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A SAFE PLACE TO LAND

The city never truly slept, but at 2:47 AM, it came damn close.

Damon's footsteps echoed against the wet pavement as he made his way through the dimly lit streets. The late autumn rain had finally stopped, leaving behind that peculiar smell of wet concrete and fallen leaves. His designer suit was slightly rumpled from the long day, his tie loosened around his neck. Board meetings, investor calls, and endless paperwork had kept him at the office far longer than he'd intended.

At twenty-three, most people his age were still figuring out their lives, maybe finishing university or jumping between entry-level jobs. Damon, however, had co-founded a tech startup with Adrian two years ago, and against all odds, it had exploded into something neither of them had fully anticipated. Success came with a price though—exhaustion being the currency he paid most often.

His phone buzzed. A text from Caspian.

"You still at the office? It's almost 3 AM, hyung."

Damon smiled slightly. Caspian never slept much either, always working on his music production projects in the home studio Adrian had built for him. Looking at Caspian, you would think he didn't care about the pack because he mostly kept himself isolated in his studio, watching from the sidelines. But he was always there—always aware when someone came home late, always the first to notice when someone skipped a meal. He showed love through observation, through quiet gestures that spoke louder than words for those who knew how to listen.

He typed back: "Heading home now. Don't stay up too late."

The response was immediate: "Says the man who works until dawn. Kieran's been asking about you. Said something about making you breakfast whether you like it or not. Felix is enabling him. They're planning a full Korean spread."

That made Damon's smile widen. Their sweet omega was always trying to take care of everyone else, even though the pack's entire purpose was taking care of him. And Felix—their sunshine beta who could never say no to Kieran's pleading eyes—would absolutely help him cook at three in the morning if that's what their omega wanted.

Another text came through, this time with a photo attached. It was Kieran in the kitchen, flour somehow already on his nose, with Felix laughing behind him and Sage trying to rescue a bowl from toppling over. The image made Damon's chest warm. His pack. His family.

"Be home in twenty," he typed back. "Tell them I'm starving."

"Will do. Drive safe, hyung."

"Love you." Damon knew Cas wouldn't say it back—not in text, maybe not even out loud—but he knew Cas loved him. Loved all of them, even if he kept that carefully guarded distance between himself and the rest of the pack.

Damon pocketed his phone and turned down a side street—a shortcut he'd taken a hundred times before. The streetlights here were sparse, casting long shadows between the buildings. This area was transitioning, caught between the old warehouse district and the new luxury developments creeping in from the east.

That's when he heard it.

A whimper. Soft, desperate, and distinctly omega.

Damon froze, every instinct immediately on high alert. His hand moved to his phone, ready to call for backup, but something made him move forward instead. Quietly, carefully, he approached the narrow alley between two buildings.

What he saw made his blood run cold.

Three alphas—no, four—had someone cornered against the brick wall. The omega was small, trembling, trying to make himself as tiny as possible while the alphas circled like predators. Even from this distance, Damon could smell it: the sickly-sweet scent of an omega in distress, overlaid with something else. Heat. The omega was going into heat, and these bastards knew it.

"Come on, pretty thing," one of them crooned, his voice making Damon's skin crawl. "No need to be shy. We'll take real good care of you."

"Please," the omega whispered, and even that small word was soaked in terror. "Please, I don't want—"

"Shh, shh. No one has to know. Just be a good omega and—"

"Step away from him."

Damon's voice cut through the night like a blade. Cold. Authoritative. Absolutely lethal.

All four alphas turned, and Damon got his first real look at their faces. Mid-twenties, probably. Designer clothes. The kind of entitled rich kids who thought money and alpha status meant they could do whatever they wanted.

They were wrong.

"Mind your business," the tallest one said, puffing out his chest. "This doesn't concern you."

"I'm making it my concern." Damon took a step forward, and despite being outnumbered four to one, despite being exhausted from a sixteen-hour workday, despite every logical reason to wait for backup—he didn't hesitate.

Because that omega behind them was terrified.

Because Damon could see the bruises already forming on pale skin.

Because no one—no one—deserved this.

"Last chance," Damon said quietly. "Walk away now, or I make you walk away."

One of them laughed. "You and what army, pretty boy?"

Damon's eyes flashed. Then he released his pheromones.

Pure alpha. Dominant. Overwhelming.

The effect was immediate. All four alphas stumbled back, their faces going pale as their instincts screamed at them to submit. Damon was young, but he was powerful—more powerful than any of them had anticipated. He was a pack alpha, and his authority rolled off him in waves.

"I said. Walk. Away."

They ran.

Scrambling over each other in their haste to escape, the four alphas disappeared into the night like the cowards they were. Damon watched them go, his jaw clenched so tight it hurt. Only when he was certain they were gone did he turn his attention to the omega still pressed against the wall.

And his breath caught.

Even in the dim light, even terrified and trembling, the omega was beautiful. Red hair that fell across his forehead in messy waves, skin like porcelain, big brown boba eyes, delicate features that seemed almost ethereal. But it was his eyes that caught Damon—wide, frightened, and the most striking shade of amber brown he'd ever seen.

The omega was also very clearly in the early stages of heat. His face was flushed, his breathing rapid, and his scent—God, his scent was like caramel and vanilla, sweet and intoxicating and completely overwhelming.

"Hey," Damon said softly, immediately pulling his pheromones back. The last thing this omega needed was another alpha intimidating him. "Hey, it's okay. They're gone. You're safe now."

The omega blinked at him, seeming not to fully register the words. His legs gave out, and Damon lunged forward, catching him before he could hit the ground.

"Whoa, easy. I've got you."

Up close, Damon could see more details that made his heart clench. Bruises on his wrists, like he'd been restrained. Dark circles under his eyes from exhaustion. His clothes were expensive but ill-fitting, like they'd been chosen by someone else. And around his neck—

Damon's blood turned to ice.

There were marks. Old scars, some fresh. The kind that came from a collar. Not the soft, comfortable kind that pack omegas wore with pride, but the brutal leather kind used to control, to punish, to break.

"What's your name?" Damon asked gently, supporting the omega's weight. "Can you tell me your name?"

The omega's eyes tried to focus on him, blinking rapidly. "I... Ash," he whispered. "My name is Ash."

"Ash," Damon repeated, and something about the name felt right. "I'm Damon. Can you walk? We need to get you somewhere safe."

"Safe?" Ash's voice was so small, so broken. "Nowhere is safe."

Something in Damon cracked. Split right open and he knew without a doubt he would protect this omega just like he protected the rest of his pack.

"My home is," Damon said firmly. "I have a pack. Good people who will help you. But we need to go now, okay? Your heat is starting, and this isn't a safe place for you."

"Pack?" Ash looked at him with something like hope flickering in his eyes. "You have... a pack?"

"I do. Two other alphas—Adrian and Caspian. Two betas—Felix and Sage. And an omega, Kieran. He's—" Damon paused, something clicking in his mind. Something about the way Ash's scent had layers to it, something familiar beneath the fear and heat. "He's around your age, actually. Sweet kid. Probably going to mother hen you within five minutes of meeting you."

Ash's eyes widened. "An omega?"

"Yeah." Damon carefully adjusted his grip, pulling Ash more securely against his side. "He'd probably love to meet you. He's been the only omega in the pack, and while we all love him, I think he'd appreciate having another omega around. Someone who understands."

"I don't... I can't..." Ash was struggling to stay conscious, the heat and stress and fear all combining into a perfect storm.

"Shh, it's okay. You don't have to decide anything right now. Just let me help you, okay? Please?"

There was a long moment where Ash just stared at him, searching his face for something. Sincerity, maybe. Or maybe just confirmation that this wasn't another trap.

Finally, he nodded. "Okay."

Relief flooded through Damon. "Okay. Can I carry you? It'll be faster, and you're already exhausted."

Another nod, even more hesitant.

Damon carefully scooped the tiny omega into his arms, and Ash immediately curled into his chest, seeking warmth and comfort. His heat was making him more vulnerable, more needy, and Damon made sure to keep his own pheromones calm and soothing.

As he walked, Damon pulled out his phone with one hand and called Adrian.

"Hyung? What's—"

"I'm bringing someone home," Damon said quietly. "An omega. He was attacked by four alpha scum, and he's going into heat. We need to prepare the guest room and call Dr. Min."

There was a brief pause, then Adrian's voice came back, all business. "How far out are you?"

"Fifteen minutes."

"We'll be ready. Is he hurt?"

Damon looked down at Ash, who had finally passed out against his chest. "Yes. But not physically—not much, anyway. Adrian, he has collar scars."

The silence on the other end was heavy. Everyone knew what that meant. Breeding farms. Omega trafficking. Abuse.

"We'll take care of him," Adrian said, and his voice was steel. "Get him here safely."

"Already on it."

Damon hung up and quickened his pace. In his arms, Ash made a small sound, somewhere between a whimper and a sigh. Damon automatically adjusted his hold, making sure the omega was comfortable.

"You're going to be okay," he murmured, even though Ash couldn't hear him. "I promise you, Ash. You're going to be okay."

The city lights blurred past as Damon carried his precious cargo home. He didn't know Ash's story yet—didn't know where he'd come from or what he'd endured. But he knew one thing with absolute certainty:

No one was ever going to hurt this omega again.

Not while Damon was alive to prevent it.

xxx

The pack house was lit up when Damon arrived, despite the early hour. He could see shadows moving behind the curtains, and as he approached the door, it swung open before he could even reach for the handle.

Adrian stood there, his usually composed face tight with concern. At twenty-two, he already had that commanding presence that made people listen. Behind him, Felix was practically bouncing with nervous energy, and Sage hovered close to Adrian's side, his hand finding Adrian's lower back in that grounding way of his.

"Damon," Adrian said, stepping forward immediately to cup Damon's face, thumb brushing over his cheekbone. "Are you okay? Are you hurt?"

"I'm fine," Damon assured him, leaning briefly into the touch before pressing a quick kiss to Adrian's palm. "But he's not."

Adrian's eyes dropped to Ash, and something softened in his expression. Felix immediately moved closer, peering over Adrian's shoulder, his hand reaching out to gently touch Damon's arm.

"Oh my god, he's so young," Felix whispered, his usual brightness dimmed by concern. "And so small."

"Heat's progressing," Damon said, stepping inside. The warmth of the house immediately enveloped them, along with the comforting scent of pack—safety and home. "Where's Dr. Min?"

"On his way. Should be here in five minutes." Adrian's hand found the small of Damon's back, a steadying presence as they moved together toward the stairs. "Guest room is ready. Caspian and Kieran are up there now, making sure everything's perfect."

"How's Kieran handling it?" Damon asked. He could feel Adrian moving with him, their bodies in sync after years of partnership, while Felix stayed close on his other side, one hand hovering near Ash as if wanting to help but unsure how.

"Better than expected, actually," Sage answered, following close behind, his fingers trailing briefly across both Damon's and Adrian's shoulders—a silent gesture of support. "He went into full caretaker mode. You know how he gets."

"Focused," Felix added, finally letting his hand rest gently on Damon's shoulder. "He made us change the sheets three times to get the scent just right—neutral enough not to overwhelm but comforting enough to soothe. Caspian's been helping him, though he's been quieter than usual."

They reached the guest room, and sure enough, Kieran was there, fluffing pillows with single-minded determination. Caspian stood by the window, adjusting the curtains to block out any harsh morning light that might disturb the omega. He glanced up when they entered, his eyes immediately assessing Ash's condition, but he stayed where he was—present but maintaining that careful distance he always kept.

"Hyung," Kieran said immediately, abandoning the pillows to rush over. His hands fluttered nervously near Ash but didn't touch, respecting the unconscious omega's space. "Is he okay? What happened?"

"I'll explain everything once Dr. Min checks him over," Damon said gently, his free hand coming up to cup Kieran's cheek in reassurance. "But right now, I need to get him comfortable."

Kieran immediately stepped back, and Damon carefully laid Ash on the bed. The omega immediately curled into a ball, seeking warmth even in his unconscious state. Without a word, Caspian moved forward from his position by the window, a soft blanket already in his hands. He helped Damon tuck it around Ash's small frame with practiced efficiency, their hands brushing briefly. Caspian's fingers lingered for just a moment against Damon's wrist—a silent gesture of support—before he pulled back, retreating to the periphery of the room once more.

"He's so young," Kieran whispered, and there were tears in his eyes. Felix was immediately there, pulling Kieran into his side, pressing a kiss to his temple while his other hand found Kieran's.

"We'll take care of him," Felix promised softly, his thumb stroking over Kieran's knuckles. "Just like we take care of you."

Sage moved to stand beside Adrian, and they both studied Ash with matching expressions of concern. Adrian's hand found Sage's, their fingers intertwining automatically, and Sage leaned slightly into Adrian's side.

"Those scars on his neck," Adrian said quietly, and it wasn't a question.

Damon carefully pulled back Ash's collar just enough to show them, and the room went silent. From his position near the window, Caspian's jaw clenched so hard Damon could hear his teeth grinding. His hands fisted at his sides, but he didn't move closer—didn't insert himself into the circle the others had formed around the bed. Felix made a small, wounded sound and buried his face in Kieran's hair, his arms tightening around the omega. Sage's grip on Adrian's hand tightened until his knuckles went white.

"I'll kill them," Caspian said flatly from across the room, and there was no heat in his voice—just cold, absolute certainty. "Whoever did this to him, I'll—"

"Cas." Damon straightened, turning to face the younger alpha. He crossed the room in three strides, not giving Caspian the chance to retreat further. His hand came up to catch Caspian's wrist gently. "I know. I feel it too. But right now, he needs us to be calm. To be safe."

Caspian stared at him for a long moment, his eyes blazing with barely contained rage and something else—something that looked like old pain resurfacing. Then slowly, he nodded. He let Damon pull him closer, though his body remained tense. When Damon pressed their foreheads together—a gesture of trust, of pack, of understanding the rage they both felt—Caspian's breath hitched.

"We'll make sure he's safe," Damon murmured. "That's what matters now."

"I know." Caspian's voice was rough, barely above a whisper. "I just—when I see things like this, I remember—"

"I know," Damon said again, gentler this time. His hand came up to cup the back of Caspian's neck, thumb stroking soothingly over the sensitive skin there. He could feel Caspian trembling slightly, fighting against the urge to either flee or break down. "We've got you too. Always."

Adrian appeared at Caspian's other side, his presence steady and grounding. His hand found Caspian's shoulder, squeezing gently, and Caspian's eyes darted to him, something vulnerable flickering across his face before he looked away. "You're safe here. He's safe here. We protect our own."

Kieran, watching this exchange with those perceptive eyes of his, wiggled free from Felix's embrace. He approached the three alphas slowly, reading Caspian's body language. Instead of throwing himself at them all like he normally might, he stopped just close enough that Caspian could reach him if he wanted, but far enough that he wasn't forcing contact. "Group hug?" he offered softly, his hand extended. "Only if you want, Cas."

For a moment, Caspian just stared at that offered hand. Then, so slowly it was almost painful to watch, he reached out and took it. Kieran's smile was brilliant as he stepped closer, and this time when Kieran wrapped his arms around the three alphas, Caspian didn't hold himself quite so rigidly. He let Damon and Adrian support him, let Kieran's warmth seep in.

Felix joined them with Sage in tow, and for a moment, they just stood there—the six of them wrapped around each other, drawing strength and comfort from their bond. Damon felt Adrian's steady presence at his back, Caspian's gradually relaxing form against his chest, Kieran's small frame pressed between them, Felix's arms around his waist, and Sage's hand coming up to rest on Caspian's back—offering comfort to the alpha who so rarely accepted it.

This. This was pack. This was family.

The doorbell rang, breaking the moment.

"That'll be Dr. Min," Adrian said quietly. When they started to separate, Damon noticed Adrian's hand lingering on Caspian's shoulder, squeezing once more before letting go. A silent we'll talk later.

"Felix, can you let him in?" Damon asked. "Sage, maybe put some tea on? We're going to be up for a while."

"On it," Sage said. He caught Caspian's eye and gave him a soft smile before squeezing Kieran's hand and heading downstairs with Felix. As they left, Damon saw Felix lean up to whisper something to Sage, both of them glancing back at Caspian with concern.

Dr. Min appeared moments later, his medical bag already in hand. The older beta had been the pack's doctor since they'd formed, and Damon trusted him completely. He took one look at Ash and his expression went grim.

"Everyone out except Damon," Dr. Min said. "I'll need someone to stay in case he wakes up frightened, and an alpha presence might help ground him initially."

"I want to stay," Kieran said immediately.

"Kieran—" Adrian started.

"I want to stay," Kieran repeated, more firmly. "He's going to be scared when he wakes up. Another omega might help. Please."

Dr. Min considered this, then nodded. "All right. But Kieran, if his heat triggers yours, you tell me immediately."

"I will," Kieran promised.

The others reluctantly filed out. Caspian was the last to leave, pausing at the door. He looked back at the omega on the bed, then at Damon, and something passed between them—a promise, an understanding.

This brings up things for me, those eyes said. Things I'm not ready to talk about yet.

I'll be here, Damon's answering look promised. Whenever you're ready. We all will be.

Then Caspian was gone, and it was just Damon, Kieran, Dr. Min, and the unconscious omega who'd somehow stumbled into their lives.

"All right," Dr. Min said, setting down his bag. "Let's see what we're dealing with."

xxx

The examination took thirty minutes, but it felt like hours. Damon stood near the door, giving Dr. Min space to work but ready to intervene if Ash woke up frightened. Kieran sat in a chair by the window, watching with wide, worried eyes, his fingers twisting together anxiously.

Finally, Dr. Min sat back with a heavy sigh.

"Physically, he's stable," the doctor said. "Malnourished, dehydrated, and showing signs of prolonged stress. The scars on his neck are old—months, maybe a year. They've healed as much as they're going to, though they'll always be visible."

"And his heat?" Damon asked, moving closer and resting a hand on Kieran's shoulder. The omega immediately leaned into the touch, seeking comfort.

"Early stages. It'll hit fully in the next few hours." Dr. Min pulled out a small bottle from his bag. "I'm leaving these suppressants, but I don't recommend using them unless absolutely necessary. His body needs to go through its natural cycle—it's been suppressed too many times already."

Damon's jaw clenched, his hand tightening slightly on Kieran's shoulder. "Too many times."

"Yes." Dr. Min's voice was heavy with disgust. "His hormone levels are severely imbalanced. Whoever had him was using powerful suppressants to control his cycles. It's brutal on an omega's system. He needs to have a natural heat cycle to start healing."

Kieran made a small, wounded sound, and Damon immediately moved to kneel in front of him, taking both of Kieran's hands in his. "Hey, we're going to help him. Just like we help you."

"Those bastards," Kieran whispered, tears streaming down his face. "How could they—"

"I know, baby." Damon brought one of Kieran's hands to his lips, pressing a kiss to his knuckles. "I know."

Dr. Min watched this exchange with a soft expression before continuing. "So here's what you need to do: Keep him comfortable. Make sure he has plenty of water and light food when he's able to eat. Don't overwhelm him with scents—his system is hypersensitive right now." He looked directly at Damon. "And most importantly, let him know he's safe. That no one here will hurt him or force him to do anything he doesn't want. He's going to test that. Push boundaries. It's normal for omegas who've been through trauma."

"Of course," Damon said firmly, standing and pulling Kieran up with him, keeping their hands linked. "We'd never—"

"I know you wouldn't. But he doesn't know that yet. He needs to hear it, repeatedly, until he believes it." Dr. Min stood, picking up his bag. "I'll come back tomorrow to check on him. Call me if anything changes or if he shows any signs of distress."

After Dr. Min left, Damon and Kieran sat in heavy silence, their hands still intertwined.

"I should tell the others," Damon said finally, giving Kieran's hand a squeeze.

"I want to stay with him," Kieran said immediately. "When he wakes up. He'll be scared, and maybe having another omega there will help."

"Are you sure? His heat might trigger yours."

Kieran's chin lifted stubbornly, though he didn't let go of Damon's hand. "I'll be fine. Besides, if my heat starts, you're all here to help, right?" He looked at Damon with such trust, such love. "I want to do this. I want to help him."

Damon crossed the small distance between them and pulled Kieran into a gentle hug, pressing a kiss to the top of his head, then another to his temple, and finally a soft one to his forehead. "You're amazing, you know that?"

Kieran blushed, nuzzling into Damon's chest, his arms wrapping around Damon's waist. "I just remember what it's like to be scared and alone. I don't want him to feel that way."

"Okay," Damon agreed, pulling back just enough to cup Kieran's face in both hands, thumbs stroking over his cheekbones. "But if you start feeling even slightly off, you tell us immediately. Deal?"

"Deal." Kieran turned his head to press a kiss to Damon's palm. "Go update the others. I'll stay here."

Damon pressed one more lingering kiss to Kieran's forehead before reluctantly pulling away. "I love you."

"Love you too, alpha."

xxx

Downstairs, the pack had gathered in the living room. Sage was curled up in Adrian's lap, Adrian's arms wrapped securely around him, one hand stroking slowly up and down Sage's spine. Felix was sprawled across the couch, his head resting on Sage's thigh, and Sage's free hand was running through Felix's hair in soothing strokes.

Caspian sat in the armchair across from them, separate but present. His elbows rested on his knees, his hands clasped together, and his eyes distant. He was there, but he'd retreated into himself—that careful distance he maintained even within the safety of the pack.

They all looked up when Damon entered.

"How is he?" Adrian asked immediately, his hand stilling on Sage's back.

Damon moved to the couch, and Felix immediately shifted to make room. As Damon sat, Felix's hand found his knee—a grounding touch—while Sage reached out to squeeze his hand briefly. From his separate seat, Caspian's eyes tracked every movement, watching, always watching, but not joining.

"Dr. Min says he's physically stable. But..." Damon took a deep breath, his hand coming up to cover Felix's on his knee. "He's been through hell. Breeding farm, almost certainly. They've been suppressing his heats, controlling his cycles. His body is trying to heal, but it's going to take time."

"Those fucking monsters," Felix said, his voice shaking. His hand tightened on Damon's knee, and Sage's fingers immediately found Felix's other hand, intertwining their fingers.

"Kieran wants to stay with him," Damon continued, his thumb stroking absently over Felix's knuckles. "I think it's a good idea. Another omega presence might help him feel safer."

"Agreed," Adrian said, his arms tightening around Sage. "What do we know about him? Where he came from?"

"Nothing yet. He said his name was Ash, but that's all I got before he passed out." Damon's eyes drifted to Caspian, who was still sitting apart from them, tension in every line of his body. "We need to be careful. When he wakes up, he's going to be terrified. We need to give him space, let him set the pace."

"Of course," Sage said softly, his hand moving from Felix's hair to rest on Damon's shoulder. "We'd never push him."

"I know. But he doesn't know that." Damon rubbed his face tiredly, and Adrian's free hand immediately reached out to squeeze his shoulder in support.

"This is going to be complicated," Adrian said quietly.

"When is it not complicated with this pack?" Felix said, and despite everything, there was affection in his voice. He shifted closer to Damon, seeking comfort.

Adrian smiled slightly, pressing a kiss to the top of Sage's head. "We'll figure it out. We always do." He looked around at his pack—his family—his gaze lingering on Caspian, who still hadn't moved from his isolated position. "But right now, I think we should all try to get some rest. It's going to be a long day when he wakes up."

"I can take first watch," Felix volunteered, though he made no move to get up yet, clearly reluctant to leave the comfort of physical contact.

"Wake me in two hours," Caspian said quietly from his chair, his voice carefully neutral. "I'll take over."

As they started to disperse, Damon noticed Caspian rise quickly, heading toward the stairs without making eye contact with anyone. Before he could escape entirely, Damon caught up to him in the hallway.

"Cas," he said quietly, his hand gently catching Caspian's elbow. "Can we talk? Just for a minute?"

Caspian tensed, his eyes flickering with something—surprise, maybe, or wariness, or perhaps relief mixed with fear. For a moment, Damon thought he might bolt. Then, slowly, Caspian nodded.

Adrian, who had been helping Sage to his feet, caught Damon's eye. He mouthed I'll wait up before gently guiding Sage toward the stairs, giving them privacy.

Felix squeezed Caspian's shoulder as he passed—a brief touch that Caspian allowed but didn't quite lean into. "I'll be in the guest room hallway if you need me," Felix said softly, his eyes full of understanding.

When they were alone, Damon didn't immediately speak. He just stood there, his hand still light on Caspian's elbow, waiting. He'd learned that pushing Caspian never worked—the younger alpha needed space to come to things in his own time.

Finally, Caspian let out a shaky breath. "You want to know what that was. Upstairs."

"Only if you want to tell me," Damon said gently. "But Cas, whatever it is—you don't have to carry it alone."

Caspian's jaw worked, his eyes fixed on some point past Damon's shoulder. "I've never talked about my past much. About how I ended up here."

"You don't have to—"

"I want to," Caspian interrupted, though his voice was barely above a whisper. "I think... I think I need to. At least some of it."

Damon waited, patient, his hand moving from Caspian's elbow to gently squeeze his hand. Caspian's fingers twitched but didn't pull away.

"Seeing those scars on that omega," Caspian started, his voice low and carefully controlled. "It brought things back. Things I try not to think about." He finally met Damon's eyes, and the pain there made Damon's chest ache. "I know what it's like to be used. To be treated like property. Maybe not exactly like him, but... close enough."

"Cas," Damon breathed, his other hand coming up to gently cup Caspian's face.

"I'm not ready to talk about all of it," Caspian said quickly, and there was almost panic in his eyes. "Not yet. Maybe not ever. I just—I needed you to know that seeing him like that, it affects me. And I might need space sometimes. I might pull away when I shouldn't."

"Then we'll give you space when you need it," Damon said firmly, his thumb stroking across Caspian's cheekbone. "And we'll be here when you're ready to let us in. However long that takes."

Caspian's breath hitched, his eyes squeezing shut. "I don't know how to do this. How to be part of a pack and still keep myself... safe."

"You don't have to figure it all out right now," Damon said softly. He took a risk and pulled Caspian closer, relieved when the younger alpha didn't resist. "But Cas? You are safe here. With us. Even when it doesn't feel like it."

For a moment, Caspian just stood there, rigid in Damon's arms. Then, slowly, infinitesimally, he started to relax. His forehead came to rest against Damon's shoulder, and Damon could feel him trembling slightly.

"I'm trying," Caspian whispered against Damon's shirt. "To trust this. To trust all of you."

"I know you are," Damon murmured, his hand coming up to cradle the back of Caspian's head. "And we see it. We see you trying, and we're so proud of you
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