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      This story contains the following elements:

      
        
          	
        Explicit sex scenes
      

      	
        Mention of past sexual abuse on MC
      

      	
        Mention of past domestic abuse on MC
      

      	
        Explicit language
      

      	
        Light bondage, spanking, toy play (consensual)
      

      

      

      Please read at your own discretion.

    

  


  
    
      This story is dedicated to Rachell, aka Stabby, who has had faith in me and my storytelling abilities even when I doubted myself. Coming from such an amazing author, that means so much to me. Your support has really changed my life in the best way. Thanks, doll.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Gil

          

        

      

    

    
      The pouring rain didn’t help Gil’s state of mind. He was nervous enough as it was, and the thought of hauling the luggage and few bags of possessions he owned out of the taxi and up the narrow exterior staircase of the apartment complex was daunting. And now he would have to do it while getting soaked and possibly slipping in mud. Was he really going to be okay on his own here?

      Fuck a duck. Gil’s stomach clenched as the driver took another hairpin turn far too fast. He really didn’t want to say anything. The driver was small, most likely a beta or omega, and Gil didn’t want to be some asshole alpha foreigner who yelled at taxi drivers. But, for fuck’s sake, did he have to drive so fast in this crazy weather? Gil swore his balls were receding back into his body from fear alone.

      When they finally pulled into the parking lot, Gil couldn’t hide his sigh of relief. At least the man was kind enough to pull right up to the side entrance where the terrifying stairs were located.

      “Need help, kid?” His dark, weathered face turned towards Gil, a legitimate smile gracing his thin lips. The man’s offer was genuine and though he was grateful, Gil wouldn’t dream of taking him up on it.

      “No thanks. It should only take two trips at the most. I don’t own a lot of stuff.”

      “New to the city or new to Cin altogether?” the driver asked.

      If Gil arriving from the airport didn’t give it away, his accent certainly must have. “New to Cinneta. It’s beautiful here. The mountains are a breath of fresh air.”

      “Aye, they are a lovely sight. You better get used to shoveling snow in the winter, though. Course, kid with your build will be fine.” The driver gave a wink and Gil took that as his cue to get the hell out and start unloading his stuff. He honestly wanted to linger longer in the hopes the rain would die down some, but the heavy drops pouring like a waterfall on the windows seemed to mock him.

      It took two trips to haul his crap, as he had guessed, and the driver gave a hearty wave after Gil paid him. Before taking off down the street like a bat out of hell. “What a crazy old coot,” Gil said to himself, laughing happily.

      He kicked his shoes off as soon as he walked in. Two large luggage containers and three overladen bags awaited him by the entrance, but Gil wasn’t in the mood to start unpacking. He didn’t even really want to explore. Not that there was much to see.

      His cousin had helped him rent the place from overseas and he had shown Gil the scant pics they had of the studio apartment. It was basically one room with a shower, toilet, and kitchenette all shoved inside. A far cry from the roomy three-bedroom apartment Gil had shared with his cousins back home, but at least it was all his. He wasn’t picky.

      He plopped on the full mattress the apartment had come with. Not overly soft. Not covered in questionable stains. It would do. He took a minute to let his thoughts trail back to home. Were his friends doing okay? They had agreed on no contact when their families started to raise hell, but he still worried about them. Wished he could have convinced them to come with him. Hoped that one day they could break away from their families and find happiness. Like Gil was going to. Because as scary as flying across the world and starting over from scratch was, he was determined to make a good life here.

      Yanking his phone from his pocket, Gil began the job search anew. He had seen a few ads that had potential on the ride from the airport. A café a few blocks over was looking for a busboy. There was an office job, answering phones and whatnot, but that one was a bit further away and Gil had no vehicle. The last was a delivery service that needed stockers and drivers. That one seemed the most promising, since it was only a block away.

      Pulling up the resume he had saved in his documents file, Gil hoped that it would be enough. He hoped that being a foreigner wouldn’t deter companies from hiring him. But he was sure that once the delivery company saw his size and motivation, they would look past it. Gil may not be tall for an alpha, but he kept himself fit and was proud of that fact. Stocking shelves would be a piece of cake. He may have still felt nervous about this new life in an unfamiliar land, but Gil was positive he would fit in just fine with the other alphas at this Fresh Forest place.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Broch

          

        

      

    

    
      “New guy coming in today. Was hoping you would show him the ropes a bit.” Mikael leaned in the doorway, his curly locks a disheveled mess. The guy looked like he had just tumbled out of bed. His suit was wrinkled in spots, which was a true sign of distress. Mikael was always immaculate. Had he and Ralph had a fight?

      “Did he already get the tour and shit?” Broch asked. The idea of a new hire was exciting, but he was currently too preoccupied with his boss’s state of mind. The poor guy still had crusty sleep stuck in the corners of his eyes, for fuck’s sake.

      Not my business, he thought. Then immediately asked, “You okay?” Broch couldn’t help himself. It was so rare to see Mikael like this and it usually only happened when he and his partner, in all senses of the word, were on the outs. Which was, again, rare.

      Mikael hesitated, looking for all the world like he wanted to merely disappear back around the corner, but he sighed and fully entered the stockroom instead. He wouldn’t meet Broch’s eyes. “I kind of went off on Ralph’s sister last night. She kept texting him about the adoption thing again, not even caring how much she was hurting his feelings. I called her up and told her to fuck off.”

      Broch grimaced before setting down the box he had been shoving into an empty spot on a shelf. “I get where you’re coming from. I really do. But it was his family problem to handle, Mik.”

      “I know, I know. My beast came out when he started crying. He had choice words about that.” Mikael rubbed his neck, distress lines marring his handsome face.

      Having worked with two rutters closely for years, Broch had started to learn the more intimate side of how a rutter’s inner beast worked. He had only known them to be possessive and violent before, but he was seeing now that they were also fiercely protective of those they loved. However, he still wasn’t convinced that they were reasonable. Every new argument Mikael and Ralph had that involved their beasts continued to prove that.

      “Give him some space. He’ll come around. You guys always make up. It’s disgusting how much you love each other.” Broch offered his boss a smile. “So, what’s the new guy’s name?”

      “Gil. And, yeah, I gave him the tour yesterday. I was hoping you would guide him through his duties today. He’s basically picking up where Tim left off before he quit.” Mikael ran a hand through his blonde curls and cleared his throat. “I know you’ll take care of him, Broch.”

      Broch flashed him a mock salute. “You can count on me, boss!”

      That had a true smile finally lighting up Mikael’s face. “I know I can. But do me a favor and wait at least a few days before you invite him to your other job?”

      Broch pouted his lips and gave a sly grin. “What makes you think I would do that?”

      “He’s handsome. I know how you are. Keep it in your pants, Broch.”

      Throwing a hand to his mouth, giving an overdramatic gasp, Broch widened his eyes. “I have never slept with a co-worker!” Not at this place, anyway.

      “Yeah, yeah. Just take it easy. I think Ralph mentioned he’s a foreigner. Be nice to the kid.”

      “I’m always nice.”

      “That’s why I asked you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Mikael wasn’t lying. When the new guy walked in the door, still adjusting the light blue coveralls that was the company uniform, Broch had to keep his mouth from falling open. The guy was hot. Like, sinfully hot. Maybe a few inches shorter than Broch, he made up for it in bulk. Even the oversized coveralls were tight on all those muscles. His hair was almost as curly as Mikael’s, but a pretty, milk chocolate color and swept to one side. His square jaw was free of any facial hair and his cheekbones could cut glass. His nose was narrow and slightly turned up at the tip. His skin was a few shades darker than Broch’s and looked smooth and absolutely lickable. And those dark brown eyes that finally looked up and met Broch’s were full of warmth. And nerves.

      “Hello. It’s my first day here. Mr. Rouse said I should report to Broch,” the man said, his voice a soothing baritone.

      Keep it in your pants, indeed. His hand shot out before he even thought about it. “I’m Broch. You must be Gil. Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you, too.” The watery smile he gave was cute.

      “Don’t be nervous. And no one here calls Mik Mr. Rouse. Seriously. That would be so confusing between him and Ralph having the same last name.”

      “Oh.” Broch’s words caught him off guard and his eyes trailed to the floor. “I could never call my boss by his first name.”

      That is so adorable. “I mean, no one will force you, but this place is pretty laid back. We’re like family here. No one is ever going to yell at you for messing up or fire you for no good reason. You can always be open and honest. Never be afraid to ask questions. Or ask for help.” Broch placed a hand on Gil’s shoulder and gave his winning smile.

      “Welcome to Fresh Forest. You’re gonna be fine.”

      His words had relief flooding the man’s face. “Thank you.”

      Broch didn’t hesitate to lead him away from the front desk, down the hall, and into the storeroom. Since Gil had already had the tour of the grounds, it was time to introduce him to the other employees. This early in the morning, everyone was busy loading carts with deliveries to take outside to the trucks, so they were all in one place, making it easier. Broch sauntered through the open doorway and hailed the room with a clap of his hands.

      “Shes, hes, and theys, let me introduce you to the newest member of the team.” He swept his hands backwards at Gil, who was hesitantly entering the room. “This is Gil. He’ll be riding with me to get the gist of things.”

      The man gave a friendly wave, his nerves seeming to disappear as his eyes swept the room. Broch gave him no time to speak before he started in on introductions.

      “That’s Shelly. She’s married so don’t even think about it.”

      Shelly, who was currently lifting a box she had no right to be carrying onto her cart, dropped the heavy load and gave a wave. “Heya. I’m the only lady here, so I hope you love tons of testosterone.”

      Broch smirked at her. “We all do, honey. And that huge guy is Anthony. Don’t call him Ant or Tony or he’ll throw a hissy fit.”

      The man in question glanced over his clipboard long enough to give Broch the finger before jerking his chin up in a nod at Gil. “Hey, new guy. Hope you like it here.”

      “That’s Terri, our resident flamboyant Twinkie.” Broch pointed to his best friend, smirking when the short man instantly played along by whipping his head back and tousling his pink locks. Today, his hot pink nail polish had tiny purple hearts in the center of each finger.

      “Guilty,” Terri pouted his lips prettily.

      “Twinkie?” Gil raised confused brows.

      Oh gods, he’s really asking for it on his first day. Well, he’ll either run screaming for the door or find it funny. Guess we’re about to find out. Broch lifted his brows at the room. “Guys, what do you get when you cream in a twink?”

      “A Twinkie,” the room said simultaneously, though Shelly was rolling her eyes and Anthony’s voice was a monotone garble.

      “Fuck you guys, that joke never gets old,” Terri said cheerfully.

      Gil, to his credit, busted out laughing. At least the guy had a sense of humor. But Broch finally noticed his other boss sitting on a crate in the far corner. His tall, lanky form was tucked away as if he were hiding. “I’m sure you met Ralph already.”

      The dark-haired man didn’t bother to lift his head or offer a wave. He was currently staring at his phone, his fingers flying over the screen. “I’m hiding from Mik. Fuck’s sake, don’t tell him I’m here.”

      “Oh gods, Ralph, confront your problems,” Anthony said with a deep sigh. “You have to face him eventually.”

      “Shut up, Anthony. He needs time,” Shelly said, moving to grab hold of another box that was almost as large as she was. Broch ran over to give her a hand. She cut narrowed eyes at him as he lifted the other side, but didn’t protest out loud.

      He noticed Terri sideling up to Gil, giving his openly flirtatious smile. He had painted a tiny purple heart on the dark skin of his left cheek today, making him appear younger and especially cute. “The bosses are having a tiff. Office drama, am I right?”

      “Is everything okay?” Gil seemed genuinely concerned, his brows lowering. “They are both alphas, right?”

      There was a collective hissing through teeth in the room followed by dead silence. Every head turned to stare. Terri actually took two steps away from Gil.

      Oh, gods. He really is a foreigner. “Uh, we don’t use that term here, Gil,” Broch said, doing his best to keep his tone neutral.

      “What term? Alpha?” The guy looked completely clueless.

      “So archaic,” Shelly muttered.

      “I’m not going to tolerate any sexist shit here, Ralph,” Anthony was already getting worked up and turning to his boss for backup. His dark eyes narrowed. Broch understood his anger but, honestly, Anthony might be jumping the gun on it.

      Shit, I better diffuse this situation before it turns ugly. Broch quickly stepped back over to face Gil. He sucked in a breath. “Listen, buddy. We’ll give you a pass because it’s obvious you’re new to this country. We don’t use dated terms like alpha, beta, or omega here. It’s seen as sexist, classist, and demeaning. Gives in to that whole hierarchy idea and we are not about that.”

      Gil’s entire expression fell before he glanced around the room, looking absolutely terrified. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to offend. I honestly didn’t know.”

      “Maybe consider researching a country’s customs before you move there, newbie,” Anthony offered dryly. Broch shot him a look. Seriously, buddy. Don’t make your trauma everyone else’s problem.

      “Well, it looks like we’ll have to help you learn, yeah?” He patted Gil on the shoulder. “Just ask us if you aren’t sure, okay?”

      “So—so, what do I call you? What are the second genders called here?” The poor man seemed so embarrassed. He was probably worried he was going to get fired on his first day. Broch felt bad for him. How could he have known?

      “I’m a rutter,” Ralph said. He hardly seemed invested in the conversation; his entire focus still on his phone.

      “Heater,” Anthony said.

      “Heater,” Terri offered in a sing-song voice.

      “Neut.” Shelly batted her black locks out of her face. “Short for neutral. Because we aren’t battling with a beast in our head.” She gave a little knowing smirk that had the others rolling their eyes.

      “And I’m a heater, too.” Broch offered a soft smile. “So, now you know.”

      Confusion has those sexy brows tightening. “But, aren’t those terms just as sexist?”

      “More casual, honestly. People tend to use slang terms here, so they might vary from region to region. But we don’t go around asking or pointing it out or anything. It’s no one’s business unless you’re trying to date or something,” Shelly said, once again attempting another heavy box when there were plenty of smaller ones her tiny ass could handle easily. Broch wanted to smack her sometimes. Who was she trying to impress here?

      Gil faced the room and bowed at his waist, surprising everyone. “Again, I am so sorry if I offended anyone. That was not my intent. You’re right, I have to get used to the customs here.” His face was bright red when he finally stood up straight.

      “It’s okay, kid. Moving to another country can be a real eye-opener. Different cultures and all that. We won’t hold it against you,” Ralph said, finally looking up to focus his dazzling blue eyes on Gil. “You seem polite enough so just watch your words around customers, okay?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Ralph visibly cringed. “Ugh, you’re too formal. Broch will break you of that soon enough, I’m sure.”

      “But you keep complaining that I’m not formal enough!” Broch joked. He hoped to break the tension in the room and it seemed to work. Everyone appeared to relax as Ralph chuckled.

      “True, but I’d rather you call me Ralph than sir. Makes me feel fucking old. I’m not even thirty-seven yet.” He stood and stretched his long torso. The man certainly knew how to make those coveralls look good. “Okay, enough chit-chat. Let’s get the day started. Broch, show Gil the ropes. Shelly, you’re with Terri. Anthony, you’re with me. Mikael has the office today.”

      With that, everyone went about their business and Broch was left with a still-flustered newbie. I’ve got my work cut out for me, it seems.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Gil

          

        

      

    

    
      He wasn’t sure if his face was still red, but Gil was certainly still hot around the neck. Embarrassment had him afraid to open his mouth around his new co-workers as they loaded three trucks with deliveries. Once the other four had driven away, he was left standing by the loading dock with Broch. He hardly dared to meet the beautiful man’s gaze.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” the hazel-eyed man asked.

      Best to be honest. “I’m still so embarrassed. I really didn’t mean to offend anyone. I had no idea.” Their visceral disgust at his words had shocked him. The last thing he wanted was to start off his first day with everyone judging him.

      “That much is obvious. You looked mortified.” Broch tilted his head to the side, leading Gil around the building to a small area where a bike stand stood. Four bicycles were chained there, each matching, black models that looked almost new. They had large baskets tied over the front tires. “Why don’t we talk it out as we load the local stuff? When a small delivery is less than four blocks away, we use the bikes. Saves gas and time in traffic. I hope you know how to ride.”

      Gil nodded dumbly, his mind still a mess of thoughts. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to talk it out with Broch. The guy seemed nice, and he certainly didn’t want to chance offending him more. He watched the taller man unlock two bikes and followed him back to the loading dock with his bike in tow. Gil didn’t speak again until they were done loading the few small parcels into the baskets. He still couldn’t meet Broch’s eyes as the man scribbled on his clipboard, counting out loud. And not only because of embarrassment. The man was so pretty, it made him a bit nervous.

      “We didn’t learn about how other countries address such things. Old Meri very much relies on the hierarchy that Shelly calls archaic.”

      “Old Meri, huh? I should have figured that’s where you’re from. The way you roll your R’s and draw out your S’s.” Broch gave him a flirtatious wink. “Don’t get me wrong, your accent is cute.”

      Gil didn’t even have time to blush before the man was continuing on, plopping his clipboard in the basket of his bike. “But, yeah, it’s quite different here. You may not have learned about us, but we learned about you. See, our society was like that, once. But the newer generations pushed out those old ideas. Everyone is on equal standing here. No one really cares in the overall scheme of things.”

      “I did wonder why they never asked if I was an alpha, I mean, a rutter, during the job interview.”

      Broch cringed and made a face. “They’re still basing employment off that there? Yeah, your country is really behind. Only your doctor needs to know, here. For suppressants and whatnot. I mean, there are some people who still think rutters should only marry heaters and vice versa, but they are few and far between. There are judgey people everywhere, I guess.”

      He pinched his lips unhappily for a moment before he flashed that lovely smile again. Tilting his head once more, he led Gil around to the front of the building, guided his bike into the bike lane, and hopped on.

      “Follow me, Gil! Let’s go make some deliveries.”

      Gil was happy to follow. He felt lucky that Broch was the one training him today. The man had been quick to jump to his defense earlier when the other huge man, Anthony, looked like he wanted to punch Gil in the face. Broch seemed like a good guy. It was a bonus that Broch was especially easy on the eyes.

      He wasn’t as muscular as Gil, but his coveralls couldn’t hide his fit figure. The guy had lifted heavy boxes with ease. His lustrous hair was wavy and just past his shoulders, though he had tied it back before they loaded the bikes. It was beautiful as it streamed out behind him in the wind. He had a slim, pretty face, with naturally pink-tinged lips and wide-set eyes. Pretty hardly seemed to cover it when it came to Broch.

      Everything here was so strange to Gil. He was used to omegas, heaters he reminded himself again, being small
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