind of boring."
"Nick!" Casey gasped. "That's mean."
I rubbed her head. "It's okay, doe-doe. I don't think he was trying to be mean. And don't worry, Nick, she'll get a lot more exciting as she gets older."
"Well, I think you're adorable," Casey whispered to her little sister. She gave me an eager look. "Can I hold her?"
"Let's get you settled on the couch," Parker said. "Then yes, you can hold her."
Parker helped her get settled with a pillow supporting her elbow, and then I laid Hazel in her arms. Her smile was pure delight.
She glanced shyly at me through her lashes. "Thanks… Papa."
I took a deep breath, feeling like I'd just taken a gut punch to my emotions. I coughed, trying to clear out the sudden lump in my throat. I looked away, but that just put Parker in my view, who was covering his mouth, holding back his own response. We hadn't talked to the kids about my position in their lives yet, but Casey was three steps ahead of us.
I sat beside her and hugged her tightly with one arm, whispering, "I love you, Casey." She leaned her head on me, so easily giving me her trust in that simple gesture.
Parker sat on the other side of me, and I could feel his eyes on us. After a few moments, he reached out and put a hand on my shoulder. I looked over and smiled, and he smiled back. We had overcome so much, and here we were, a family.
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