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        Three mates. One set of parents set on breaking them apart. And one long journey nobody is going to forget any time soon…

      

      

      
        
        Nathan

        The day started off so well, I went to see a house I was interested in and even put an offer on it. I just want a place where we can be together as a family, somewhere we can be safe.

        So I didn’t expect it to end sitting in a chair, on a stage, about to be interviewed on live TV and with no idea about what’s going to happen next…

      

      

      
        
        Zeke

        After a couple of days of quiet, my mom reached out to me again, demanding I go with them or they’ll ruin my friends and family.

        I can’t let that happen. I really can’t. But, sitting in these bright lights, I’m not so sure this is the right way to go about getting free of them…

      

      

      
        
        Wes

        There is no way I’m going to let anyone hurt my family, no way. But I’m also not going to allow anyone to use my crappy past to vindicate their actions.

        The best defence is an offence, right?
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            Zeke

          

        

      

    

    
      Five days of being locked up inside the house and no way to really know what’s going on or what to do was too much for me.

      So, instead of letting me go back to the normal cafe that I work at, Clay has allowed me to work at one of the cafes that I haven’t worked at before. At least that’s some measure of safety… I guess.

      It doesn’t help that Clay will be babysitting me all day while I work here… But again, that’s the price of being protected. That’s the price I’m going to have to pay for wanting to get out of the house and not being locked inside.

      Nathan pushes open the door of the cafe and looks up, smiling at me.

      My heart flutters and I quickly go over to him. “You’re not supposed to come here.”

      “I’m just here for a moment. Don’t worry, I’ll leave soon.” He steps close, running his fingers over my hand. “I had to show you something before I went to work.”

      “What is it?” He looks a little more serious now, though he’s still smiling.

      “I put an offer on a house.”

      “You did, what?” I stare at Nathan, not sure I heard him right.

      “I put an offer on a house.” He keeps my gaze, no doubt in his eyes.

      “Why?” I shake my head. This is so not a conversation to have in the middle of the cafe, definitely not.

      “I’m not leaving this city any time soon. Seemed like a sensible next step.” He shrugs.

      I sigh, closing my eyes. “Come with me.” I grab his arm and he takes his bag with him as he lets me drag him off to the back of the cafe and into one of the empty workshop rooms.

      I close the door, turning to him. “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “Eh. Many reasons.” I lean against the door. “For one, why would you? Why here? Why now…?”

      Why would he do this when we don’t even know what’s going to happen with me?

      He doesn’t seem impressed. “Any other reasons why I can’t?” He sits down on one of the chairs, his bag in front of him, his hand on the bag.

      “Why would you buy a house? You’ve got your apartment. Isn’t that enough?” I cross my arms in front of my chest, trying to keep the feelings inside. This is too much, too big.

      “Not if I want to live together with my family.” He’s so calm. How can he be so calm? It’s getting annoying, really annoying.

      “I don’t get it.” I sit down on the opposite side of the table. “With everything… You just…” I shake my head.

      Nathan opens his bag and pulls out a folder. It’s a realtor’s folder. He puts it in front of me, closed, as he slides his bag onto the floor. Then he simply looks at me, his eyes steady.

      “You want me to look at it?”

      He nods. “Take a look.”

      My heart beats loudly as I carefully open the folder.

      The first page is a page with all sorts of text and details about whatever stuff, but in the middle is a picture looking out over the water and a row of houses on the other side. They’re really colourful and it looks so cheerful.

      “Which one is it?”

      “The grey one with the glass room on top, like a lighthouse.” He points it out in the picture.

      “It looks nice.”

      I’m impressed. I’ve seen the neighbourhood a couple of times, it’s on the edge of the city. But I never really considered that I’d ever see one of the houses up close. I swallow hard.

      “I thought so too. I took a look around inside this morning and made an offer.”

      “Why?” I just can’t understand why he’d make such a big step out of nowhere.

      Nathan leans over the table, his hands outstretched. “Because I want us to become a family. All of us.”

      When I look at him this time, his eyes aren’t so sure, they’re filled with fear and anxiety. “I don’t want to lose you, or Wes. I don’t want anyone else but you two in my life.”

      Fuck. Tears spring to my eyes. I’d promised myself that I wouldn’t do this, wouldn’t let this happen.

      But I reach up and slide my hands into his, squeezing a little. I don’t have any words to answer him.

      I can’t promise him anything, he knows that, not now. Definitely not now.

      “Are you trying to make me feel bad for not even being able to tell you that I’ll stay with you there?” I want to be angry, upset, but I’m just filled with love and a sense of security.

      Nathan shakes his head, his eyes downcast. “No. I want you to have something to call home. I want you to have a place that’s home, your home. A place where we can all live together.”

      “Nathan…”

      “No.” Nathan shakes his head. “No, you don’t get to… You don’t get to do that. This is about all of us. This is so we can all live together in one place.”

      I just can’t believe it, why would he do something like this. Why would he… Why? “I can’t promise anything.”

      “I don’t want you to. There are many things that I could do, many more things that I wish that I could do to help you, but… Right now… This is the best I have. This is the only thing I can provide for you.”

      There is a pain in his eyes, a pain that I can’t ignore. “Why do you… Why do you keep doing that?”

      “Doing what?”

      “You… You keep doing these things that…” I shake my head.

      How do I explain it to him? How do I explain that… How do I explain that wanting to be with him hurts even more? That him doing these things makes knowing that it could all be taken away from me in a moment so much more painful?

      “Zeke… Zeke, look at me.”

      I look his way and Nathan’s eyes are… They’re filled with pain too.

      “I don’t want to hurt you more than you already are. All I want is that, no matter what happens, I want there to be a place that’s yours, that’s ours. A place where you can come back to us. A place where you belong. No matter what. I’ll always be there for you.” He reaches out and I grab his hand tightly.

      I can’t stop the tears anymore, they keep coming, my heart is so filled with emotions it’s almost bursting.

      How… How can they both be like this? Both Nathan and Wes, how can they be so sure that… That I’ll return, even if I’m taken away? That I’ll be able to return to them.

      “We’d fall apart if we didn’t do this.” Nathan’s words are only soft but the way he looks at me… “That hope is the only thing keeping us going.”

      My breath gets caught in my chest. How did I deserve mates like this?
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      My shift at work went pretty well, nothing bad happened and I was able to just work like I normally do, mostly…

      But as I’m getting back into the apartment and find Wes staring at me as I step inside, my heart hurts again. They’re both so good, so honest, and now that I’m here, I’m putting them in danger. I really have to do better. A lot better.

      My phone starts ringing and Mum’s name pops up on the screen. I frown, what now? I look around, and step back into the hallway as I accept the call, closing the door behind me. “Yes?”

      “Is that any way to greet your mother?”

      “It is when I’m really not interested in taking your call, but I have to anyway.”

      She makes a dismissive sound. “Jonah called, he said that you refused to come with him. And he told me that you actually got yourself mated by someone else. I even heard that you were marked.”

      Oh, great, they now know… “Hmmm, hmm.” I’m not going to confirm or deny anything right now.

      “I thought that you were smarter than that. I thought you knew better than that?”

      I don’t give her an answer this time.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter anyway. We’ll come with him next time. You can’t break your promise. You can’t just push Jonah away because you think that you have any control over your life.”

      Fucking hell… How does she always know what to say to make me feel the worst?

      “I’d advise you to pack your bags and get ready to leave. Or, better, don’t pack anything, it’s not like you’d have anything suitable to take with you anyway.” Her voice… It’s cold like ice, making me shiver.

      I lean against the wall, trying really hard not to let her know how close to crying I am.

      “Oh, and if you don’t come with us. We’ll see how well ‘Away from Home’ deals with allegations of mistreatment of Omegas and kidnapping. Don’t even try to call our bluff on that, you know that it’s no use.”

      “Mum, please…” They can’t hurt Clay. They can’t hurt him. If they do that, it would ruin not just Clay but also Wes, Aiden, everyone. “Please, don’t. Don’t hurt them.” I can’t hide the gasp, the cry I let out, this time.

      “Like I said, if you come with us without a struggle, nothing bad will happen to them. It’s up to you. See you tomorrow. I expect you to be waiting downstairs at your apartment complex at seven in the morning.” She disconnects the line and I slide down the wall, my legs giving out.

      This can’t be happening… This can’t be true… I let out another gasp, wrapping my arms around myself.

      No. This is… No.

      With shaking fingers I search for Nathan’s number, hitting the call button.

      “Hi, missing me already?” His voice is light, happy, and I let out a sob.

      “They… Help.” I don’t even know what I should tell him, what I should ask him.

      “Where are you?” He’s serious immediately, I can hear him starting to move.

      “Home.” For now.

      “Clay’s?” I hear a door slam on his side of the call.

      “Yes.”

      “I’ll be right there. Don’t move.” And he disconnects the line.

      The next moment the door to the apartment opens and Wes and Felix come out, Wes still has his phone in his hand. “Yes, he’s here. See you soon.”

      Felix kneels next to me, his hands touching my arms, trying to soothe me.

      Then Wes is on my other side. “What happened?” I can hear the upset in his voice.

      I shake my head. I can’t do it. I can’t tell them right now. I can’t… This isn’t happening. This isn’t… No.

      “Shh. Shh.” Felix pulls me closer, holding me tightly, and I realise that Wes is stepping a couple of steps away, and my phone isn’t in my hand anymore.

      “Hey. Yeah. Bad news.” How can Wes sound so strong right now? “His Mum just called him. I don’t think it was good news. Yeah.” Wes walks off a little. “I don’t know the details yet. He’s… He’s not in a state to talk right now. Yeah. Yeah. See you soon.”

      Then he’s back at my side. “Zeke?”

      I open my mouth, but all that comes out is a squeaky sound. I’m shaking all over. My brain all over the place.

      My parents know where I live. Of course, they do. They knew where I worked, so of course they’d know where I live too. And they also knew that hurting Clay’s company would hurt all of us.

      They can’t hurt them. I can’t let that happen.

      Felix and Wes help me back to my feet, taking me inside the apartment, and putting me on the couch. Evan comes over immediately, patting my leg, his eyes filled with worry.

      “Ow?” He asks, looking me over.

      “Just on the inside,” I whisper, not able to talk louder.

      Evan nods, climbing on the couch with me, and gives me a kiss on my cheek as he wraps his arms around my neck. “Pain away.”

      I wish it what that easy, though, having Evan in my arms does make me feel good, even just a little. I wish it was as easy as a kiss on a cheek to make everything go away, to make everything go back to the way it used to be.

      Wes and Felix don’t ask me anything, instead, they’re doing things around the apartment. Probably getting papers and stuff together to help me. Whatever they think will help me anyway…

      But how can they help when I know the only way to solve all of this? How can I help when I know exactly how to make my parents stop?

      The only way to make them stop is if I go to Jonah, if I go with him and do what I’ve been expected to do all my life. That’s the solution.

      No matter how much it would hurt everyone. If I stay here, they’re only getting hurt even more and I can’t let that happen. I really can’t let that happen. Not now, not ever again. I can’t.

      I can’t let my parents hurt my family, no matter what I need to do for that.
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            Nathan

          

        

      

    

    
      I find Zeke on the couch, all wrapped up on himself, as Wes and Felix are at the table.

      Wes immediately comes over, giving me a quick hug and a kiss. His eyes are dark, worried. I guess we could call it a miracle he’s this clear right now, and not falling apart. I guess we’re lucky that he’s gotten stronger over the weekend, though I can still see the panic in his eyes.

      When Zeke called me, I just knew that things were wrong, even as I picked up the phone. Even if I’d hoped that they wouldn’t be.

      But now, being here… I’m not ready. I’m not ready to deal with losing Zeke. And, the way he’s now… It’s got to be really bad.

      “He’s been like that the whole time.” Wes looks at Zeke and I nod.

      I go over to Zeke, sitting down next to him and wrapping my arms around him. “I’ll protect you. I promise.” I don’t know what else to tell him, not now.

      Zeke shakes his head. “I need to protect all of you,” he whispers and my stomach drops at the surety in his voice.

      “No,” I whisper back at him. “You can’t do that on your own.”

      “There is only one way.” He looks up at me and there is a defeat in his eyes that I haven’t seen before.

      What did they do? What did they tell him? There is only one reason he’d look like that. Only one way he’d give up like this. They threatened us, they threatened Wes or Clay or me. That’s the only reason he’d give up.

      “Zeke…”

      “No. I can’t…” He shakes his head. “I can’t let them hurt you.”

      Of course, this would happen today. Today of all days. When I go and put an offer on a house, Zeke gets the call from his mum. He gets the call just after I told him that I wanted him to have a place to return to.

      I had hoped that this would never happen, that we’d be able to prevent ever being in that situation. But Zeke being taken away from us and having to deal with trying to get him back home, it may now become reality.

      Wes comes over and kneels down in front of Zeke, looking up at him. “We’re going to make this right. We’re not going to let anything happen.”

      But when Zeke looks up, I don’t think he believes us anymore. There is something going through his head, something that he’s so scared of that he can’t even look Wes in the eyes. He jumps as his phone buzzes and he picks it up.

      I can just catch sight of the notification that he’s received a message from his mum, it’s an image, no text. Zeke starts to shake and I reach for his phone, offering to look at it instead.

      He shakes his head, but then he unlocks the phone and I catch a glimpse of the image he’s been sent.

      No. No way.

      “Zeke. Give me the phone.” My voice drops and I can feel the power that I unintentionally put into it.

      I shouldn’t use my Alpha powers, but right now, I can’t let this go on. I need to do something about this, I need to protect Zeke from more pain.

      Zeke gasps, but then gives his phone to me anyway. “Please… No…” He starts shaking even harder and Wes immediately takes him in his arms as I take the phone and stand up.

      “They can’t… They can’t do…” Zeke’s voice is so small that I can barely hear it anymore.

      The picture his mum sent him is a collection of news article titles.

      
        
        Popular Cafe Owner Accused of Mistreatment of His Omega Employees

        Rich Alpha Thinks He Can Just Take Whatever He Wants, Including Other Alphas’ Omegas

        ‘Away From Home’ Maybe Better Called ‘Taken From Home’

      

      

      and the worst of all

      
        
        One Omega Not Enough for Newlywed Alpha Guarde, Steals Bowen’s Promised Omega

      

      

      I’m feeling sick. I can’t quickly figure out if these are real headlines or just made-up, or a combination of both.

      Fuck.

      This is much worse than I expected. I didn’t know what Zeke’s parents would try to do to get him back, but why didn’t I suspect that they would try this route?

      No wonder Zeke is in such a state.

      I quickly save the picture to Zeke’s phone and send it to myself, just to keep it as evidence. Then I screenshot the whole image again, with time and sender, and also send that to myself. I don’t like it, but if it comes to it, I need the proof.

      I need to be able to prove the things that they’ve sent to Zeke. Collection of evidence is never the fun part of all of this.

      Then I call Clay with my own phone, still staring at the screen of Zeke’s phone.

      “How is he?” Clay is immediately alarmed.

      “I’m sending you a picture that Zeke’s mum sent to him, from his phone. I need you to go somewhere that nobody can see you, right now.”

      “Why? What’s going on?” But I hear him move.

      “You’re not going to like this.” I wait a little longer.

      “Okay.” I hear a door close. “I’m in my office. What is this about?”

      “I don’t know if this is real, or if this is just planned or whatever… But they… Zeke’s mum sent him some headlines of articles. You’re the target of them. They’re threatening Zeke by threatening you.”

      “Right.” Clay’s voice lowers and I can hear him take a deep breath. “Send it to me. I’ll take a look.”

      “You need to stay calm. You can’t do something rash. Zeke can’t afford that right now.”

      “Yeah. I know.” Clay’s voice is intense. “I know. But…” He lets out a breath. “If they’re attacking me, at least I can do something about that. I’ve got lawyers who can deal with those things. Just… Yeah. Send them.”

      I look for Clay’s number on Zeke’s phone, which is easy enough with Clay being just one of three favourited numbers, and I’m a little pleased to see that I’m also in there, together with Wes.

      Then I send the image from Zeke’s phone to Clay. “You should be getting it at any moment now.”

      “I think they just came in.” Clay’s voice disappears a little as I hear him tap on the screen. “Fuck. This… Fuck.”

      I wait until he’s fully understood the headlines.

      “Fuck. Okay.” I hear Clay move more. “I’m going to check if these are live right now or not. And then I’m going to call my lawyers, some of these could be libel. I’m pretty sure they are.”

      “Clay…” I try to get his attention back.

      “Yeah.”

      “Zeke saw them. He’s…” I look at my mates. “Not doing too well. If you can, I think it would be best if you come home quickly.”

      “Yes. Of course. I’m going to check, call my lawyers, and come home. Fuck.” The frustration in his voice is obvious. “He doesn’t need this.”

      “Yeah. That was my reaction too.”

      “Okay. I’ll be home soon. Keep him safe.”

      “I will.” I disconnect the call and jump as the bell rings. I go over to the receiver and pick up. “Yes?”

      “Sarah here, I’ve got Lilly with me and someone else who may be able to help.” Sarah, Wilder’s Alpha’s sister, and Lilly, Wilder’s sister, are here.

      They’ve been trying to help Zeke all weekend, as they’re a little more familiar with laws surrounding mating and marriage and things like that.

      I was a little surprised when I found out, since they’re both Betas, but it seems that they’ve been involved in these types of cases for a long time. I suspect that Wes called them after I called him earlier.

      I hit the button to open the door downstairs. “Come on up.” I open the apartment door, waiting for the elevator to arrive, as I try to keep the kids inside.

      After comforting Zeke for a moment, Evan is now all about wanting to greet everyone, especially those coming up with the elevator.

      When the elevator doors open, Sarah comes out, her eyes wild. “How is he?”

      I shake my head. I don’t know exactly what Zeke’s mum told him, but he’s been defeated, and with the image that she just sent… We’re now looking at a whole new level of intimidation and trying to get Zeke to do what they want. I let them into the house, the last person with Sarah and Lilly is a male Omega.

      He holds out his hand. “I’m Ezra.”

      I take his hand. “Nathan. Thanks for coming.”

      He nods, looking serious. Ezra doesn’t seem very imposing, but the look in his eyes and the way he carries himself tells me that you do not mess with this guy.

      I close the door again and go back over to Zeke. “Hey,” I whisper, leaning in close. “We’re going to make this right. Help has arrived.”

      “They can’t… They…” Zeke gasps, his body still shaking. “They’ll…”

      I look at Wes, who’s got tears in his eyes.

      “I don’t know how much help Zeke will be right now. He’s… They broke him.” Wes stands up, wiping his cheeks. “I’ll get Sarah and the others something to drink.” He goes over to the kitchen where Felix is already helping the others set up.

      “Zeke…” I slide next to him, holding him close. “Sarah is here, she’s going to help. We’re all going to help.” I keep trying to get through to him, but I’m not sure that it’s any use.

      Zeke grabs me and pulls himself even closer, his whole body tight.

      I wish I knew how I could help him, but all I can do is hold him, make him feel as safe as possible. All my focus is on him, trying to soothe him, trying to get him to calm down, just a little.

      “Fifteen hours. That’s all we have. Fifteen more hours. After that, it’s over.” Zeke’s voice is quiet, but my heart starts beating like crazy.

      “Why fifteen?” I didn’t know anything about a timeline.

      “They’re coming to take me by then. If I don’t go with them… They’ll ruin everyone.”

      The articles. There’ll be more of them, especially if Zeke doesn’t go with his parents and his promised Alpha. Fuck. “We’re not going to let that happen.”

      “There is no ‘letting’. I go with them, or they’ll ruin everyone.”

      I nod, keeping holding him tight. But inside I’m fuming, putting this kind of strain on my mate, putting this kind of strain on anyone… It’s evil, nobody with even a shred of humanity would do this.

      Fifteen hours. That’s all the time we have to solve this.

      Fifteen hours.
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      Zeke and Wes are in their bed. Zeke had to be moved to somewhere more comfortable, somewhere quieter. And Wes joined him to keep him company, to make sure he’s safe.

      I’m sitting at the table with Clay, Sarah, Lilly, Felix and Ezra. Wilder, Sterling and Aiden all know what just happened, but they’ve been asked to stay at Wilder’s place for now, to wait until there was more news.

      If Zeke is right, and his parents are coming to take him tomorrow morning, it’s better if we don’t put any extra people in danger, especially not the kids.

      Ezra looks at his files. “Sarah already explained about how the mating of Nathan, Zeke and Wes could put everyone in a dangerous position. Especially when it comes to who ranks over whom with mating and promised mates and things like that. These cases are never pretty. It’s the rich fighting the real.”

      Ezra shakes his head. “Zeke’s family is very influential, and so is his promised Alpha’s family. This will work to their advantage, especially since their families have a long history of promised marriages and Zeke already knew about his mating far before he made any bonds with anyone.”

      “How can promised mates rank over bonded mates?” I can’t wrap my head around that part. “They…”

      I shudder, remembering the few bits and pieces that Zeke has told us about his past. “Bonded mates always rank higher than anything, but it seems that this isn’t the case when there is a rich promised mate involved?”

      “Yeah. That about sums it up.” Ezra nods, his eyes sad. “Promised mates are… Well, they’re arranged marriages of the worst type. Generally, they’re arranged when the Alpha and Omega are still young. And as soon as the Omega comes of age, they’ll be forced to be mated. It’s not uncommon for this to involve drugs that will basically allow the Alpha to mate any Omega, no matter their bonding status.”

      Clay nods. “They did that to Zeke. He didn’t react well to the drugs. He… He still has nightmares.”

      Ezra also nods. “That’s not uncommon. It seems that Zeke was lucky, if you could call it that, that they didn’t force the issue and that they’d let him live his own life for a while longer. But none of that helps us now, I know.”

      He opens the folder in front of him. “With some help, I’ve been able to collect some documents, mostly about the promised mating and when and how and stuff like that. And I’ve been able to get my hands on some documents about Jonah, Zeke’s promised Alpha. He’s…”

      Ezra shakes his head. “He’s a piece of work. That’s for sure. And, of course, Zeke’s family… Yeah… I’m not sure if I even have to explain anything about them.” He spreads some folders in front of him on the table.

      I pick up the one closest to me. It’s a document of mating, signed ten years ago. It has Zeke’s parents’ signatures on it, Jonah’s parents’ signatures and Jonah’s signature, but none of Zeke. It just has Zeke’s name as part of the agreement, there isn’t even a place for him to sign on the form.

      This just proves how horrid this whole thing is, Zeke literally had no say in all of this. He was just a ‘thing’ being moved from one set of owners, his parents, to a new keeper, his Alpha.

      I stand up, needing to move before I explode. “What about the picture with the headlines?” I look at Clay.

      “They’re not live, yet. I don’t know if they’re real or not. Depending on the actual content of the articles, if they do go live, I could get my lawyers involved. But there isn’t really much I can do right now. It’s all a waiting game right now. I can’t do anything until things are live, apart from having someone keep an eye out for them, of course.” There is a fury in his eyes too.

      What the hell are Zeke’s parents doing? Do they really think that they can get away with this? Do they really think that’s possible?

      Although, they just have to hurt us enough that Zeke will come to them without question, and they can just keep us up in court for however long they want. It’s not really like they have to face too many penalties with their money and status.

      “What can we do right now? We’ve got fourteen hours. If the articles aren’t live yet, I’m betting that they will go live the moment Zeke isn’t standing in front of the doors at seven tomorrow morning. I wouldn’t put it past them.”

      I stalk over to the window, looking down over the parking lot way below, then I turn back. “We need to keep him safe. We have to keep Zeke away from them and make sure that they can’t hurt him. I’ll fight them all the way to the end. I know that they may have more influence with the courts and maybe the law, but I’m an author, generally loved and I could go live on TV in twenty minutes, if needed. We don’t have to sit around waiting, we can fight them at their own game. I’ll fight them.”

      Clay smiles a little. “I’m pretty sure I’ve got some invitations for interviews laying around. I can arrange something too, no problem.”

      That at least sounds like some of a plan. An offence instead of having to wait around. If they plan to go to the newspapers, we’re going on air. We’ll argue our case there, let the viewers decide who to listen to. Because if it’s between archaic systems only the rich can use or people who are in love… We may actually stand a chance.

      We may actually stand a chance to keep Zeke.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            Wes

          

        

      

    

    
      I keep Zeke tightly to me, holding him as he’s still broken apart. I don’t know what else to do, but having him here with me in bed seemed like a good idea.

      In bits and pieces, I’m starting to understand what happened just now, what Zeke’s mum told him. But for now, Zeke is just curled up, barely responding to any of us. I’m not sure what’s going through his head, but I do know that I want to hug him, help him, hold him as close as I can for as long as I can.

      I need to make him feel safe.

      I’m not sure how I’m keeping myself together today, but I seem to be able to hold on to my sanity.

      Maybe because this is different. This is not losing Zeke, this is him being taken away from us, and that I can fight against. I can fight when it’s someone else taking him. I’m holding onto that, onto the knowledge that I can do something about this.

      “Wes…” Zeke moves a little.

      “Yeah?” I lean in closer to him.

      “Can we… I want…” His hands slide under my shirt. “I…” They keep sliding, until he tweaks one of my nipples.

      I grab his hands. “Zeke…” My breath comes out harsh. I wish I could turn my brain off right now, I wish I could do this, but I can’t.

      A lump forms in my throat. I didn’t think I’d ever not want Zeke with all my being, but right now, I can’t. There is too much going on, too much going on in my head to do this right now.

      “But, I really… And maybe… Maybe this would be the last time.” His voice is raw, broken.

      “It won’t. It won’t be.” I pull him closer, wrapping my arms around him tightly. “It won’t be.” My voice breaks.

      “I can’t do this and not know if you’ll be here when I wake up tomorrow.” I said it. There, I said it. My biggest fear.

      Zeke shudders and buries his head against my chest.

      I can’t get turned on when I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to hold him again.

      I don’t care what I keep telling him, I just can’t. I can promise him that we’ll get him back all I want, and I really wish with all my being that he won’t even be taken away, but that doesn’t stop my brain from imagining the worst things possible.

      My phone buzzes and I reach for it, taking it and trying to figure out what I’m exactly looking at, until it sinks in.

      It’s a message from Tim, in it is a picture of a note on the counter. The message with it is ‘Turned around to a client and found this next to the register’.

      I don’t want to look at the message again, but I’ll have to, because just the first couple of words make the hairs in my neck stand up.

      
        
        ‘Away From Home’ supports the abuse of Omegas, both in professional and personal settings.

        The CEO supports the breaking of mating bonds and the exploitation of Omegas in the workplace.

        This practice needs to be abolished.

        Omegas need to be given the freedom to be Omegas and not exploited for the gains of one Alpha.

      

      

      Fuck.

      I sit up.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      I know this has to come from Zeke’s parents or his Alpha. And the fact that someone just left it at the cafe, the cafe Zeke normally works at. It’s a bad sign.

      Definitely not good.

      I quickly send a message to Tim. ‘Thanks. I’ll show this to Clay. Can you pick it up with a napkin and slide it under the counter? It could hold evidence, fingerprints and stuff.’

      “What’s going on?” Zeke sits up too, his eyes red-rimmed and wide in alarm.

      I open my mouth, but I don’t know how to explain. “I need to show this to Clay.” It’s the only thing that comes to mind.

      “What is it?” Zeke reaches out but I keep the phone away from him.

      “You don’t need to see this. Really.” I climb out of bed, but Zeke grabs my arm before I can stand up.

      “What is it?”

      “Someone left a message at the cafe, claiming that Clay is doing horrible things to Omegas.” And this whole thing has become even more personal now.

      Not only are they talking about Zeke, but the ‘breaking mating bonds’… Yeah, that’s me. This is about me now too.

      If there’s one thing I won’t allow it’s for someone to profit off the horrible choice I had to make. “I need to show this to Clay, really.”

      “It’s my parents, isn’t it?” Zeke looks down again, his eyes darkening. “They won’t stop. Ever. Please, trust me.”

      “You’re not giving up. Zeke, look at me.” I touch his shoulder, and when he looks up his eyes are filled with tears.

      “You’re not giving up. We’re not letting you go. That’s final.” My voice gets harsher than I mean it to, but I’m not getting bullied into giving up on the love of my life.

      “You don’t…” He shakes his head.

      “No. I do.” I lean in closer to him, waiting for him to look up again. “I do understand this.” I swallow hard, tears springing to my eyes.

      “I understand bullying. I understand being bullied into doing things I don’t want to do. I’ve had enough of that. I’m not letting your parents do that. And I’m not letting you go, because I’m not letting what happened to me ever happen to you.”

      The fire inside me burns bright. I remember the fear, the constant fear of doing something wrong and being hurt. I remember losing myself and not knowing if I’ll have to hide more bruises for the coming week. I remember the fear, the pain.

      And I’m not allowing anyone to do that to Zeke. Never.

      There is a spark in Zeke’s eyes, something that may be enough to pull him out of this. He was there to help me when I was at my lowest, I’ll be there for him to prevent the same thing from ever happening to him.

      I won’t let that happen.

      Zeke nods, taking a deep breath. “Thank you.”

      “I love you.” I give him a quick kiss. “I love you more than you could ever imagine.”

      “I love you too.” He reaches out, running his fingers over my lips. “I’ll always love you.”

      “Then let’s make sure that we stay together.” I smile a little, and stand back up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I come down the stairs, everyone is at the table, looking very serious and having discussions about talking to lawyers and newspapers or something.

      Nathan is the first to realise that I’ve come down the stairs, he stands up immediately and comes over. “How are you? How is he?” His words are soft, his eyes dark.

      I shrug, shaking my head. I step closer and Nathan wraps his arms around me. I lean against him for a while, regaining my energy, because I know that I’m going to need it.

      “You want me to go be with him?” Nathan pulls back a little, but I shake my head.

      “No. I… I need you here. You need to see something.” I step away and Nathan lets me go, his eyes even darker, more worried.

      “Okay.” He steps to the side and I walk over to the table.

      Everyone is now looking at me, but I go over to Clay immediately, pulling the picture back up on my phone. “Someone just dropped this off at the cafe.”

      I give him my phone and Clay’s face falls already when he sees the first words. Then he takes it and reads the full message.

      Clay’s jaw sets as he stares at it, rereading it just like I had. Then he looks at me. “You told Tim to save that?”

      “Yes. He put it somewhere safe.” My heart beats loudly. This isn’t good. This definitely isn’t good and I don’t know what they’ll keep doing to hurt my family, to hurt Zeke.

      “Okay.” He nods, but I can already see him think as he hands the phone to Sarah.

      “Someone dropped this off at the cafe. The cafe Zeke normally works at. I don’t know about any of the others, but for now, I’m assuming they’re doing this very specifically to hurt us, so I don’t think they’d drop messages off at the others yet. Yet.”

      Clay stands up, looking at me, holding out his hand and I take it. “You know I don’t do what they’re saying, right? I… They’re just twisting the truth.”

      “They’re backwards small-minded traditionalists. That’s what they are.” I barely recognise my own voice, so harsh, so shrill.

      They don’t get to pass judgement on Clay, not when they drugged their own son to mate him to an Alpha they chose for him. Zeke’s parents do not get to pretend like they have the moral higher ground.

      Clay smiles a little. “Well, that’s one way of putting it. But their views on divorce, remating, and the fact that I do let Omegas work at my cafes no matter if they’re mated or not… Those views are not uncommon, and twisting the words this way… It could hurt us, a lot.”

      He frowns again, looking over to Sarah. “We need to do something. We need to stop letting them do this to us. I don’t know how, but we need to do something to stop them. Not just that they’re going after Zeke, but they’re going to involve all of us soon enough. That’s just… too much. We never know what they’re going to do next, and that’s not good for us.”

      “Well, they’re obviously trying to get us all riled up and put Zeke in a bad position.” Nathan comes over. “I’m not against our previous plan.”

      He looks over to Clay. “That could actually work for us, and by then…” He shrugs. “I’m not sure what they could do that they’re not already threatening to do anyway. News articles, lawyers, cops… I don’t think they can make it any worse than we’re already expecting.”

      Clay thinks for a moment. “We can’t put Zeke, or Wes, or his kids, in any danger. We need to make sure that they’re safe, no matter what.”

      He looks at the door of the apartment. “If we’re going to do that… We need to make sure they’re somewhere safe, because when we do it, they’ll be exposed to a lot of negativity too.”

      “Doing what? What plan?” I look between my brother and my mate, both men looking grim but determined.

      “They want to go on TV.” Felix has his arms crossed in front of him, frowning.

      “What? Why?” I glare at Clay. “Why? You never want to do those things.” He’s been very much against getting any type of spotlight on him.

      “Because it may be the only way to get our story out before Zeke’s family pulls something new.” Clay sits down again, sighing.

      “If we can appeal to the public, trying to get them on our side, let them know why I let Omegas work for me, or why I supported your divorce. We may stay ahead of the story.”

      “And you?” I look at Nathan.

      “I broke off an engagement and then got involved with a divorced Omega, who has multiple kids already and who is going to class and works… All things that those traditionalists hate. People listen when I talk. If I could talk about why none of those things make you any less to me… Maybe…” He shrugs.

      I shake my head. “You haven’t even marked me yet. But you marked Zeke. So that won’t show well for you. You marked one Omega, the one who hadn’t been with someone before, but you’ve not marked me yet.” I turn to Clay. “I should go with you.”

      “What?” Clay stands up. “No. I can’t do that to you.”

      “It’s not about ‘doing something to me’ or not. This is my story. I’m not letting you talk about my divorce without me there.”

      I turn to Nathan. “Or let you talk about dating ‘sloppy seconds’.” Nathan opens his mouth but I shake my head.

      “No. This is not your story to share. Not that part. That’s mine.” I’m shaking.

      “I’m the one who was abused by my mated Alpha. I’m the one who was put under so much pressure to have more and more kids that my body almost gave up. I’m the one whose kid was abused by their mated Alpha and whose kid now has epilepsy because of brain damage. I’m the one who had to fight to be allowed to leave my abusive Alpha, who had to fight to keep my kids away from the Alpha who…”

      My voice breaks and I have to take a deep breath. “I’m the one whose story that is. Mine. You can be there. Both of you. But you’re not allowed to talk about those things. Not a word.”

      Nathan and Clay look a little overwhelmed, but they both nod.

      “Then I’m coming too.” Zeke’s voice comes from the stairs and I twist around, my heart almost bursting out of my chest.

      What? No!
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