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One alpha. One beta.

A fated meeting.

That changed everything.

Alec is a rational person, a scientist. He knows there are some things you can't change. He can't be more outgoing, he can't stop worrying about what other people think of him, and he can't stop being gay.

But he's smart, smart enough to know he could be worse off. Even though his parents expect him to marry a woman, at least he's a beta and that means he can finish his medicine degree before they start asking him questions he can't answer. It's enough: he takes it easy, studies hard, and doesn't get in trouble. 

And then he meets an alpha wolf in a club and they hit it off. Gabriel is everything Alec isn't: Powerful. Confident. Dominant. Free. The last thing he expects is for Gabriel to come back for more after they spend a full moon together, and when he does, he can't bring himself to say no. Even if it would be sensible, even if it would be smart. 

With each kiss he falls deeper, with each embrace he needs more... Even though he knows a beta will never be allowed to keep an alpha for long.

“Protectors of the Pack” is book 3 in The Stars of the Pack series and it contains spoilers for previous books. It includes rough sex, instincts, angst, and a lot of crossed lines.

***
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CAVEAT LECTOR: This novel portrays the beginnings of a BDSM relationship between characters who are unaware of the possibility/confuse it with real submission/domination outside the bedroom. This implies a certain level of rough sex that could be triggering.

***
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This story is divided between two time periods: the distant past (three years ago when Alec and Gabriel first meet) and the recent past (right after the events of “Alpha for the Pack”). The recent past events only make sense in the context of the previous books, naturally.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter one: ​​​The Recent Past
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Alec had heard him approach, of course. He’d even known it was Gabriel. Embarrassingly enough, he could tell his self-assured steps apart from those of everybody else in the pack. But Gabriel never came to his room, so that didn’t stop him from being nervous at this unexpected visit. 

Gabriel knocked. Alec invited him to come in. He only glanced up at him for barely a second before looking back at his laptop: he’d been reviewing the data he’d collected about the pups and wondering if he could get anybody in the old pack to let him weigh and measure their children regularly. Most werewolves figured medicine was a human science and there was no point in involving themselves when the few bits they could use—setting broken bones, staunching profuse bleeding—translated well-enough if one adjusted for the reduced healing time. But Alec wasn't going to leave his kids' health to what pretty much amounted to hearsay passed on from the time shifters lived in caves. Of course, part and parcel of being Alec was that he didn't really have anybody to ask, so it was more wishful thinking than anything close to productive. 

“Hey,” Gabriel greeted in a low voice. Alec could barely make out the text in front of him now, much less read it. Gabriel was a big man, but he still took up way more space than he should have as far as physics were concerned. He was slouching against the doorway, not really coming in or closing the door despite the fact that Alec had said it was okay. 

He wished he could be annoyed, but Gabriel was simply being kind: he could tell he still affected Alec’s composure and he didn't want to trap him in an enclosed space. He'd have almost preferred being afraid to embarrassed, but Gabriel couldn't be expected to go as far as reading his mind. 

“Hey,” he replied, minimizing and then expanding the same window. “What's up?”

Gabriel laughed, and Alec looked up. He couldn't help it, that sound... “Sorry, your attempts at street language are a bit much, Alec.” 

Alec shivered, both at the sound of his name from Gabriel’s mouth and at the demonstration of how well the other still knew him. He shrugged, looking back at the computer. Gabriel hadn't really tried to speak to him since he'd invited Alec to join the new pack forming around his omega cousin. Alec couldn't honestly say he'd been okay with that, but at least he'd known how to deal with the silence. 

“I actually have a real question,” Gabriel said then, all amusement leaving his voice. Alec pulled his hand away from the mouse, but didn’t look at him. He needed to listen to Gabriel and looking at Gabriel had never helped him with that. “What the hell happened during the full moon?” 

He stiffened. He'd been dreading that question or something like it. All his life, he'd made sure to be as prepared as possible, prided himself on his ability to recall facts, and now—when it really mattered—the admission was almost physically painful. “I don’t know.”  

He’d never really known anything, not even when he’d promised them Ray wouldn’t conceive while he was breastfeeding. He’d guessed, and he’d guessed mostly right and now they expected him to have the answers. But it wasn’t like Alec could go around asking omega males about the intimate details of their sex lives. An omega would have been allowed to, and a beta might have got away with it... But not an alpha. Even though Ray was his mate and protecting him was Alec’s priority, he had to make do with conjectures and second-hand anecdotes. 

Gabriel huffed. “Ok, guess then. That was good enough before.” 

Alec turned to him, mostly because he needed Gabriel to see how serious he was. The chair's wheels stuck against the untreated wooden floor, shrieking in protest, but he gritted his teeth and concentrated. “I think... that the wolves know he... he was hurt. So they are protecting him. They want him to be safe and being pregnant isn’t safe.” 

Gabriel's brow was furrowing. It was enough to tell he was confused and it saved Alec from having to meet his eyes. “But don’t they always want that? They still needed to mate him all those times, even after he was pregnant.” 

“Yes, I...” He glanced up long enough to make eye contact, then explained, “I’m making this up. He should have gone into heat already, even if he’s breastfeeding again. But he hasn’t, and I don’t... I don’t need him. I haven’t needed him since...” He stopped. He didn’t want to say the word, especially not to Gabriel, who hadn’t been able to say more to them than that Nicholas had assaulted Ray and Ray had killed him for it. Alec didn't know how far it'd gone and he couldn't put Ray through the pain of telling him the details. He didn’t even want to think about it, of his mate... It was just too much, after everything Ray had gone through. It made him feel sick with helplessness, and angry too, but mostly at himself. He didn't think that's how an alpha should feel. He felt certain that wasn't how Gabriel felt. He didn't need to ask to know that if Ray hadn't got there first, Gabriel would have taken care of Nicholas at once—no questions asked. Alec wondered if his wolf could have found the strength to lend him to do the same, or if all his love was good for was measuring and quantifying. And bloody useless guesses.

“So we got lucky,” Gabriel concluded. Alec tensed and he backtracked at once. “Fuck, sorry! I meant with the lack of heat and... That we can leave him alone. That’s just luck, you don’t have an explanation.” 

Alec shook his head.

Gabriel rubbed at his thighs, a tiny crack on his calm façade. He clearly didn’t like not knowing what was going on any more than Alec did—you couldn’t control what you didn’t understand and if they had one thing in common, it was the need to stay in control. “So... is there something we can do?” 

It was a question, but it was also a plea. Gabriel couldn’t stand to wait, he was a man of action. He fixed things when they broke, as soon as they broke, really. But Alec couldn’t tell him how to fix this. He shrugged again, refusing to meet the other alpha’s eyes. He knew he was failing him. Failing Ray. Failing the pack. Sometimes it seemed it was all Alec could do: fail. “Would it help to have sex with someone else?” Gabriel added. 

At that, Alec was startled enough to look him in the face. Gabriel's eyes were a gorgeous blue and his dishevelled blond hair could have sold a lot of shampoo, or other, less kid-friendly, products. If he wanted to have sex, he was not going to be short on offers. 

Alec swallowed, shrugging. “I guess it’s got to help some. The wolves shouldn’t care, but it’d make... it’d make the human need be less?” he offered. 

“Well, Iesu and Sergi certainly seem to enjoy it,” Gabriel commented. Alec couldn't tell what he felt about it, was that grudging acceptance? Jealousy? Interest? 

They both knew the other two alphas were sleeping together, of course, but Alec had never brought it up in conversation. It didn’t seem polite. It was certainly none of his business. It was unusual, as far as he knew, but then again, nobody had bothered to document that the werewolf mutation didn't cure all ills when it came to the mind, had they?

Just like it was none of his business if Gabriel wanted to blow off some steam with someone else. He couldn’t imagine Ray would mind. It'd probably be a human. Gabriel had said he preferred fu... sleeping with other shifters because it didn’t require holding back so much, but it’d be hard for him to find a man like that in a bar and it wasn’t like he could approach someone in their old pack, or even another. Not when he was mated. 

If Gabriel wanted to fuck, he was expected to ask his omega to bend over. Never mind that Ray had five mates, or what had happened to him. Physically, he would be able to take it; so why not ask it of him? Never mind that Gabriel felt so guilty about going after Ray when he’d been taken and leaving the pups behind that he could only seem to stay in the same room as him when Ray had just woken from a nightmare, shaky and so needy it was hard for Alec to walk to the kitchen for a glass of water without stopping to check on him 

“Can’t hurt,” he offered, idly running his fingertips along the edges of the desk. It was a good desk, solid and expensive—he’d had it at his parents’ house for as long as he could remember. It might have even been a family heirloom of sorts, but his parents had said he could take it anyway when he'd told them he had taken a mate and they would be starting a new pack. It still twisted him inside to remember their open, undisguised happiness that he was doing what an alpha was supposed to... but he liked having something familiar in his new space. 

Gabriel was still standing there, silent and... was he waiting for something? Alec couldn’t guess, especially without looking. But he couldn’t look. It was stupid because he was already agitated, but he thought if Gabriel saw his expression, he’d be able to tell how upset he was. And that much would have been normal when speaking about what had happened to their mate, but something in Alec’s brain insisted Gabriel would know it wasn’t Ray’s pain that had Alec’s heart battering against his ribcage. Or even Gabriel’s frustration. It was the idea of Gabriel going back to the club where they’d met and picking up someone new. Of Gabriel’s hands firm on masculine hips, and his stubble rasping against the soft skin of someone else’s throat. 

It was absurd. The memory alone should have filled him with shame. But for once, it wasn’t the past that haunted him, but the future. 
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Chapter two: ​​​The Distant Past
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Alec had been too busy with university to hit the clubs all that often, but it was almost full moon and he'd needed to get out of his flat. Away from his books, and his laptop, and his bloody oblivious flatmates walking around shirtless—and sometimes a lot more than that, if they’d run out of clean clothes.

It seemed so unfair that he had to deal with his body on top of everything else. It’d never bothered him much growing up; he’d always been small for his age, but that had only been a problem in his mind. And the minds of everyone else in his pack, of course: he had a perfect werewolf immune system, the speed and agility... but with his size and personality, he'd got teased a lot. It never got to the point where it could be called bullying, although Alec thought that was mostly because at school all the wolves had each other's backs. It didn't matter which kind of wolf Alec would grow up to be, next to a human, he was pack and pack always came first.

And at home, he'd made it as easy for them to leave him alone. He'd hung out with the other pack children only until he'd started secondary school, and then he'd clung to homework as a reason to stay home and away from them. His mum had still made him go to family meetings and the occasional dinner with friends—hers and his dad's—and she liked to pretend he had his own relationships with their children. But it wasn't too bad.

He was lonely, but it was better than being afraid of running his mouth all the time. If he was alone, he didn't have to wonder whether he should say things or not, or whether his silence was disturbing in itself. Or whether other boys could tell his eyes wandered towards them instead of their sisters when they all went to the river. 

His parents were both sociable, likeable people and they kept asking Alec to watch movies with them, or share what he'd learned in school—even if all Alec managed was a few disconnected phrases. Not that he was uncomfortable around them, it was more like he was uncomfortable being himself. He admired his father's easy confidence and his mother’s effortless charm, and both seemed so completely out of his reach that his poor attempts to imitate them were torture. 

Alec did not do well with failure. He was clever, but it was that more than anything else that ensured his academic success. If you couldn't bear to fail, you did not skip on that extra revision session. After a while, it was easy—he developed his own systems and shortcuts, and his brain was used to the exercise. He couldn't really stop studying—the fear of failure was too intense—but he allowed himself to read more in-depth books about the topic instead of compulsively re-reading his notes and textbooks. He loved it, he really did. But more than that: he needed it. He needed to know there was something in the world he could control, something at which he could always succeed.

His parents never talked about it, but Alec was too smart not to know that they had no hopes he'd be an alpha. He wasn't sure if they preferred beta or omega. Not that omega was likely. Alec was okay with remaining a beta, if he was a beta, he wouldn't be forced to get a mate. A woman. He wouldn't be forced to mate a woman. He would have liked a man, of course, but he could barely bring himself to talk to people his age at dinner when his parents dragged him over to their friends—dating was a mirage.

And if he was an omega... Well, that would explain why he liked boys. It would make it okay, male omegas were mated to male alphas, after all. Nobody said it was okay, of course. Werewolves as a whole followed human culture all too gladly—including their media and art, and despite the fact that so many of the things humans revered were completely against the survival of wolf packs. The way they used the land alone... At least liking boys had got easier over time, but it’d never got to be easy. And all boys were expected to want to be alphas, even if they had no chance in hell of ever becoming one, and as alphas, to want to procreate above all things. If the occasion arose, exceptions were made for omega males on both the parts of the alphas and the omega. 

But omega males were too rare to do much more than blip the radar... After taking a couple of statistics courses and finding out the numbers of omegas in some other packs, Alec had decided the chances of him being an omega were low, as in less likely than winning the lottery. But he could be a beta. And he could be gay. Some betas could have kids, and some couldn't. So long as they were helping the pack, nobody much minded if they were single.

And at uni, in a city full of humans who didn't even know Alec was too short and too slight for a grown wolf, it was almost like being normal. Just human, no wolf in sight. Alphas and omegas had trouble controlling their instincts, but other than the need to run and hunt during the full moon, betas weren’t really affected.

In the human world, Alec had to admit he had it pretty great: nobody had the strength to beat him up if he propositioned the wrong person in a club, and even though he spent more time in the library than anywhere else, he still had the kind of body they put on ads. He hated dancing with a passion, of course, even though he rationally knew nobody would laugh at him if he fumbled the steps. In gay clubs, there weren’t even steps beyond grinding. But he didn’t need to dance, just put on tight clothes, get a drink and lean against a handy surface until someone caught his eye, or came over. It’d have been an utter failure to pick up girls, but it worked wonders on guys because it made it clear that he was both available and willing to hook up without too much fuss.

Most of the time, they didn’t even need to talk. It was enough with hands and mouths and moans. He didn’t bring them back to his place—not because of his flatmates, but because his sense of smell meant he’d have smelled them all over his room for weeks—but there was a lot you could do in a toilet stall, or the corner of a darkened room. He didn’t go back to theirs that often either, he didn’t want to have to navigate the small talk during the trip. He had fun, and he was dealing fine with his instincts, really, except when it got close to the moon like this and it wasn't enough.

He thought about going running in the park instead, give his wolf free reign. But the full moon was in two days and he didn't trust his wolf. He didn't really trust himself either, not around a vulnerable human body, but if he kept it quick...

Alec walked into a club he knew pretty well and discovered between seconds that it was completely changed. Nobody else would notice, of course, but the scent of a wolf hung heavy and thick over the whole place. An alpha, which maybe explained why he'd felt the need to walk the perimeter of the room. Alec stood there, too stunned by the way his two lives had collided to do much at all, until a heavy hand had closed on his upper arm. He'd turned his head at once and met blue eyes like ice. The club was loud and busy enough he hadn't heard anyone approaching.

The alpha was still in the room, and he wasn't happy to see him.

"Come with me," he'd said, and it felt like a compulsion. Alec had followed him out in a daze. 

It didn't occur to him that it could be dangerous to go somewhere alone with this stranger until they were outside and he saw the man's face. His eyes were even bluer under the nightlights and his blond hair shone actual gold in parts.

"Oh, it's you." He regretted the words as soon as he saw the confusion on the alpha's face. 

"Do we know each other?"

Alec shrugged and the alpha let go of his arm. It shouldn’t have been a relief, it wasn’t like he couldn't tell how fast Alec's heart was going anyway. Or like Alec could outrun an alpha so much bigger than him. "Not really, but I've seen you around Havant territory."

"You are pack," the alpha said, sounding shocked. Then he inhaled, frowning when he got a whiff of Alec's scent. "How long since you haven't been back?"

Alec shrugged. "I'm studying medicine, it gets crazy."

And then the hand returned, this time to the bare skin of his wrist. He jerked with both the feeling of skin on skin and surprise. The alpha was burning up, and when Alec met his eyes, he smiled. "Moon crazy, I think you mean. You're like a furnace."

Alec stared. "I'm sorry if—"

"Oh, don't," the stranger said, pulling him a step closer with easy strength. He'd been close before, now his shoes were touching Alec's. He shivered. "What's your name?"

"Alec."

"Gabriel Gosden" The alpha's smile was sharp. Gosden, like the pack's First Alpha. Alec had recognised his face—he was antisocial, not blind—but he hadn't known he was talking to a member of his own Pack’s inner circle.

"Oh, like..."

"My uncle," Gabriel said, then glanced down to where his thumb was rubbing circles against the inside of Alec's wrist. Alec's whole body felt overheated and overstimulated—like he'd been under the alpha's hands for hours, not minutes. 

He'd thought the alpha was angry at him for walking into a club he considered his. But Gabriel hadn't walked the perimeter for fun or paranoia, he'd caught Alec's scent and wanted to replace it with his own. Maybe he hadn't been able to tell Alec was only a beta—not if he'd missed that they were from the same pack.

And now that he'd found out... Gabriel was an alpha in a human gay bar, close to the full moon. If it was dangerous for Alec to be there; for an alpha... "Do you want to run?" he asked in his steadiest voice. His body didn't betray him. Not beyond the flush he could feel on his cheeks anyway.

Gabriel's lips parted and it was all Alec could do to keep himself from flinching at the incredulity on his face. But he did lower his gaze, trying to save himself some of the humiliation, and Gabriel used the distraction to yank him even closer. And then he was sliding his other hand up Alec's neck, tangling his fingers in his hair, and forcing his face up into a kiss. 

Gabriel's mouth was as hot as the rest of him, and he didn't go easy on him—like Alec had to do with humans. He just pushed his tongue into Alec's mouth until Alec opened up and started sucking on it. He tasted good, like beer and something sweeter, and his leather jacket was soft under Alec's hands, even if he was afraid of ripping it with his claws. He bit on Alec's lips—only soft enough not to draw blood—and pushed their torsos together. His cock hard pressed against Alec's belly and his bent knee against his erection.

He was aware of what was happening, but it was like he couldn't make himself believe it.

Because he'd thought about it. He'd wanted another wolf under him, and it had always seemed so completely impossible... He shoved Gabriel hard against a wall, just because he could. Because it wouldn't hurt him, because it would be real. Gabriel's back thudded against the side of the alley like he was made of rock himself and he let out a low growl in his throat. Alec's heartbeat spiked in alarm. Of course a beta couldn't push an alpha. But he didn't have time to get really afraid, because all the other man did was dig his claws into Alec's clothes and reverse their positions, slamming him against the wall instead. It hurt a little, but it rattled Alec even more because being pinned like that sent a rush of arousal through him like fire spreading down a dry forest in summer. He whimpered, confused and so hard it was painful.

"Watch it," Gabriel warned, but it wasn't that upsetting when he went right back to kissing Alec. The anger in how he forced Alec's mouth to open for him was making his dick throb too much for his brain to mind. If he'd been really offended, he wouldn't have stayed, after all. "God, I needed this," he mumbled as he nibbled at Alec's throat. 

Nobody was supposed to touch him there at all and Gabriel hadn't even asked, but Alec let his head roll to the side to give him room. Almost as if to reward him, Gabriel's hand sneaked down their bodies and undid their zippers. They groaned together in relief, and Gabriel snorted, like he thought it was too much like porn. But Alec didn't care, not when Gabriel's hand pushed into his underwear—big and powerful and clenching tight against his dick—and pulled him out. He whimpered and tried to help, but Gabriel elbowed his hand away. "Just stay," he said. And Alec did.

It was good he did, too. Thirty seconds later Gabriel had pushed their cocks against each other and was jerking them off, slow because there wasn't enough lubrication and it almost hurt. But also so good, so absolutely real. Nothing like doing it to himself, and not even like doing it with a human. They were always so fucking careful with his junk—maybe because they couldn't have taken the kind of heat, the kind of pressure, the kind of... They couldn't have taken what Alec wanted. What he needed.

But he didn't need to tell Gabriel he wouldn't break. Gabriel just knew. He keened high in his throat, unable to help himself, and clutched at Gabriel's thick arms as the alpha kept jerking them off, their hips so close together they were probably going to come all over each other's clothes.

And then Gabriel yanked Alec's hand between their bodies and made him cup it around the tips. "Now," he growled, and it was like he had a direct line to Alec's cock because that was all it took to get him to come, erupting like a volcano, muscles locking against the wave of pleasure. Gabriel tightened his grip on both of them, spreading Alec's come over both their cocks and groaning at the added slickness until Alec was about to beg him to stop. And then he buried his face into Alec's neck and started coming himself, almost shaking apart in Alec's arms.

They stood there, panting, as their skin cooled and their heartbeats slowed. If he hadn't been caged against the wall by Gabriel's body, Alec would have probably tried to shuffle away, or at least clean himself; but he couldn't quite bring himself to push the man away for practical matters. He'd never had sex like that before, even if he'd only been a shared handjob, and it was dawning on him that he wasn't likely to get another chance.

Finally, Gabriel straightened. Alec glanced down between them to assess the state of their clothes and discovered that Gabriel was still holding his hand cupped around their cockheads. It was like his body had been too overwhelmed to register the stickiness but he'd caught a fair amount of both their come. The rest Gabriel must have aimed to the side; there was a mess at their feet. 

"Huh, are you sure you are a beta?" The alpha had teased him. Alphas were supposed to produce considerably more ejaculate, but it hadn't occurred to Alec that Gabriel maybe had a point despite all the evidence. Looking back, he wasn't sure if it was that people had got it into his head that he couldn't be an alpha, or that he just had never wanted it to be true.

Alec had grimaced and shaken his hand to the side, then turned to clean the rest against the wall. But Gabriel had easily caught his wrist again and pulled his hand towards himself. He'd met Alec's eyes as he licked their mingled come off Alec's fingers like it was a delicacy. Alec had watched him swallow with as much attention as he might have paid someone performing surgery on his own heart, and Gabriel did it again. He'd slowly cleaned Alec's hand, for all the world looking absolutely delighted to be swallowing their spunk.

"Now we could go running," Gabriel had decided, letting go of Alec. "I'm fairly sure I won't eat any lost puppies."

So they had run, and afterwards they'd had sex somewhere only squirrels could watch—sixty-nining—they'd gone for a full English breakfast in a café that catered to construction workers and was open at six in the morning. They hadn't really talked: Gabriel had led him around and told him what to do and Alec had been happy not to speak. More than happy with any attention Gabriel was willing to offer him.

"I need to be at work this afternoon," Gabriel explained.

"The day before the full-moon?" Alec asked. When the moon was close too full, all of a werewolf's needs increased exponentially, making them irritable and impatient. It was not a good time to be around humans and they all tried to schedule days off if they could. He'd assumed Gabriel was in the city because he'd got lucky and got two in a row right before the moon. Maybe that explained what he was doing in the middle of a human club while moon high; he must have had amazing self-control.

"I like to keep busy." Gabriel shrugged, then dug out his mobile, a fairly basic model with a silicone protective case. "What's your number?"

Alec hesitated mostly out of shock. He'd been telling himself to enjoy the moment because he was never getting this lucky again, but Gabriel frowned for the first time. He clearly didn't like to be contradicted. "Are you really that busy with school or is it that easy for you to pick up humans?"

"No!" Alec had said at once, even though it didn't really make sense as a response. "I mean, yes, I'm busy. You—" He'd fumbled for his own phone and concentrated on bringing up his own information before passing it over.

Gabriel had typed the number in without asking anything else, but that wasn't what had truly surprised Alec. He got it: Gabriel was planning on booty-calling him because he was more convenient than humans who wouldn't get he was riled up because of the moon. He wouldn't need to be careful with Alec, it made sense... But a moment later he handed Alec back his phone and there was a text on it already. A smiley face from an unknown number. It was so at odds with Gabriel's demeanour and appearance that Alec couldn't keep himself from snorting.

When he'd looked up, the alpha had been smiling softly. Smug. But after spending half a day with him, Alec thought that was just the way his mouth naturally curved. "Well, I'm off. Great hospitality! I'll let the people at home know!"

Alec hadn't quite been able to contain his horrified expression and Gabriel hadn't been able to keep from laughing at him. But he'd never been worried that, as he patted Alec's shoulder and went off to whatever it was he did for a living, he'd say anything to anyone. They held each other's reputation in their hands—there couldn't be a secret better kept.

&

Once Alec was alone again, it was a different matter, of course. First he'd hesitated about saving the number and then about what to save it under: If anybody asked how he knew Gabriel Gosden, he wouldn't have been able to come up with anything believable. And then, after he'd simply gone for his first name, he'd had to double-check he didn't have any other Gabriel in his contacts that he might confuse him with. He'd added the G as the initial for the surname and only then jogged back to his place, smelling of sex, bacon, crushed leaves, and alpha, and trying to remember from his studies of the human body how sensitive the human nose was and whether his flatmates would be able to tell.
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Chapter three:​​​ The Recent Past
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Alec assumed Gabriel would go back to casually ignoring him beyond the inevitable conversations of two people sharing living space. But of course Gabriel didn't give up. It wasn't in his nature and Alec had made the mistake of not offering any viable alternatives. Gabriel needed to help Ray and with Josh more than covering their bases with the emotional support—and both Iesu and Sergi considerably better suited to stepping up in his absence—all Gabriel was left with was practical, quantifiable matters. Alec's specialty. 

He sat by Alec on the couch instead of going to the kitchen like he usually did after work. He was holding Jamie—who'd been in the bedroom sleeping—in his arms. It couldn't be the first time he held him, or even the twentieth; they all shared babysitting duties. But it was the first time Alec actually saw him holding his son and it didn't matter that he knew it was stupid and absurd... It did something to him to see the careful way Gabriel carded his fingers through Jamie's light hair.

“Do you want him?” Gabriel offered.

Alec shook his head before he realised it’d leave him with no explanation for his reaction.

But Gabriel didn't ask, just watched the cartoons that were on—Maria and Clara were watching, but Sasha was busy with her cuddly bunny and Michael was more interested in sniffing around the carpet as a pup. When Gabriel glanced at Alec again, he spoke casually, “Is there any way we can find out more?”

Alec didn't ask what he was talking about, of course he knew. He took a moment to find the words. “If we asked other male omegas...”

He knew it was hopeless, but Gabriel had asked. He tsked at the information and started to bounce his knee under Jamie, making him squeal with laughter. Alec's gaze slid inexorably to his son, hopelessly drawn to his joy.  

Gabriel met his eyes and smiled. “He’s a lapful,” he joked. 

Jamie was still considerably heavier than even Michael, who was a little heavier than his sisters but not visibly bigger. Alec couldn't guess how he of all the alphas had produced the gigantic bundle of joy that was his son. But of course he didn't understand Jamie's extroversion either. He hoped it meant Jamie would never feel as trapped in his own head as he did.

“Yeah,” he agreed.

Gabriel shook his head, as if snapping himself out of his light mood. “There’s a male omega in our old pack,” he said. “I know his alpha. Well, mostly I know their daughter, she's my second cousin.”

“And you think he'll let him talk to us?”

“Gotta try, don't we?” Gabriel shrugged. “Plus I think I can sell them on the fact that we're bringing the pack into the future. Everybody was interested in seeing some results from your studies.”

“My what?”

“With the babies?” Gabriel prompted, then when Alec kept looking blank, he added, “All those charts you're always fiddling with?”

“You told them?” Alec asked, sounding a little off. He wasn't angry, just shocked.

“Well, yes, was it a secret? I figured you'd want to expand from our five sooner or later anyway.”

“Well.” He licked his lips. “Yeah, but I didn't...”

Gabriel shook his head gently. “They are interested,” he declared easily. “My cousin Adele will totally let you weigh her kids. She's got triplets so she’ll pretty much do anything for anyone willing to hold them, but she’s a nurse too so...”

“Okay,” Alec said, scratching at his jeans to avoid giving away either his nerves or his pleasure. Gabriel could probably tell anyway, but still.

Sasha tugged at his cuff, asking to be picked up and Alec complied.

He held her close, letting her play with his hair and rubbing circles onto her back—the motion probably more soothing to him than to her.

“I’ll need you to come and explain,” Gabriel said. Warned.

“Yes,” Alec agreed. “I mean, sure.”

“Good,” Gabriel said, pleased, and Alec glanced at him, helpless to resist the approval in his voice. And maybe he was as bad at keeping it off his face as he secretly feared because Gabriel’s gaze grew sharper somehow. If they hadn’t been holding a baby each, he’d have expected Gabriel to reach out for him then. He was sure the next words out of Gabriel’s mouth would be... “I’ll call Adele then, set that up. We can go over and I’ll introduce you and then I can drop by her dad’s place and get the ball rolling.”

Alec nodded, mouth dry, and looked away, feeling stupid.

&

Alec didn’t know Josh that well. In a pack as large as the one they had been born into, it wasn’t that strange that two guys half a decade apart in age wouldn’t have spent time together. But Alec didn’t lie to himself: Alec didn’t know anyone that well—not even his parents, who didn’t really understand their shy son’s preference for hiding in his room with his books instead of accompanying them to parties and barbecues.

Still, they’d lived in the same house for a year now and they shared a mate. They were pack. And what Alec needed to ask about concerned that pack—Josh wouldn’t mind. He knocked on Josh’s door, making sure not to do it too softly and risk Josh missing it if he was listening to music or something.

There was no answer and Alec knocked again, promising himself he could leave it for later if it didn’t work. A moment later he heard something fall inside the room. He barely had time to take a step back before the door opened to reveal a dishevelled Josh blinking too much. “Were you asleep?” he asked, cringing as he realised how stupid the question was.

Josh shrugged, shaking his head as if to dispel the last traces of his nap. “Mmm... Yeah, you okay?”

He must have been able to hear Alec’s racing heart. “I’m sorry,” Alec said at once. “I didn’t— your schedule...”

Josh waved it away, then stepped back and gestured for Alec to come in. “Nah, I was just tired. I wasn’t really supposed to sleep, but when I went to get the babies for their nap, Ray was playing with them so...”

Alec followed him in, almost too fast, but he couldn’t miss his chance. “Ray,” he echoed. “Is he...?”

The other alpha straightened at once, glancing at the door before stepping around Alec to push it shut. He didn’t turn around again. “Ray is... he is strong. But he needs time.”

Alec swallowed, unsure. “Just time? Is there anything...”

“No,” Josh said firmly. He turned to face him at last. “Believe me, if there was anything... I mean, nothing beyond what you are already doing.”

“What I’m doing?”

“Leaving him alone. Not...” Josh paused, clearly uncomfortable. “He can’t. Right now. I mean, you know what happened. So what you are all doing is great.”

“Josh...” Alec said softly. “We are not... We are not trying. I talked to Gabriel: what happened did something to us. We don’t have to try; we just don’t need him anymore.”

Josh’s pulse sped up at once, but his brow just creased in confusion. “You don’t?”

Alec shook his head. “Well, the wolves don’t. We... I mean, Ray’s...” He stopped. Ray was his mate and there was nothing wrong admitting that he was beautiful. Except that they were having this conversation because someone had decided that Ray being beautiful was more important than Ray being Ray. “We could,” he finished awkwardly. “But we don’t have to.”

He risked a glance at Josh, whose shoulders had eased a little. “So it’s not going to happen. Nobody will...”

“As long as it lasts,” Alec felt the need to point out.

“Well, the wolves probably know he’s hurt,” Josh said at once. “And if they know now, it’s not like they will forget later, right?”

This was a real question. More than that; he wanted Alec to confirm it as a medical truth. But Alec couldn’t do that. “I don’t know,” he said and made himself watch Josh’s face fall, echoing his own pain. “But I intend to find out,” he added, with a strength he hadn’t known he had.

It was the truth. But that didn’t make it real; that was up to him.
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Chapter four:​​​ The Distant Past
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After a few days, Alec convinced himself that Gabriel had just been trying to be nice and that he wasn't going to call again. Not that Alec should have cared. He was almost as overwhelmed with work as he could physically manage and starting to lament that the caffeine pills his classmates consumed like candy wouldn't really affect him—side effects be damned.

It was good, he was busy and he didn't really think about Gabriel. Well, that wasn't completely true because even when he was exhausted, he was twenty-four and always horny, and Gabriel... Well, Gabriel had shoved him against a wall and blown his brains out with his mouth in the same night. It was a hard memory to top.

But other than that, he didn't think about Gabriel. And he kept not thinking about him as he sat exam after exam and tried to remember to eat regularly.

But when he'd finished his exams, he'd been so sleep deprived and so euphoric that he'd decided why the hell not? He'd texted, not called, which was a bit of a blessing because he might also have been slightly drunk on the special brew liquor he'd sneaked out of his parents' house the last time he'd visited for a mandatory pack get together. But in any case, he'd managed to communicate his desire to blow Gabriel's brains out at his earliest convenience. 

He'd woken up fuzzy and confused sometime around 2am to discover he had an answer. 

[Friday] from Gabriel G.

He checked the phone to find out what day it was—all he'd cared about for the last month were the actual dates—and discovered it was Wednesday. So two days, or 48 hours, although Gabriel hadn't given him a time. But Alec knew he worked and most jobs would let out at six, so... He buried his face back into the sheets, then turned his face at the smell. He hadn't had time for any type of laundry for a while... And then he realised that he'd probably need at least a couple days to wash his whole wardrobe and bedding and let it dry. He rolled to his feet. 

Not that he was doing it for Gabriel, it was just basic good manners when one had a guest with super-senses.

&

For a moment, all Alec had been able to do was stare. For no reason he could see other than that all werewolves ran hot, Gabriel was just wearing a muscle shirt, white and worn thin. It left his tanned arms bare and showed the outline of his chest well enough for Alec to diagram.

"Aren't you going to invite me in?" Gabriel's eyebrow was arched with open scepticism, but Alec couldn't miss the soft curb of his lips. He was teasing.

"Yes, thanks for coming," he said, falling back on manners.

Gabriel laughed, stepping in. "I was hardly going to miss it with an offer like that."

Alec could feel his face heating up, which always made him even more self-conscious because he knew it made his hair look closer to red that the tarnished brown he preferred to imagine it was. It must have appealed to something in Gabriel's dominant nature to see him like that, though, because he stepped closer and cupped Alec's face with his cold palm. The contrast sent a shiver through him and he swallowed. He was breathing fast all of sudden, or maybe he was just now realising. Gabriel was staring at his mouth and rubbing a thumb against his lips. "I was just thinking of calling you, what with the full moon coming up."

It was like bucket of cold water, but Gabriel was already leaning in and kissing him long and wet, sucking on his tongue with relish. Alec closed his eyes too, trying to let it all go. Some part of him had been thinking the alpha had come for him, but that part of him was an idiot. And the smart part of him knew that Gabriel was right: the full moon would turn his crank up like nothing else, so why not scratch the itch while he could? He clung to Gabriel's bare biceps as the man kissed him to within an inch of his life. 

"What the fuck..." 

They both looked up at the muffled exclamation. It was Nathan, wide blue eyes travelling between Alec and Gabriel. Alec tried to take a step back, but Gabriel's arm around his waist was solid as steel. Finally he managed enough saliva to mumble that they were going to his room and Gabriel was generous enough to allow him the freedom of movement to follow through. Nathan hesitated, then turned and went on his way. 

He hadn't told his flatmates that he was gay. He could have, he realised now. Durham University had a Gay Society—he’d seen the posters—and it was pretty okay for people his age. But somehow it hadn't occurred to him—it'd never been okay at home.

"Come on, cheer up," Gabriel told him, pushing him down onto the freshly made bed. He glanced around until he found the bedside table. "Lube?" Alec's heart jumped so hard it made Gabriel look at him. He snorted. "Don't worry, no condoms will be necessary."

That didn’t say much, since it wasn’t like they could get STDs no matter what type of unprotected sex they had, but Alec wasn’t going to stop him to ask for clarifications. He didn’t really know the man, but he knew sex with him was good. It’d have to be enough—it wasn’t like his brain would stop coming up with questions and what-ifs if Alec indulged it and asked. 

Gabriel found the lube easily and dropped it besides them on the bed before he went back to kissing Alec. This time he went slower, but he upped the speed fast, until Alec couldn't do anything but clutch at his hair as his mouth was devoured—whimpers swallowed like they were manna from heaven, every hitch of his hips responded to with an easy, powerful grace. 

Gabriel knew what he was doing. He put a hand on Alec's chest to force him to stay down as he sat back on his thighs so he could get rid of his shirt. After that, he didn't need to bother, Alec could barely manage not to openly gap as he watched his peaked nipples on his sculpted chest. 

"Clothes," Gabriel snapped, and leaned in to bite at Alec's ear before he rolled off the bed and groaned. "Damn work shoes..."

Eventually, Alec had woken up enough to remove his own clothing—he'd only managed to keep up because he'd never put shoes on to start with. He turned around, but he caught just a glimpse of Gabriel’s naked body, only to get pushed back down onto his back. Gabriel’s weight pressed him down onto the sheets. They were naked and Gabriel was burning up like nobody he'd ever touched before. All werewolves ran hot by human standards and even hotter during the full moon when their metabolism sped up to cope with the exhausting exercise of the hunt, and a small part of Alec's mind was still wondering whether alphas ran hotter.

He tilted his head back and sucked on Gabriel's tongue as they slid against each other, dicks never getting enough friction between their bellies and hips but still so close to perfectly... And then Gabriel had turned his face away, panting a little, and groped about. He'd checked Alec's eyes before leaning back and turning the tube upside down over his crotch. He'd flinched at the cold and Gabriel had dropped the tube and rubbed his hip in apology, but in truth, by the time Gabriel put his hand in the mess and stroked Alec's dick, everything was way too hot again. 

Gabriel leaned into Alec, holding himself up with a single arm as he rearranged them to his satisfaction. Alec expected him to align their cocks so they could rub off as they kissed, but Gabriel had something different in mind: he nudged Alec's legs apart and guided his cock between Alec's thighs before pushing them back together around it. He was hard as steel against the soft skin and he'd lubed himself up too. He shuddered, dropping his other hand just in time to not completely collapse on top of Alec as he thrust into the sensitive space between Alec’s thighs. Alec whimpered as the soft, wet head hit his sack.

Gabriel licked at his earlobe, giving it a gentle suck. “Good?” He gave another thrust, as if Alec needed convincing, and all he could do was take hold of his waist and press his thighs together against the hard length of Gabriel’s cock and push back. The sensation of Gabriel’s cock pushing past the barrier of his legs rushed through him like a blow to the head, making him clench his eyes shut as he held on and trembled.

The alpha groaned on top of him and shoved harder into the warm space of Alec’s body, and just like that, they had a rhythm. It was easy, for all that Alec had never tried intrecrural sex before and had only every topped with humans. Gabriel’s lips found his again, wilder, more teeth and more spit, and Alec opened his mouth and let him have what he wanted. When Gabriel’s thrusts grew more forceful, he stopped trying to push up into them and just focused on holding his legs together, letting the alpha control the pace of their fucking.

Because it felt like fucking. Like being fucked.

Gabriel came all over his balls, burningly hot and with the excessive amount of seed alphas always produced. It was too much for Alec, all that slickness over his balls and hole, and Gabriel's weight as he collapsed on top of him, trapping his dick between their bellies... He came too, making a right mess himself and not caring in the slightest.

For all of a minute, then the sensation of being covered in come stopped being hot and started being simply sticky. Gabriel sensed it somehow because Alec didn’t have to ask him to roll over.
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He'd woken up too warm. Unsurprisingly, since Gabriel was mostly draped around him and still fast asleep. They'd never managed to get under the duvet. It was probably going to need washing again if Alec didn't want it to smell of come even to his flatmates. He groaned, remembering Nathan's reaction. He wasn't even sure it had been a bad one, but it had made his normally laid-back flatmate freak out. It'd made him notice Alec.

Alec lived better under the radar—if nobody was looking, he was even a fairly functional person. He could get schoolwork done on time and well, cook a decent meal, and keep his room from becoming a sty. Nathan was so bad at the last one that he'd almost got kicked out of the flat because the smell had got bad enough for Alec to forego his policy of ignoring other people and complained about it to the others.

But Nathan had a girlfriend, and plenty of friends he had over for video games. And Alec hadn't talked to anybody he didn't live with or with whom he didn't have to work with for a project in more than six months.

He squirmed from under Gabriel despite the alpha's rumblings and rolled off the bed. The sex had been... Well, the sex had been even better than the first time around. Somehow, Gabriel had remembered his soft spots and he obviously really enjoyed holding Alec down. It wasn't... it didn't have to be a big deal. Alec didn't need to listen to all the things men were 'supposed' to want. He liked cock, there wasn't much he could do to make that worse, and maybe it was just that Gabriel was an alpha and it felt natural to let him be in charge, but he was okay with it.

Sex was a healthy human need and even if werewolves were burningly hot weirdos, it also applied to them. He looked down at himself. He had come everywhere. He got some baby wipes from his desk and cleaned his own from his belly first, then Gabriel's from... between his legs. He had to swallow hard at the memory of the hot rush of arousal that had gone through him when the alpha had come in... on him. He dropped them in the bin, even though the scent was still loud and clear despite the alcohol in the wipes.

He turned to find his clothes and blinked sleepily at the room when he didn’t find them. All he could focus his eyes on was the naked man stretched out on his bed, muscles bunched as he half curled towards the empty spot Alec's body had occupied earlier. For a long moment, he thought about getting his phone and snapping a picture. You couldn't even see Gabriel's face from this angle... But even if he didn't have experience with hook-ups that lasted longer than a night, he still didn't want to risk Gabriel thinking he had so little game, he'd treasure a naked picture of him.

By the time Gabriel woke, he'd put on boxers and a shirt and sat at the desk to check his email. He heard his heartbeat leave the placid rhythms of sleep and glanced up in time to see his beautiful back disappear from sight as he rolled over to face Alec. It was hard to lament the loss when it revealed the fine planes of his chest and his very awake cock, red and ready. Alec gaped at him, wordless with lust, until Gabriel blinked the final traces of sleep out of his eyes and arched an eyebrow at him. "Why are you over there?"

"I woke up," Alec explained.

Gabriel snorted, but then he smiled in invitation. "Do you want to come back here?" 
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After that round, Gabriel had asked if there was any decent Chinese food to be had that would deliver—the place closest to pack territory was a mess and he had a craving. They'd ended up eating takeaway on the floor—Alec hated making a fuss, but Gabriel had caught him making a distressed face when he'd tried to sit down on the bed with his plate of noodles. 

"So you're a neat freak," he'd teased, folding his long naked legs under himself with a grace that was definitely supernatural. At least he'd put his briefs back on—for what little they did hide.

Alec had shrugged. "It's not a big deal."

"Well, I guess it's important if you're going to be a doctor, right? Don't humans get sick if anything isn't perfectly clean before you use it on them?"

"So do we," Alec responded. "The body naturally expels any foreign materials from wounds and since we do it so fast, it's not often an issue, but hygiene is always a good idea."

No sooner had he said it that he realised how snobbish he sounded. It was the right tone in school, of course, but he knew people his age didn’t speak that way... 

He dared a glance at Gabriel and found he looked amused—eyebrows raised and mouth slightly curved. "You got a specialty yet?"

"Well... not really.”

“But you have an idea,” Gabriel sussed out at once. He had a knack for seeing right through Alec. It was crazy; Alec had been told he was hard to read all his life.

“I like paediatrics,” he said quietly. “But human babies...” He shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d handle that well. I like kids too much.”

“Fair enough,” Gabriel said after a pause. 

"What do you do?" Alec asked. He'd wanted to know and it was finally the right time.

"Oh, construction," Gabriel said, almost dismissive.

"You don't like it?"

Gabriel’s mouth twisted a little. "It's a job. I dunno, I finished school and there wasn't anything I was into, but I was strong and one of my cousins got me in."

"Would you like to do something else?" Alec was strong, too, of course, but he couldn't imagine just moving stuff around all day.

"Nah, I'm getting to do some interesting stuff now, detail cutting. Tiles and such. It's a bit repetitive sometimes, but at least nobody pees on me," he added with a smile.

Alec snorted. "Nobody has peed on me yet! I'm only in third year; you think they're going to let me touch a baby? I have barely seen any adults. It's mostly diagrams and skeletons."

Gabriel set his empty container down. "So how's your male anatomy?” he asked with a completely serious face. But he couldn't hold it, the smile slipped over his lips like the sun coming clear from the clouds. Alec's first impression hadn't done him justice; he wasn't a movie star, he was an angel.

Or a devil, he guessed, as Gabriel crossed the room and kissed the laughter off his mouth.

He got the lube out of Alec's drawer without asking first, not that Alec was in any state to talk with Gabriel's whole lower body pressing him down onto the bedding. Alec was small by werewolf standards and Gabriel was big even by those so if he didn't make an effort to stay off him, he could easily cut off his air supply with his weight alone. To his surprise, Gabriel barely took the time to drop a kiss on the corner of his mouth before he started crawling down the bed, destination clear and no detours planned. 

Alec swallowed thickly, trying to keep quiet as he nosed at his hipbone—long hair tickling even as he planted a wet kiss on Alec's lower belly just next to his hard dick. He managed even as Gabriel stopped playing with him and gave his cock a good thorough lick, but he couldn't keep from trying to follow as the alpha moved away to breathe. That was apparently a problem: Gabriel's hands on his hips gripped punishingly hard and shoved him right back down. It was probably hard enough to bruise, but that wasn't what got Alec exhaling like he'd run into a solid wall. It was the way his body just stilled, relaxing under Gabriel's hands like it instinctively understood he was safe—or maybe that he was not in control anymore and there was no point in struggling. And then Gabriel leaned back in and sucked the head of Alec's cock into his mouth and then he couldn't be silent at all, but it didn't matter. It couldn't matter. Not when Gabriel slowly deepened his sucks, taking more and more of Alec into his mouth, seemingly not bothered when it went deep enough to hit the back of his throat. And all through it he didn't let Alec move his arse an inch off the sheets, not even when reflex got the better of him and he thrust against Gabriel’s hold.

And then, just as suddenly—as far as Alec was concerned—Gabriel let go of his hips and leaned back, shoving Alec's thighs until he bent his knees and hooked them over Gabriel's shoulders. It was a strangely vulnerable position, for all that Gabriel was pleasuring him, so of course it made Alec dizzy with wanting—cock bouncing around as he was rearranged to the alpha's satisfaction. Gabriel went for the crease of his thigh, then lapped at his balls—now exposed—and absorbed Alec's helpless shudders and jerks like he didn't even notice them. 

He'd never been with anyone who wouldn't at least stop to ask, but although Gabriel didn't rush, he didn't stop to confirm either. Maybe he expected Alec to object if he minded the palms cupping his buttocks or the fingers half digging between his cheeks, but it was hard to care when Gabriel's hands were holding him to Gabriel's eager mouth. It was all he could do not to clench and push up into the wet, silky suction.

He heard the lube being squeezed out of the bottle before he realised Gabriel was holding him one handed—the teasing had got slow enough that Alec resigned himself to laying there and taking it—and his first thought was relief that he was going to get to come. But Gabriel didn't squeeze the slick on Alec's stomach like he hoped, instead he tapped Alec's hand where it lay on the bedcovers until Alec took it. 

"Gimme," he ordered, flicking the lid open and cupping his own hand under Alec's slack grip.

And Alec did. He barely had enough coordination to manage even that much and too much came out but other than a tiny flinch at the temperature, Gabriel didn't say anything. Alec dropped the tube, still open, and closed his eyes for a moment—feeling as if the effort it'd require was more than he'd had in him. And then Gabriel's mouth was back on him and so was his hand, slick and wet and rubbing at the space between his cheeks in a way that had Alec clenching and opening his eyes, straightening his elbows under him to try to look at the man sucking him like he was the last drink of water in a desert. The sight made him shudder, or maybe it was the tip of a finger catching on his rim. He couldn't think, much less talk. He was lost in sensation, lost enough that he forgot again and just thrust into Gabriel's throat—it made him choke and Alec froze, apologies spilling from his lips.

Gabriel gave him a half-hearted glare, coughing a little, then used the hand he hadn't lubed up to take hold of the base of Alec's cock—giving it a squeeze in warning—and dived right back in, lapping at the space around his fist like he couldn't get enough. 

Alec whimpered, hands clenching against the bedding as he struggled to stay still. It turned out not to matter, when one of Gabriel's wandering fingers actually pushed past his rim and he tried to get away, he discovered the alpha was prepared. His cock got squeezed hard in Gabriel's unforgiving grip and he was held in place easily. The finger did retreat after a moment, but the message was clear: it was not up to Alec to control when that would happen.

He frankly couldn't have cared less. If Gabriel didn't make him come soon... 

"Please." The word slipped out. His voice was wrecked, as if it had been him and not Gabriel who was performing the blowjob. Gabriel actually pulled away, raising his head to meet Alec's eyes—somehow it took the word to a whole different level: it wasn't just asking Gabriel to hurry up, it was begging. "Please," he said again, throat dry and face flaming. 

It didn't matter what he said, in that moment, with Gabriel half holding him down, his fingers in Alec's arse, he knew that he wouldn't move until the alpha told him he could. He was dying to finish, so close to the line that it felt like he didn't even need Gabriel's mouth, his breath over Alec's groin would do... But that was enough, thank the moon, to get Gabriel to tilt Alec's cock to the right angle and just go for it—he sucked with less finesse and more energy, not playing or teasing anymore, just sucking with all he had even as his other hand kept Alec from helping at all. He came like that, back arching even as his hips were kept firmly in place between Gabriel's hand and mouth, and the world going black, white, and black again as his brain tried to process the rush of pleasure from his cock, and then from his arse because Gabriel hadn't simply left his hand there, he'd pushed a finger right past the ring again just as Alec was starting to come and now Alec was clenching on it—body oscillating between ecstasy and overstimulation.

When Gabriel finally let go of him, Alec curled to the side, pulling his legs against his chest to disentangle them from Gabriel's arms. He barely registered Gabriel pulling his finger out of him. He was panting too hard even for having just come and his mind felt... strangely quiet. He knew what they'd just done was... He felt Gabriel's hand on his hip, rubbing reassuringly, and he didn't say anything as the alpha pressed against Alec's back, moulding himself to the curve of Alec's body until his hard cock was burning a slick line against him. 

"Too much?" he asked in something that couldn't quite count as a whisper.

Alec could just about nod, but it was plenty because Gabriel's chin was hooked over his shoulder. 

"Okay, I'll go easy on you... Just lemme..." 

Alec did let him hold onto his hip and push against the small of his back, trailing come and possibly lube all the way down to the top of his arse, until he was moaning softly into his shoulder—breath hot and wet as he panted. And then he was coming, holding on tightly as he thrust harder, rutting his cock against Alec like he was fucking him. Alec closed his eyes and let it all wash over him. 
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Chapter five: ​​​The Recent Past
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Gabriel was not one to dither when a task needed doing; the very next day he came from work with an invitation to dinner with Adele and her wife. Apparently, Lara was an alpha who worked as a manager at the construction site where about half the pack was employed.

"You should come with me," he told Alec at dinner.

It was just the six of them; one day every week, Irina drove Marisa back to the old pack so they could have dinner with their families. A lot of alphas would have resented their betas keeping such close links to their old pack, but they didn’t have a First Alpha and Ray had made a point of telling the betas they’d be free to go back any time they wanted. In two weeks, they were going to see how that worked out with the other three betas they’d selected, but for that, they needed to get a plumber to make the second house habitable. Irina and Marisa were fine sharing the room Iesu had generously given up so he could sleep in Sergi’s arms every night, but it wouldn’t be fair to ask five adults to share a room like children.

Iesu looked between Alec and Gabriel, befuddled. As well he might since for as long he'd known them, Gabriel had never spoken to Alec beyond praising his cooking or asking him to stop and buy diapers on his way home.

Alec pretended not to notice. "When?"

"Tomorrow or Friday, they said both were good for them."

Alec took a moment to consider his schedule. He wanted to put it off, of course, not because he didn't want more information—he was desperate for it—but because he already knew it'd be awkward. He would be awkward. But by Friday he'd have been working three days straight and he knew himself too well to think he'd be able to handle that and a social visit with strangers as well. 

"Tomorrow," he told Gabriel and, in his attempt to avoid his eyes, accidentally met Ray's.

He looked young and tired, and for some reason Alec couldn't yet explain, those were both true. It was mostly in an attempt to distract him that he spoke then. "We're going to try and get them to let me weigh their kids so that we've more data points."

"Oh," Ray seemed surprised, but, unexpectedly, pleased too. "That's good, isn't it? You can't do science with five samples, even I know that."

Alec wanted to tell him not to put himself down: he might not have gone to university, but that didn't mean he wasn't smart or able to understand the concepts. "You remember a lot more about GCSE biology than most people," he said instead.

Ray shrugged. "I liked it better than physics," he said timidly.

But he was barking up the wrong tree. "Ugh, physics," Alec groaned. "It almost ruined my whole grade for Triple Science."

"What? Really?" Iesu asked from his other side. "You were doing less than perfectly in school?"

"There's plenty of subjects I didn't do well in," Alec complained. "I'm just good at what I like."

"So physics and what else?" Ray pressed.

"Well," Alec said, smiling at Ray when he realised. "Art, actually. I sucked at drawing,” he explained, not quite daring to bring up Ray’s own talent. “Fine motor skills are not my thing. Not going to be a surgeon, either."

"Did you want to be?" Ray asked carefully. On the other side of the table, Sergi trailed off whatever he'd been telling Gabriel about the latest work on the beta wing. It wasn't so much a new wing as a new house entirely build right next to theirs with a connecting corridor, but Iesu—whose small pack had come from Romania when he’d been ten—liked to mock 'the proper English ways' and the name had stuck.

Alec kept his eyes on his food as he cut it in small pieces. The meat was stewed and probably didn't need to be that small for him to consume but it was something to do to keep his nerves at bay. "Not really, I don't mind blood or anything, but it seems a bit much, you know?"

Ray made a choked noise and Alec abruptly remembered that Ray, the sweet guy who’d happily spend hours on a canvas, had killed someone with his bare hands recently.

Nobody else seemed to notice Ray's abrupt silence because Iesu started talking about a time his cousin had cut her thigh open and bled all over his mum's favourite armchair. It was an innocent anecdote, and not even that graphic but Alec saw the way Ray's shoulders were drawn towards himself. He had to do something...

"Iesu," Sergi hissed from his side. "I'm eating."

And just like that, there was nothing to do anymore: Iesu turned to him and reached for his cheek, rubbing gently. Sergi didn't seem pleased, but he didn't actually move away to reject the gesture. Alec couldn't blame him; he didn't think he'd have given up that easy intimacy if it'd been offered to him. Ray was breathing normally again, although he wasn't eating as much as pushing food around his plate.

Alec had to look away from him, feeling like his own stomach was made of lead. "What time do you think we need to be there?" He turned his face towards Gabriel, but kept his eyes lowered.

Gabriel answered anyway. "Eight should be fine. It's your turn to do bedtime, but I'll help you and if we feed them at five, we should be more than done."

Alec glanced up in surprise. It wasn't like he would have skipped on his responsibilities, but with Marisa and Irina around, it was easy to find someone to help cover for you if you had something to do. 

"Thanks," he said, meeting Gabriel's eyes by accident. He meant it, though. He could feel the possibilities opening up as he prepared himself to push down his fears and talk to other people about what he was doing. He didn’t have great hopes for being allowed to talk to an omega, but he could see a parent letting him weigh and measure their babies, and maybe, if they played it right... He shook himself out of the fantasy. It was all well and good to be hopeful, but it wasn’t wise to be naively so.

Gabriel nodded. "No problem."

And he meant it too.
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Because he was nervous—terrified—about the meeting, he figured he'd better cushion his lack of social skills with some food. Dessert seemed appropriate since most people always found room for a sweet treat after dinner. He chose custard brownies to be interesting without being too exotic—in England, it was hard to see how a combination of chocolate and custard could be unwelcome. He started at eleven in the morning because he couldn't quite talk himself out of the possibility of screwing it up the first time around. Plus, Josh's shift didn't start until four in the afternoon and  he was sacked out on the couch, half covered in pups and babies and keeping an eye on the rest while they marathoned an animated show about people controlling the elements. It seemed to be more Josh's speed than their kids’. 

They were probably too young for anything beyond Sesame Street anyway and Josh needed the help staying awake. He’d got back at midnight and had woken early to look after them. Marisa had come up with the spreadsheet of duties, but she couldn’t do much about the fact that Josh’s co-workers were liable not to show up for their shifts for no discernible reason and his boss was too much of a softy to actually fire them for it. If it hadn’t been for the meeting, Alec would have sent Josh back to bed, but as it was, he could barely cope with cooking. He didn’t trust himself to look after the babies with the way his head was spinning.

The recipe was easy enough, but Alec knew he was a good enough cook that sometimes he overestimated his ability to bake. He'd opened the oven in the middle of a cake rising once and miscalculated the temperature and burned his creations two or three times as well. The others were normally happy enough if he scraped a layer off whatever it was and added some jam, cream, or ganache. But this was to take out to a stranger. If it was going to make up for the fact that Alec was going to get too nervous to talk to them, it needed to be better than okay.

"Is that lunch?" Iesu asked from the doorway. He and Sergi weren't working at the moment so they could spend their time building the new rooms for the betas—they were far away enough from civilization that they could get away with Gabriel's low level knowledge about construction and could save the money the permits would actually cost. The land on this side of the river, which had been purchased by their original pack decades ago to ensure humans didn't pollute it, was now officially Ray's property. It had always belonged to alphas before, but when Ray's uncle had suggested making them co-owners, Josh had refused at once—it was Ray who could feel the land, after all—and when Gabriel had backed him up, it'd been a done deal. None of them owned the house, because the house didn't officially exist, but it wasn't like it’d ever be empty.

"Dessert, for dinner tonight," Alec explained. "I mean, for the dinner I'm going to, but I'm making enough to leave you guys your own."

"Mmm... smells good," Iesu said, walking in and retrieving a big bottle of water from the fridge. Alec would bet anything that he'd forget to put a new one in when he left. He scraped the last of the chocolate mixture into the eggs and sugar and mixed, looking up just in time to smack Iesu's hand away.

"No," he said firmly at Iesu's pout.

"It's just a little—"

"Your hands are dirty."

"I washed them!" Iesu insisted, sounding indignant. And Alec gave them an unimpressed once over. He was sure Iesu had rinsed them. 

"You can lick the bowl afterwards," he offered.

Iesu stepped back, and Alec should have known to be wary when he stopped arguing. "You knew Gabriel before, didn't you?"

Alec glanced up, hitting the bowl with his wrist and scrambling to right it before it spilled. "Yeah," he said when he managed and kept mixing even though it was done.

"How come?"

"Same pack," Alec said. It wasn't a lie but he was nervous enough that his pulse sped up as he spoke. After all, Iesu and he had been part of the same pack too.

Iesu could tell, and Alec knew that he could tell. But maybe he didn't feel he could mention it outright. It wasn't like they knew each other well. Iesu was easy-going and enthusiastic, laughed a lot and seemed to thrive in making others laugh too. He couldn't have been more different from Alec if he'd tried. It was probably obvious to him too because he'd mostly left him to his own devices so far.

"I just... When he spoke to you yesterday, he just assumed you'd do what he wanted. You don't have to, you know that, right?"

Alec glanced up and met his eyes, mostly out of surprise. "Oh, no, it's not like that."

"Like what?"

"I mean... I don't feel, dunno, forced to do what he wants... I just..."

"You want to?" Iesu suggested doubtfully when Alec trailed off.

Alec shrugged. "He's good with people. I'm happy to play along. It was actually his idea to ask them for permission to measure their kids. And to..." He hesitated. For some reason, he didn't want to mention their plan to try to talk to omegas and find out how they could help Ray. "Well, to help the pack. We're trying to figure it out. I'll do the science, he'll do the talking to people bits."

"Mmm.... if you are sure. Just remember we're all in this together, okay?"

Alec made himself meet his eyes because he had known it was true, technically, but he hadn't known Iesu would be willing to interfere on his behalf. "Yes, I know, don't worry."

"Can I lick the spatula now?" Iesu asked with a mischievous smile.

&

"Is that a powerpoint?"

Alec jumped half a meter in the air and turned fast enough he would have caused himself damage if his body hadn't been so resilient. He was about to snap when Gabriel raised both hands, mouth twisting. "Sorry, my bad. You were obviously working hard. As usual," he added with a smile.

Alec looked away. "I just... I thought a PowerPoint would be easier. Smaller chunks of information."

He’d actually got Irina to swap their childcare duties in exchange for some advance brownies—boy, did the woman have a sweet tooth—so he was free for the rest of the day.

"Sure, you are right. Maybe you should be a teacher."

Alec shot him a horrified look. "A teacher? No way, they'd eat me alive."

"I'm sure you'd manage," Gabriel said. Alec didn't contradict him. 

"Do we have to go?"

"Well, not right now, I just got out of the shower and thought..." He seemed to hesitate, then he went over to the table and sat next to Alec. He tried not to tense, but Gabriel had sat close enough his knee bumped against Alec's thigh as he leaned in to look at the screen. He smelled of water, shampoo—the almost odourless stuff humans created for those among them with sensitive noses—and underneath that, himself. "You want to run me through it?"

Alec thought of refusing, of maybe putting the laptop in its bag and pretending he'd forgotten the charger in his room... He was pretty sure Gabriel wasn’t going to call him on it. He was obviously going to pretend they had never... Alec wasn’t even sure: was it just the sex that was off limits or their entire relationship? Gabriel had asked him to join the new pack for a reason, after all. And he didn't act this familiarly with Iesu, who he honestly hadn’t known before.

“Well,” he started. “These are the rates of growth for human babies, which is more interesting than anything else, but I don’t have much data...”

“Plus, I bet Jamie is throwing off all your numbers,” Gabriel commented.

Alec swallowed, aware of being observed, of Gabriel barely a hand’s width away. He didn’t look away from the screen; he clicked onto the next slide. Gabriel was right that he could use the practice. It was lucky he knew the data backwards and forward, too, because Gabriel was either leaning in closer as he went on or Alec was becoming more and more conscious of the heat of his body.
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