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Your quick guide to the Scent Valley Universe…


If you’re new to omegaverse, welcome! You’re in for a treat! If you’re a seasoned reader of the genre, I’m so happy you’re here!

Before we begin, here’s some helpful context to ease you into my Scent Valley Universe…

In this world, humans are split into three different designations:

	Betas are the most common and make up two-thirds of the population. They’re basically ‘regular’ humans, just like you or me. 

	Alphas are rarer. They can be male or female, although female alphas are less common. Stereotypically, they are physically strong, dominating by nature, and have protective instincts. They also omit strong pheromones to attract mates. Alphas tend to live in packs that conform to a hierarchical structure, similar to wolves, with a pack leader. Alphas can also go into ruts—a heightened state of desire where they can lose control of their usual sensibilities and be driven solely by their innate instinct to claim. Anatomically, male alphas have a knot at the base of their penis which swells and can lock inside an omega during sex. Believe me, it’s hot! 

	Omegas are the rarest designation. They can be male or female, although male omegas are extremely rare. They omit a perfume to attract alphas which intensifies when aroused. Omegas go into regular heats—usually every three months, though cycles vary—where they experience a heightened state of desire, craving sex and an alpha’s knot, which can last for days. Without relief, omegas experience nasty symptoms, such as crippling stomach cramps and burning temperatures. Many omegas choose to suppress their heat and scents through medication, especially if they are unbonded. Biologically, omega bodies are built to take an alpha’s knot and produce ‘slick’—a sweet-smelling river of natural lube—to help accommodate them. Only female omegas can get pregnant in this world. 




Alphas can bond to their mates—omegas or betas—through a claiming bite. Bonds last a lifetime, and the connection between bonded mates can include insight into their mates’ emotions. While omega or beta bites don’t create lasting bonds, some choose to mark their mates to symbolize their commitment. When multiple alphas bond to the same omega, it also strengthens the emotional connection between those alphas.

Now sit back, pour yourself a hot cup of tea—or the comfort beverage of your choice—pop on your fluffiest socks, then lose yourself for a few hours with some protective, sexy alphas… [image: smiling face with smiling eyes]


Content Warnings and Extra Info
I’D RECOMMEND YOU READ BEFORE DIVING IN…


While this book is a soft and fluffy comfort read, it does make reference to some of the characters past trauma. This includes mentions of: parental death by murder, an attempted forced bonding, and implied childhood neglect/physical abuse by a family member. None of these instances appear on-page or in flashbacks. There is also a portrayal of outward discriminatory attitudes and misogyny.

You should also know that our leading lady, Faye, studies a fictional course called Health Botany. While some of the flowers and herbs referenced in this book are real, others are made up for fun. Faye would never endorse the use of herbal medicine over seeking advice from a health professional. Remember, this is just a fictional romance, no matter how realistic the characters feel!

Although I’ve tried to include everything in the content warnings, if you think something is missing, please contact me at pollymapleauthor@gmail.com and I’ll get this added. Thank you!


ONE
Faye



This is really it.

Scent Valley University.

“Next?” an impatient beta woman calls from behind the orientation desk.

I sling on my big, pink duffle bag, making my shoulders groan in objection. It was a grueling, ten-hour bus journey to get here. Gram was happy to give me a ride, but I didn’t want her traveling all the way back alone. As much as she believes that you’re only as young as you feel, her bad knees and back would argue otherwise. Not that she’d like being reminded of that…

I shuffle to the desk like a giant turtle, swaying slightly under the weight of my belongings. Hopefully, I don’t fall because if I do, I won’t be able to get up again. I don’t have many possessions, but packing everything into one bag was not easy, especially because I insisted on bringing all my little herb jars.

“This is the omega line,” the beta says pointedly, looking me up and down.

“I-I am a-an…” I feel my cheeks heat. “I’m in the r-right l-line.”

Despite what she thinks—and what some magazines claim—omegas get just as sweaty when carrying heavy bags as anyone else.

She arches one perfectly manicured eyebrow suspiciously then types away on her computer. “Name?”

“Faye,” I struggle to swallow, my throat as dry as the Sahara. “Faye Nightingale.”

Her long nails furiously clack away. When she frowns at the screen for a moment, I fear she’s going to say that I’ve got it all wrong, that I need to head on back to Clover Hollow. Maybe I should do myself a favor and turn back now.

“Ah, yes. Here you are.” Relief swims through me as she scans the screen. “You’ve been assigned to Stella House.”

She puts a set of keys into an envelope then slides it across the counter along with a campus map. She reels off vague directions in a bored tone that goes in one ear and straight out the other. With the line growing behind me, I don’t dare ask her to repeat herself and risk another filthy look. Instead, I stagger out of the building, hoping I’ll be able to find my way.

“Hey!” a giant man who is all muscles and no neck approaches. I’m guessing he’s an alpha, judging by his flaring nostrils, sniffing like he’s trying to vacuum up any scent he can find. “I can help with your bag.”

Something about his gaze makes me uneasy. I’m on suppressants and have doused myself in scent blockers, but they’re not flawless, and they must be wearing off after my journey. I need a shower, stat.

“Thanks for the offer. Really, that’s very kind,” I squeak as my eyes dart around, looking for an exit. “But I can manage.”

“Come on, let me help you,” he insists, advancing. “It’s my job to look after little omegas like you.”

“She said she can manage, Kyro,” a firm, feminine voice huffs out from behind me.

I spin to see a stunning redhead crossing her arms over her chest and popping her hip in a sassy ‘don’t mess with me’ way. She swings her flaming hair over her shoulder and narrows her amber eyes at the alpha, making the smattering of freckles on her nose dance. The faint smell of cherry pie surrounds her, instantly making me feel at home.

Kyro raises his hands. “I was only being nice!”

Unimpressed, she scoffs, her sweet scent taking on a bitter edge.

“Why’re you hanging around here, anyway?” she snaps. “You’re supposed to be helping orient the new alphas.”

“I’m allowed a break, aren’t I?” Kyro sneers, crossing his meaty arms over his puffed-out chest.

I’ve never seen an omega stand up to an alpha before, so I’m awestruck. Although where I’m from, I didn’t really have the chance to meet any alphas to know how you’re supposed to act in front of them.

“Not today.” She rolls her eyes. “You know better than to be sniffing around here, preying on new students. Or is your pack just that desperate, after being rejected by every other omega on campus?”

“You know nothing about my pack.”

I flinch when Kyro lets out a low growl that makes the hairs on my arms stand on end. Gram warned me about pack dynamics, and I’ve read enough to know that insulting an alpha’s masculinity is one of the worst things you can do. I know better than anyone what alphas are capable of and what lengths they’re willing to go to get an omega.

However, unlike me, the girl doesn’t seem fazed. Instead, she stands her ground.

“If you don’t get the fuck away from my omegas, I’ll ask Tyler to put you on a fucking leash.”

A flicker of fear fills his eyes before he scurries away like a dog with his tail caught between his legs.

“Tyler’s his pack leader,” the girl explains. “Sorry about that.” A genuine smile pulls at her lips. “I promise, not all alphas at SVU are creeps like him. He’s delu-lu and thinks that every omega is only here to find a mate.” She holds out her hand. “I’m Sabrina, but everyone calls me Sabs. I’m one of the omega RAs.”

“I’m Faye.” I still feel a little shaken and am already questioning my decision to enroll. I thought college would be a good way to meet more people—especially from other designations. But maybe I shouldn’t have come. It would have been easier to stay in my sleepy village, working in the safety of Gram’s teashop.

“What house are you assigned to?” she asks.

“I’m in…” In all the commotion, I’ve already forgotten. I fumble around for the envelope with my keys that says the name on it. “Stella House.”

Her face breaks into a dazzling smile. “That’s my house too! You’re going to love it.” She talks quickly, like she’s so excited she can’t wait to get the words out. “Let me show you the way. We can take a cart. Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look like you’ll pass out if you have to carry that bag for much longer.”

I smile meekly, following Sabs to a row of golf carts. “It’s been a long trip.”

“Most people use these to get around in a hurry,” she tells me as she chooses one.

Relief instantly loosens my muscles when I shed my load. After securing my bag, she gets into the driver’s seat then speeds away at full pelt, making me cling onto the seat to avoid being thrown out at the first bend.

Despite the bumpy ride, I’m too captivated to speak as I take in the gorgeous campus. It’s even nicer than the brochures and pictures I saw online.

We follow a tree-lined path, zipping past magnificent, red brick buildings with ivy climbing up their sides. Each of them has signs for different faculty names, so I’m guessing this is where the classrooms are. We pass a vast library with a glass front, an intriguing steel structure that Sabs informs me is the engineering building, and a gym which she says has an Olympic-sized swimming pool. Students laze around on the lawns, reading books or socializing underneath trees.

“This is the main street.” Sabs swings a left onto a busy road lined with shops and cafes. She slows to point out various popular hangouts. “Bouncing Bunna makes the best coffee. Did you know that ‘bunna’ is what they call coffee in Ethiopia? That’s where they get their beans imported from, and they’re ground fresh daily. Nora’s Nest Nook has the best nesting supplies and the coziest blankets around. There’s Sunshine Pharmacy. They have the best scent blockers. You’ll find everything you need right here. Obviously, you can still go into town if you need anything else, but most students don’t even leave campus.”

I can see why. Campus is basically its own city.

“That’s the alpha quad.” Sabs motions toward another road as we fork off to the left. “Each pack has a different house. They used to do co-pack living, but honestly, the fights got out of hand with all those alpha hormones flying around.”

“Are there many fights now?” I nervously play with the stitching on my floral sundress, where I recently mended a small hole.

“Just typical alpha-hole behavior and dick measuring contests,” she snickers. “You know, the usual.”

I want to say that I don’t really know what the usual is when it comes to alphas, but I stay quiet.

“Don’t worry, Faye. You’re safe here,” she side-eyes me, presumably sensing my unease. “SVU takes omega safety seriously. It’s a great place to be. You’ll see.”

I nod. If she says so…

As we continue driving, I look across to see a sparkling, crystal-blue lake. Around its edges are breathtaking houses, right on the sand.

“Wow,” I sigh.

“Amazing, right? We call it Bonded Beach because those houses are strictly for bonded packs. A lot of packs choose to leave campus accommodations after they bond, but some choose to stay while they’re studying because it’s convenient. They can apply to the dean to live in one of the beach houses. Although I don’t get why they need a lake view. I’m sure they spend most of their days in their nests.”

I can’t imagine what being bonded would be like. What would it feel like to be tied to an alpha, or an entire pack, forever?

“If you keep following the beachfront, you’ll see apartment blocks in the distance. Those are the beta dorms,” she continues. “It’s a constant party down there! I know everyone thinks that this place is just full of alphas and omegas because of SVU’s inclusive policies, but that’s not true. We have some of the best creative art and science programs in the country, so there are plenty of betas too. You probably already know that, though. Ah!” Sabs honks, screeching to a halt before we slam into the family of wild geese blocking our path. “Scram!”

Once they’ve finally moved, we carry on. Other carts whizz around us, going in various directions, piled up with suitcases and bags. Sabs also points out a packed bus with the SVU logo trundling past that is on its way to the beta dorms.

“The campus bus travels on a continuous loop all day. Everything is walkable, but if you’re running late to class, it sure comes in handy. There’s also another bus that runs a few times a day that you can catch from outside Bouncing Bunna that goes into Forestville, the nearest town.”

I notice other golf carts veer off at other turnoffs, but we keep going. We’re getting farther away from the hub of campus. The number of buildings thin out, and tall pines line the streets, giving the illusion that we’re out in the middle of the forest. Finally, tall silver gates come into view ahead.

“This is Omega Village, where all unbonded omegas stay,” Sabs declares. “The gates are monitored around the clock. Alphas are banned from OV, aside from a few rare exceptions. Alphas courting omegas tend to hang out in their pack house, or they rent a cabin in the mountains.”

Omega Village is one of the main reasons I chose to study at SVU. That and the fact that they only accept students over the age of twenty-one. I like the idea of living somewhere where I don’t have to worry about an alpha showing up when I’m drinking my morning coffee. I cringe at the thought of the co-designation dorms at other colleges and some of the horror stories I’ve heard—alcohol-fueled mistaken bonding, ruts gone wrong… They’re disasters waiting to happen.

“In your registration pack, you’ll have a keycard to get through the gates.” Sabs tucks a fiery strand of hair behind her ear. “But Margie is usually around.”

She waves at the woman behind the security kiosk, who lowers her window.

“Who’ve we got here?” the woman asks, craning forward to get a better look at me. I can instantly tell she’s a beta. She’s in her fifties with a kind, round face and wispy, white hair that has a pinkish hue. She wears a crystal necklace, giving her a hippy vibe, though I notice a true crime magazine open on her desk and a gun propped up by her chair. She’d be my gram’s new bestie.

“This is Faye,” Sabs replies. “She’s moving into Stella.”

“Welcome to SVU, Faye.” The woman flashes me a warm smile. “I’m Margie. Let me know if there’s anything you need, hon. You’ll feel at home here in no time.” It’s almost as if she senses my nerves.

“Thank you.” I wave. “I’ll see you soon.”

Margie opens the gates, then we hurtle down the main strip. Mansions line up both sides of the street. They’re grand, like mini versions of the White House. While they’re all similar in structure, each has a slightly different nuance and yard, like students have put their own stamps on their homes.

On the lawns outside of each house, there are small signs. We pass one called ‘Persephone House’ with a giant apple orchard and a golden door. They even have a tree swing, and a few omegas sit around playing guitar in the grass. Next, there’s ‘Barbara House’ with a bright-pink door and a blooming rose garden, bursting with red, pink, and white petals.

“Pretty neat, huh?” Sabs asks.

I can only nod.

Omega Village is probably double the size of my hometown. Clover Hollow has less than 100 residents and only has a few shops, one of which is Gram’s quaint tearoom, Blooming Brew. It’s a charming, old building that serves drinks and makes custom tea blends that have healing benefits. I recently set up an online store for the shop after seeing how far omegas travel to buy her wares. Gram’s creations can benefit far more people than the small flock who visit. So far, it’s been a success, making us busier than ever and making it harder for me to leave. I offered to postpone SVU for a year; however, Gram insisted I go, and she’s already looking for someone to help her manage the postal orders.

“Do you remember the personality and scent test you took as part of your admission?” Sabs doesn’t give me the chance to answer before continuing. “Well, the test actually dictates which house you’ll be in. It’s super smart. They room students together with complimentary scents and personalities. Your omega house is like your family. Think of us like a scent sorority.”

“They didn’t say that on the website.”

“Of course not,” Sabs says like it’s obvious. “You don’t want people bending their answers to try to get into the best house.” She winks. “Which is ours. Obviously.”

At the end of the street, the nicest house of all comes into view. It has a big front porch with cozy-looking, swinging hammocks and rocking chairs. It’s the kind of place I could imagine sitting with a glass of lemonade in the summer or wrapped in a big blanket, sipping hot cocoa piled with cream in the winter. Unlike the other houses we passed, there are adorable hanging baskets filled with wildflowers. It has stained glass windows with intricate patterns that surely cast a beautiful, swirling glow inside.

“Woah,” I gasp. “This is… I mean…”

I can’t even find the words. We’ve lived above the teashop in a small, humble apartment my entire life. There was hardly enough space for a double bed in my room, so this feels like another world.

“Welcome to Stella House.” Sabs comes to a stop. “Your new home!”

I hop out of the cart, still gazing open-mouthed at the imposing building.

“What’re you waiting for?” Sabs picks up my bag. She has an athletic, toned figure, easily swinging it over her shoulder like it weighs nothing. I follow behind as she races up the steps to the eggshell-blue door. “Come in!”

As soon as the door swings open, I’m met with the smell of freshly baked apple pie. Instantly, my nerves seem to evaporate.

“Smells amazing, huh?” She inhales deeply. “It’s our own custom mix of scent neutralizer pumped through the air conditioning system. It’s supposed to help balance our individual scents to create a odor-neutral environment that we’ll all like. Or something like that. Honestly, I kinda zoned out when they were telling me about it in RA training. Whatever it is, I’m living for it.” She draws in another slow breath. “Something’s new, though. It’s got a hint of something different. Chamomile, maybe?”

“Earl Grey,” I correct her. “Just a pinch, with maybe a dash of peach iced tea.” I recognized it instantly. It’s one of my comfort smells.

“That must be for you.” Her eyes sparkle. “Apparently, it adapts whenever a new omega joins us. Pretty neat, huh?”

I nod, enthralled. “It’s amazing.”

We’re standing in a vast entrance hall, facing a staircase that splits in two. Cushy, cheerful rugs cover the wooden floors, giving it a homey feel.

“Let me give you a tour.” Sabs doesn’t wait for my response, veering to the right.

We step into an enormous living area that has the comfiest looking sofas I’ve ever seen. They’re a dusty-orange color, like fallen leaves, and are so deep that if I leaned fully against the back cushion, my feet wouldn’t reach the floor. The couches huddle around a rustic fireplace, alongside more armchairs that look like a struggle to get out of. Shelves filled with books, candles, and board games line the walls, along with a gigantic television.

“This is the communal space.” Sabs spins, extending her arms. “Our place to hang out and have fun. We have the best movie nights!”

We return to the hallway then take a left into the large kitchen. The sage green cupboards and white granite countertops give the room a quaint cottage feel, yet the sparkling appliances are top of the range. In the corner, a circular dining table looks like the best spot to have breakfast.

“This is the communal kitchen,” Sabs says. “Delilah basically lives in here. She’s an incredible baker.” Pinching a cupcake from a stack cooling on a rack, she moans in bliss and shakes her head after taking her bite. She selects the largest one and offers me it. “You have to try one. They’re a Delilah specialty.”

“Are you sure she won’t mind?”

The last thing I want to do is to upset a new housemate and gain a reputation as a cupcake thief.

“She left them out because she wants us to eat them!” Sabs forces the cupcake into my hand and grins at my expression when the vanilla sugary goodness hits my tongue. This may be the best sponge I’ve ever eaten. “I swear, she could burn a piece of toast, and it would still taste incredible. Do you cook?”

“Enough to get by.” I wouldn’t know how to use any of the expensive-looking apparatus I can see. “Nothing fancy, though.”

“There are so many amazing places to eat on campus that we’re spoiled for choice.” She licks frosting from her fingers. “We have to go to Hummus Where the Heart is soon. It’s a Middle Eastern street food joint, and their falafel bowls are un-fucking-believable. Oh, and Noodles and Chill! Their spring rolls are the absolute best.”

Looking around, I struggle to imagine that this is going to be my home for the next few years.

“Sorry, I’m going on a bit, aren’t I?” Sabs scrunches up her nose. “I’ve been told that I talk too much.”

I’m the opposite. I’m not shy per se, but I prefer to listen. Being around someone as confident and self-assured is fascinating. I could listen to her all day.

“No, not at all.” I notice there are six chairs. “So there are six of us here?”

“There are six apartments in Stella House, but there are only four of us here now, including you. I know this house seems huge, but SVU recognizes that omegas need extra space to account for their nests.” Sabs tosses the cupcake wrapper into the trash. “That’s the beauty of the scent test too! They don’t just lump any omega in together. Some years, the house is full, other years we may get no students. I’m in my third year, and the others—Kady and Delilah—are both in their second year. There are two apartments in the basement, the other four are spread over the two floors above, and we have our cuddle den in the attic. You’ll see that soon enough. Wanna see where you’ll be sleeping?”

I nod, dazed, letting all the information wash over me.

“Me and Kady live in the basement.” Sabs points at a door, which I assume leads to a staircase below. “When I’m home, I usually hang in the living room. Kady’s protective of her own space and doesn’t like people in her apartment.” She notices my change in expression and adds quickly, “It’s not because Kady’s not friendly. She’s a bit OCD about her nest and keeping her space scent-clear. You’ll love her. She does have a crazy cat called Larry, though.” Sabs pulls a face. “He’s pretty territorial. If you don’t want to be clawed, it’s best to steer clear of the ginger devil when you see him prowling around.”

Before I can ask any questions, Sabs continues talking, barely taking a breath.

“Delilah is a total sweetheart who knows a recipe for any occasion. She also has the most amazing voice. She’ll never sing in public, but if you catch her singing when she’s baking, you’re in for a treat. Kady is super driven. She wants to be a hot shot lawyer, and woe betide any alpha who thinks she’s here for anything other than studying. Oh, and Kady’s a Sinclair. Yes, as in the Sinclair’s, but I’d avoid mentioning her family. Things are a little complicated.”

Woah, I’m boarding with Richard Sinclair’s daughter? Although I’ve basically lived under a rock most of my life, everyone knows about Richard Sinclair. He owns pretty much everything, including all the global news channels.

“Sorry, I don’t know when to shut up sometimes. You’re going to fit right in!” She squeezes my arm reassuringly. “I just know it!”

“I hope so.” I suck in a deep breath.

“Are you going to let the poor girl see her room or not, Sabs?” a crisp voice comes from behind us.

The girl standing at the bottom of the stairs has blonde, almost silver, pin-straight hair that’s clipped back off her face. Her white skin is so flawless that it looks airbrushed. Even though she’s only wearing a plain, white tee over jeans, it’s tailored to perfection. She’s effortlessly stylish.

I pull at the edges of my frayed, sun-bleached summer dress, instantly feeling shabby and self-conscious.

“Hi.” The girl marches forward, offering her hand in a confident thrust. “I’m Kady.”

“Faye.” I clasp her hand, almost grimacing at the tightness of her grip.

I can’t stop myself from inhaling deeply, intrigued by her scent. She smells like a breath of fresh air, with something faintly floral.

“White tea, bergamot and freesia.” She smiles, like she knows what I’m thinking. “An odd combination, but it pairs well together. Or so I’m told.”

“Sorry.” I feel my cheeks heat. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“Don’t worry about it.” Kady waves her hand. “It’s great to meet you. We were surprised to hear we’d be getting a new student.”

“I didn’t accept my place until a few weeks ago,” I confess.

Kady studies me with her inquisitive blue eyes, sensing there’s a story behind my hesitation, but she doesn’t press.

“We’re happy to have you here.” She flashes me her perfectly white teeth. “I hope you’ll find your room comfortable. We cleaned it up before you arrived and added a few touches to make it feel homier, but get rid of anything you don’t like.” Her stare lands on my duffle bag by the door. “Are the rest of your things arriving later?”

“Um…” I shift on my feet. “That’s all I have. I guess I’m a light packer.”

I can already tell Kady will make a brilliant lawyer one day. She has eyes that cut right through you, but she doesn’t make me uncomfortable. There’s a curiosity in her gaze.

“Fucking Kyro was sniffing around when she first arrived.” Sabs makes a retching noise. “He offered to help carry Faye’s bag.”

“Unbelievable.” Kady rolls her eyes. “He did exactly the same with Delilah last year. I’m sure there’s something in the SVU handbook that prohibits alphas from...” Her eyes ping-pong around the room like her mind’s whirring while she counts off a silent list on her fingers. “Leave it to me.”

“It’s fine. Honestly!” The last thing I want is to cause a fuss. “He was only trying to help.”

“I doubt that,” Kady mutters darkly. “I’ll catch up with you both later.” Her expression brightens. “I’ve got a letter to write.”

I watch as she pads away downstairs.

“Giving Kady a reason to write an angry letter is the key to an instant friendship. She’s a writer for the Valley Voice—the SVU student newspaper—and can make a pretty compelling argument.” Sabs grins, slinging my bag over her back. “Let’s get you moved in.”

I follow Sabs upstairs. On the landing, a large stained-glass window casts mesmerizing patterns across a striking floral rug.

“You’re the next floor up.” Sabs continues up a spiral staircase to the next floor. “The rooms are a little bigger up here. Better bathrooms too.”

There are two doors on both sides of the corridor. One is plain while the other is lilac with hand-painted, white lilies swirling across it, which I’m guessing is Delilah’s.

“You can decorate however you like.” Sabs stops at my plain door. “I’ll leave you to make yourself at home. Me and the girls are heading to a mixer tonight, so you’re welcome to join us. Although, I totally understand if you want to crash or cozy up in a bubble bath. You’ve had a long day, and there’ll be loads of other events to go to.”

“I think I’ll stay in tonight.” I hope I’m not offending her. “You’ve been so welcoming, and I promise, I’m not being rude, but I’m pretty beat. I’ve been up since 4am.” My eyes already feel heavy—not just from the journey, but from the new surroundings and reams of information.

“I thought you might say that. Delilah was exactly the same when she first arrived.” Sabs sets my bag in front of my door. “You should have everything you need for tonight, at least. We can go shopping for anything else tomorrow. It’d be good if we could swap numbers, and I’ll add you to the Stella group chat. We look out for each other here.”

Grateful for her understanding, we swap numbers, then Sabs heads off, humming to an offbeat tune.

I grasp the door handle. It’s now or never…

My jaw drops when I walk into my new mini living room. It’s all open plan with a seating area and television. In the corner of the room is another stunning, stained glass, circular window directly in front of a desk and window seat. There’s a kitchenette to my right—it’s small, compared to downstairs, but it has all the necessities, including a kettle! It even has a dining table for two.

I cross the room to pass through another door leading into the bedroom. The bed itself is absolutely massive. It’s neatly made with a white linen duvet, has a walk-in wardrobe, and a dressing table. There are two tall floor lamps on either side of the bed as well as a small reading lamp propped on a dresser. Fabric pinned to the ceiling flows like drapes, making it extra comfy. It’ll need a few extra blankets and cushions to make it into a proper nest, but it’s an amazing start.

To the right is a bathroom that looks like it belongs in an expensive hotel, complete with a deep tub and huge shower. Rows of colorful bottles of soaps, shampoo, and conditioner are lined up neatly on shelves, and there’s a cupboard filled with fluffy towels.

How can this be my dorm room? Excited butterflies flutter in my stomach as I excitedly snap a few photographs then send them to Gram. This is even better than I imagined.

I return to the living area and notice a wicker hamper on the kitchen counter. A note tucked inside it reads:

Welcome to Stella House!

Love, your new BFFs x

PS. Enjoy the treats! The cookies were made fresh today!

It’s overflowing with candy bars, pretzels, and a batch of homemade gooey cookies. Unable to help myself, I sink my teeth into one of the cookies then let out a small moan. They have a perfect balance of white and dark chocolate chips that melt on the tongue. If Delilah’s as nice as her cookies, we’re going to be friends for life.

As well as snacks, someone has put in a stash of notebooks and pens—I’m guessing Kady—which are balanced on top of a pink bathrobe that smells faintly of Sabs with ‘Stella’ embroidered over the back and a sparkly silver ’S’ on the breast pocket. They’ve also popped in a number of takeout menus with items circled that are, presumably, the best dishes.

Tears well in my eyes. I can’t believe how welcoming everyone has been. I was only in public school for a few years before Gram pulled me out to homeschool after not meshing with the other kids. For years, Gram was all I needed. Perhaps I didn’t know what I was missing.

Feeling fuzzy, I unpack. It won’t take long. I carefully place a framed photo of Mom and Dad on my desk. Would they be proud if they could see me now, or would they have been happier if I’d stayed in my comfort zone? Seeing their faces causes my mind to stray, worrying about how many alphas attend SVU and the risks they can pose to omegas. The alpha I ran into earlier pops into my mind, I try to shake it away.

Get a grip of yourself, Faye. You can’t avoid alphas forever!

I gently unwrap my most prized possession: a soft scrap of fabric that was part of Mom’s nest. I raise it to my face. Even years later, I can still smell her on it—thanks to one of Gram’s special Scent-Everlast sprays. I tuck it carefully into my bed, instantly feeling more at ease and comforted. I just need to get used to being around different designations, that’s all.

Not all alphas are bad, right?


TWO
Faye



What the…

Where’s the sound of twinkling wind chimes, Gram’s pot bubbling in the kitchen, or the scent of freshly ground, leafy herbs? Then I remember where I am and wake with a jolt.

Wrapped in a pink robe with one hand dipped into the bag of pretzels, crumbs everywhere, my phone lies to my side. It’s 7pm, and the Stella Girls’ group chat is already popping. Sabs has sent a photo of herself sitting at a bar, posing next to Kady who raises a cocktail with a tiny umbrella. Another girl, who I assume is Delilah, grins shyly at Kady’s side. She has a curly, dark bob, tied with a giant ribbon, giving her a country-boho vibe. The caption says:

SABS
You’ll have to join us next time, Faye! Don’t wait up! [image: red heart]




There’s a message from Gram too. She’s not great with technology, but she’s muddled a sentence together:

GRAM
I’m so proud of you, Hedgey. Squeak soon.




I got my unusual nickname from the hedge sparrow—a shy bird found in Europe and Asia. Gram fell in love with them during her travels to England in the seventies. When I was a child, she said the quiet way I moved and searched for herbs reminded her of them.

At home, I usually go for a walk in the meadows at dusk to gather flowers to put in Gram’s overnight blends. Perhaps a walk will do me good.

I slide off my robe, still wearing my lightweight dress underneath, pop on my well-worn sandals, grab my campus map and a book, then I head out. Although Sabs promised me a full campus tour tomorrow, I like exploring alone, especially after sundown.

I pad out of the house then take a quick stroll up the street, wondering how full the omega houses are. I follow a small path cutting between houses. After a few turns, I land up in a small, secluded area of woodland.

I breathe deeply, inhaling the stillness. My muscles loosen as I take in the magnificent pine trees. If I need a break from the house, this is where I’ll come.

I slip off my sandals to get comfy under an overhanging tree, scrunching my toes in the soft grass as I open my fairy smut book. Even though Clover Hollow is small, the local library has a surprisingly diverse romance section.

I lose myself in the pages, only realizing the sun is setting when I catch myself squinting at the words. I pack up my things, but before returning, I decide to follow the sound of running water close by to take a quick look. It’ll be easy to loop back, and I’m eager to explore any plant life. After passing lush flowers and shrubs, I come across a little brook and bridge. On the other side, a gate leads out onto a street where students mill around by a parked food truck.

Cautiously approaching, I peer over the gate, watching students carrying the most amazing-looking ice creams I’ve ever seen. The cones are piled so high they practically defy gravity.

I shine my phone torch over my map. Passing through the gate would mean leaving Omega Village behind and risk getting lost, but my gurgling stomach spurs me on. I’ve already devoured pretzels and most of Delilah’s cookies, but a hot fudge sundae is too hard to resist.

Surveying my surroundings, I sniff the air. I can’t smell any strong alpha pheromones or anything off, so I deem it safe to join the line.

No one notices as I do. Everyone’s too busy talking amongst themselves. From what I can gather, they are a mix of omegas and betas, chatting about the latest sporting events. Apparently, the hockey team—the SVU Foxes—are a big deal. Being around so many people is surreal. My typical Friday nights involved flower-pressing and helping Gram stir mixtures before getting snug with a book in bed.

Ahead, I scan the amazing menu board. It boasts plenty of options, all of the classic flavors peppered with unique ones like blackberry merlot, miso caramel, and hazelnut toffee crunch, alongside a variety of toppings and sauces. I’ve already revised my order ten times by the time I reach the front of the line.

“You’re new!” A woman with blue, spiky hair, colorful tattoos and a septum piercing greets me. She smells like bubblegum and seems to have the personality to match. “I’m Vi, owner of sCream Queen, the best ice cream truck in the land. What’s your name, sweet pea? I never forget a name or an order.”

“I’m Faye.” I chew on my lip. “There’s so much to choose from. What would you recommend?”

“Don’t you worry, I’ll be able to find your fairy-tale ice cream match. It’s my special talent.” She winks. “Are you more of a fruit or chocolate gal?”

“Chocolate.” I eagerly rub my hands together. “Definitely!”

“All righty, then. I have just the thing!” She beams at me. “How does a cookie dough and pecan maple sundae with a drizzle of cinder fudge sauce sound?”

“Like heaven in a bowl.” I almost groan, then my eyes light up at a bag of salty chips behind her. “I know it may sound weird, but can I have some of those chips sprinkled on top?”

“You know, there’s only one other person who adds those to their sundaes.” She arches an eyebrow. “Now that there are two of you, I’ll make sure I always have them around.”

There are two alphas working in the truck, busying themselves in the background. In such a small space, I’m impressed at how they don’t bump into each other, but they move around effortlessly.

Vi gets to work, singing to herself as she prepares my dessert then presents it to me like a trophy. “Your first is always on the house.”

“No, I can’t.” I hunt around in my purse. “I have to give you something.”

“Trust me, Vi’s sundaes are so good that you’ll be coming back for more,” one of the alphas with a green mohawk chips in over her shoulder. Judging by how he looks at her in sheer wonderment, I’m guessing they’re bonded.

She slides a loyalty card across the counter. “See you around, Faye!”

Buzzing with excitement and sundae in hand, I spot a picnic bench farther down the street, nestled under a tree. My first taste is divine. Vi was right; she now has a customer for life.

I’m halfway through when a cool breeze catches my hair, and I hear them.

Alphas. Lots of them.

My blood runs cold, and not because of the copious amount of frozen goodness I just devoured.

“Can you smell that?” an alpha calls out. “Fresh omega! She can be our token!”

There’s a chorus of whoops.

“Wow, she smells good enough to eat,” another agrees.

They’re closing in.

A large group of burly men wearing red head in my direction. Shit! I catch a whiff of my scent as I break out in a sweat. I completely forgot to douse myself in scent blocker before leaving. I hadn’t planned on venturing out of Omega Village, so it hadn’t crossed my mind. How could I be so reckless?

Their voices grow louder.

I jump up and rush back in the direction of the gate, but in the darkness, I can’t seem to find the opening amongst the dense woodland.

“Over there!” someone shouts. “Hey! You!”

I look back over my shoulder to see a group of five alphas hurtling in my direction. My natural instincts kick in, and fear escalates my already racing heart. My sundae slips from my hands, hitting the ground with a splat as I sprint as quickly as I can.

I can’t let them catch me!

Everything rushes by in a blur, until…

“Ouch!” a husky voice growls.

I bounce off him and fall flat on my ass. Somehow, I’ve just run head-first into the chest of the biggest and scariest looking alpha I’ve ever seen. I rub my forehead, seeing stars. What are his pecs made from, stone?

The guy towers over me, his massive muscles bulging through his thin T-shirt and tattoos climbing up his neck. His shaggy, shoulder-length, black hair falls over his eyes as he peers down at me, unimpressed.

“Don’t hurt me!” I cower, my pulse thrashing against my eardrums.

“Hurt you?” He frowns, appearing to be genuinely confused as he looks back toward where I came from. “Get up. Now.”

His tone is low and commanding, making me feel compelled to obey. Did he just use his bark on me?

I’ve only ever read about alpha barks. It’s a way that an alpha can use his voice to make an omega comply. It’s not something you’d ever use on a stranger as it’s considered rude, not to mention illegal. Pack leaders can also use their bark on the other alphas in their pack too.

The alpha’s hands close around my shoulders. His grip is firm, protective, and his scent hits me harder than his chest. I’ve never smelled anything like him before. He smells like petrichor, the delicious scent after a storm. A mix of scorched earth and thunder, rich amber accents, and a splash of danger, like a fine whiskey next to a rolling tide. It’s intoxicating, dizzying, electric…

I quiver under his grasp, noting the bulging veins creeping up his hands as I stare up at him. His jaw clenches, then something changes. He drops his hold instantly, like I’ve burned him.

“What do you think you’re doing out here alone?” He glares down at me. “It’s not safe for an omega to be outside the village alone at night! Don’t you know anything?”

“I…” It’s pathetic, but tears prickle in my eyes. I bite my lip and will them not to fall. I refuse to cry in front of this terrifying, yet totally hot stranger, giving him another opportunity to remind me that I’m a fool. “I-I-I didn’t⁠—”

“Didn’t think?” He rakes his hands through his wavy hair and sighs, dispersing more of his scent. “Clearly.”

“Are you…?” I gulp, fearing the alpha group will descend any second. “With them?”

“The football team?” He looks over my shoulder and scoffs. “No, but it looks like they’re pissed.” His lips stretch into a satisfied half-smile before it swiftly vanishes again. “They were looking for an omega for their treasure hunt. It’s SVU tradition. Didn’t you see their uniform?”

Now I feel even stupider.

“I thought they…” I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter.” I stare at the ground, wishing it would swallow me up. “I’m sorry for bothering you.”

“Next time, if you’re going to run, you should at least look where you’re going.”

“Yes, sorry… I’m sorry… I…” I gulp down the lump in my throat, doing all I can to hold it together. “Sorry.”

“Are you hurt?”

I tilt my head to the side in confusion. “Hurt?”

“You fell.” He states the obvious. “Maybe you have a concussion.”

“I’m fine, really.” I cringe at the thought of walking into the emergency room to explain that I bumped my head by running into an alpha. “Sorry again for bothering you.”

I turn to walk away when he calls, “Wait!”

He grabs my shoulder, making my entire body jolt like I’ve been hit by lightning. I spin to see the moody alpha. He opens his mouth to speak, his pupils dilated. Does he feel a connection too? Then he scowls and points in the opposite direction. “Omega Village is that way.”

Nope, no connection. My touch-starved brain must be reading into things that aren’t there. Thank God it’s dark, so he can’t see my blush.

“S-sorry.”

Rigid creases bracket his mouth, telling me this only irks him more. “Do you say anything other than ‘sorry’?”

I open my mouth to apologize again but catch myself just in time.

“I’m walking you to the gate.” He narrows his dazzling green eyes at me. Their color against the paleness of his skin has a startling effect. “Before you injure anyone else.”

Arguing seems futile, so I don’t protest. As we walk in silence, I trot along by his side, struggling to keep up with his quick pace. He’s over a foot taller than me—6′3′′, at least. Despite his intimidating appearance and moody scowl, being in his presence makes me feel … safe.

Goose bumps pop up over my arms, and I suppress a shiver. Apparently, I don’t do a good job of hiding my coldness as Mr. Moody huffs and stops abruptly. He pulls off his black hoodie then thrusts it at me. “Here.”

“Oh, I couldn’t.” I try handing it back. “You’ll need it.”

“I’m done listening to your teeth chattering.” He sighs impatiently. “Just fucking wear it, okay?”

I do as he says. His hoodie drowns me, but being wrapped in the soft fabric feels like a warm hug, and it’s still toasty from his body heat. It’s also steeped in his delicious scent, which is an added bonus.

“There,” he grunts, nodding at the gate ahead. He can’t go any farther because of Omega Village’s strict rules. “I’ll wait here until you go through to make sure you don’t do any more damage.”

“Thanks,” I mumble, beginning to take off his hoodie.

“Keep it.”

“You don’t have to—” His stormy gaze silences me, so I don’t argue. I attempt a friendly wave, but my wrist makes a limp movement instead, like a flapping fish. “Well, bye, then.”

His gaze scorches my back as I go. I’d like to ask him what his name is, but I’m sure he’s already fed up of playing babysitter and angry at me for ruining his evening. I ran into him, stole his clothes, and he had to escort me back to Omega Village. Being more independent was one of my goals in coming to SVU, so I’m not off to a great start. Although maybe I’ve made some progress in my ability to be around alphas without wanting to run a mile.

When I cross the gate back into my safe, alpha-free zone, I turn back, but the tall, dark, handsome alpha is already gone.


THREE
Damon



Fuck!

My fists clench at my sides. I use every ounce of my willpower to not turn around, vault over the gate, and chase her down.

What would I do then? Bite her?

I kick a nearby trash can over, sending garbage flying. It does little to rid me of my frustration, but it’s better than nothing.

It should be a crime to smell that fucking good. She smells like a warm Sunday morning. Fresh sheets, honeysuckle and wildflowers coming in through an open window layered over a sweet, vanilla musk that made me want to tear off her flimsy dress and explore every inch of her soft skin.

What the hell is wrong with me? I’m not claiming anyone!

My inner beast claws at my insides, telling me to turn the fuck around. Knowing she’s out there alone, even somewhere safe like Omega Village, is driving me insane. I’ve never reacted to an omega’s scent like that before. I thought I had a handle on my urges, but I had to exert all my self-control to hold myself back.

What was she thinking, wandering around at night smelling that fucking good? They should lock her up and throw away the key. My skin tingles, and the rock-hard boner in my pants isn’t going anywhere. She’s burrowed under my skin, and my mouth waters at just the thought of her.

She’s short—5′1′′, maybe. Her floaty dress skimmed over her soft curves. There was a fragility to her that made me want to scoop her up, hold her, and make sure no one else, especially an alpha, ever looked at her again.

Mine! My inner voice demands. All mine!

Only she isn’t.

Raising them to my nose like a scent-starved monster, my hands still tingle from touching her. The longer I’m out in the open air, the quicker her smell fades, like water falling from my open fingers, making me desperate to scent her again. Damn, I’m like an addict, seeking their next fix. Not that she’ll ever want to see me again after how I behaved.

A group of passing betas yelp in shock when I let out an angry huff, scurrying to get out of my way.

I shouldn’t have touched her. You scared her. Like you always do, acting like a grumpy asshole. The way her brown, doe-like eyes widened in fear—no, pure terror—almost made my heart crack in two. I couldn’t help myself. I had to be sure she was safe, needed to know she was even real. Then I got mad, like usual. Although if I scared her enough to make sure she’ll never roam around outside Omega Village at night, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing…

What other choice did I have? Should I have let her be ‘kidnapped’ by a bunch of assholes as a prize? My anger only heightens at the thought of another alpha laying their hands on her, especially one of the football team jerks. It’s a stupid tradition. On the first night of intake week, they do a scavenger hunt. They search for only one item, taking an omega then bringing him or her to the football field to take a photograph. Most omegas love the attention, because it usually guarantees lasting social standing, but my omega ran.

She’s not your omega, Damon!

Back at the Silverwood Pack house, I slam the door behind me with enough force to make the wall rattle.

The other guys are lounging across our giant sofas, empty boxes of pizzas lying open in front of them. Ren has his nose buried in a book—as fucking usual—while Cole and Laz play a very heated game of Mario Kart. From what I can gather, Laz just shoved Cole off Rainbow Road for the fifth time, and he’s mighty pissed.

Laz looks up in excitement when he sees me. “Ice cream’s here!” His face falls. “Wait, where’s the ice cream?”

“She sold out,” I lie.

“Already?” Ren looks up from his pages. “Vi always makes sure she’s fully stocked this week.”

“She must have been busier than usual,” I snap. “Who fucking knows? It’s only ice cream.”

“Just ice cream?” Laz drops the controller, to Cole’s delight, using the opportunity to overtake him and throw a red shell. “Who are you?”

Cole whizzes over the finishing line, scooping up first place. Although he only relishes in his victory for a second as he instantly senses my mood. “What happened, Damon?”

“Nothing fucking happened, okay?” I snarl before storming upstairs.

I don’t want to tell my pack what happened. There’s nothing to tell. All I did was help a lost omega. I do it daily on my security shifts. It’s no big deal. She’s just a breathtaking woman who seems clumsy, completely careless, and who smells fucking amazing.

Inside my bedroom, I blast heavy metal music to drown out my thoughts then turn my attention to my punching bag, hanging from the ceiling. I imagine it’s the smug faces of the football alphas who scared her. The ferocity of my feelings surprises even me. I’m no stranger to violence, but wanting to tear those football players apart over their stupid tradition is a new low, even for me.

Despite working the bag for almost an hour, anger fueling me, I can’t get her out of my head. Her wavy, long, honey-color hair, the gentle curve of her calves, the way her mouth parted when she recoiled from my touch. Hell, even the way she apologized made me want to hold her face in my hands and promise to burn down the fucking world to protect her.

Yes, frightening her is the best thing I could have done.

I did her a favor.

She’s better off not knowing me.

She doesn’t need an alpha like me.

Someone like her—so precious and delicate—should steer clear of a man who could so easily break her.


FOUR
Faye



I wake from the best sleep I’ve had in months, snuggled up in the angry alpha’s hoodie. Being surrounded by his scent brought me so much peace. I imagine how he’d react if he knew then quickly stash it under my comforter to hide my secret. Hopefully, he won’t ask for it back.

After dressing, I take my daily heat suppressants, birth control pill, and spritz myself in a crazy amount of scent blocker. Even when using blocker, scent can still come through—especially after hours, while working out, or in hot temperatures. Many omegas don’t use them, choosing to lean into their scent. Especially those who are actively looking for a pack. I’m not ashamed of being an omega, but I want to avoid any more alpha attention if I can help it.

I power up my laptop and see that my class schedule has been released. SVU has one of the few health botany courses in the country. It’s an unusual program geared toward holistic healing. Gram taught me everything I know about plants through brewing tea so far, but I’d like to gain more knowledge. With more training, I’ll be able to help more people, especially omegas. My eventual goal is to open a center for omegas to help them navigate heat, deal with scent issues, and heal from any trauma. Gram’s been an active figure in the omega rights movement for years, so she’s always been supportive of my goals.

Examining my schedule, I’m relieved that classes don’t start for a few more days. It’ll give me more time to acclimate, and Sabs has already messaged me with an itinerary of activities for the day.

As I descend the stairs, I spot Kady sprawled over the sofa, cupping her head and groaning. Sabs pats her arm sympathetically. She wears a pink, fluffy robe, identical to the one she gifted me. They must be a Stella House thing.

Sabs’s face lights up when she spots me. “Faye!”

Kady winces. “Can you keep it down?”

“Ignore her.” A cute woman comes in, precariously balancing a tray of green smoothies. She’s an inch shorter than me, with warm brown skin, and resembles a pixie with her delicate facial features. Her knee-high cowboy boots pair well with her short denim skirt and boho blouse with a navy waistcoat over the top. She smiles apologetically, showing off adorable dimples. “Kady over-indulged last night.”

“It’s your fault!” Kady points at Sabs in accusation. “You were the one who kept buying me cocktails!”

“Don’t blame us because you can’t handle your liquor.” Sabs snickers then whispers behind her hand. “We maaaay have given her a few extras to loosen her up a bit.”

“I am never drinking again,” Kady declares dramatically, pulling a blanket up under her pointed chin. “Ever.”

“This will help.” Delilah passes her a glass. “It’ll make you feel better.” She holds out the tray to offer me and Sabs a smoothie. “It’s great to meet you properly, Faye. I’m Delilah. Sabs already told me that we’re going to be BFFs.”

Sabs takes a loud slurp. “You’re the only person who can make veggies and greens taste delicious.”

I don’t make a habit of drinking things that are green and gloopy, but one sip has me converted. “Wow.”

Sabs smacks her lips. “Good, right?”

“And it’s three of your five a day!” Delilah chirps before turning to me, a serious expression on her face. She tucks one of her wild curls behind her ear. “Do you have any allergies or any foods you dislike, Faye?”

“I eat pretty much anything, but I’ve got a sweet tooth.” I smile shyly. “I may have already finished the cookies you baked. They were the best I’ve ever tasted.”

“They’re my mom’s recipe. A family secret! I already whipped up another batch for later with raspberries and pistachios.”

“Are you ready to explore campus today? I know I promised you a tour!” Sabs leaps up, full of energy. She seems to operate at a thousand miles an hour at all times. “I’ve rented us a cart for the day so we can show you the sights.”

“Count me out,” Kady mumbles from behind her blanket fort. “Sorry, Faye.”

Sabs rolls her eyes. “You can show Faye around the library another time since that’s basically your second home.”

Suddenly, something big and furry rubs against my leg, making me jump. The giant, orange fluff ball is the size of a small dog.

“Larry!” Kady croons, trying to beckon the beast up onto her lap. “Up here!”

Larry hisses in Sabs’s direction. He has a very squashed face, like he’s been whacked with a frying pan—so ugly that it’s lovable.

Sabs narrows her eyes. “Nice to see you too, little monster.”

Larry snubs her, turning his attention back to rubbing his cheeks over my ankles.

“Try not to move,” Delilah warns me. “I still have scars from when he scratched me for trying to tear him away from a plate of flapjacks.”

“Ignore them, Faye.” Kady swats her hand before her voice turns high-pitched. “You’re a good boy, aren’t you, Larry?”

Delilah and Sabs’s expressions say otherwise.

Cautiously, I kneel. Delilah and Sabs freeze, like we’re in the presence of a lion, but he just purrs quite happily. I dare to pat his head, and he lets out a loud meow, tipping his face up so I can tickle under his chin.

Sabs gasps. “No fucking way.”

“See? He’s an angel,” Kady croons. “Some people,” she glares at Delilah and Sabs, “just don’t understand him.”

Larry brushes his cheek against my hand one final time before hopping up next to Kady and cuddling into her legs like a giant water bottle.

“We’ll catch up with you later.” Sabs points at Kady. “For Faye’s initiation, remember?”

“Yes, yes,” Kady replies. “I’m not too hungover for that. I’ll get everything ready.”

I gulp down the nervousness threatening to strangle my vocal cords. “Initiation?”

“It’s nothing to worry about, honestly.” Delilah must sense my anxiety. “It’s not really an initiation per se, more something to really welcome you into Stella House.”

“Forget about it for now.” Sabs squeezes my bicep. “Give me five to get dressed, then we’ll get going!”

[image: ]


We spend the rest of the day zipping around in a golf cart. Sabs and Delilah show me all sorts of cool buildings and places to hangout. On Sabs’s insistence, they take me to join the gym. She’s very sporty and captain of the college’s volleyball team. I told her I’d never go, but it’s free, and she’s adamant that a hot yoga class—which sounds like my idea of hell—will change my life.

I learn that Sabs is an engineering student. She’s the only female omega in that subject, but she won their respect after outlifting many of them at the gym. Delilah studies culinary arts and is earning a minor in music performance. Her easy-going energy balances Sabs’s outspoken fieriness.

We take a tour around the epic SVU theatre, seeing where many famous actors learned their craft, then we grab a bubble tea and head to Toasted—apparently, the best sandwich bar on campus that packs fresh fillings between giant slabs of focaccia.

Delilah points out Club Knotty. Despite its tongue-in-cheek name, it has an omega only area. We also pass the giant greenhouse where I’ll be taking most of my classes. The glass-domed building is massive and holds every plant you can think of.

During our time together, I get to know the girls better. Sabs is from a coastal, surfer town. She’s the youngest of four and the only girl. Delilah is a small-town girl who has always dreamed of bigger things and developed her love of cooking from her mom.

When we return to Stella House, I have to do a double-take. The entire living area has been transformed into a mini spa. Kady lies on a massage table, her face covered in mud with cucumbers over her eyes. Four foot spas are already bubbling, and the coffee table is covered with every color nail polish you can imagine.

Kady removes one cucumber slice to peer at us. “You took your time.”

Delilah grins, removing her lumpy scarf that she told me she’d knitted herself. “You sound much better.”

“Pampering always helps,” Kady replies. “Now get on your robes, and meet back down here stat. It’s time to welcome Faye into our family the Stella way.”

“Is this part of my initiation?” I wonder whether they’ll force me to give them pedicures or squeeze out blackheads. Hazing is supposed to be unpleasant, right?

“Get into your PJs and the most comfortable, fluffy socks you can find,” Kady orders. “Now!”

Delilah squeezes my arm. “Trust me, it’s best not to argue with Kady. She’s hella moody when she doesn’t get her way.”

“I was talking to you too, Del!” Kady hurls a soggy slice of cucumber in her direction. “Now move your ass!”

I don’t waste any time in doing what she asked and am first to return downstairs to find Kady lining up chips and dip on the coffee table with military-level precision. I spy Larry prowling nearby, his whiskers pointed forward and eying the guacamole with interest, but he seems too wary of his owner’s watchful gaze to make a move yet.

“Every few weeks, we have a Stella girls’ night,” Kady explains. “It’s tradition.”

“You do this … all the time?”

“Well, it’s not normally such a big occasion,” she shrugs. “Sometimes, we just watch a movie and eat popcorn. Other times, we go bowling or grab ice cream, but it’s always a chance to unwind. Things can get pretty crazy at SVU, especially for omegas. Sisterhood is important to us Stellas. Lots of omegas just come here to find a pack then leave, but we all want more than that, and I’m guessing you do too as you ended up here? You’re studying health botany, right?”

I take a seat on the sofa, sinking into the plush cushions. Kady tosses a cool can of soda at me, which I catch at the last second.

“How did you guess? Do I give off a weird plant girl vibe?”

Kady’s blonde hair shakes as she laughs. Although she has a serious air about her, her giggle is infectious, so I chuckle too. Like this, she appears to have let go of whatever heaviness she’s carrying inside.

“You do have a floral scent, but I’m also a writer for the Valley Voice, which affords me some privileges,” she explains. “Although, I didn’t pry. I only checked what you were studying. I know I come off as a control freak know-it-all—okay, I kinda am—but privacy is important. When you grow up in a family like mine, privacy feels like the most important thing sometimes.”

I nod in understanding, recalling what Sabs said about Kady not wanting to talk about her family.

Kady arches an eyebrow. “You know that I’m a Sinclair, right?”

“Sabs may have mentioned it.”

“Does it bother you?”

I frown. “Why would it?”

“Not everyone would like rooming with the daughter of a guy who is one of the world’s biggest assholes.”

From what I’ve read, Richard Sinclair is a ruthless businessman who puts profit above all else. He’s been involved in various scandals over the years—none of them good.

“Trust me, what the media prints is not the worst of it,” Kady continues. “Being here gives us some much-needed distance. SVU has been a fresh start for me.” Her eyes mist over, letting me get a glimpse of the softer side she hides underneath her self-assured, guarded exterior. “What about you? What’s your family like?”

Even though I knew this question would come up, I’m not sure how to answer it. Thankfully, Sabs dances in to save me, wearing a silky cami and shorts.

“The party’s here!” She dives into a pillow of cushions on the floor. “What did I miss?”

“We’re just getting to know each other.” Kady cracks open her soda.

“Starting without me?” Delilah arrives, hair tied up into two adorable space buns and wearing a button-down, pinstripe pajama set. She flops down on my other side then scowls at her chipped nails. “I really need to stop biting them.”

Our evening passes in a happy blur of laughter, pampering, and music. Even though I’m new to the group, it doesn’t feel that way, and I already feel like I have a place here. I’m quiet, but they don’t judge me for it or expect more. Instead, they’re accepting, putting me at ease.

“Now for the best part of the evening!” Sabs claps her hands. “To the cuddle den!’

Delilah pulls me to my feet. “You’re going to love this, Faye.”

After we race up the stairs, Sabs pulls down a ladder from the ceiling with a flourish. “Follow me!”

I didn’t know what to expect, but I never would’ve guessed what’s up there. The attic is a total omega heaven, with sprawling pillows, cushions, and blankets as far as the eye can see. Drapes hang across the ceiling, giving it a cozy feel. Everything is in hues of peach, pink, and red. Twinkling fairy lights wrap around the ceiling beams, and it smells like home. Not Gram’s teashop but a new home. The smell of the person I want to be.

“This is the Stella sister circle.” Sabs plops down on a cushion, patting a plump velvet one next to her for me to join her. “We call it our cuddle den. This is where we formally make you one of our family, Faye.”

Kady and Delilah pull up cushions too, then we all sit in a circle. Kady retrieves a small, circular, golden box adorned with intricate etchings then places it in the middle of us.

“Ready?” Delilah asks, opening it to reveal a balm.

It has a distinct scent—cloves, sage, and amber—that smells familiar, but I can’t place it.

“This has been a Stella House tradition for decades.” Kady cradles the box. “We anoint all sisters with the sacred balm that’s been worn by every omega who came before us.”

“I know it sounds witchy as fuck, and you don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with,” Sabs adds hastily. “But it’s not all woo-woo, promise! It’s grounded in history, or so Kady says.”

“It’s very similar to a scent bonding ritual.” Kady ignores Sabs’s comments. “You may have heard that some omegas choose to do that with their bonded mates, but this is something different.”

“Stella House is about sisterhood.” Delilah takes my right hand then squeezes gently. “It’s about becoming a family. Sisters. Trust.”

“Before people really understood designations and there were laws to protect omegas, some omegas naturally came together in groups, vowing to protect and look out for one another,” Kady tells me.

“I’ve heard about that.” I nod slowly, recalling some stories from my gram’s history lessons. They’re not deeply binding, like an alpha bite that ties you together forever, but they’re more of an invisible marking. A sign of deep friendship.

“Whether we find a pack or not, this means we will always have each other, whatever happens.” Delilah’s lips curve up into a warm smile. “Scent sisters.”

Kady dips her thumb into the sacred balm then rubs it on the spot between Sabs’s eyes and says, “We are Stella.”

She passes the box onto Sabs who does the same, painting her own finger in the balm before swiping it across Delilah’s third eye. “We are Stella.”

She hands the box to Delilah who pauses. “Faye.” I meet her gaze. “It’s up to you if you want to complete the circle.”

I bow my head to let her know I want to do this. The heady smell mixes with my scent as Delilah gently dabs the mixture on my face then hands me the box.

I swirl my thumb into it. All of our unique scents seem to intermingle, the buzzing energy feeling deeply intimate and special. I turn to Kady to complete the circle, gently touching her head. An indescribable hum swims beneath my skin like an invisible force is attempting to bind us together.

“We are Stella,” I say.

Kady smiles, taking the box from my hands. A warmth blooms in my chest, erasing all my worries and filling me with the sense that I’m exactly where I need to be.

“The circle is complete.” She shuts the lid. “Welcome to Stella, Faye. Your initiation is complete. You’re one of us now.”

“That’s some powerful balm, huh?” Sabs nuzzles into my shoulder. “It’s probably just some old lady’s crusty Vaseline, but still!”

Delilah snorts but quickly turns somber as Kady glares at her in disapproval.

“I’m not saying it isn’t magical!” Sabs attempts to redeem herself. “I’m so glad you joined us, Faye.”

“So am I,” I agree.

Delilah lies back and looks up at the ceiling. “You know, I always feel like I’m floating on a pink, magical cloud whenever I’m in here.”

We all join her, sprawling out across the den. I’ve never really been a touchy-feely omega, which is unusual for my designation, but being around these girls—vibing off their energy and their scents—makes me realize what I’ve been missing. Their physical presence is deeply comforting. In my bones, I know I could say anything, and it’ll never leave this room.

None of us speak for a few minutes. We lay here, the smell of the balm still lingering in the air.

“Dad had me spend the summer going on pack dates again,” Kady sighs.

“No way,” Sabs groans. “What were they like?”

“Unbearable,” Kady grumbles. “None of them even listened to what I had to say. They were all too busy trying to impress my father. Knot-heads. Dad’s obsessed with me bonding to a pack that will help the family business like a good little omega.” Kady rolls over onto her stomach. “He doesn't care about me or what I want.”

“My family is the opposite,” Sabs chimes in. “My brothers want to kill any alpha who comes within a mile of me.”

“My mom and dads keep telling me that my scent match will come along because that’s what happened to them,” Delilah confesses. “But maybe they were just lucky? Scent matches are so rare. Is your mom an omega too, Faye?”

I come back to myself, remembering I’m actually in the room and not listening to characters in a movie.

“Yes, she was. And my dad was a beta. Both of them died when I was young, so I grew up with my gram. She’s a beta herself, but she helped my mom when she was younger, so she’s been there for me.”

The Stella girls have opened their hearts to me and welcomed me like a sister. I want them to get to know the real me.

They don’t say anything immediately. They don’t need to. It’s as if they can sense my pain, all sliding a little closer.

Delilah takes a strand of my hair and twirls it around her finger while Sabs snuggles into my chest. Their touch takes me by surprise, but I appreciate the kind gestures. Physical touch is one of an omega’s innate needs, but it’s been so rare until this point.

“I’m sorry about your parents, Faye,” Kady says. “I’m sure they’d be proud of you now.”

“I hope so.” I smile at her. “Gram says they would be, but…” I exhale deeply. “I sometimes wish I had my mom to ask about stuff. Gram has done an amazing job and taught me everything she could, but she doesn’t fully understand what being an omega is like. I… I… I feel like I’m not good at this. I don’t know how to be. Sorry, I’m probably making no sense.”

“You’re making perfect sense.” Delilah reaches over to clasp my hand. “But you’ve got us now. We’re here to help.”

“And make sure you don’t get accosted by weirdos like Kyro again,” Sabs adds.

I recall the handsome alpha I ran into last night and consider telling them about him, but I choose to stay quiet. I know they’d understand and wouldn’t judge, but this is still only my second day here, and that was my first real interaction with an alpha. Maybe a reaction like that is normal and something I’ll get used to.

Kady passes around blankets for each of us before dimming the lights. My eyelids grow heavy while Delilah and Sabs talk about what bands they want to see play this semester. I start drifting off, finally feeling like I could have a real chance at becoming the omega I truly want to be.


FIVE
Faye



After a few more amazing days bonding with my new Stella sisters, I’m itching to get started and grateful when the start of classes rolls around. I scoff down a delicious blueberry and lemon muffin that Delilah baked the night before. I don’t know how she has time to bake, but she’s able to whip up a scrumptious treat in seconds. It’s not exactly a healthy breakfast, but the sugar boost is exactly what I need before my first class.

I have two courses with Professor Grub, who is one of the founding fathers of health botany. His books have been staple reads for me and Gram, so I feel like a giddy child waiting to meet Father Christmas for the first time.

I’m not the only one who is excited, though. By the time I reach the greenhouse, a line of first-year students are already waiting. I crane to get a better look at the dense greenery pressed against the panes.

“Look, it’s him!” someone shouts. “It’s him!”

“This way!” Professor Grub’s voice is different from what I expected. It’s nasally and wheezy with a high-pitched whiney edge, making every sentence sound like a complaint. “Follow me.”

We’re beckoned inside then jostled down a small path. The humidity hits me the moment I walk inside. Trying to ignore that, I look ahead of us to where an archway of vines form a tunnel. The scents are overwhelming: geraniums, mint, eucalyptus, something rooty, mushrooms, garlic, and more unusual notes, like fig sap and passionflower.

At the end of the tunnel, it opens up into a teaching area where work benches are set up. They’re all equipped with sinks, scales, vials, mortars and pestles, and there’s a larger storage cabinet at the back, stuffed with supplies.

“Choose a bench!” Professor Grub claps his hands. “Come now! No time to waste!”

Everyone hurries to find a spot, and I select a bench right in the front. There are around fifteen of us. From what I can see, there are no alphas and only one other omega—which I find surprising, considering one of the primary uses for health botany is to help omegas.

Professor Grub is short and stout, with a balding head and a round tummy that his shirt buttons strain over. His shrewd, icy-blue eyes scan the room, examining each of us like he’s assessing plant roots to determine whether we’re rotten.

“Welcome to health botany,” he declares. “This subject is a delicate art. A balance of nature and medicine. The epitome of natural healing. My previous students have become some of the most esteemed experts in the world.” He stops to soak in the awed rumblings. “Before we begin, we will go over the greenhouse rules. All of my students have an entry pass, which you’ll collect from me today. You are free to enter whenever you’d like. However, be warned that we do house many poisonous plants that, when mixed incorrectly, could kill every alpha on campus.”

A few girls gasp audibly, and I let out a shy giggle.

His head whips in my direction. “Do you find something funny?”

“N-n-no.” I feel my cheeks flush. I thought he was telling a joke. “S-s-sorry.”

“What’s your name?” he snaps.

“F-f-faye.”

“This class is one to be taken seriously, Faye.” The way his face distorts when he says my name makes it seem like he smelled something foul. “You omegas may think your enhanced scenting abilities will help in this class, but mixing herbs is about more than sensitive nostrils.”

The warmth in my cheeks spreads down my neck. Somehow, I’ve offended him and made a fool of myself in front of the class before we’ve even finished going over the rules.

“As I was saying…” Professor Grub glares at me before continuing. “While you will have unfettered access, make sure you treat all plants with care. We will start today’s class with a test.”

A test? On our first day? All of the saliva in my mouth seems to evaporate.

“In my hands, I’m carrying cards that have the names of twelve rare herbs that are hidden somewhere in this greenhouse.” Professor Grub weaves his way between the tables. “Herbs that are notoriously difficult to identify as they resemble many others. It will be your job to locate the herb on your card then make the elixir outlined underneath it.”

He pauses at each workbench, selecting cards for each student and handing them out.

“Easy,” one beta tsks. “Holy basil.”

Finally, Professor Grub reaches me.

“Ah, Faye.” He hands me the last card as his lips curl into a snide smile. “I’m sure you’ll find this one easy enough.”

My heart sinks when I turn it over and see a putri flower. Not only has my earlier blunder left me with a difficult flower to find, but it’s especially dangerous for an omega to handle because of its potency. If the petals are crushed, they release a particularly stinky odor that can burn an omega’s nostrils for a week.

I didn’t expect college professors to be so … cruel. Professor Grub watches me expectantly, as if awaiting my complaint. Instead, I nod dutifully, deciding I’ll use this as a chance to redeem myself.

“Very good,” he murmurs to me before he addresses the class. “Begin!”

Students dart in every direction, descending on the pruning shears in the storage cabinet and each grabbing a small wicker basket. I hang back, waiting until everyone has gathered what they need before I grab my things and follow a slender path deeper into the greenhouse.

The sounds around me instantly put me at ease—insects chirping, sprinklings whirring, bubbling brooks, and even a trickling stream. From my earlier research, I know that the greenhouse is organized into different climate-controlled areas, and in addition to the main space, there are smaller biodomes for special plants.

After passing a wetter, mossier, marshland area, I look through the glass into another room filled with sand that hosts countless amounts of cacti. The room next to that is a rich jungle area with gorgeous plants in tropical colors. I rotate on the spot, slightly breathless, trying to soak in every detail, so I can tell Gram about it later. This is a plant lovers paradise.

I know the only other omega in class is approaching when I catch a hint of her scent—light citrus with a twist of violet. Her long, black hair swishes around her waist with each stride before she stops and smiles almost pityingly at me. “If it’s any consolation, I thought he was kidding around too. I’m Amora, by the way.”

“Faye,” I cringe. “But I guess everyone already knows that.”

“It’s only the first day. It’ll get better from here.” She turns her card over to show me her plant. “Not too hard, right? I’m heading to the swamp room.”

“Good call,” I reply then show her mine. “I’m looking for a needle in a haystack.”

“He should have given that card to a beta.” Frowning, she wrinkles her nose. “It’s dangerous, if you handle it the wrong way.”

“It’s supposed to be a test, right?” I shrug. “I figure I’ll have the best chance of finding it if I follow a water source.”

Putri flowers are usually found in rock pools, close to riverbeds and in dark caves.

“Have you been to that corner of the greenhouse yet?” Amora points over the top of some palms. “There’s an unlit room over there. It could be worth a look?”

“Thanks.” Even if she’s only taking pity on me, it’s nice that at least one person has been friendly today. “Fingers crossed.”

When we part ways, I venture to where she gestured. In this part of the greenhouse, everything is strangely quiet. The plants are dense, making it difficult to forge much of a path, so I have to be extra careful where I’m stepping until the cavernous room comes into view. At first, I almost walk straight past it. From the outside, it looks like a potting shed. However, on second glance, I notice that the windows are completely blacked out, and a small, faded sign above the door reads: ‘Midnight Plants.’

I slink inside and close the door, leaving the lush forest behind. I stand for a moment, breathing it in. The scents are even richer in here, so I inhale deeply, letting them fill me up. Once my eyes have adjusted to the unique lighting, I have just enough visibility to pick my way ahead to follow the sound of a faint trickle.

This environment is completely different, sending a fresh surge of excitement racing through me. I’m immediately cast in a soft-white glow, the light coming from tiny pinpricks in the bio-dome ceiling that resemble stars. I could spend hours exploring every crevice of this greenhouse, pouring over the leaves and watching the flowers bloom across the seasons. In front of me, a soft stream flows over jagged rocks.

That’s when I see it.

Beside the rocks is a putri flower.

I pull on my gloves then grab my bonsai shears from my basket, preparing to pluck it. I take my time, being cautious to perfectly preserve the flower head. Satisfied, I carefully hold on to its stem, when suddenly, out of nowhere, a new scent hits me.

My head snaps up, like a famished vampire getting its first smell of blood. The scent is subtle, but it’s so damn intoxicating.

“Sorry I didn’t see you there,” a male voice comes from behind me. “I thought I was alone.”

He takes a few steps forward, revealing a tall, lean alpha. His messy, brown hair falls over his forehead, making it look like he was recently dragged through a hedge, and not in an intentional way. To the contrary, his tortoise-shell glasses appear to be expensive, his button-down shirt unwrinkled and tucked in. He clutches a copy of Bizarre Blooms, which is a brilliant guidebook for lesser-known, strange flowers.

“S-sorry.” I jump up. “I didn’t mean to disturb you.”

“I’m Ren.” He’s soft spoken but a little breathy, making me want to lean in to hear him whisper secrets in my ear. “What’s your name? I haven’t seen you here before.”

“Faye.” He must be an older student. “It’s my first class with Professor Grub.”

“Faye. Lovely name.” God, I love the way my name sounds rolling off his tongue. “It suits you.”

Unused to compliments, I stand awkwardly, but my cheeks heat in pleasure from his praise.

“Thanks,” I mumble, suddenly even more aware that we’re standing very close together. Alone. In the dark.

Ren clears his throat. “I’m taking one of Grub’s classes as an elective this semester. I major in Literature, but I’ve always been interested in botany too.”

Maybe I’m being stereotypical, but I always thought that alphas were hypermasculine and aggressive by nature, but he seems to be nothing like that.

His scent makes me want to curl up next to him in a giant armchair and read. He smells like writing on a rainy afternoon with fresh ink on thick parchment paper, combined with the warmth of Earl Grey tea wrapped in a lavender mist. And there’s something else hiding under the surface too… The embers of a fire, a hint of smokiness.

Maybe it’s the flowers, or maybe it’s his scent, but a tight knot in my stomach lurches hard, causing me to wince. Then it happens again, spinning me into a panic.

No, not now. I’ve never missed a dose of my suppressants since my first and only heat. It can’t be…

Despite my inner pleas, my body has its own ideas. The unmistakable prickling under my skin that comes before a heat dances up my arms and across my chest. Even though it’s been years, I recognize the distinct sensation instantly. My breathing quickens, heightening all my senses. All I want to do is launch myself into this random alpha’s arms and ask him to read to me dirty stories in his whispery voice until⁠—

“Are you okay?” He squares his shoulders, his pianist’s fingers grasping his book tighter. Have hands always been so hot? How would his fingers feel against my skin? “Is that a putri flower you’re holding? You’re crushing…”

I can barely hear what he’s saying. A warmth rushes from my belly down into my core, then a gush of slick soaks my scent-blocking panties.

This can’t be happening! Not now!

My hand curls around the flowerhead, crushing the delicate petals. The sharp odor of the flower is released, temporarily blotting out the alpha’s scent. However, even the toxic fumes isn’t strong enough to expel him from my imagination entirely as my mind still wonders what it would be like to undress him under the moonlight. Nope! I squeeze the flower like I’m trying to juice a lemon. My nostrils are on fire, but it pulls me to my senses long enough to realize I have to go.

“I have to l-l-eave.” I almost stumble over a root as I stagger away.

“Wait!” Ren calls after me, but it’s too late.

I’m already running. I race out of the greenhouse, not even stopping by Professor Grub to excuse myself.

I have to get back to Stella House!
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I clutch the crushed petals as I run, hoping that its horrible odor will be enough to repel any alphas and mask my perfume as I cross campus. Thankfully, it’s pretty quiet, and I manage to snag a lone golf cart. I’ve never driven one before, but I put my foot on the gas and speed back to Omega Village, hoping for the best.

Margie waves me straight through the barrier without question, shouting, “Faye! You should know⁠—”

I don’t have time to stop to chat. I swerve unsteadily, almost hitting her watch post before hurtling away at full pelt. I’ll apologize later, but right now, I’m more conscious about how my pair of scent-blocker panties are holding up under the flood of slick.

What the hell is wrong with me? Did a plant in the greenhouse trigger some kind of reaction, or am I just so unused to being around alphas that their presence alone has such a dramatic effect on me? I thought I’d prepared for this. I’m well read and know how everything works … theoretically. But nothing could have prepared me for how it really feels to be going into heat in the presence of an alpha, the draw and overwhelming pull toward them that makes me want to roll over and present myself with one panty-melting glance.

I never understood how people accidentally bonded before. However, after my recent encounters with two alphas—Ren and my sulky savior—I can see how it’s possible. I don’t dare to even think about what could’ve happened if I’d stayed in the greenhouse.

I’d call Gram, but even though we’re close, I draw the line at calling her for advice after running out of my first class because of this. Then I remember the Stella Girls.

I slam on the brakes outside the house and shoot a quick text to the group chat:

ME
Help! [image: fire] I think I’m going into heat. What should I do?




SABS
We’re on our way! We’re in Forestville now, but we’ll be there ASAP.



Their classes don’t start officially until next week as its orientation week for first years. The girls were spending their day shopping for costumes for a party we’re supposed to be attending later in the week.

DELILAH
Hang tight!




KADY
Go to your nest. Deep breaths!



My hands shake, barely able to maintain hold of my phone. I race up the stairs to the house, eyes on my feet, when … BAM!

The gorgeous alpha sitting on our front porch springs to his feet. He’s toned with a dancer’s physique, wears a loose tee with a quirky slogan and has a stack of bracelets around his wrists that jingle as he hops up. His scent hits me like a wall. It’s delicious, a decadent mix of blood orange and ginger cake.

He looks almost as surprised to see me as I do him. He has curly, auburn hair and amber, almost golden eyes that sparkle in the sun. When his gaze meets mine, the air seems to crackle. I just stand in front of him, shifting from foot to foot, unable to think straight. My inner omega wants to devour him.

Alphas are banned from Omega Village! What the hell is he doing here, and why is he standing on my front porch?

“Um … hi.” He shoots me a lopsided smile that makes my knees go weak and the freckles dance across his face. I perfume uncontrollably, my warm-sugar and vanilla scent filling the air. If I can smell my slick, he can. His eyes widen, and his pupils dilate. His sweet scent deepens, taking on a richer, caramelized edge. “I’m⁠—”

Usually, I’d be embarrassed to be caught in such a compromising state, but all of my animalistic urges have come to the forefront, and politeness has gone out the window.

“Alphas aren’t allowed in Omega Village.” I’m trembling with desire and anger. “You shouldn’t be here!”

“Hey.” He puts his hand on my shoulder, presumably in a misplaced attempt to be comforting. “Are you okay?”

His touch is enough to send a quiver of pleasure rippling through me, starting from the point of impact.

“Don’t touch me!” I recoil, slapping his hand away.

The guy, clearly stunned, jumps back.

“I’m s-sorry.” He holds his hands up as if I’m holding him at gunpoint. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“You didn’t mean to come to somewhere that’s supposed to be safe for omegas?” I interrupt him. “Are you trying to prey on vulnerable omegas and sink your teeth into them, is that it?”

He pales, looking equal parts offended and sickened.

“N-n-no, I’d never do that.” Any trace of a smile has vanished. His scent sours, tinged with bittersweet regret. “I… I only⁠—”

“Go!” I roar. I’m normally soft spoken and choose to avoid conflict, but my insides are convulsing in pain that his presence isn’t making any better! “Now!”

Another word from his lips will have me purring and pleading for him to come inside, desperate for more of his touch.

I summon all of my strength then march past him, holding my breath to avoid catching another whiff of his gingerbread deliciousness before I slam the door to Stella House closed behind me. Yet if I’m safe now, why is every cell in my body begging me to spin around and beg the stranger not to leave?


SEVEN
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Did the most mesmerizing girl I’ve ever seen just slam the door to Stella House in my face?

I stare at the closed door, completely stunned by the omega tornado that let loose on me seconds before.

Her scent has me dizzy and rooted to the spot. No omega has ever affected me like this before. She’s tipped my entire world off its axis, the smell of her slick making me want to swim in it for days. Her lingering perfume still surrounds me. Knowing that she’s only on the other side of the door is enough to make me want to camp out just to see her again. I don’t think I’ve ever smelled an omega so irresistible and so perfect for me.

And I’ve already blown it.

I don’t blame her for being furious at finding me here. Alphas aren’t supposed to enter Omega Village for good reason. I’d personally kill any alpha who came within a yard of this house, yet now I look like one of the assholes I’ve always tried to protect my sister from.

Why didn’t Sabs tell me she had a new housemate? She explicitly told me to drop her stuff off while she and the girls were out shopping after getting special permission from Margie for me to enter. I never expected to run into anyone, least of all her.

I can usually make jokes out of any situation, but the way she looked at me, like I was a monster, made me sick to my stomach. To know that she thought I was possibly there to exploit her makes me want to shower for days. I don’t know what her experiences with alphas have been up until this point, but it makes me want to kill anyone who has ever hurt her.

I would bang on the door until she answers and insist on explaining myself if I didn’t think it would make matters worse. She already thinks I’m a predatory dick.

Every alpha instinct in my body is on fire, like I’ve taken an adrenaline shot to the chest. Knowing that she is in there alone, scared, and… I swallow hard, recalling the sweet smell of her perfume when I touched her. A honeycomb, vanilla musk that made me want to bow down, slide underneath her flowery skirt, and lick her like ice cream.

Shit!

I mentally chastise myself, rubbing the back of my neck, realizing I made another fatal error. I know Sabs likes hugs and physical contact when she’s sad, but I know better than to touch an omega without consent. I lost myself completely in her presence. All I wanted to do was comfort her and take away her pain, but it had the opposite effect.

Well done, Laz. You’ve royally screwed up.

I need to get out of here fast, before I’m caught with a raging boner that’ll get me thrown out of Omega Village.

I jog down the street, stopping when I see a familiar figure at the gates. I frown in confusion. “Ren?”

He’s the last person I expected to see. Ren tries to avoid omegas as much as possible, not because he—secretly—doesn’t want to find the perfect addition to our pack but because of what happened the last time we came close to courting an omega. The “incident” knocked his confidence big time—even though the omega Cole lined up was completely unworthy—so he prefers to bury his nose in a book over seeking a potential match.

His saucer-sized eyes tell me he’s equally surprised to see me. “What are you doing here?”

“I was dropping something off for Sabs.” I motion toward Stella House. “Why are you here?”

“Oh.” He looks at his impeccably polished shoes. “I was dropping off a key card and homework for one of Professor Grub’s new students.”

I know him well enough to tell that something’s on his mind, probably his latest homework assignment, knowing Ren. I don’t know anyone else who would complete all their yearly reading over the summer. However, I don’t have time to dwell on that as my thoughts are still swimming with Sabs’s new roommate.

“Are you heading back to the pack house?”

He shakes his head. “I’m going to the library.”

“The library?” I groan. “Again? But we haven’t even started classes yet. What do you want to do there?”

“Research,” he replies cryptically. “You know, the usual.”

Our definitions of, “the usual” are very different. I’d rather be playing video games, at the arcade, or drawing.

He hops back into a golf cart. “Catch you later.”

“Hey!” I wave to remind him I’m not invisible. “Are you not even gonna offer me a ride?”

“Sorry, can’t. It’s … urgent.”

He speeds off without looking back.

What research can be that urgent?

I shoot a text over to Sabs as I set off.

ME
Why didn’t you warn me you had a new housemate?




SABS
Shit! I forgot you were coming. You met Faye? Just now?



Faye. I imagine her name rolling off my tongue as I whisper in her ear what I’d like to do to her.

ME
Yup, she may have accused me of being an alpha predator looking for someone to bite…




SABS
But she got home okay? Alone?



ME
Yes, why? Is something wrong?



Sabs doesn’t reply in three seconds like she usually does, heightening my anxiety. Sabs is a chatterbox who hasn’t stopped talking since she came out of the womb. She never shuts up when I want her to, yet now is the time she goes radio silent?

ME
Can I help?




Is there anything I can do?



God dammit, what’s taking her so long? I pace back and forth in front of Margie, driving a hand through my unruly, auburn curls. Reply already!

SABS
I’m on it, big bro! Just leave OV, and stay the F away from Faye… For now, at least.




I want to reply that staying away from her is the last thing I want to do, but Sabs probably doesn’t want to hear how Faye has just become the subject of all my dirtiest fantasies. I’m already thinking about how I can make it up to her. She lives with my sister, so we’re going to run into each other again soon, right?

I open Sabs’s profile on social media then scroll through it. It’s a good thing Sabs broadcasts most of her life online so I can see the list of upcoming events that she has marked as attending, including a party on Friday. My stomach somersaults. There’s definitely a chance that Faye will be there too.

I guess it looks like I’ll have to convince the guys to wear costumes as we’ll be heading to Club Knotty.


EIGHT
Faye



I hug my knees, my wet hair falling over my face as I inhale the safe scent of the mystery alpha’s hoodie. After having a bath, my discomfort and heat symptoms faded, leaving me shaken and confused.

I don’t know what came over me in the greenhouse. I’ve taken suppressants for years. They don’t entirely alleviate the discomfort when the time comes every three months, and I can get slight cramps and a raised temperature, but they suppress my urges enough to allow me to skip a heat and function normally. The pain during my first unmedicated heat at sixteen was almost too much to bear, so I never want to go through that again. Especially not at SVU where I’m surrounded by alphas.

I expected to get an education without tempting alphas added into the mix, but studying here won’t be as easy as I thought. Thankfully, my symptoms eased shortly after returning home. However, I’m still struggling to forget about the alphas I met this morning. Together, their scents make an incredible combination: spicy ginger cake and chamomile tea. Wow, I never thought I’d be grateful for the much needed restraint the fumes of the putri flower provided me.

“Faye? We’re here.” Sabs knocks on my door. “Are you okay? Can we come in?”

“The doors open,” I call out from my spot on my sofa.

My Stella sisters bundle inside, concern etched over their faces. Sabs hurries over to my side while Kady—who has bags from Sunshine Pharmacy hanging on her arms—and Delilah—who’s carrying a plate of cookies in one hand and iced coffee in the other—stand in front of me.

“It was a false alarm,” I mumble, feeling like an idiot for making them return home prematurely. “I don’t know what happened. I guess I must’ve smelled something in the greenhouse that set me off, then I panicked.”

“Sounds like a heat spike to me.” Kady nods knowingly. This is when an omega experiences heat onset symptoms without it progressing to a true heat. “What suppressants are you taking?”

I gesture to the pills on the table.

“Uh-huh, I see. It’s a slightly lower dose than most omegas take.” She examines the bottle. “Have you ever had a problem with them before?”

I shake my head. “But I’ve never been around so many people before. Gram’s shop doesn’t get many customers aside from the regulars, and those who travel to see her are usually omegas. I’ve never actually…” I bite my lip, realizing they’re going to think I’ve lived under a rock. “Met an alpha before. You know, in the flesh.”

“What?” Delilah’s jaw drops. “Never?”

“Well, I guess there was a pack who visited the shop with their omega once,” I shrug, “but I was so busy working that I barely spoke to them.”

“That explains it, then.” Kady points at me with her French manicured nail. “Your omega instincts have gone into overdrive from being surrounded by all these new pheromones. Moving into a house with different omegas can set your cycle out of whack too.”

How hadn’t I thought of that? As a health botany student, I should know better, but I’m relieved to find a logical explanation for my reaction today.

“I got you a few things from the pharmacy that’ll help.” Kady puts several items on the table including an extra-strong scent blocker spray that doesn’t leave a weird lingering smell, deluxe scent-blocking panties with liners, scent-blotting wipes for quickly freshening up, as well as sparkly bottles filled with pleasure enhancer lotion.

“Oh, I’ve never tried this one!” Sabs reaches for a bottle named, “PussyPow: An Omegas Pleasure Heightener.”

“They’re for Faye!” Kady slaps her hand away. “You probably have a lot of this already, but it doesn’t hurt to have extra supplies.”

“You didn’t have to.” I reach for my purse. “Tell me what I owe you. This must have cost a fortune.”

Kady flicks her wrist dismissively. “It’s a gift!”

“I can braid your hair, if you’d like?” Delilah offers, sitting next to me. “It’ll dry all wavy.”

“Sure.” I spin to face away from her then throw my long hair over my shoulders.

Delilah gets to work. She takes her time, brushing my hair with her fingers before dividing it into even sections. I find my anxiety melting away with each gentle tug as she weaves my hair into a fishtail braid. Is hair braiding some kind of omega wizardry I wasn’t privy to before?

“I remember when I had a heat spike at my high school graduation.” Sabs sprawls out over the sofa, resting her feet on my lap. “I ran offstage before I picked up my diploma, and my brother’s pack almost got arrested for breaking three alphas’ noses for running after me. It wasn’t our finest moment.”

“I had a spike at one of my father’s business dinners.” Kady recoils. “The less I say about that the better.”

“I’m sorry for texting over nothing.” I chew on my lip. “I know you were all looking forward to your day in Forestville.”

“Don’t apologize. Besides, we already bought our costumes, and that’s all we really wanted.” Delilah secures my braid, her sweet, cookie batter-like scent wrapping around me like a warm hug. “We’re glad you messaged! We’re sisters now, remember? Heat spikes happen to all of us. It’s scary when it happens for the first time, especially when it happens unexpectedly and in public.”

“Thank fuck for scent blocking panties,” Sabs declares. “Whoever invented them is a savior!”

I giggle, already feeling much better. “Thanks for being so understanding.”

“Do you want to talk about what happened?” Sitting in the armchair opposite me, Kady poses the question with a gentleness that warms my heart.

“It could have been worse, I guess,” I sigh. “I was in a secluded area of the greenhouse collecting putri flowers.”

“Putri flowers?” Kady raises her eyebrows. “But that’s a poisonous plant, especially for us!”

“Only when handled incorrectly.” I neglect to mention that Professor Grub assigned it to me out of spite, and that I did intentionally mishandle it.

“Who cares about putri-something?” Sabs rolls her eyes. “This isn’t a plant lesson!”

“I’m going to look into Professor Grub.” Kady makes a quick note on her phone as a reminder to do it later. Over the past few days, I’ve noticed she makes a lot of notes to herself and sets a crazy amount of reminders on her calendar. “I don’t approve of his methods.”

“He’s a genius,” I insist. “I’ve read all his books.”

Kady drums her fingers against a cushion, frowning while she’s deep in thought. “If you say so.”

“You said it came on when you were in the greenhouse?” Delilah asks me.

I nod, omitting the part about meeting Ren. “I just ran out without saying a word to Professor Grub, almost crashed a golf cart into Margie because I didn’t know how to drive it, then I got back here and found an alpha⁠—”

“That’s my fault.” Sabs hides her face behind her hands. “I’m so sorry, Faye! Laz was dropping something off, and I thought we’d all be out.”

I freeze. “Wait, you know him?”

“He’s my brother, the one whose pack is very protective and tore up my graduation. Alphas aren’t allowed in OV, but Laz got special permission. There’s a family exemption clause in the rules and he had something to drop by. We usually meet at his pack house or somewhere on campus, but I just thought it’d be quicker⁠—”

“Oh no.” I cup my head with my hands. “I’m pretty sure I called him an omega predator.”

From what Sabs said, her older brother sounds like he’d be the last person to prey on a vulnerable omega.

Kady laughs. “Aw, our kitty has claws. I’d love to have seen Laz’s face!”

“I bet he hates me now.” I cringe in embarrassment. “I wasn’t myself.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Laz.” Sabs taps my thighs with her feet. “He’s pretty chill and can take care of himself. I’m sure he was more worried about upsetting you.”

I nod feebly as Delilah retrieves the cookies.

“Here, have one.” She offers me the plate. “I didn’t have time to bake anything, so I stopped by Springflour Bakery in Forestville on the way over.”

I gratefully take a nibble of a buttery edge.

“Now’s probably a good time to make sure you know about heat safety protocols on campus.” Kady draws my attention away from the scrumptious cookie.

“Oh god, can you make it sound any more boring?” Sabs groans. “I’m sure Faye has already read the handbook. I made sure she got all the leaflets. I’m not that bad of an RA, you know.”

“There’s a wellness center on campus.” I go through the mental checklist I’ve made. Wellness centers—similar to heat clinics—are safe places I can go to on campus if a heat happens unexpectedly. Few omegas choose to use them, unless they’re really desperate and it’s an emergency, as they’d prefer to be in their own nest. “Alphas can’t enter OV. Well, most alphas.” I push aside thoughts of Laz. “There are dedicated omega-only areas in campus bars.” I count them on my fingers. “All classrooms—greenhouse excluded—are pumped with scent neutralizers to avoid any distractions. There are separate omega-only areas in the gym too.”

“See?” Sabs grins. “She’s read the material!”

Kady grumbles impatiently. “I mean, the stuff that isn’t in the manual.”

I look around for a notebook and pen. “Should I take notes?”

Kady’s eyes light up. “I mean, you could⁠—”

“No, you don’t need to take notes,” Sabs cuts her off. “That’s just Kady being Kady.”

“The first rule is you shouldn’t leave Omega Village at night alone unless you’re in a vehicle,” Kady launches into an explanation. “Alphas can get pretty rowdy after a few drinks, especially the sports teams. If you’re ever looking for a heat buddy, there are loads of apps you can use like Heater and Scent Swipe, but the best one on campus is Scent Valley Match.”

“A heat buddy?”

“An alpha to get you through your heat, if you want to take a pause on your suppressants,” Delilah answers. Although suppressants keep heat at bay, many omegas choose to take a break now and then to reset their bodies. When you’ve taken them for a long time, you run the risk of your heat being extra intense when you come off them. “But you have to make sure you trust the alpha. Some are so desperate to get an omega that they sign up to the app only to bite an omega then claim her when she’s not in her right mind.”

“I don’t think I’ll be looking for a heat buddy.” I suppress a shudder.

I guess I’m a romantic at heart because, if I’m ever knotted by an alpha, I’d like it to mean something.

“That’s probably a good thing,” Kady says. “A sweet little thing like you would be an easy target for taggers and bite-jackers.”

They’re crude nicknames for alphas who bite without consent. Taggers want to bite and claim as many omegas as possible, chasing the high of each bond. Bite-jackers are assholes who purposefully plan to bite a specific target in order to tie an omega to them forever. Both hunt their victims during heats when an omega is at their most vulnerable.

“We also have a heat alarm code that we use in our chat,” Delilah adds. “We really should’ve told you that before now.”

“Not a bad RA, huh?” Kady glares pointedly at Sabs who hangs her head, having the decency to look ashamed.

“If you’re going into heat, we give each other a heads up by putting fire emojis in our group chat, anything from one to five, depending on the heat’s intensity.” Kady leans forward, elbows on her knees. “Let us know if you’re going to disappear into a heat cabin for a few days, and try to check in every day, if you can, so we know you’re not dead. Especially considering what happened last year.”

“I told you I forgot to charge my phone!” Delilah sighs. “And I was a little busy…”

“She got knotted by a rockstar,” Sabs explains. “Who turned out to be a total asshole, for the record.”

My eyes widen.

Delilah sighs. “I’m sure Faye doesn’t want to hear about my train wreck of a love life.”

“Do you have plans to join a pack, Faye?” Kady changes the subject quickly.

Delilah tsks. “You can’t just ask someone that, Kady. It’s rude.”

Sabs smiles. “Faye strikes me as a scent match type of gal.”

Everyone knows a scent match is super rare. It’s basically the golden lottery ticket of matches, when an alpha and omega’s scents are beyond highly compatible—they’re destined. Their scents are irresistible to each other.

“Isn’t that what everyone wants?” Delilah reclines, sighing wistfully with a dreamy expression. “Your scents perfectly pairing, like peach cobbler and vanilla ice cream or maple syrup and bacon.”

“Honestly, I haven’t thought too much about a pack,” I reply. “Leaving home was a big enough deal. And even if I did find a pack, I’d still want to finish school.”

Kady nods in approval. “Spoken like a true Stella.”

“Knots are nice, but our lives don’t revolve around them,” Sabs chirps.

How lucky am I to be surrounded by three amazing women?

After all the chats and excitement, I disguise a yawn behind my hand. In addition to being inconvenient, heat spikes are exhausting too. The joys of being an omega!

“Come on.” Instantly noticing, Kady jumps to her feet. She doesn’t miss anything. “Faye needs nap and nest time!”

“I’ll have dinner ready for when you wake up,” Delilah tells me. “What are you craving?”

“Anything you make will be delicious,” I answer. “Something warm and comforting, maybe?”

“No salads,” Sabs chirps. “She needs carbs!”

“Lasagna and garlic bread, it is.” Delilah rises from the sofa.

Sounds amazing.

As they file out, Kady pauses at the doorway. “I almost forgot. There’s one more thing for you in the pharmacy bag, Faye. Someone brought your homework from Professor Grub’s class.” Trepidation curdles in my stomach. “They left it with Margie at the gate.”

Once they’re gone, I drag my body to the table to find a large envelope with papers inside. I shake the packet, and a note falls out:

Hope you feel better soon.

I put in something that should help.

Ren

Taped to the back of my homework is a small pouch of herbs. I recognize the dried petals and herb combination instantly. They’re everything I’ll need to make a soothing steam mist for putri flower poisoning that will help my nasal irritation fade faster. I already have all the supplies to make it myself, but the fact that Ren took the time to put them together makes my heart flutter, especially after my abrupt departure.

I turn the note over in my hands. Tracing his delicate handwriting with gentle loops, I bring it up to my nose to sniff it before stopping myself.

Am I going crazy, or is this heat spike seriously messing with my head?


NINE
Faye



Kady watches me, concern wrinkling her forehead. “Are you sure you’re well enough to come, Faye?”

It’s been a few days since my heat spike. The Stellas have all been really supportive, and since I’m feeling much more myself—especially after increasing my suppressant dosage—I’m determined not to miss out on any college experiences.

To increase my confidence, I even ventured to the library yesterday. On the way, I bought what ended up being an amazing coffee from Bouncing Bunna. While in line, I was sandwiched between two alphas. Although I got subtle hints of their scents, my body didn’t react at all, confirming that my suppressants are working how they should be. Kady must have been right about my sheltered life being behind my heat spike.

“I’ll be fine,” I dismiss her concerns. “Honestly, I’m looking forward to it.”

Sure, I’m nervous, but I’m also excited. Sabs is embroiled in the social scene here, and she’s insistent that tonight’s party is a key event on the SVU calendar. The only other parties I’ve been to were with Gram’s book club—who, after a few bottles of wine, get surprisingly rowdy. At their last get together, I had to intervene to stop them from yarn bombing a grumpy farmer’s tractor to avoid a town rift.

Delilah dances around. “Who’s ready to see our costumes?”

We’re getting ready in the living room which has been turned into a dressing area for the night. I usually keep my makeup minimal—eyeshadow made from natural pigments and spices as well as homemade lip balms.

“The theme for tonight is inner animal.” Sabs curls her hands and pretends to claw the air. “Corny, I know.”

Kady scoffs while applying a layer of shimmery lip gloss, giving her a subtle yet elegant look to match her symmetrical winged eyeliner. “Alpha’s love any excuse to put on lion markings.”

“Okay, I can’t wait anymore!” Delilah wheels over a rack that’s covered in black fabric. “Here we go!”

Sabs squeals and rushes over, whipping off the cover with a flourish.

She grabs a skintight jumpsuit, complete with a tufty tail on its ass. “I’m going to be a fox. Obviously!” She flicks her fiery-red hair over her shoulder. “With my hair, there’s no other choice.”

“Kady, this is yours.” Delilah hands her a white, slinky, flapper-style dress that’s covered in feathers. “Our graceful swan.”

Larry chooses that moment to slink out from his hiding spot underneath the sofa. He hisses at Kady’s dress like it’s a swooping bird.

“It’s okay, little guy.” Kady bends down to pet him.

Larry doesn’t think so. He seems to shake his head then disappears again in a huff.

“This is mine. I can’t wait to put it on!” Delilah hugs a plain blue dress. “The last one is yours, Faye.”

“We went with a bunny.” Sabs hands me the dress. It’s dusty pink, almost ballerina-esque with a tight-fitting bodice covered in sequins and a tutu skirt with a little, fluffy tail attached. “I wanted to go with a sluttier bunny vibe, but Delilah thought this one was more you.”

“I didn’t think you’d want to go out with half your butt showing,” Delilah explains, making me grateful she was around.

“Hey, if you’ve got it, flaunt it!” Sabs strips down to her underwear then squeezes herself into the tiny jumpsuit while I admire my dress. It doesn’t look like it’ll fit past her toned thighs, but she manages to shimmy in. “Zip me up before it becomes undone!”

Kady steps in to do the honors.

Sabs lets out the breath she’s been holding. “Someone’s going to have to come to the bathroom with me every time.”

“Here are your ears, Faye.” Delilah hands me a headband with white, floppy ears. “Do you like it?”

“I love it,” I say, quickly changing.

Meanwhile, Kady straightens her headdress. It’s like a tiara made up of long, white feathers and pearls. She’s styled her blonde hair into waves, giving her a more relaxed appearance.

Sabs scoops her hair into a high ponytail, clips in two fox ears, then does a little twirl. Her time spent in the gym definitely pays off because her body is insane. She’s like an action figure with an ass so round she could probably squat me!

“What do you think?” Fully ready, Delilah raises her arms up so her sleeves form large wings—almost like a cape—in iridescent blue. “See?” She flaps her wings. “A Morpho butterfly. Pretty neat, right? It’s something the costume maker had in the back.”

“You look amazing, Del,” Kady says.

“Final touches,” Sabs sings, coloring in her nose before beckoning me over. She paints a cute, heart-shaped nose and whiskers on me. “Perfect!” She smiles. “I think we’re ready. To the cart!”

Buzzing with excitement, we head outside. Kady insists on driving because Sabs’s speeding would ruin her hair.

The party is taking place at Club Knotty in the heart of campus. As we drive that way, we pass other omegas who are also leaving. I see a leopard, a black cat, and some more unusual animals, like a koala, octopus and what looks like an armadillo.

The main street has a different energy at night. While the daytime stores are closed, food trucks have pulled in, serving lots of tempting dishes. With the smell of sugary donuts and cotton candy hanging in the air, we pass by people with piles of pita bread and mouth-watering looking burgers I’d struggle to wrap my hands around.

After we park, we amble toward the massive line that has formed outside Club Knotty, bassy music coming from inside.

“Come on!” Sabs grabs my hand and pulls me straight to the front of the line. Delilah and Kady follow, having a debate over whether buttery popcorn is better than caramel corn. “I know the doorman.”

The guy guarding the door is gigantic. He’s easily 6′5′′ and covered in tattoos. His moody expression instantly changes when he sees Sabs, a small smile tugging on his lips. To my surprise, he’s a beta, which is unusual as betas don’t tend to be so hulking in stature.

The man grins at her. “Nice costume, Sabs.”

“Drax!” Sabs greets him with the warm familiarity of an old friend. “We’re on the VIP list, right?”

“Sabrina Maverick.” Dax checks his clipboard, moving his finger down the names in alphabetical order. I glance over the sheet and notice that we’re definitely not on there.

She bats her thick eyelashes at him. “Plus three guests.”

He sighs. “You know this is the busiest night of the year, don’t you?”

“Come on, it’s me.” She pouts. “You know you want to.”

With a pout like that, she has him wrapped around her little finger. He shakes his head as he slips his hands into his pockets, handing us all VIP wristbands. “Go straight through.”

“You’re the best!” She jumps into his arms, wrapping her toned ones around his massive torso. “I owe you!”

Drax’s cheeks flush pink, clearing his throat as she clambers off him. Sabs is oblivious to the effect she’s having on him.

“I’ll see you around, then,” he says.

“Uh-huh,” she replies noncommittally, too preoccupied with marching me into the flashing lights. “This way, Stellas!”

“How do you know that giant?” I have to shout, it’s so loud inside.

“Giant?” Is she out of her mind? “Oh, you mean Drax?”

“I don’t see any other guys as tall as him around,” Kady mutters sarcastically.

“Oh, we went to school together,” Sabs says. “Small world, huh? He was one of the shortest in our year too, believe it or not.”

“He’s hot and is totally into you, if you didn’t notice,” Delilah points out. “Isn’t he your type? You usually dig the bad boys.”

“Me and Drax? No way.” Sabs laughs. “We’re just friends.”

Kady shakes her head. “Poor guy.”

Inside Club Knotty, the disco lights sparkle across the purple, glittery floor. The place has a retro cool vibe with the bar on our right. Students occupy all the barstools while others mill around, chatting over tall tables. There are also booths with plush, navy, velvet seating where groups gather.

“The dance floor is in the basement.” Sabs points downstairs. “And there’s an omega safe spot upstairs.” She gestures to a silver staircase where there’s another security guard. “If you need a few minutes, that’s the place to go.”

The club is being pumped with a scent neutralizer that gives it an almost pine freshness. It feels at odds with the environment, and it doesn’t fully mask the different scents, making me a little uneasy.

“Let’s get drinks.” Delilah drags us over to the bar. “They always have great themed cocktails for party nights.”

After Kady swipes a menu, I opt for a, “Sparkling Squirrel,” which sounds like a safer choice than the, “Cobra Venom” Sabs orders.

“You two find us a table,” Sabs tells me and Delilah. “Kady and I will bring the drinks over.”

As we look for an empty booth, we pass a group of alphas. Their eyes rake over us hungrily, like we could be their next meal. Instantly, my body tenses.

Delilah takes my hand gently. “Are you okay?” Her touch makes my shoulders relax slightly. “It’s a lot to take in, isn’t it? I remember my first party at SVU. There’s nowhere like this where I’m from, and I wasn’t used to alphas strutting around like they own the place.”

“How long did it take you to get used to it?” I ask as we slip into the safety of the booth.

She bites her berry-painted lip, pondering my question. “A few months, maybe? Kady, Sabs, and Bree were there to help. Bree moved out last year. She was a real mama bear.”

“Did she graduate?”

“No, she found a pack and left with her alphas.”

Dropout rates are highest among omegas. I can’t imagine finding a pack and having to uproot my entire life. I wouldn’t want to give up on my dreams for an alpha’s whims.

“Bree didn’t really like studying anyway,” Delilah continues. “She’s super smart, but her life goal was always to have loads of babies. Her alphas are good guys, though. They wanted her to graduate, but she didn’t want to wait.”

Kady and Sabs soon appear with our drinks. Despite its name, the Sparkling Squirrel tastes like pink lemonade and is delicious. As well as the cocktails, Sabs has ordered way too many shots.

After taking a few, we’re all breaking out into fits of giggles. Even the alphas don’t seem as intimidating anymore.

Before I know it, Kady surprises us all by ordering us to the dance floor. Downstairs, we join the throng of students. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many people in my life, let alone packed tightly into such a small space.

Sabs leads us into the middle of the floor, my inhibitions lowering as she twirls me around. I’m not much of a dancer, but Sabs has a way of bringing people out of their shell.

Delilah gets lost in the music, singing and swaying. I can’t hear her well over the loud music, but from the snatches I hear, I can tell she has an incredible voice.

After an hour, we decide to head on up to the bar to catch our breath. Just when I’m feeling mellow and content, that’s when I smell it… Him.

Blood orange and gingerbread.

I can pick it out over all the other smells in the room. Even the music seems to fade into insignificance. The girls are too busy admiring a beta’s lizard-like body paint to notice.

I sway slightly, not just from the alcohol but because of the alpha swaggering toward us. When his golden, amber eyes burn into me, I have to bite my lip to stop from moaning.

“Laz!” Sabs spots him. She’s even louder than usual after having a few drinks.

He ruffles Sabs’s hair. “Looks like you’ve all been having fun.”

“Stop it! You’ll mess up my hair!” She bats him away. “I didn’t think you were coming tonight. Aren’t you too cool for these kinds of things?”

“I changed my mind.” Laz’s twinkling eyes meet mine. “Maybe I wanted to look for an omega to bite?”

I can tell he’s joking from his tone, but I want the floor to swallow me up. Before my face turns beetroot-red and I can stammer an apology, Sabs steps in.

“If I saw a random alpha hanging around our house, I’d have sucker punched him.” She bumps him with her hip. “Faye let you off easy.”

He holds my gaze, and my knees weaken. Has he got even hotter since I last saw him? He’s opted for a bold costume, dressed as a lion with a giant, fluffy mane around his head that blends in with his auburn hair. It’d look ridiculous on anyone else, but it looks great on him.

“I do want to apologize, Faye,” Laz says sincerely. “I’m sorry. I never meant to scare you.”

“I wasn’t myself that day,” I mumble, staring at my feet. I’m not sure it even comes out as actual words, more a jumble of syllables. “I’m sorry for saying⁠—”

“You don’t need to apologize,” Laz rushes to assure me. “I promise, I won’t come to Stella House again. Only drop-offs at the gate with Margie from now on.”

“Good.” Sabs punches his shoulder playfully. “I don’t want my older brother around, cramping my style.”

“Who says I cramp your style?” To her squealed delight, he pulls her into a headlock, giving me an insight into what life in the Maverick household must be like.

“They’re always like this,” Delilah tells me.

A gentle chuckle comes from behind me. “So this is where you are.”

I’ve been too pre-occupied to notice the subtle scent of crisp rain and parchment creeping up on us, but now that it hits me…

I whip around, almost slapping him in the face with my hair. “Ren?”

“Wait.” Laz drops Sabs mid-fight, turning his attention to us. “You two know each other?”

“We’ve met.” Ren pushes his glasses up his straight nose.

“When?” Laz demands to know.

“What is this? Twenty questions?” Sabs huffs. “Faye, this is Ren. He and my brother are half of the Silverwood Pack.”

Laz and Ren are in the same pack? Now I’m definitely going to be imagining how it would feel to… No!

I fiddle with my bunny ears and avoid looking at them, but I can feel both of them watching me.

“I didn’t think you went to parties, Ren?” Delilah asks.

He hangs his head, antlers protruding toward me. “Not usually.”

“I’m surprised he left the greenhouse to come tonight,” Laz snickers. “He’s basically been camping out in there when he’s not making a mess in the kitchen. You should have seen the state of it the other day. He was blending and crushing herbs like a nutty professor. I found him crashed out on the counter with his head in a pile of rose petals.”

Ren catches my eye then looks away. Is Laz talking about the blend he made for me?

“Not everyone takes such a lackluster approach to their studies, Lazlo Maverick,” Kady teases. “Do you even know where the library is?”

“You insult me!” Laz clutches his chest like he’s wounded. “Why do I need to go to the library? All I need is my graphics tablet.”

“Laz studies design,” Delilah explains for my benefit.

“You should speak to Faye about herbs, Ren,” Sabs gestures to me. “She’s studying health botany with Professor Grub.”

Laz raises a eyebrow. “Oh, is she now?”

Ren shifts from one foot to the other, ignoring him.

“If Ren’s struggling, you’ll help him out. Won’t you, Faye?” Sabs is definitely a little drunk, slurring her words. “Faye worked in her grandmother’s teashop forever and knows everything about plants.”

“Not everything,” I mumble.

The girls tease Laz about his costume while Ren steps closer. I can feel the heat rolling off his body.

“I am struggling with an essay for my health botany elective,” Ren admits shyly, fidgeting with his watch. “If you wouldn’t mind taking a look?”

“I mean, I guess I could.”

Ren’s face lights up. “We could meet at the library tomorrow at 2? Drinks on me?”

I find myself nodding in agreement.

Laz points to the crowd. “Look who decided to join us.”

I don’t need to look to see who it is. A familiar dark and dangerous smell makes its way toward us like a shark zigzagging through the water.

It’s him.

“That’s Damon Cross,” Delilah whispers in my ear. “Moody AF. Not a people person. He and Laz are total opposites.”

“What animal are you supposed to be, Damon?” Sabs meets his grumpiness with her usual sunshine energy. “You could have at least tried to make an effort.”

Damon grunts. He’s clearly a man of few words and looks as if he’d rather be anywhere but here. His lips are turned down in a scowl, and his gaze strays to the exit. He’s not dressed up at all, wearing a plain black T-shirt and jeans. My inner thighs clench. Thankfully, he can’t read minds. Otherwise, he’d know I’ve been sleeping with his hoodie every night since we met. In truth, I’ve been hoping not to see him again because I don’t want him to ask for it back. Since building my nest, it’s become a staple item.

“This is Faye.” Sabs introduces me. “Our newest Stella.”

Damon barely looks in my direction, acting as if we’ve never met before. While that’s better than me having to explain how he saved me, it still stings. Maybe he forgot.

“Where are your ears?” Laz turns to Damon in mock-horror. “Put them back on!”

Damon glowers as he begrudgingly pulls a fluffy headband out of his pocket and puts it on, giving him adorable brown ears.

“Aw, look!” Laz tweaks them. “You’re a cuddly teddy bear now.”

A giggle escapes my lips before I can stop it. The sight of this huge man in tiny ears is too much. Damon glares at me, his green eyes narrowing into slits, as he pulls them off, instantly turning into a grizzly bear.

Delilah tsks. “Spoil sport.”

“Where’s Cole?” Kady looks around. “I didn’t think your leader would let you loose without them.”

So there are four of them. Ren, Laz, Damon, and Cole. The Silverwood Pack. Something about the name makes my heart flutter.

“He’s busy.” Damon scowls. An angry vein pulses in his forehead. “And we were leaving.”

A group of nearby betas giggle and primp their hair while looking in the guys’ direction. A flash of powerful jealousy blazes through me.

Hands off!

Mine!

I chew my lip and tell my instincts to quiet down. Who am I kidding? Alphas like them would never be interested in me, especially dressed like I am.

Laz’s amber eyes twinkle in my direction. “We could stay for one more drink?”

He’s Sabs’s brother, so that makes him off limits. Right? My tongue suddenly feels too large for my mouth. It’s already been hard enough to be in their presence for a few minutes. How can I possibly be around them for the rest of the night without making a fool of myself? Perhaps alcohol doesn’t mix well with my suppressants as warm tingles spread up my thighs.

“No way! This is a girls’ night!” Sabs pushes him away, to my relief. “Damon says it’s time for you to go, so go!”

When I find Ren’s sexy, smoldering stare lingering in my direction, I shift my gaze to the dance floor. Practically panting, I force myself to think about the most unsexy things I can, like crushing beetles into powder and cleaning toilets.

“Text me when you’re home, okay?” Laz ruffles Sabs’s hair again. “I want to know you all got back safe.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Sabs rolls her eyes dramatically. “We already have three dads. I don’t need another one!”

“And don’t go walking around alone,” Damon snarls.

“We’re not stupid.” Kady puts her hands on her slender hips. “And we don’t need an alpha to protect us.”

I know exactly who Damon’s comment was aimed at, and as the three of them walk away, I can’t deny that part of me wants to leave with them…


TEN
Ren



“So you met Faye?” Laz casually drops her into conversation after we leave Club Knotty.

Leaving without her went against every one of my instincts, especially after seeing how incredible she looked. I don’t like the thought of other alphas being around her without me there. Even her scent blockers didn’t mask her sweet scent completely.

I probably shouldn’t have lied to her about having an essay. Now I have to spend the rest of the night making up a fake project so I have an excuse to spend time with her tomorrow. Even though I do have a real literature essay that I need to finish.

Laz was right about me basically living in the greenhouse. I’ve spent most of my time there, not because I’ve developed a sudden interest in plants, but because I’ve been hoping to see her again.

Finding out she’s one of Sabrina’s new housemates complicates matters. Or make things better, depending on how you look at it. Sabs often comes to the pack house with Delilah and Kady, so we may see Faye more often. It’ll be hard to hide my attraction to Faye in front of the others.

I keep thinking of her face and how freaking cute she looked with the pink heart painted on her button nose. She’s small and dainty, and the longer I stood next to her, the more I wanted to see what she’d look like wearing nothing but her bunny ears.

“Ren?” Laz waves a hand in front of my face. “Are you even listening? It’s usually Damon who doesn’t pay attention.”

“Sorry.” I snap back to Earth. “Yeah, I met her on campus.”

I don’t want to admit that we met in the greenhouse because Laz, despite his careless attitude toward his studies, isn’t stupid.

“What do you think of her?” he asks casually. Almost too casually.

Fuck. He likes her. I know him well enough to know that he’s downplaying it. Which doesn’t surprise me. How could he not? There’s nothing to dislike about her. She seems sweet, smart, and she has Sabs’s seal of approval. Sabs is an excellent judge of characters; she wouldn’t let just anyone into their tight group.

I smelled the Stella balm on Faye’s wrists. It’s something the girls always wear when they go out together. As well as being a sign of sisterhood, it’s also a means of protection, allowing them to scent each other out in a crowd. It gives me some comfort to know that Faye has the Stellas looking out for her, since I can’t.

“She seems nice,” I reply, hiking up a shoulder.

“Food,” Damon grumbles. “Need to eat.”

“How about burgers?” Laz suggests as we saunter by an amazing smelling food truck. “Their animal fries are insane!”

“I’ll eat anything,” I pipe in, hoping that Laz will drop the subject of Faye.

No such luck.

“Faye seems to have fit into Stella House well,” Laz says. “Did she seem a little jumpy to you?”

Yep, he is definitely interested in Faye. He rarely pays any real attention to omegas, preferring to hang out with the guys, his family, or to spend his time drawing. He’s a massive flirt, of course, but to many girls’ dismay, he doesn’t take it seriously.

Dating when you’re in a pack is complicated. We all learned that the last time. My heart sinks just thinking about it. Why would Faye be interested in someone like me if she’s able to attract the interest of a charismatic alpha like Laz?

I’m not an alpha in the traditional sense. I’d rather read than play ball or lift weights. I’ve pretty much made peace with the fact that no omega is ever going to want me. I’m the weak link of our pack, and despite what the others say, I know I’m holding them back from finding their match.

Faye probably only agreed to meet me at the library because Sabs guilt-tripped her into it. Or worse, because she wants to find out more about Laz or Damon. Maybe I imagined it, but I swear, I smelled a hint of her perfume when Damon joined us.

“Who cares about Faye? She’s just another Omega,” Damon growls, ending the conversation as we reach the front of the line and he fishes out his wallet. “What do you want?”

Only Faye doesn’t feel like just another omega. The pull I feel towards her is unlike anything I’ve experienced before. And I already know I’ll struggle to sleep from my excitement to see her tomorrow.

Maybe, for now, just hanging out with her will be enough to satiate my curiosity. I’d like to learn more about her—who she is, where she grew up, what makes her tick, what sauce she likes with her French fries, what she thinks about behind those beautiful, doe-like eyes. Hopefully then, I’ll be able to get her out of my head, because right now, she’s all I can think about.


ELEVEN
Faye



I smooth down my dress. It’s periwinkle blue with white polka dots in a milkmaid style. The fabric is super soft and a favorite of mine, despite it being faded from hours spent in the sun gathering flowers in Clover Hollow’s meadows.

Outside, the sun is beaming, so I grab my new straw hat—courtesy of Threads, the on-campus clothing store—then stash my laptop in my backpack.

I quickly check the mirror. I hope I look okay.

I head down the stairs into the heat of the kitchen. Delilah’s dark curls are swept into a messy bun and flour covers her cheeks. Three loaves are cooling on the counter, and she’s busy kneading the dough for a fourth, deep in concentration.

“I’m trying out some new recipes, but they're not quite right.” She rolls up the sleeves of her rainbow crochet cardigan to really put her arms into it before she sprinkles more flour over the counter. “I’ll get it soon!”

Sabs already left for an early morning Pilates class, claiming that the best way to get over a hangover is to sweat it out. Kady’s still in bed, planning on catching up on reading.

I draw in a deep inhale. “Well, it smells delicious.”

“You’re meeting Ren, right?”

“Yes.” I smooth down my dress. “At the library.”

She pauses from her work to wrap up a loaf. “You can give him this chocolate, orange brioche loaf. He can share it with the Silverwoods.”

“Thanks.”

She checks out my outfit then arches one eyebrow with an almost knowing look. “You look too nice to be studying.”

Yep, I knew it was too much.

I turn to head back upstairs. “I’m gonna go change.”

“No! You look lovely, Faye.” She smiles, her bright white teeth on display. “Although, I’m not sure Ren will be able to focus with you looking like that.”

I tuck the warm bread into my backpack with fumbling fingers. We’re just studying. It’s not like it’s a date or anything, right?

“Have fun.” Her brown eyes glimmer mischievously. Was I really that obvious last night when at the club? Delilah’s too perceptive for her own good. “Happy studying.”

I hurry out before she has a chance to see my blazing cheeks.

I get to the library over half an hour earlier than needed, taking a seat on a bench outside the entrance. I rub at my stomach where my nerves form knots. Why am I so worked up? All I’m doing is helping an alpha with his homework.

I check my phone to find a picture message from Gram. It’s a little blurry, but I make out a stack of pamphlets promoting an Omega Unite rally. I read, “Proudly Sponsored by Blooming Brew” at the bottom alongside the promise of free samples for omegas.

Underneath that, the text says:

GRAM
Miss you, Hedgey!




As well as being a tea making extraordinaire, Gram is a feminist badass and omega rights activist. After Mom died, she helped start Omega Unite, now one of the biggest omega rights groups in the world. She’s been a spearhead figure in the community ever since. She makes a few big trips every year to attend some of the larger rallies. She’s always claimed I’m too young to attend, but secretly, I think she wants to shelter me. After what happened to Mom, I don’t blame her.

Hearing from her makes me feel a pang of homesickness. Ordinarily, I’d be with her, helping her pack for her trip and painting extra banners for campaigns.

“Faye!” Ren’s breathless voice brings me out of my wistful thoughts. “You’re early! I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

I check the time. He’s also early, just not as early as me.

He towers over me, holding four drinks: a smoothie, a giant milkshake piled with whipped cream, an iced coffee, and a bubble tea. I should’ve known it’s a group study session.

“Are the others joining us later?”

Puzzlement tugs down at his lips. “The others?”

I look pointedly at the drinks he’s holding.

“It’s just us.” He tugs at the collar of his crisp, white shirt. “I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I got a few options.”

“You really didn’t have to.” I eye the milkshake. “But if that’s a chocolate milkshake…?”

“You like chocolate. Noted. It’s all yours.” He hands it over with a smile as I stand. “Chocolate fudge with sprinkles on top.”

“Sounds like heaven.” I moan when I take a sip. “Mm, that’s so good.”

Ren’s Adam’s apple bobs as he looks at me. He shifts from foot to foot, avoiding my gaze.

“Do you want to get a table inside?” His voice is a little raspier than usual. “It should be quiet today.”

With many students outside, lazing around on the grassy lawns–most probably not having much work yet with it being the start of the semester–we don’t struggle to find a table. We choose a spot in the group study area where we can talk without getting the stink eye from the librarian who was incessantly shushing people as we passed.

“I’m not sure how much help I’ll be with your essay,” I tell him as we take a seat. “You seem pretty good at the subject already. The blend you gave me to help with putri flower exposure was perfect.”

“I’m glad it helped.” Ren sets the drinks down, pulls out some papers then slides them across the table. His essay is about using the California poppy to help with sleep. It’s a niche topic, but insomnia is a common ailment that we treat a lot at Blooming Brew. “I’ve tried a few combinations.” He pinches the bridge of his nose. “But I feel like I’m missing something.”

I glance over the first page that contains formulation recipes. He’s left scribbled notes in the margins. “Do you have a pen?”

He roots around in his satchel then hands me one. As he does, our fingers brush, and what feels like a lightning bolt shoots through me. Every nerve ending in my body sets alight. Ren’s pupils dilate.

I jerk my hand away quickly, gripping the pen with all my strength as I turn my attention back to his paper.

“Actually…” My voice wavers while I try to compose myself. “This is something I’m able to help with.”

I scribble down a suggestion to add skullcap, adjust the quantities, then consider including lemon salve to make it creamier.

“Wow.” He sounds impressed. “You really know your stuff. How did you learn all this?”

“I’ve worked with my gram most of my life.” Again, that pang of homesickness resurfaces. “She runs a teashop where we sell many herbal remedies. She’s the absolute best at what she does.”

“So that’s why you came to SVU?” He inclines his head. “To continue your family business?”

“Maybe.” I realize we’re veering off-topic, but he seems genuinely interested. “I wanted to come here to learn more to help her and to eventually help omegas. Plus, part of me thought it was time to spread my wings a little. I come from a small town, and Gram is a little protective.”

Ren nods as I talk, hanging off my every word like he’s mentally filing away everything I’m telling him.

“I love helping Gram out, though,” I add hastily. “I’ll do whatever I can for her and the shop. It’s just me and her most of the time, brewing, collecting, shipping orders. I guess I want to prove to myself that I can do things on my own, you know? Gram helped me through everything. She took me in after my parents died, so I guess I want to make her proud and give something back to her to thank her for everything.” I stop myself from rambling on too much. “Sorry. I’m talking too much about myself. You wanted help with your essay, not to listen to my life story.”

Usually, I’m quiet and reserved, but Ren’s energy makes it easy to open up to him. I feel like I could sit and talk to him all day, spilling my secrets, looking into his dreamy eyes. And he’d listen like I was the most important person in the world.

“No.” He sets down his smoothie, replying quickly. “I want to know more about you. I mean…” I can’t help but notice the pulse leaping in his neck, one of his scent points. “You’re Sabs’s housemate, and I’m her brother’s packmate. I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other.”

“What about you?” I change the subject. “Why did you pick health botany as an elective when you study literature?”

“I’ve always found plants and their uses fascinating, but I’m most at home around books. I’m not much of a people person.” He laughs wryly. “You can’t disappoint books. My parents, on the other hand, are a different story.”

At the mention of his parents, his shoulders dip, like he’s shrinking and withdrawing into himself. Although we’ve only met a few times, he’s proven himself to be kind, smart, and considerate. Not to mention gorgeous in a charming, nerdy way. I don’t see how anyone could view him as a disappointment.

“My dads always wanted me to be like them. A real alpha, you know? Sports, hunting, but none of that really appealed to me,” he sighs. “I’m too soft.”

“I don’t think much of those macho, alpha-holes anyway,” I smile at him. “I think being into books is way more manly, and if your dads can’t see that, they’re idiots.”

Ren’s blue eyes widen.

My hand flies to cover my mouth. “S-sorry.” I don’t know what came over me. First, I over share. Next, I insult his family. “I shouldn’t have said that. I mean, I’m sure they’re great.”

“They’re not.” He chuckles. “It’s just … no omega has ever said that before.”

I stare down at my lap. “I guess I’m just not very good at the whole omega thing.”

“No,” he disagrees. “You’re very good at it.”

Have they turned off the air conditioning? Suddenly, it’s gotten very warm.

Ren turns his head, and his scent causes my breath to catch in my throat. Hoping it will help, I slurp down the last of my milkshake, Ren’s eyes lingering on my mouth. The way he’s looking at me makes butterflies flutter in my belly. Although he’s handsome in his charming, book-smart way, the look in his eyes tells me he’s hiding a wild side.

“Maybe we should look for a book on herbal tinctures?” I suggest, more for my benefit than anything else. “It’ll help with your essay.”

A walk will help me chill out, right? Keeping our conversation on school work is easy. Safe.

“Good idea.” He jumps to his feet. “All the books on herbs are on the next floor.”

We don’t speak as I follow him to the right stacks. All the while, I’m hyperaware of my body. I purposefully walk a step behind Ren to avoid our arms accidentally touching.

He leads me down a tall row of shelves. “This way.”

The library is busier in this section, but Ren’s scent is all I can focus on. With all of the books towering over us, his dreamy, inky, lavender scent mixes with the bound pages creating an intoxicating blend. My palms itch as I watch his long finger stroke down the book spines. I shiver in longing, desire stirring within me as I imagine how the sweep of his finger would feel dancing over the curve of my back, and–

I freeze, needing to grip the shelf for support.

The sensation comes hard and fast. I’m wearing my special panties, but I can smell myself. The unmistakable scent of my slick.

It’s more powerful than the heat spike in the greenhouse, leading Ren to whirl around to face me. Fear and desire transform his features.

“Ren,” I whimper. My vision swims as I clutch at my stomach that’s now lurching with sharp pain.

His nostrils flare, and his jaw tics. He knows what’s happening. This can’t be happening again so soon can it?

“Get a whiff of that!” a loud alpha shouts from somewhere in the library. “Smells like our lucky day, boys!”

I can’t tell where the voice is coming from, yet I know it’s me they’re talking about. How is this even possible with all the precautions I’ve taken? As well as increasing my suppressant dosage, I’m doused in scent blocking spray and wearing my new panties with extra liners.

“Come on!” Heavy footsteps clod through the aisles like a stampede of wild animals. The hairs on my nape stand on end when I recognize the guy’s voice. It’s the same one Sabs saved me from upon my arrival. “Come out, come out, omega. We can help you through your heat.”

“Faye.” Ren wraps his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close, holding me up. “I need you to stay calm, okay?”

I grab a fistful of his shirt and bury my face in his chest. “It hurts.”

“I know it does.” He strokes my hair tenderly as I snuggle into him. “I’m going to get you out of here and get you help, okay?”

“Don’t leave,” I plead. Slick coats my thighs, and the deep aching pain in my lower stomach twists, craving something more. “Please.”

“Hold on, okay? I’ve got you.” His calm, reassuring voice takes on a strong, protective quality. How does this guy think he’s any less of an alpha? “You’re safe with me.”

“Don’t let them hurt me.” I cower, shaking in his embrace. “Please.”

“Don’t listen to those jerks. No one is going to hurt you while I’m around. You’re safe with me.” He holds me tighter. “If you stay close, I’ll excrete my pheromones so my scent will mask yours long enough to get us out of here. Although it won’t cover your scent entirely. It’s hard to hide something that smells that good. It should work, though.”

My heart swells at his approval. “You think I smell good?”

“Faye.” His glasses slide down his nose as he looks at me. “You’re the most amazing thing I’ve ever smelled. But right now, my priority is getting you to safety.”

“Safe,” I repeat, cuddling into him so I can hear his heart thundering against my cheek.

“Now I’m going to take off my jacket and put it around you.” He shifts me, attempting to remove his blazer.

“No!” Fear rises in me. Right now, clinging onto him is the only thing anchoring me to reality. “Don’t let me go.”

“I’m not letting you go, baby,” He hurries to take off his navy blazer then wraps it around me, instantly calming me. “I’m right here, but I need to camouflage you with my scent so we can leave, okay?”

I tilt my head, nuzzling into the fabric. I perfume, and fresh slick gushes from me. Ren’s shoulders tense, clearly noticing my reaction to his scent. What must he think? He only invited me here to help with his essay, and now this!

I tremble. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

“You need to be somewhere warm. You want to be cozy in a nest, don’t you?” he reasons. “I can give you more chocolate. How about that?”

“Yes. Please,” I sigh. Gosh, that sounds so good. “I’m sorry.” My voice breaks, overcome with extra emotion. “I don’t know how this is happening. I’m taking suppressants.”

His scent masking must be working as I can’t hear the voices of the other alpha’s anymore. Hopefully, they are headed in the opposite direction.

“Hey! Do not apologize.” He speaks so fiercely that my mouth seals itself shut. “This isn’t your fault. Follow me.”

Everything is too much. The books… His hands… His warmth… I clutch my stomach as a fresh wave of pain rolls in. Relief. I need relief. I want to claw at his skin, burrow into his jacket, and shut the rest of the world away.

“What about my things?” I’m vaguely aware of Ren sweeping me down a staircase toward the exit.

“Don’t worry.” Ren pulls his phone from his pants’ pocket. “I’ll sort everything out. Just hold on, okay?”

I cling to him. My steady alpha force. Going into heat around an unbonded alpha is one of my biggest fears, but even though we’re virtually strangers, Ren somehow makes me feel safe. And implicitly, I know I can trust him.

“Ren,” I whimper in pain. An overwhelming urge for release and connection comes over me. “I need you. Please.”


TWELVE
Ren



“I need you,” Faye pleads.

It took everything I have not to claim her against the shelves. She’s always smelled incredible, but this? It’s intense, thick with lust, and the heady aroma of melted vanilla with honeycomb. Her perfume has a comforting edge, bringing out my caretaker side, making me want to tuck her into bed and curl up beside her to keep her warm. But it’s also buzzing with an undercurrent of something else. A deep, primal element that makes me want to strip her naked until she claws my back and moans my name.

“You’ve got me, Faye,” I try to sound reassuring. “I’m right here.”

It’s hard to think straight with my aching teeth and every urge screaming to claim her.

Her glimmering brown eyes are filled with terror, confusion … and lust. God, I could drown in those exquisite pools of hers.

I don’t let her go as I usher her out of the library, shrouding her in my scent. I’m not a violent person, but I’ll kill any alpha who so much as looks in her direction while she’s like this.

I release extra pheromones into the air in hopes of concealing her. While it’s not something I’ve done before, I’ve read about it—though it usually only happens when an alpha is bonded to an omega—and it seems to be working.

As soon as we’re out of the library, I get ready to call Cole, my pack leader.

“Please, Ren,” Faye tugs on my sleeve. “I need you. I need a knot.”

She doesn’t know what she’s saying. This is the heat talking, and as much as I’d like to give her what she wants, I won’t take advantage of her when she’s in this state.

“You don’t know what you’re asking, Faye.”

Her bottom lip quivers. “Y-you don’t w-want me?”

I’ve never wanted anything more than I want her right now, but she won’t even remember this conversation in a few days. When an omega enters heat, it’s like going into a trance with the sole goal of chasing desire and relief. As an alpha, it’s my job to take care of her.

“Of course, I do.” I hope I’m saying the right things. “But we need to get you somewhere safe. Someplace comfortable where you can rest, all wrapped up in blankets. Okay?”

I’ve never seen an omega’s nest before, but in case we ever find one who wants to join our pack, I’ve done enough research and stalked enough forums to know exactly what most omegas like.

“I could take you to the wellness center?” I offer. It’s not too far away, and I worry we won’t make it back to Stella House before Faye enters full-blown heat.

“No!” She pouts like a toddler having a tantrum. “You said you wouldn’t leave me!”

When she holds onto me even tighter, I pat her on the back, feeling like a total dick for even suggesting it. The SVU wellness center has strict rules on unauthorized alphas entering for safety reasons.

“It’s okay.” I run my palm up and down her spine. “I’m here.”

“No wellness center,” she insists. “Promise me. Promise you won’t leave. I need you.”

In that moment, she perfumes again. And I’m fucking gone. I can smell her slick through her sundress. I know this omega is mine, so I’m not going anywhere. Who was I kidding? There’s no way I’d ever leave her at the wellness center.

“I’ll take you to my pack house.” I turn us that way. “Does that sound good, baby?”

It’s closer than anywhere else I can think of. We can’t rent a cabin with this short notice, and I can’t enter Omega Village. But I’m still out of my depth. I’ve done my best until this point, but I’ve got no experience with omegas in heat.

“You smell so good.” She rubs her cheeks into my shirt, scenting me, then she doubles over in pain. “It hurts so bad.”

“How long do your heats normally last?” I ask. “Do they come on quickly?”

“I-I I don’t know,” she whimpers. “I’ve only ever had one true heat before. My first time. I’m… I’m scared, Ren.”

“Come on.” Thankfully, I don’t see many alphas around. “I’m going to call for some help, okay?”

“But you’re not leaving.” She looks up at me, her chestnut eyes frantic. “You promised!”

“I’m not leaving.”

Managing to get my cell and dial with one hand, I call Cole who thankfully answers on the second ring.

“Ren?” He sounds confused. “What’s up?”

In the background, I hear Damon and Laz having a loud argument over the sound of the pinball machine.

“I was with Faye in the library, and she’s going into heat.” I speak in a rush. “She wants to stay with me and⁠—”

Laz hollering in the background amplifies.

“Hang on, I can’t hear you.” Cole shushes the guys. “Laz, Damon, shut the hell up for a second! Ren’s in trouble.” He turns his attention back to me. “You’re on speaker.”

“I’m with Faye, and she’s going into heat.” I get to the point. “We’re on our way to the pack house.”

“Faye?” Laz asks. “You mean, Sabs’s housemate, Faye?”

“How many other Faye’s do you know? Yes, Sabs’s housemate.” I snap. “Look, I need you to make some kind of nest. I offered to take her to the wellness center, but… Um… She wants me to stay with her.”

“Fuck.” I hear panic in Cole’s voice, and he’s not easily rattled. “Who is this omega?”

“Look, I know this sounds crazy, but…” I gulp. “I think she’s my scent match.”

Daring to voice my suspicions aloud makes them more real. The first time I met Faye, I thought she smelled amazing, but I thought it was probably just some kind of odd reaction. However, after seeing her again at the party coupled with what’s happening now, I can’t ignore what every bone in my body is telling me.

“Your scent match?” Cole sounds incredulous.

We all know what this means. If Faye is my scent match, it’s pretty much guaranteed that she will also be a match to the rest of my pack. Not even scientists understand how it works, but there must be something underlying in our biology at play.

“We don’t have time to talk about it now.” I roll my eyes impatiently. “I need your help. She’s in pain. Can you get something ready? I also left all our things in the library in the group study area. Can one of you run to get them and maybe grab some snacks? She has a sweet tooth. Her heat hasn’t fully come on yet, so I think we can put a stop to it if we can get her a heat patch quickly. She’s been taking suppressants, but they’re failing.”

“Okay, we’re on it,” Cole says. “Leave it to me.”

“She smells…” Her scent clogs my throat leaving me unable to finish the sentence. I clear my throat then try again. “I may need some help to escort her through the alpha quad. I’ve done my best to cover her scent, but we may attract unwanted attention.”

“Stay calm, Ren.” Cole returns to his usual level-headed self. “Laz will meet you. Just keep her safe, okay? Leave everything else to us. It’ll be okay.”

“Thanks.” I blow out a heavy breath. Despite Faye mewling and clutching at me, I feel a little less nervous with Cole’s support. “We’ll be about ten minutes.”

Cole is a born leader and always knows what’s best. Although he doesn’t like to call himself the boss, he’s the one we trust to make the big decisions. He studies political science and has a strong moral compass. He has an unwavering desire to do the right thing, including protecting others, making him easy to follow.

“I don’t know how much longer I can cope with this pain,” Faye groans.

“Keep walking, baby.” I give her a squeeze. “You’re doing so well.”

Whatever happens, I won’t let her go.


THIRTEEN
Faye



A white-hot spike of agony skewers my stomach as I sink deeper into the cool water. I hoped a bath would alleviate the crippling tightening in the base of my belly and bring down my fever, but it’s made no difference. I whimper, gripping the sides of the tub for support.

Gram’s urgent knocking on the bathroom door brings me back to reality.

“Faye?” Panic fills her voice as she calls to me. “Is everything okay in there? What’s going on?”

“I think…” I grit my teeth, battling to get my words out. “I think I’m going into heat.”

I’m sixteen. A common age for a designation to naturally present itself. Mom was an omega too, but initial designations are never guaranteed. Scientists still argue over which genes and environmental factors have an influence on how a person presents. Although it hasn’t come as a surprise, a wave of dread still sweeps through me at the confirmation.

“Remember what I taught you, Hedgey,” Gram coaches. She’s prepared me for this moment. “Do those breathing techniques.”

“We’re not far now, Faye.” Ren’s voice pulls me from my memories.

I can tell he’s concerned by how tightly he’s holding me.

Another alpha bolts in our direction, his wild mop of red hair bobbing around in the breeze. Holy hell, Laz can move.

His eyes widen when he sees me.

“Fuck.” Laz stops in front of us. “I could smell her from down the street. It’s a good thing it’s the middle of the day and most alphas aren’t home.”

I shiver at the thought. Although SVU have very strict policies around omega safety, alphas can be unpredictable. One scent of an omegas perfume (especially when it’s so potent during heat) could be enough to send an alpha into a rut, where they’d lose all sense of reason and be driven by their innate desire to claim, which can have dangerous consequences for everyone.

“Not helping, Laz,” Ren utters through gritted teeth. “Just get on her other side to mask her scent, okay?”

Laz puts his arm around my shoulder, trapping me between them.

“Do you always smell so good, Faye, or are you just pleased to see me?” Laz jokes.

He’s only trying to lighten the mood, but it’s not helping. My eyes well up with tears, both from embarrassment and the pain.

“Shit!” Laz obviously notices. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Faye. I was only joking.”

I snivel. As well as being embarrassed, I feel pathetic for being emotional and not having a handle on things. I never prepared for this, and every time I see my housemate’s brother, I’m in a mess.

“Stop talking before you put your foot in your mouth again,” Ren snaps at him while I swipe at my wet cheeks.

“I really am sorry, Faye.” Laz’s amber eyes blaze with sincerity. “I don’t know when to shut up sometimes⁠—”

“I said, stop talking!” Ren growls.

They steer me past countless pack houses. It’s not as inviting as OV. Although they are equally big, the houses here are uniform and white, cookie-cutter with no personality. Some have basketball hoops or soccer nets in the driveway. If Sabs were here, she’d come up with a witty quip about how stereotypically alpha it is. Which reminds me…

“The Stellas,” I murmur. “I need to text them.”

I quickly send a few fire emoji’s to our Stella group chat to let them know.

“We need to hurry,” Ren reminds me. “You can text them properly when we’re inside.”

Panic grips my chest. “Where’s my purse?”

“Don’t worry, Damon’s already on his way to the library fetch it,” Ren says. “We’ll have everything you need at our place.”

“Including snacks.” Clearly, Laz is incapable of not talking. “Lots of snacks.” He waits for my reaction, his fearful expression telling me he’s afraid of saying the wrong thing again.

“Snacks sound good,” I agree. “Chocolate. Lots of chocolate.”

Laz grins, showcasing the laugh lines around his mouth. “Chocolate it is, then, honeybee!”

I’m not sure why he’s given me that nickname, but I kinda like it.

“We’re here.” Passing two flashy sports cars, Ren guides me up the steps of the biggest mansion on the street. There’s a plaque on the door that says, “Silverwood” and a steel wolf's head knocker on the massive door.

I inhale deeply as soon as we’re over the threshold. The Silverwood Pack house smells better than anything I’ve ever smelled before.

“Ren,” I can’t help but moan. “I need⁠—”

A rumbling voice cuts me off. “We’ve got a nest ready for you, Faye.” The source of the deep, sexy timbre emerges from the room to my right. He’s tall—even taller than Damon—with bulging muscles and wide shoulders that make the doorframe look like it belongs in a doll’s house. He has short, light ash brown-colored hair and a sharp jawline that would put a superhero to shame. “Follow me.”

“This is Cole, our pack leader,” Ren says. “You can trust him.”

I’ll be damned if Cole isn’t every bit as irresistible as the rest of them. His commanding tone makes me want to drop to the floor and demand more from him than a nest.

“Come on, Faye.” Ren encourages me by tracing small circles on my back. “Let’s get you comfortable, baby.” He looks pointedly at Laz. “Get the snacks.”

Without a word, Laz sprints off. Even though he’s a goofball, I instantly feel like something’s missing the moment he leaves and want him back again.

As Ren and I follow Cole into their living room, I bask in his scent. Cole smells of stability, like an ancient forest that has stood the test of time. It’s a smoky cedar mixed with crisp linen and freshly cracked pepper. Somehow, his scent completes them, providing the perfect complement to Damon’s dark and dangerous aroma that reminds me of a well-aged whiskey, Ren’s peaceful parchment essence, and Laz’s larger-than-life sex on legs cinnamon deliciousness.

“We did the best we could with the time we had, but most importantly, you need to know that you’re safe here.” Cole’s tongue darts out, moistening his plump lips. “We’re here to help however we can. I always make sure we have heat patches on hand, just in case.” He pulls a packet from his pocket. “If you want one⁠—”

Before he can finish his sentence, I snatch the patches from his hands. I tear off the wrappers then stick two on the sides of my neck over my scent glands. It’s double the recommended dose, but I don’t care.

Heat patches are similar in appearance to Band-Aids. They release a hormone that’s quickly absorbed through the skin into the bloodstream to stop a heat in its tracks. They aren’t always effective, but if you catch a heat early enough, they can at least help things die down a little.

“I need…” I hide my face with my hands. What do I need? A knot? To be devoured and claimed by their entire pack? Eventually, I settle on, “Relief.”

This heat is more overpowering than anything I’ve ever experienced

“Come on.” Ren gently steers me over to the sofa. “Let’s get you comfortable.”

Although it’s hard to focus on anything but the pulsing between my legs, it’s impossible not to feel grateful for the makeshift nest they’ve created for me. It’s like a blanket fort. They piled up pillows and duvets on one of their giant, white sofas then a hung sheet from the ceiling above it to create a tent. Their pool table and pinball machine have been shoved against the wall.

“I’m sorry, but this is the best we could do with the time we had.” Cole looks around sheepishly. “We weren’t expecting an omega, and our bedding is all we had.”

“Hey, I hung the lights!” Laz points proudly at a string of fairy lights that have been haphazardly hung over the huge wall-mounted television with the grace of a drunk Christmas elf.

It’s lacking an omega’s touch, but I’m still moved by the effort they’ve put in. And their combined smell… I want to bathe in it.

I kick off my shoes then dive onto the cushions, wrapping myself up in the nearest blanket. Mm, cedar.

Cole’s jaw tenses as he watches me. What must he think? I don’t have time to ponder that as a sharp jab to my stomach has me yowling in pain. I clutch the blanket tighter, burying my face in it.

“What can we do?” Ren kneels in front of me, concern creating a crinkle between his eyes.

“It won’t be long until the heat patches start working,” Cole says, reading the instructions on the back of the packet. “Worst case scenario, it could be a few hours.”

I groan. “I don’t know if I can deal with this for a few hours.”

“Tell us what to do,” Ren pleads.

“Knot,” I moan. “I need a knot.”

I never expected that my physical and emotional desire would be so overwhelming that it voids out all rational thought. Right now, my body would give anything for these alphas to fuck me.

Damon enters the room, holding a grocery bag. His scent alone is enough for me to perfume. Damon freezes as the smell of my slick engulfs him. He drops the bag, spilling its contents onto the floor.

“I have to go,” he growls before storming out and slamming the door behind him.

His rejection stings. I hurriedly swipe at my eyes when tears come once again. How many times am I going to be brought to tears today?

“Deep breaths,” Ren encourages. “In and out.”

Laz bumbles back into the room, hugging a punch-sized bowl full of M&M’s, Sour Patch Kids, and popcorn.

“I don’t know if this is enough?” Laz looks helpless. “Will it do, Faye?”

“There’s enough sugar in there to give her a heart attack.” Cole glowers in disapproval. “At least Damon had some sense.” He grabs a few protein bars from the mound of mess.

I pout. “No healthy stuff!”

“She knows she wants,” Ren shrugs.

“Chocolate and knots,” I murmur, rubbing my cheek into what I think is Laz’s pillow.

“We can give you one of those things.” Laz smiles. “Chocolate first.”

He passes me the bowl, waiting for my reaction like a chef waiting for a customer to take their first bite of a new dish. I shove a handful of goodies into my mouth with zero grace then groan in ecstasy. The only perk of being in heat is that everything tastes so much better.

“Do you want us to go?” Cole asks. “We can give you space?”

“No.” I wince, embarrassed about how quickly I answered him. Could I possibly sound more needy? “I mean, no. Please. I want you to stay. All three of you. Can you … sit with me?”

It’s cursory to wait to be invited into an omega’s nest. As soon as I give him the green light, Ren hurries to join me. Cole and Laz are more cautious, approaching slowly, still too hesitant to sit down.

“We know what your body is craving right now, Faye.” Cole eyes me like I’m a bomb that’s about to detonate. “But we won’t do anything that you’ll regret tomorrow. You can’t properly consent like this, but we’ll help you however else we can, okay? Just tell us what will make you feel good.”

“I… I don’t know,” I duck my chin, too ashamed to meet his gaze. “I’ve never been in heat like this before. With people.” My panic turns to despair. “I-I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“Did it feel good when Ren was holding you?” Cole asks.

I nod earnestly. “So good.”

Ren’s cheeks turn pink as he wraps his arms around me, holding on tightly. “Better?”

“Yes.” My heart rate slows. “Don’t let go.”

“You’re in control, Faye,” Cole reminds me. “I know you must be scared right now, but we’re going to take care of you. Just tell us what we can do.”

I never knew that alphas could be so tender.

“Could you…?” I’m not used to being assertive. “Um…”

“Go on?” Cole encourages.

“Could you both…” I cringe at having to ask. “Come closer?”

If they won’t give me their knots, their physical presence alone will have to do.

“Of course.” Cole cracks a small smile. He shuffles closer and kneels in front of me, giving me a better look at his steely, silver-flecked eyes that look like clouds before a rainstorm.

Unlike Cole, Laz bounces over and sits on my other side like an overenthusiastic puppy, dying for attention. Being between him and Ren is helping already.

“Deep breaths,” Ren coaches, stroking my hair. “You’re doing so well, baby.”

“I remember Sabs mentioning something about pressure cuddles,” Laz says. “It can help regulate your temperature. And foot rubs. And washcloths! Cold washcloths! Cole, can you take my place?”

As soon as Laz leaves from the couch, mumbling about washcloths, Cole takes his place. As if I have no control over my limbs, I reach for him, my hand resting on his knee. He bristles for a second then relaxes, gently putting his huge hand over mine, instantly making some of my stress melt away.

“I’m sorry to put you guys in this position.” I blow out a heavy breath. “I’m basically a stranger, and you’re all … being so nice.”

“You’re not a stranger to me,” Ren points out.

“Helping a sweet omega is no hardship.” Cole seems to be dropping his guard a little, letting me see he has a softer side.

“I didn’t think alphas were like this.”

“Then you’ve never met any decent alphas before.” Cole rubs the back of my hand. “It’s our job to protect you. Protecting and caring for you—an omega—is all that we want.”

I find myself smiling, imagining how it would feel to have the Silverwood Pack take care of me regularly. When I remember that they’re not mine, realization hits me like a downpour of icy water. They could be doing this for another omega one day.

“What’s wrong, Faye?” Ren asks sharply. “Are you okay?”

“I…” I don’t vocalize what I’m feeling. It’s the heat talking. It has to be.

Thankfully, Laz returns with a basket full of various towels, sparing me from explaining. “I have hot ones, wet ones, and cold ones. I didn’t know which you’d like. I’ve also got some scented oils and some massage oil. Sabs says that foot rubs can⁠—”

“You got all this for me?” I choke back a sob. Laz’s mouth turns down as he drops the towels and crouches before me like a fallen knight.

“What did I do? Was it the towels?” Regret radiates from him. “Shit, I’m no good at this. Do you want me to leave? I can take the towels with me⁠—”

“No!” I swipe at my tears. “It’s not the towels.” I let out another sob. “I can’t believe you did that … for me.”

Laz’s gaze softens when he realizes I’m not mad.

“Faye,” he says. “I’ll do anything for you.”

I sniffle. “But you don’t even know me.”

“But I want to.” My breath hitches at his endearing smile. “We all do. Right, guys?”

As Ren nods earnestly, I look at Cole. I dread the possibility of enduring more rejection, but he also dips his head in agreement.

“I wouldn’t offer a foot rub to just anyone.” Laz adds. “Does that sound good?”

Hell yes, it does.

With nerves racing through my gut like a swarm of hornets, I slide my toes out from beneath the blanket for him to take my feet in his hands. I sigh happily at the feel of his surprisingly soft palms and gentle touch. The heat from Ren and Cole, coupled with Laz kneading my feet, feels amazing.

“Does that feel good?” Laz asks.

“Yes.” His touch sends shivers of longing up my legs. “So good.”

My slick-soaked panties have no hope, and they’re going to struggle to get my scent out of their bedding.

“You’re still running a little hot.” Ren touches my forehead before scooping up one of Laz’s many washcloths to dab my face. The smell of his wrist has me practically writhing.

“Hot,” I whine, trying not to drool. “So hot.”

His attempts with the cool cloth only seem to heighten my desire to be knotted here and now by all three men on the sofa.

“The heat patch should’ve begun to take effect by now.” Cole checks his watch. “How’re you feeling, Faye?”

“Like I really want a knot.”

Their knots, in particular.

Cole chuckles. “We’ll give you anything but that.”

I catch a whiff of Damon’s scent and feel the bitter sting of disappointment when I realize he isn’t there. I paw at the cushion behind me, hunting around for the source of his smell.

“More of this!” I’m rubbing my face into the soft material when I realize how demanding I sound. “Please?”

“I’ll be right back,” Cole promises, dashing off.

“How are your cramps?” Ren asks.

“A little better.”

They’re definitely easing, but I’m still so slicked up and know it’ll take more than a foot rub to give me the relief I crave.

Cole returns, holding up a sweaty, old T-shirt. “I got it out of Damon’s laundry basket.” He wrinkles his nose at it. “I don’t know whether this will⁠—”

“Give me!” I hold out my hands. Damon’s scent is exactly what I need. I’ve slept with his hoodie every night since we met. It’s a poor substitute for having him here, but it’ll do.

“I told you she has a feisty side.” Laz chortles and continues to lotion up my feet with his magic fingers, making me wonder what else they can do.

Cole watches as I bundle up and inhale the tee like I’m trying to suffocate in it. “Damon should be here.” He settles down next to me again. “What else can we do?”

“Can you … stay with me for a while? Maybe put something on the TV to distract me from the pain?”

And your knots, I think.

“Don’t worry, we’re not going anywhere,” Cole says as Laz picks a light-hearted comedy. “I contacted all our professors. We’re not leaving you.”

“Thank you,” I manage as drowsiness sweeps over me—a common side-effect from the patches. The deep yearning still bubbles inside me, but it’s becoming more muted as the tiredness takes hold.

“Take a nap if you want to,” Ren whispers, running his fingers through my hair as Laz tucks my feet away and puts a blanket over my legs. Cole’s hand dwarfs mine, anchoring me in place.

Feeling so comfortable between them, it’s easy to drift off, sending me into a world of fever dreams filled with the four Silverwood Pack alphas.


FOURTEEN
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She smells homey, like fresh clothes drying in a summer breeze. And also like wildflowers, a scent that when combined with her slick brings out another side to me. The warm vanilla and honeycomb smells are so sweet and decadent, making me want to dive between her thighs and devour her like a dessert.

Instead, I stay as still as I can, watching as she snuggles into Ren’s chest. I’d love to run my fingers through her golden hair, the highlights shining under the flickering fairy lights make it look almost auburn. Her pink heart-shaped lips part when she snores—a fact that I’m sure she’d be mortified about but I find adorable.

Upon arrival, she seemed terrified. She struggled to look at me initially, her fear-filled eyes ping-ponging everywhere as her lower lip trembled. I could sense that she was afraid to trust us, but she also desperately wanted to… or, at least that’s how I read her body language. And when she straight up started begging for a knot. Well, fuck.

Seeing her with Ren now makes my heart swell with pride. Ren has always struggled to find his place, to be truly comfortable with his designation. He once confided in me how he sometimes wished he was a beta because he didn’t feel like a true alpha. Then Belle came along and made him feel worse.

Belle was the last omega we considered as a potential match for our pack. She outwardly rejected him, refusing to join our pack if he remained part of it. She took what little confidence he had and crushed it beneath her heel.

However, I’m seeing a completely different side to him today, and it’s all thanks to the fragile omega who stumbled into his arms, marking him as her safe place. She brought out his protective instincts and forced him to step up. She’s exactly what he needs.

When Ren told us he’d found his scent match, I was sure he was mistaken. First, because scent matches are so rare. Second, I figured Ren—a hopeless romantic at heart—might have misread some signals. Yet the moment I saw her, I knew she was going to be ours. She is the omega we have been waiting for. Even Laz—who can barely stop joking around for two minutes—was running around the house like a chicken with his head cut off while trying to gather supplies to help her. I’ve never seen him care about an omega or what an omega thinks of him before today.

Her scent has wrapped itself around our hearts, and now she’s holding them in her tiny hands.

As a pack, we’re intrinsically linked. But because we’re all so different, I thought the chance of us finding an omega who could give us all what we need was slim to none. Hence why I’d opted for an arranged match with Belle. Belle’s father—a senator with significant influence—is friends with my dad, so it made sense on paper. Belle ticked all of my father’s boxes, and our match would have furthered his business interests. Unfortunately, she was arrogant, shallow, and cold. There was no romantic spark or ounce of attraction between any of us, and the way she treated Ren was just plain cruel.

So far, Faye seems like Belle’s total opposite, and I’m desperate to know more about the shy omega in our arms. I try to glean all I can from the information I have on hand. Her dress has been patched a few times. I can tell it’s been intricately handsewn back together, showing that she either prefers to fix things rather than throw them away or doesn’t have enough money to buy new ones. She seems to hate being an inconvenience and is super appreciative. I mean, she even cried at Laz’s thoughtfulness. All of which makes me think she needs a pack of alphas to treasure her and show her true care.

I want us to be those alphas.

“I told you,” Ren whispers. He’s obviously transfixed by her; he hasn’t taken his hands or eyes off of her for hours. I don’t blame him; there’s no denying that she’s stunning. She has an incredible body—petite yet curvy in all the right places with a small waist and plump breasts. A rosy glow blooms over her smooth, milky-white cheeks, her chocolate eyes seem wise beyond her years, and she has the cutest button nose that I want to kiss. “She’s incredible. Isn’t she?”

In her sleep, Faye stirs and reaches for my wrist. When she strokes my jumping pulse, I start reciting baseball stats in my head to stop myself from instantly getting hard. I don’t want her to wake up and think that she’s surrounded by a group of alphas who plan to take advantage of her.

“She’s…” I don’t want to get Ren’s hopes up yet. We don’t know whether Faye even wants to bond with a pack. “Certainly something.”

“You feel it too, don’t you? Our connection?” Ren doesn’t want to let this go.

Laz looks at me, hope filling his eyes. More than anyone, Laz wants and needs to be loved. He’s from a big, close family, and he is beyond ready for an omega to complete our pack. Unlike him, I’ve never known what it’s like to be surrounded by love, but every time we go to the Maverick house for holidays, I see the kind of family I’d like to have one day.

I don’t know my mother. She walked out when I was a baby and never looked back. Being the one, “true” heir to the Silverwood dynasty, Dad did what he thought was best for me. But he didn’t show me any real love. He made sure I received the highest-caliber education and the best of everything—clothes, vacations, toys—but all I ever really wanted was his time.

Unable to lie to my brothers, I confess, “Yes. I feel it too.”

Laz punches the air. “I knew it!”

Ren shushes him, and Laz mouths, “She’s our omega.”

“We don’t know her yet.” I drag my hand over my face. “We have to be cautious. We can’t blow this.”

“Cole’s right.” Ren’s nod causes Faye to stir in his arms. Once she’s snoring again, he continues. “Faye comes from a small town. She’s not used to being around people. Pack life may be too much for her. We can’t scare her off before she gets to know us.”

Laz tenderly covers her feet with the blanket, gazing up at her with complete adoration. All I’ve ever wanted for my brothers is for them to be truly seen and loved by a kind woman. Their happiness and safety are everything to me.

“But it’s a scent match!” Laz throws up his arms like that supersedes all else. “Why wouldn’t she want us?”

Ren rolls his eyes. “Typical Laz.”

“A scent match may not be enough for her,” I remind him, even though I already know that it’ll also crush me if we can’t make this omega ours. “And there’s still Damon to consider.”

Judging by his reaction earlier and how he stormed out, Faye isn’t the only one who’s likely to struggle with the consequences of what this match may mean.


FIFTEEN
Faye



“What’s she doing with that?” Damon’s angry voice rouses me. “That’s mine!”

“She needed it,” Cole hisses. “You should’ve been here!”

“We all know it’s better that I wasn’t,” Damon snaps.

“Shh.” Ren tries to silence him. “You’ll wake her.”

I keep my eyes squeezed shut, pretending to sleep.

“Look at the three of you! We don’t even know her!” Considering how loud he’s ranting, Damon is pissed. “She’s just a random omega who seems to know nothing about safety and keeps putting herself in dangerous situations that inconvenience us! Text me when she’s gone.”

His stomping fades away, followed by a slamming door. Shit! I can’t stay here. I still have some lingering cramps and uncomfortable prickling over my skin, but luckily, I can now think beyond my need for a knot.

A few seconds later, I feign waking.

Ren grins down at me. “Hello, beautiful.”

As lovely as it is to wake up in his arms, I’ve already outstayed my welcome. Damon’s made that quite clear. I sit upright and shuffle to the edge of the sofa. “I should go.”

“You don’t have to.” Ren’s face falls. “You’re welcome to stay.”

“I think it’s for the best. The patch is working; I’m feeling much better.” I scramble to my feet, already looking around for my shoes.

“Don’t you want to stay for dinner?” Laz offers. “I can order in whatever you’re craving.”

“Thank you.” I look down at my hands. “But I’ve already been enough of an inconvenience.”

I look up in time to see Ren frowning. “You heard Damon, didn’t you?”

“I really am sorry for everything.” I ignore his question. “You’ve all been so kind, but it’s time for me to go.”

“You’d never be an inconvenience, Faye,” Cole insists, but I don’t believe him. I’m sure they all had better things to do than babysit an omega through early heat onset.

“Ignore Damon,” Laz huffs out. “He acts like a dick, but he’s actually a teddy bear when you get to know him.” He must notice my look of disbelief because he then says, “Well, maybe not a teddy bear, but he’s not a total asshole.”

“He’s right, though,” I say. “You don’t even know me, and I’ve caused you nothing but trouble.”

“We may not know you properly yet.” Cole bends forward, elbows on his knees. “But we’d like to.”

“Really?” At my question, all three of them nod enthusiastically. “But I’m a mess. I keep going into heat whenever I see you, and you smell…” I sigh. “You all smell too good. I can’t describe it. It’s like⁠—”

“You can’t control yourself?” Ren finishes for me. “Like you can smell us from a mile away?”

“That your body seems to act of its own accord when we’re around?” Cole adds.

“And you feel really fucking horny.” Laz wiggles his eyebrows. “Like, more than you’ve ever felt in your life.”

“How do you…” I shake my head. “Is that normal?”

“Why don’t you sit back down?” Cole motions to the couch. As soon as I’m seated, I let him take my hand. When his fingers entwine with mine, my hammering heart slows. “We were talking while you were asleep. Ren has a theory, which I think may be right.”

“A theory?”

“We think you’re our scent match, Faye,” Ren says. “Our omega.”

“But…” My head is spinning. “We can’t be, can we? Scent matches are so rare.”

What are the chances of me meeting the alphas, who are my personal scent crack, within my first few weeks of starting SVU?

“I didn’t believe it at first. In fact, I didn’t even think scent matches truly existed,” Ren confesses. “Until we met you.”

“We?” I’ve only known Cole for mere hours, and every time I’ve met Laz, I’ve either screamed in his face or cried. “You all think so?”

“Hell yes,” Laz replies without missing a beat, his tone reverberating with unwavering confidence.

“We’d like to get to know you better. If you’ll let us?” Cole squeezes my hand. “No strings, no catch. Whatever this connection is that we’re all feeling, we’d like to try to understand it.”

My thoughts are whirring a thousand miles per hour. Almost as fast as my life is changing. I’ve gone from sleeping in a tiny bedroom above Blooming Brew to becoming a Stella to narrowly stopping my heat with the sexiest alphas I’ve ever seen who now claim we’re scent matches?

“I need to go.” This is all too much. “I… I… I need…”

“You need time to think.” Cole nods in understanding. “That’s okay. We’ll be here whenever you want to talk. There’s no rush. We’re not going anywhere. We’ve been waiting years to find our omega.”

“Thank you for … everything.” I jump up from the sofa, thinking I may die of embarrassment when I see the slick patch I’ve left behind. “I’m s-sorry for the mess.”

“You have nothing to worry about.” Laz laughs. “That’s liquid fucking gold, Faye. We’ll be fighting over who gets to clean that up when you’re gone.”

He’s gotta be joking, right?

“A car is waiting for you outside.” Cole stands to join me. He’s 6’4” and makes me feel tiny by comparison. “Our driver, Frank, will take you back to Stella House.”

“It’s okay, I can walk,” I say. “You’ve done enough for me already.”

“You are not walking home,” Cole insists. His don’t even question me look makes me think twice about arguing. “It’s too dangerous.”

Laz licks his lips. “Especially when you smell like melted honeycomb and ice cream.”

“Cole’s right,” Ren says softly. “You’ll be safe with Frank.”

“I’ve already put all your things in the trunk,” Cole adds.

I nod dazedly, unsure of what to say next. “I guess this is goodbye, then.”

Laz winks. “For now.”

“We hope to see you again soon, Faye,” Cole says as Ren takes my hand to lead me out.

He pauses at the front door and kisses my cheek, sending an electric shock through me.

“I’ll text you later, if that’s okay?” He doesn’t give me the chance to respond before continuing. “I hope you don’t mind, but Sabs gave me your number.”

With serotonin flooding my brain, all I can do is nod before stumbling down the path to their waiting car, where an older man—presumably Frank—is waiting for me. He’s in his late sixties or early seventies with plenty of wrinkles and twinkling eyes. He’s a beta who smells faintly of peppermint and Old Spice. He’s the opposite of what I expected the Silverwood’s driver to be like, yet I instantly like him.

“You must be Miss Faye!” He bows when he sees me. “I’m Frank, at your service.”

He rushes to open the car door. I’m about to tell him I can get it myself, but he seems so excited that I stay quiet.

“Get yourself comfortable, little lady!” He has a thick, warm Southern accent. “I’ve been given strict instructions to get you back to Stella House safely. Miss Sabrina will be pleased to see you.”

Once we’re all buckled in, Frank sets off, launching straight into conversation. “I’ve known Miss Sabrina since she was real small. A talker, that one. She’d take on any alpha in a fight. Oh, ho! And I’ve seen her fight. Scrappy young thing she was growing up in a house of boys. She’d beat ‘em all!” Frank has an easy way about him; I could listen to him talk about nothing all day. I also get the sense that he’s incredibly perceptive, that he’s talking to put me at ease, which is working. “Oh, the fights they had! Let me tell you!”

“It’s so cool that you’ve known Sabrina and Laz for such a long time.”

“Cole too.” The skin around his eyes crinkles when I meet his gaze in the rearview mirror. “Laz and Cole were best friends in school. Thick as thieves, those two. I never had my own family, see. I worked for the Mavericks for years, so when Mr. Silverwood—Cole—started college, he offered me a new position. I was ready for a change. My wife died a few years back—some painful memories in that place, you know? I wanted a fresh start and, between you and me, who else would hire an ancient fossil like me?”

Hearing Frank’s story only makes me think more highly of Cole. He could have hired anyone, but he wanted to help this sweet, old widower.

“You’re only as old as you feel,” I say. “Or so my gram tells me.”

“Your gram sounds like a wise woman, little lady!” Frank flashes me a toothy smile, drumming his hands on the steering wheel. “I don’t feel a day over thirty when I’m behind the wheel. You know, you’re the first girl Mr. Silverwood has asked me to drive anywhere. Unless you count Miss Sabrina, that is.”

“Really?” I shouldn’t be digging for information, but I’m surprised. “None?”

I saw how other women reacted to them at the club. The Silverwood alphas are gorgeous. I assumed they had women falling at their feet.

Frank chuckles. “There’s more to the Silverwood Pack than meets the eye, little lady. They have kind hearts. Loyal to the bone, they are. Couldn’t find a better pack anywhere. You’re lucky to have them.” He winks at me. “And I’m not just saying that because they pay my wages either.”

“Oh, we’re not…” I turn my head to look out my window, avoiding the inquisitive eyes that when not on the road, are studying me. “I mean, we’ve just…”

Frank laughs, a hearty laugh right from his stomach, as we come to a stop at the Omega Village gates. When he lowers the window to have a quick chat with Margie, sparing me from having to explain, the muscles in my shoulders loosen.

“Even an old fruitcake like me needs special permission to come through here,” he says as we pass through the open barrier. “Look there.” He points at Stella House. “It’s Miss Sabrina!”

Sabs races down the steps to greet us and wrenches the door happen.

“You’re in safe hands now, little lady.” Frank turns then tips his cap at me. “You take care of yourself. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you.”

“It was nice to meet you,” I reply as Sabs hauls me out into a hug.

“Faye!” She squeezes me so tight that I can hardly breathe. “I’ve been worried sick! Laz called me in a panic, blathering about towels or something. I’ve never heard him like that before. I barely understood what he was saying! Are you okay?”

“I… I think so,” I squeak. “The heat patches worked. Thank God.”

She finally releases me, enabling oxygen to flood into my lungs.

“Do you want to be alone?” she asks, leading me inside. “Kady and Delilah are both upstairs in the den. We thought you might want some company. I know whenever I’m coming down after a heat, I’m exhausted but want to be close to people.”

Prior to SVU, I’d have thought being alone would be my preference. However, being surrounded by the Stellas is exactly what I need right now.

“Let’s go upstairs.”

In the cuddle den, there seems to be even more blankets and cushions than usual. Lavender candles are burning, intermingling with the scent of the Stella sister balm that always hangs in this space, creating a Zen vibe. It’s like weight is lifted off my shoulders when I see Delilah and Kady lounging around, snacking on freshly baked cookies. Delilah jumps up when she sees me.

“Faye!” Delilah fusses around me like a mother hen. “Come sit here. It’s so comfortable.”

She pushes me onto a giant, lilac beanbag that melds to my body as I sink into it. Kady drapes a fluffy blanket over me, then we all get comfortable.

“Drink this.” Kady passes me a water bottle. “It’s full of electrolytes and vitamins to hydrate you. Those heat patches make you thirsty with a capital T.”

“Thank you.” Now that she mentions it, my mouth and tongue feel like coarse sandpaper. After taking a glug, I feel instant relief. “Much better.”

“I feel awful, Faye.” Kady turns to face me. “It’s all my fault. I recommended those suppressants. They’ve never failed me before, but I already have a letter of complaint ready to⁠—”

“It’s not your fault,” I interrupt before she decides to file a lawsuit and put the manufacturer out of business. “I don’t think the suppressants are the problem.”

A shadow falls over Kady’s features, and Delilah leans in closer, playing with my hair, which helps calm me further.

Should I tell them that the Silverwood Pack thinks we’re scent matches? I need to speak to someone about it, but Laz is Sabs’s brother. Will she find it weird or be mad?

“Are you allergic to them?” Kady asks. “Did you throw up after taking them? Sometimes that can have an impact.”

I shake my head. “No, it’s nothing like that.”

“Oh boy.” Delilah exhales slowly, a knowing smile playing on her lips like she can read my mind. “I had a feeling you might be.”

“Might be, what?” Sabs asks. “What’re you talking about?”

Delilah arches one feathery eyebrow in my direction, like she has a secret, but her smile reassures me that this is a safe place.

“The Silverwood Pack seem to think that, maybe, I may be their…” I struggle to get the words past the lump in my throat. “They think I’m their scent match.”

Sabs squeals, falling off her cushion with a thud. “They what?!”

“I knew it!” Delilah claps her hands. “I picked up on your chemistry at the costume party.”

“Heat suppressants have been known to fail around scent matches.” Kady nods, putting everything together. “Obviously, it’s rare, but it explains why you went into heat unexpectedly.”

“I don’t know what to think.” I rub my temples. “Are scent matches even real?”

“Of course they are,” Delilah says. “Bree, our last Stella sister, had one. She says they’re more powerful than anything.”

“Let’s be rational about this. There could be another explanation.” Kady jumps in, eager to approach the matter scientifically. Her analytical mind is exactly what I need. “None of them were there the first time you had a heat spike in the greenhouse, right?”

“Actually, Ren was in the greenhouse with me. I didn’t say anything at the time because I was embarrassed.” I cringe. “On my way back from the greenhouse, I ran into Laz here, but I didn’t read into it. I’d only just met them. But they all seem pretty convinced by it.”

“Hold up, a second!” Sabs has been uncharacteristically quiet until this point. “You and the Silverwoods? You and my brother?!”

“I’m so sorry, Sabs.” I’ve been bracing myself for her reaction. “Is that weird?”

“Weird?” She guffaws. “I mean, I don’t want to hear about any of the sordid details because ew! But this is amazing! If you were the Silverwood’s omega, we’d basically be family.”

She seems even more excited than I am.

“Slow down, Sabs.” Kady tsks. “We don’t even know what Faye thinks yet.” She turns her attention back to me. “Do you think you’re a scent match, Faye?”

“I don’t even know them.” I shrug. “I mean, they smell amazing, and I can’t really describe what it’s like when we’re together. It’s like some kind of invisible force is pulling us together.”

“And they helped you through your heat.” Delilah waggles her eyebrows. “How was it? Sex during heat is pretty great anyway, but with your scent matches, they say it’s out of this world.”

“Spare me the dirty details!” Sabs covers her ears.

“Actually…” I gaze at the sparkling lights, wringing my hands. “We didn’t do anything. Well, not like that anyway. They just stayed with me. I guess Laz did give me a foot rub⁠—”

“A foot rub?” Kady’s jaw drops. “That’s it?”

“It was a good one,” I reply, coming to Laz’s defense. “But they didn’t want to take advantage, even if I was a little needy.” I cover my face with a cushion at the memory of me begging for their knots.

“They’re good guys,” Sabs says proudly.

“It wouldn’t have been easy for an alpha to deny their scent match during heat.” Kady nods. “Pretty impressive.”

“Are you going to see them again soon?” Delilah asks.

“I really don’t know what comes next. I do want to see them again, but it’s just a lot to process. I never expected this to happen.”

“They won’t pressure you.” Sabs takes my hand. “Although they’re a pain in the ass sometimes, they’ll go at your pace. However slow or fast you want to take it.”

Her reassuring words make me smile. “Thanks for talking it out with me.”

We’ve only known each other for a few weeks, but I already feel like we’ve been friends forever. They’re all unique. Sabs is bold and not afraid to say what she thinks. She inspires me to do crazy things and just have fun. Kady’s super intelligent, yet she cares deeply for those she loves and is a person you’d want in your corner when things get tough because she’ll fight for what’s right. Delilah is the most similar to me. Her compassionate nature makes her empathetic and incredibly sensitive to others’ emotions, making it easy for her to know what to do to make them feel better.

“Whatever happens, we’ll be here for you,” Sabs promises.

“You know, you probably should be prepared for another heat,” Kady remarks. “From what I know about scent matches, your heat could strike any time you’re around them, so you’ll need to be armed with patches.”

“My gram could make me something to help,” As soon as the words leave me, my heart sinks. “But I can’t tell her yet. Not about this.” I grimace at the thought. “She’s not exactly a fan of alphas.”

Delilah tilts her head to the side thoughtfully. “She’s not an omega too?”

Designations often run in families, but it’s not always the case, especially with omegas as they’re so rare.

“No,” I answer her. “My mom was the first omega in our family. Mom’s dad was an alpha traveler who passed through town, so we don’t know much about his side of the family. Good riddance, or so Gram says.”

“So that’s why she doesn’t like alphas,” Kady infers.

“That’s one reason, but there’s more to it than that. It’s complicated.” After speaking to them about the Silverwoods, I feel ready to open up to them fully. “A pack of alphas murdered my parents.”

Delilah’s eyes fill with tears as she lunges for my free hand. Sabs squeezes my fingers tightly, and Kady gasps in horror.

“I’m so sorry, Faye,” Sabs murmurs. “I knew you got a little jumpy around alphas, but if I’d understood why, I never would’ve pushed you to come to the costume party.”

“Don’t be silly. I wanted to go,” I try to reassure her. “It happened a long time ago, when I was a baby. Mom was an omega, and Dad was a beta. A drunk pack came through Clover Hollow one night. They got aggressive when they caught Mom’s scent. My dad stepped in to protect her, then things got out of control.”

“That’s awful.” Sabs looks horror-stricken. “I’m so sorry, Faye.”

“My mom died when I was five.” Kady gently pats my knee. “Cancer.” She shakes her head sadly. “Losing a parent is hard, but to lose them in the way you did… I can’t even imagine."

“They caught the pack who did it, but them spending their lives in prison doesn’t bring them back.” I’ve carried around grief my entire life, so I’ve almost become numb to it. “Although I don’t remember either of them, Gram talks about them all the time and how in love they were. I think she secretly hoped I’d be a beta like my father. It would have made my life easier,” I sigh. “Gram has always done her best to protect me. She was worried about me coming to SVU and being around so many alphas, but I persuaded her that this was something I needed to do. How am I supposed to tell her I may have found a potential pack already?”

“You don’t have to tell her until you’re ready and you’re sure of what you want,” Kady comments. “You need time to figure this out.”

“I can’t imagine how scary it must have been coming here for you,” Delilah squeezes my hand. “You’re so strong.”

“I don’t feel it.” I blow out a long breath. “I don’t even know how I’m supposed to act around the Silverwoods now. There’s no rule book for this, and packs have scared me until now.”

“I’ve been around alphas my entire life. Good alphas, like my dads and the Silverwood Pack,” Sabs says. “True alphas only want to protect and care for their omega. You’ll see that for yourself; the Silverwood’s will treat you like a queen, if you let them.”

“Damon wouldn’t,” I scoff. “He can’t stand being around me.”

“Typical Damon. He doesn’t know what’s good for him.” Sabs runs a hand through her red tresses in exasperation. “He acts tough, but he’s been through a lot. He needs someone like you even more than the others. Someone who will care for him, and someone he can take care of.”

“You didn’t see him, Sabs.” The bitter taste of rejection sits sour on my tongue. Even though the more intense emotions that came with my heat have tapered off, his earlier tirade still stings. “He was furious.”

“I saw how he looked at you at the costume party.” Delilah nuzzles into my shoulder. “A look like that doesn’t lie. He wants you, even if he’s not ready to admit it.”

I flop back onto the blankets, staring up at the ceiling while wondering what the Silverwood Pack is thinking right now. Are they feeling as lost and confused as I am?


SIXTEEN
Damon



Our scent match? They can’t be serious. Sure, Faye smells amazing—the type of amazing that means I’d tear off anyone’s limbs who so much as looked at her in the wrong way—but we don’t even know her. And she doesn’t know what she’d be getting into, especially with me.

I’m dangerous.

Walking into the pack house and being confronted by the smell of her slick filling the air, consuming every part of our space, practically knocked me off my feet. Seeing her snuggling into Ren and Cole, rubbing her face into my sweaty gym shirt, was enough to make me almost come in my pants.

I had to use every ounce of my self-control to stop myself from launching across the room and sinking my teeth into her delicate little neck.

Someone like Faye—so attractive, fragile, and vulnerable—isn’t safe around an alpha like me. I’d ruin and destroy her. She deserves better. Someone who isn’t a total fuck up. Someone who won’t hurt her.

Still, physical distance doesn’t stop her from haunting my thoughts. Like the group chat, it feels like my brain is blowing up:

COLE
She’s back at Stella House.




LAZ
Do you think she’d like blueberry or chocolate muffins best?



Chocolate, obviously. I don’t respond, though.

REN
I could send her a bouquet of forget-me-not’s? She’ll appreciate the meaning behind them.




Across the street, an argument breaks out between two rival, first year packs.

“Break it up,” I roar as I flash them my security badge.

I’m off-duty now but carry my badge everywhere. I work as a campus security guard part-time. Collectively, the Silverwood Pack has plenty of money, so I don’t have to work, yet I choose to. I didn’t come from wealth like the others. Where I grew up, you had to work your ass off to get anywhere in life, so I’ll always want to pay my way. Plus, my security job counts toward extra credit, and I sleep better at night knowing I’m helping keep omegas on campus safe. Omegas like Faye.

“What’re you gonna do about it, grandad?” one young buck calls back.

I’m only a few years older than them, but it feels like decades. And cocky little fucks like him get my back up. Teaching him a lesson he won’t forget would be the ideal way to release my frustration.

“What am I going to do about it?” I charge at him, grab him by the scruff of his shirt, then throw him to the ground like the piece of trash he is. “I’ll show you what I’m going to do⁠—”

“Damon!” Lucky for the punk buck, Rook, a fellow security guard, steps in. He yanks me back before addressing the cowering alpha on the floor who’s suddenly lost his bravado. “Scram, kid. And next time, behave yourself. Okay?”

Cursing under his breath, the young alpha jumps up and smooths down his shirt, trying to pretend he’s not fazed by me putting him flat on his ass. I don’t bother trying to stifle my growl. If he wants more, then I’ll show him more.

“Easy, pussycat.” Rook grabs my jacket to hold me back. “Let him go. You want to keep your job, don’t you?”

Our boss, Orin, has a zero-violence policy. Much to my dismay, that means we have to use the bare minimum amount of force to maintain safety, and we have to keep our noses clean in order to stay on the team.

I shrug him off roughly. “Get off me.”

“What’s going on?” Rook’s unruly, dark eyebrows lower, transforming his usually relaxed expression as he rubs his beard. “You look like you wanna kill someone. If I hadn’t shown up…”

Rook is part of the Whitlock Pack. He’s a decent guy, who is also majoring in criminal justice. Aside from my pack, he’s my best friend—not that I’ll tell him that. I’d never hear the end of it.

“I’m fine,” I snap. Do I look like I need a babysitter? “I had the situation under control.”

Rook knows better than to argue with me, though both of us know I’m lying. I’ll thank him another time after I’ve cooled off.

“You need to get your shit together, pussycat.” His nickname for me only winds me up more. “Leave the young alphas to me today, okay?”

I push past him. “Outta my way.”

The truth is, Faye has gotten under my skin. This is why I never wanted to find an omega in the first place. Not one that I cared about anyway. Ren has always been a romantic, Laz craves an omega to pamper, and Cole’s been looking for someone to complete us. He thinks that having an omega will solidify our pack. Cole’s fathers attempt to match us with Belle—the devil incarnate—ended in disaster. But I’d rather we had a pack omega like Belle than someone like Faye. Someone I may actually want. I couldn’t live with myself if I hurt her.

I stalk back to the pack house, barking at any young alpha who gets under my feet.

At home, the entire place stinks of her. Or maybe her scent has seeped into my skin. Wherever it’s coming from, I need it gone.

Laz arches an eyebrow. “You finally decided to come back, then.”

He, Cole, and Ren are sitting around on the sofa, almost exactly where I left them, except there’s now a gaping hole where she was. How is it possible that, after only a few hours, this place no longer seems complete without her?

“We need to talk.” Great. Cole’s using his no-bullshit pack leader voice that he reserves for serious situations.

“I’m not in the mood.” I roll my neck.

I roll my eyes at Ren’s dreamy expression. If he was a cartoon character, his eyes would be full of hearts. “Faye’s the one,” he sighs wistfully.

“Just because one omega finally shows you a bit of attention doesn’t mean she’s the one!”

That was low, especially after what happened with Belle and knowing how badly it affected Ren, but I couldn’t stop myself. I’ll add guilt to the heaping pile of emotional shit I feel.

“Ignore him, Ren.” Laz glares at me. “It’s just Damon being Damon.”

“What’s that supposed to mean, huh?”

“Enough,” Cole growls. “We’re not fighting about this.”

“So what do you want me to do? Help you pick out where you want your bond mark? She’s a fucking liability!” I recall how I caught her wandering around alone at night. “You may all think she’s your scent match, but I want nothing to do with it.”

“Tell me you don’t feel it,” Cole challenges me, standing and drawing himself up to full height. “If you can honestly say that you don’t feel the connection too, then I’ll drop it.”

He’s lucky he’s our pack leader, or I’d clock him right now. Although that doesn’t mean I like him much right now, especially because I know he’s right.

“I’m going for a ride.” I grab my motorcycle helmet. “Don’t wait up.”

It’s easy for them to be excited. Finding an omega is one thing, let alone your fucking scent match. This is my worst nightmare. It’s best for everyone if I stay the hell away from her, even if every instinct in my body wants to draw her closer.


SEVENTEEN
Faye



A few days have passed since my heat onset, and I’m still wiped from having to use the patches. Although they’re super effective, they really mess with your hormones. I haven’t even been able to attend my classes. Kady kindly contacted Professor Grub, and my other course leaders, to arrange for notes to be sent over, so I haven’t fallen behind. Thankfully, they’ve been researching ashwagandha in health botany, which I’m already familiar with.

“Special delivery for Faye Nightingale!” Delilah sings, staggering under the weight of a large box that she plonks in the middle of the dining table where me and Kady are eating breakfast.

Kady laughs. “Those alphas have it bad.”

“Another one?” I gasp. “I don’t get why they keep sending me gifts.”

“Alphas are supposed to spoil omegas.” Kady rolls her eyes. I thought that was just something they did in the movies. “It’s all part of the fun! Make the most of it.”

Aside from a few texts from Ren to check that I’m doing okay and assuring me that they will follow my lead, the guys have kept their distance. However, every day a new gift has arrived.

First, I got a one-eyed, blue, balding bear stuffed animal from Laz named Mr. Snuggles. Sabs freaked out when she saw it because, apparently, Laz hasn’t been able to sleep without it since he was a kid. Along with it was a goofy cartoon of the bear—which was very well done—as well as a note that read:

He’ll keep you company at night! Hope you’re feeling better.

PS. Sorry about freaking out! I promise, I’ll try not to make you cry again.

The following day, a care package from Cole was delivered. It included everything that an omega coming down off a heat could want: hot cocoa, muffins, scented bubble bath, and a gorgeous striped blanket in four different colors. Each color represents and smells like a different member of the pack. Although, to my disappointment, the green section smelled of nothing, signaling that Damon hasn’t changed his mind. Despite Damon’s lack of representation, it was a thoughtful gift. I still can’t believe Cole went through all that trouble for me. The note inside it read:

I thought this may help if you’re still struggling. We’re here when you want to talk. ~Cole.

“Go on!” Delilah encourages me, nudging the box in my direction. “Open it.”

I tear open the box to find a wooden crate. Inside it are small glass jars full of various rare herbs along with a stunning mortar and pestle made from crystal resin that’s flecked with tiny shreds of lavender. This is incredible. I’ll use it all the time!

Nestled among the jars is a small piece of parchment, inviting me to meet him later today. It has the address of a cafe on the edge of campus, which he claims is the best place for tea.

“Ren wants to meet up,” I tell the girls, nervous butterflies fluttering in my stomach.

“Well?” Delilah squeaks. “Are you gonna?”

Spending time apart has given me a chance to research scent matches. The more I’ve read, the more I have to agree that everything seems to line up—the way I feel when I’m with them, how we seem to be drawn together, the effect their touch has on me… The Silverwood’s have embedded themselves under my skin, and as overwhelming as it may be, I can’t avoid them forever. Out of the guys, Ren is who I know best and feel most comfortable with, so meeting him alone seems like a good place to start.

“I think I’ll go.” I place my new goodies back in the crate.

“Double your dose of suppressants today.” Kady smirks. “If you need one of us to come save you, just drop a black heart emoji in our chat, and we’ll be right there to kick some knot-head butt.“

I laugh. “I thought you didn’t condone violence?”

“I don’t.” She sets down her fork. “Under normal circumstances.”

“Don’t underestimate Kady,” Delilah chuckles. “Did you know that she’s trained in three martial arts?”

My jaw drops. With her willowy figure, I could’ve imagined her being a ballerina.

“My dad insisted on me taking lessons.” Kady shrugs. “Being a Sinclair is dangerous, and I don’t want to rely on an alpha bodyguard to protect me.”

“What’ve I missed?” Sabs glides in. Having just returned from her morning exercise class, she swipes a cooling cupcake off the counter. “You’ve outdone yourself again, Del.” She licks a smidge of pink icing from the corner of her mouth. “I’ve totally earned this. Hot yoga kicked my ass today.”

“I don’t know why you put yourself through it.” Kady wrinkles her nose. “I’d rather eat pineapples on a pizza than sweat while doing downward dog.”

“We all know pineapples belong on pizza!” Sabs argues.

“Not this again! I’ve already told you it works. The combination of the sweet and salty is,” Delilah makes a chef’s kiss motion, “Faye, what’s your opinion?”

“I’m staying out of it.” I play it safe, rising from the table. “I need to change.”

“She’s meeting Ren,” Delilah says for Sabs’s benefit.

“Oooooh!” Sabs teases. “Excited for your date?”

“It’s not a date.” I take my empty cereal bowl to the sink. “It’s just coffee.”

Sabs winks. “Sure, it’s not.”

I grab a cupcake then disappear upstairs to get ready. After changing outfits multiple times, I finally settle on a thrifted blue dress with a sunflower pattern—cute and casual without trying too hard. I tie my hair into a loose braid that falls to my waist then grab my purse, triple-checking I’ve got heat patches in case they’re needed, before heading out into the late morning sun.

Even though I left extra early, Ren is already waiting outside when I arrive at the Tea House. He looks great in his gray shirt, rolled up to the elbows with a cute black sweater vest over the top. Only he can make a sweater vest look hot. He’s holding an enormous stack of books. Plus, the brown, well-worn satchel slung over his shoulder is bulging at the seams, presumably from the number of books stuffed inside there too. His mouth breaks into a wide grin as soon as he sees me.

“Faye!” In his excitement, he loses grip on the books, sending them tumbling. I rush over to help retrieve them. “Sorry,” he mumbles, pushing his falling glasses back up his nose. “I guess I was just happy to see you.”

Our fingertips brush as I hand him back his copy of Pride and Prejudice, and it feels like an electric shock zaps all the air from my lungs. He releases a fresh burst of pheromones, showing that he feels it too. Our connection.

I jerk my hand away and stand. As well as my usual scent-blocking panties, I’m wearing two scent liners. This will be an excellent test of how well they hold up.

“What do you think of it?” I motion to the book. Books are a safe topic, right?

“It’s good so far.” He tilts his head, regarding me. “But I’m not sure about their relationship. Why is he acting like a total ass?”

“That’s the best bit. Well, not him being an ass, but the slow burn,” I explain. “The yearning, the way he tries to ignore their attraction, and how she’s determined not to like him. It’s obvious he wants her even more than she wants him, but he’s afraid to let himself admit it.”

“Damon sounds a lot like Mr. Darcy,” Ren murmurs before changing the subject. “Do you like to read?”

I nod. “It rains a lot in Clover Hollow, so there’s not much else to do. There’s nothing better than curling up by the fire with a good book.”

“And here I thought you couldn’t get any more perfect.” Ren’s compliment has heat racing to my cheek . He jerks his head toward the Tea House. “Shall we go inside?”

Nodding, he holds the door open for me, then we head inside. It’s a small, intimate cafe with a rustic treehouse-like vibe. My mouth waters at the smell of freshly ground coffee and steeped herbs hanging in the air. The place is quite inviting, with all the books and plants lining the walls and the cozy nooks to sit in.

“It’s so lovely,” I say as I take it all in. This will definitely be a regular haunt for me.

There are plenty of students inside, but it doesn’t feel too packed, and I’m pretty sure Ren is the only alpha in here, which puts me at ease.

Ren points at the menu board. “What would you like?”

There’s so much to choose from. There are coffee beans from all over the world as well as a variety of tea blends. Not only do they have every type of milk you can think of, but they also have cool-sounding foams.

A friendly-looking beta smiles at us. “What’s it going to be?”

Ren orders a Guatemalan Antigua coffee then turns to me.

“I’ll go with a chai with cinnamon sprinkles, please.” I ruffle around in my purse.

“Why don’t you find us a table?” Ren suggests. “I’ll pay.”

“It’s okay,” I insist, retrieving my wallet before settling my bill. “I’m happy to pay for my own.”

“I’ll bring your drinks over when they’re ready,” the smiley barista says before turning to start up the machine.

“This place is amazing.” I scan the cafe, noting the adorable wind chimes hanging by the window as we get comfortable in a quiet alcove with a red cushy sofa.

Ren’s entire posture has shifted. It’s like he’s shrunk in on himself, his shoulders slouched, and the sparkle in his gray-blue eyes gone. Maybe it’s nerves?

“There are so many books here,” I continue blathering like an idiot, worried that I said something to upset him. “I can see some classics, and look at all the cookbooks! Delilah would love them. I’ll have to tell her they’re here.”

Ren nods along as I talk, but his smile doesn’t meet his eyes.

The barista brings over our drinks.

“Mmm.” The first sip is heavenly. “This may be the best chai I’ve ever had.”

Ren says nothing.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “You seem a little … off.”

His scent has dulled; his dreamy Earl Grey aroma has lost some of its usual potency and smells a bit like dry grass.

“I…” His gaze hones in on the bottom of his coffee cup. “Sorry, I guess I just assumed that this was a date. If I made you uncomfortable when I said you were perfect⁠—”

“What?” Shocked, I recoil. Am I missing something? “You didn’t make me uncomfortable. I thought this was a date.”

“But you didn’t let me buy your drink.”

I frown. “I don’t understand.”

“Alphas are supposed to spoil their omega. It’s what we do.” His shoulders almost touch his earlobes. “Usually, if an omega isn’t interested in an alpha, they’ll pay for themselves.”

Shit. I was only being polite, but I’ve really upset him. Unable to stop myself, I reach across the table for his hand, desperate to take away the pain smeared over his face. Especially knowing that I’m the one responsible for putting it there.

“That’s not why I offered to pay for myself,” I say emphatically. “I’ve never really been around alphas before. I didn’t want you to think I was a gold digger who is taking advantage of your kindness. You already sent me the most amazing gift.”

“Really?” He meets my gaze, but the doubt in his tone makes me think he doesn’t believe me. “You don’t have to spare my feelings.”

“I’m not trying to spare your feelings.” I squeeze his hand. “I want to be here. With you. On a date.”

“I’d understand if you changed your mind.” He hangs his head again. “Omegas aren’t normally interested in me.”

I don’t know what’s made him so self-conscious, but I want to change that. He’s a hot nerd with a big heart. Who wouldn’t be interested in him?

“Well, they’re crazy,” I tell him. “And if you’re questioning whether I’m interested, then you need to remember what happened when we were together in the library.”

At the memory, the wrinkles creasing Ren's forehead disappear. But as he sips his coffee, I sense he’s still a little unsure by how his knee bobs up and down.

I eye the delicious-looking pastries on the counter. “You know, I am feeling a little hungry.”

“I can get you something to eat.” He takes the bait instantly. “What would you like?”

“You choose.” I smile at him. “Surprise me.”

His chest puffs out with pride as he stands to order, striding away with a confident determination. When he returns, he’s carrying a plate filled with apricot-stuffed croissants, pains au chocolat, and sugar-dusted blueberry turnovers.

“Thank you … alpha.”

Ren’s eyes light up with a different kind of hunger. A hunger that undresses me with one look and makes me want to explore this quiet bookworm’s secret wild side. To distract myself, I sink my teeth into a croissant, sending buttery flakes flying everywhere.

Ren loosens the top button of his shirt and pulls on it, like he’s having a hot flush. “How have you been since I last saw you?”

“Better,” I say after swallowing. “I’m sorry about what happened, though.”

“You have nothing to apologize for.” Ren’s kind eyes and genuine tone tell me he means what he says. “Although I hated you being in so much pain, I’m glad I was the one who was with you when it happened. It helped bring us all together. You know, we’d given up on looking for an omega until you stumbled into our lives.”

My stomach lurches. “So you’ve looked for an omega before?” The thought of anyone else being part of the Silverwood pack makes me feel physically sick.

“Not in the way you’re thinking.” Ren rushes to reply. “We never joined a matching service or went to speed scenting.”

“Speed scenting?” I wipe my hands on a napkin. “What’s that?”

“It’s basically getting a group of omegas and alphas together to sniff each other’s dirty laundry. It’s as terrible as it sounds.” Ren shudders. “On a biological level, every alpha wants an omega to take care of. Cole’s dad tried to set us up with a senator’s omega daughter. Her name was Belle. We only met a few times, and we could hardly stand to be in the same room as her. She smelled like pine-fresh toilet cleaner.” His nose wrinkles. “But bonding with her would have helped Cole’s dad’s business, so we would have gone ahead with it.”

“Really?” I’m stunned. “You’d have bonded with someone because it helped a business?”

I’ve read online about how unbonded alphas grow more unruly and competitive over time because of their unmet needs, which is why many are so eager to find an omega. So eager that many packs choose to bond out of convenience instead of love, but I’m still stunned that the Silverwood Pack would consider it.

“It’s more common than you think.” Ren takes a thoughtful sip of his coffee. “None of us truly believed in scent matches, and we’d have been doing Cole’s dad a favor, but there was a problem.”

“What happened?”

Ren leans forward, elbows resting on the table. “Well, you’ll find out eventually. I guess it’s best if you hear it from me.” He takes a deep breath. “I was the problem.”

“Because you refused to bond with her?”

Based on what I learned back home, when an omega bonds to every alpha in a pack, it also solidifies the connection between the alphas.

“Not quite.” Ren laughs scornfully. “Belle refused to bond with the Silverwood Pack if I was part of it. She said she couldn’t be part of a pack with such a…” He winces. “Weak alpha.”

I’m not angry by nature, but I’m glad Belle isn’t around right now because I don’t know what I’d do. She’s completely decimated Ren’s confidence. Asking a pack to throw him out is like asking a family to abandon a child.

“Obviously, Cole refused.” Ren’s eyes are full of a lingering sadness. “Cole’s dad wasn’t happy. The whole situation was a mess. I offered to leave the pack to make it easier for everyone, but Cole wouldn’t let me.”

“Anyone who doesn’t want you in their pack is the one who’s missing out.” I unclench my fists. “Any omega would be lucky to have you.”

“You’re probably the only omega to say that.” The corners of Ren’s lips twitch upward. “When we met in the greenhouse, I felt an instant connection. But I didn’t want to get my hopes up after what happened with Belle or make a fool of myself by saying that I thought we were a scent match. Plus, why would an omega as kind and beautiful as you be interested in someone like me?”

His honesty and vulnerability only makes me like him more, strengthening my determination to make sure he never feels like second best again.

“I can’t lie and say this whole scent match thing isn’t difficult to process, but there are two things I want you to know.” I take his hand. “First, you will never be a disappointment to me. You’ve been nothing but smart, kind, and funny since the moment we met. Second, I’ve never thought about joining a pack before, but now, I couldn’t imagine ever being part of one without you in it.”

His scent intensifies, consuming me like a warm hug. I shuffle closer to snuggle against him. I nuzzle into his neck, instinctively scent marking him. Mine, my inner omega cries. My alpha.

“Sorry!” I pull back, shocked at myself. “That was rude. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

“Faye.” His breathy voice makes me tingle in places that definitely shouldn’t be tingling in a coffee shop. “You know, marking me like that will make me never want to shower again.”

“Good.” I smile victoriously. “Then all the other omegas will know that you’re mine.” The words come out before I can stop them. What’s wrong with me today? “Sorry. That sounded a little … possessive.”

“You can lay your scent on me whenever you want. I’ll wear it proudly.” Ren strokes my head. “I can’t believe we found you.” His phone beeps from somewhere in his satchel. “I’ll ignore it.” However, a flood of messages keeps coming.

“You should get that,” I say. “I don’t mind.”

He huffs but checks it.

“It’s Cole and Laz. They want to know how you’re doing.” He grins. “Do you mind if I send them a photo for proof of life? They’re going a little crazy.”

“Uh, sure. But only if you’re in it too.”

His eyes widen in shock before he opens the camera app on his cell. He takes a smiling photo of us both raising our mugs then hits send. Immediately, there’s an influx of texts to his Silverwood Pack group chat.

“I’ll silence it until later.” He tucks the phone into his pocket. “I’m going to enjoy teasing them about how good you smell.”

We spend the rest of our afternoon sampling the tea menu, eating so many pastries my stomach thinks it’ll burst, and talking about books. Ren’s well-read and loves murder mysteries, especially those set in quaint England country villages like Miss Marple. We also chat about my life in Clover Hollow; I tell him all about Blooming Brew and our regular customers. I share about various things Gram and I have made, including some horror stories, like a mixture that stained my fingers blue for a week.

Before I know it, hours have passed.

“I have a seminar to teach.” Ren groans, checking his watch. He’s super smart and is working on his masters while teaching in bachelor seminars part-time. “Although, I could call in sick?”

“Ren Brooks!” I gasp in mock horror. “You can’t deprive eager minds of your genius! And if we stay here any longer, there won’t be any pastries left.” It’s a wonder we’re not shaking from a total sugar overload.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to walk you to the OV gates?” Ren asks after reluctantly agreeing to go. We’re standing outside Tea House, shaded by a tall oak tree. “I don’t mind being late.”

“I’m more than capable of walking myself,” I say, nudging him playfully. “I need to walk the pastries off anyway.”

“I really enjoyed this afternoon.” He smiles shyly. “I hope we can see each other again soon.”

The sun makes his eyes sparkle, highlighting the glittering specks of blue around his pupil. My perfume blooms. Thank God I doubled up on scent liners.

“Can I…” His gaze lingers on my lips, his unfinished question hanging in the air.

Instead of answering, I rise on my tiptoes, leaning in. When our lips brush, he steals my breath. I’m lost to his calming aura, like I’m being carried away in a gentle breeze. He cups my face, cradling my cheeks before his hands move to my hair. Suddenly, I’m overcome by a new primal energy.

Our gentle kiss turns aggressive and needy. I want to taste him. I need to be closer.

Someone coughs loudly. “Sorry to break this up⁠—”

Remembering where we are, I pull away from Ren, panting. Red splotches pepper Ren’s neck as he adjusts his glasses, clearly as lost in the moment as I was.

“Don’t get me wrong, it was hot to watch,” Laz—the kissing interrupter—chuckles. “But I’m sure you don’t want Faye going into heat again right here on the sidewalk.”

Ren pinches the bridge of his nose. “What’re you doing here?”

“I recognized the decor in your photo.” Laz waves his phone and grins at me. “Sorry, honeybee. Don’t worry, I’m not here to crash your date. I just have something for Sabs and thought you could drop it off for me?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Ren rolls his eyes. “Likely story.”

“What?” Laz asks innocently, digging a whistle out of his pocket. “Sabs needs this for volleyball practice.”

Something tells me that Sabs’s whistle could definitely wait, but I don’t mind. In fact, it’s good to see him again. Especially now that I’m dosed up on extra strength suppressants and don’t feel like yelling in his face or crying for a change.

“I’ll give it to her,” I promise, stashing the whistle in my purse. A clock chimes in the distance. “You’re going to be late, Ren!”

“It was worth it.” Ren winks at me.

I can’t believe that he went from being worried about me not being interested in him to openly flirting.

“So you’re free now?” Laz looks at me hopefully. “I can walk you back?”

“Good idea,” Ren answers for me. “I’ll be able to concentrate better in my seminar if I know you’re safe.” He bends to gently kiss my forehead, making me weak at the knees. “See you again soon.”

I watch him dash away, almost skipping as he happily swings his satchel. My heart swells. How does he not see how freaking cute he is?

Laz grins mischievously. “I guess that leaves the two of us.”

Spending time with my housemate’s hot brother, what can go wrong?
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Okay, Sabs had only briefly mentioned she needed a whistle to keep some of her teammates in check, and it could have totally waited, but knowing where Faye was and not seeing her was killing me.

Initially, I’d only planned on walking past, perhaps stealing a glance at her through the window. But I hadn’t banked on walking into her and Ren’s steamy make-out session. Holy hell, seeing them together was about the hottest thing ever. Instead of feeling jealous—as is often the case with alphas—I was happy to stand back and watch. It’s the first time I’ve seen Ren with a woman before, and the way he looked at her when they pulled apart was priceless. Faye doesn’t know how special she is or the effect she has on us.

Thankfully, Ren is diplomatic. He knows how desperate we’ve all been to see her again. Since we helped her through her heat onset, it’s been hard to do or think about anything but her. The urge to be close and protect her from other alphas is all-consuming. I know the others feel it too. Even Damon, not that he’ll admit it. He’s been taking on extra security work— probably to avoid facing his feelings—coming home with more grazed knuckles than usual.

“That must have been some kiss,” I murmur, watching Ren bounce away. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen him walk like that.”

Faye giggles shyly. The noise is so cute that it makes me want to kiss her little button nose.

“So, honeybee…” It’s a fitting nickname because of her hair color, the way she smells of flowers, and because I’m like a bee drawn to her like a honeypot. “Did you have a good date with Ren?”

She falls into step beside me. “I did.”

I notice an alpha staring at her from across the street as the breeze catches in her hair, delivering a waft of her scent. Faye remains oblivious as I glare at him, teeth slightly bared, making it clear that she’s mine. I quicken my pace then slow when I realize Faye has to take two steps to every one of mine because she’s so short.

“What do you have planned for the rest of the day?” I ask, watching the alpha slink into a nearby store out of the corner of my eyes. “Hanging out with the Stellas?”

“Actually, I think the girls are out this afternoon. Sabs has volleyball, Delilah has a cooking class, and Kady’s at the Valley Voice office, finalizing the next edition.” She peeks up at me from beneath her long lashes. “I haven’t joined any clubs or societies yet.”

I perk up, having an idea. “How do you fancy hanging out with me, honeybee? I can take you to one of my favorite places on campus.” I hold my hands up. “No talks about heat, bonds, or anything serious, pinkie swear!”

I expect her to make an excuse to leave. I can’t exactly claim to have made a good impression so far after cornering her at Stella House then being in a fluster during her spike.

“Sure.” Her full pink lips curl into a shy smile, making my stomach flip. “That sounds like fun.”

“Fun’s basically my middle name,” I declare proudly. “Well, actually it’s Lancelot, ready to save you from an afternoon of boredom!”

“Lancelot? Like the knight?” she snorts. “Yeah, right.”

“I’m being dead serious. Lazlo Lancelot Maverick,” I rest my hand on my chest solemnly. “My pops is really into history, like Arthur and the round table, hence my middle name. I’m the third son, so I guess Mom caved by that point and let him have his way.”

“Really?” Her lips part in shock. “I didn’t mean to offend you. I thought you were joking.”

“My name is a bit of a joke,” I chuckle. “But my oldest brother’s name is Beckett Pomsky, because my mom loves dogs, so I got off easy.”

Faye keeps a straight face this time, which only makes me like her more. “Pomsky is a sweet name.”

“Well, lucky for Beckett, that one was a joke.”

Laughter bubbles out of her. “I’m glad for him!”

“Sometimes I think it would be better for him if Pomsky were his middle name, though. Maybe it would loosen him up a bit,” I shrug. “Beckett takes his role as oldest son very seriously. He’s a corporate hotshot these days, and I swear, I only see him smile when stocks rise.”

“So there are four of you?” Faye asks. “I remember Sabs saying she had three brothers.”

“Yes, there’s Beckett—Mr. Serious. Then there’s Forest—he’s an adventurer and probably diving in the Great Barrier Reef as we speak. I’m the youngest son—Mom’s favorite, according to the others. And Sabs is the baby of the family. Although, Sabs can hold her own and pretty much ruled the roost when we were kids, as you can probably imagine.”

“I can’t imagine having one sibling, let alone three,” she says. “Your house must have been chaotic.”

“Oh, it was!” I confirm. “Our four dads definitely added to it. Mom has a tough job, keeping everyone in line, but she lives for it. They always wanted a huge, crazy family. I never got a moment of peace growing up. We lived right on the beach, so we were always playing out there. My brothers used to wake me at the crack of dawn every morning over summer vacation to surf.”

“Even Mr. Serious?”

“Beckett was the best surfer. Back before he joined the corporate world, he was actually fun to be around. I can stand on a board, but I spent most of my time joking around and swimming. Forest was always more interested in looking at the fish, but Beckett? He could have surfed competitively if he wanted to.” I place my hand on the small of Faye’s back when we come to a crack in the sidewalk to make sure she doesn’t trip in her flimsy sandals. “Although it’s hard to believe now, when he spends every hour chained to his desk. But enough about Mr. Serious! I promised you fun, honeybee, and fun is what you shall get!”

“Where are we heading?”

“We’re not far now.”

We wander down SVU’s main street then take a left onto a quiet backstreet. There’s not much to see down here aside from trash cans.

Faye arches an eyebrow suspiciously. “Are we going dumpster diving?”

“And ruin your pretty dress?” I shake my head. “Not tonight. Now close your eyes. We’re almost there.”

“What if I fall?”

“I’ll make sure you don’t,” I promise. “Do you trust me?”

She chews her lip then nods. My heart does backflips, but I keep my cool as she closes her eyes.

“I can either talk you through where to go or hold your hand and lead you,” I offer. “It’s your choice.”

She holds out her dainty hand for me to take. “If you lead me into a garbage heap, I promise, I’ll tell Sabs.”

“My sweet omega has a feisty side.”

I hold her hand, relishing in the feel of her soft palm warming mine as I lead her to a secret door. From the outside, it looks like any other building, but as soon as we step inside, we’re standing at the top of a staircase with illuminated neon signs and lights leading down into the basement.

“Okay.” I tighten my grip on her hand. “You can open them now.”

“Woah!” She blinks several times, taking in her surroundings. The faint buzz of machines hum from below us. “What is this place?”

“Follow me.”

We make our way down the staircase to another door, where I punch a code into the keycard.

The door swings open to reveal an underground arcade, the sounds of pinball machine flippers and tinny tunes greeting us.

Faye looks around in awe. “I didn’t know they had an arcade on campus.”

At this time of day, we’re the only people in here, having the entire place to ourselves.

“This is an exclusive, members-only club. Not many people know it exists, and for good reason. Many of the machines cost a fortune, and while membership is pricey, it’s worth every cent, considering how much time I spend down here. Gaming is my way to kick back and relax,” I explain. “Now, how about we play a game of Dance Dance Revolution, so I can show you my moves?”

She seems hesitant, her eyes downcast to where she’s playing with the hem of her dress. Have I fucked up somehow without realizing it? It wouldn’t be the first time.

“Or we can go,” I suggest. “I know games aren’t everyone’s thing. We don’t have to stay⁠—”

“No!” Faye cuts me off. “It’s not that.”

“What is it, honeybee?”

“I’ve never actually been to an arcade before.” I have to force myself to focus on what she’s saying when her top teeth sink into her pouty bottom lip. “I mean, I’ve seen them in movies, but there’s nothing like this in Clover Hollow. And we were so busy with the teashop that we’ve never been able to take a vacation before either.”

Now it’s my turn to look stunned. “You’ve never played video games before?”

Faye laughs at my look of horror, shaking her head.

“Well, you’ll be losing your arcade virginity tonight.” I declare. “Lancelot will guide you. I’m going to show you how to play everything, starting with Dance Dance Revolution!”

It turns out that it doesn’t matter that Faye hasn’t played before. She’s surprisingly good at hitting the notes at the right times, and even though we start out on easy mode, we quickly level up.

“So?” I ask after our fourth song. “What do you think?”

“I love it!” She’s practically glowing, her previously immaculate braid now a little mussed with loose hairs flying out. “What next?”

“We could play Air Hockey?” I suggest. “Or something more old school.” I point to the row of ’80s machines. “My favorite is Galaga, but there’s also Centipede, Ms. Pac-Man, Donkey Kong, and Space Invaders.”

“Let’s start with that one!” She scampers over to the blue and pink Ms. Pac-Man game. She isn’t quite as good at Ms. Pac-Man as she thinks the ghosts are too cute for her to eat. “I can see why you like gaming.” She stomps her foot when she dies yet again, making it hard not to get distracted by the soft curve of her calf. “Do the other guys come here with you?”

“Occasionally, but they’re pretty busy. Ren’s always buried in a book, Cole’s study schedule is intense, and Damon works a lot. He’s a security guard on campus.”

“Do you have a job?”

“Me? Nah, I’m a man of leisure.” I pass her a wink. “Okay, that’s a lie. I’m pretty busy building my art portfolio and sometimes take on projects for clients—web design, branding, that kinda thing. But I don’t like working for other people.”

“I’d like to see some of your work sometime,” she says. “I loved the card you made me.”

“Oh, that.” I can’t stop the grin that stretches my lips. “That was just a goofy sketch.”

“How long have you been drawing?”

“My whole life. It started out with silly drawings for my family, then it turned into Christmas cards. I guess that’s when I realized this is what I want to do.”

“I love that you’ve found something you’re passionate about.” Faye meets my eyes as the game ends.

She seems genuinely interested in what I have to say. I’ve been on many dates in the past, but most girls just talked about themselves or wanted to know about my pack’s intentions for an omega. They never asked me questions about myself, my family, or hobbies.

“What about you?” I’m desperate to know everything about this woman. “What’re you most passionate about?”

“I guess I’m passionate about making a difference, as corny as it sounds.” Her nose scrunches adorably. “I haven’t really told many people this before, but after seeing what my gram does, my dream is to open my own omega wellness center after I graduate. I’d like it be more than a heat clinic; a place to help those who are in trouble or struggling with their designation, you know?”

“That’s so cool,” I reply. “I haven’t met many omegas who have much ambition beyond joining a pack and having a family—not that there’s anything wrong with that. I’d love a family of my own one day.” I shake my head quickly. “Sorry, I promised you nothing serious.” I grab the hammer from the nearby Whack-a-Mole machine then bash myself on the head with it. “Want to play another game?”

I hold out the hammer. When she steps forward to grab it, I snatch it away to tap her lightly on the shoulder with it. She’s much shorter than me, so I easily hold it up high out of her reach.

“Hey!” she whines. “My turn!”

“If you want it,” I wave it above my head, “you’ll have to take it.”

Her eyebrows crinkle in concentration as she assesses the situation. She stands on her tiptoes, leans in, and purses her lips. Shit, is she going to kiss me?

“Gotcha!” Faye jumps and swipes the hammer from my hand, wearing a playful smile as she turns her attention to Whack-a-Mole.

Well, damn. She’s got game. She gives off a sweet and innocent vibe, but the mischievous glint in her eyes has me rearranging my pants to disguise the massive tent I’m sporting.

I lean in behind her, closing the gap between us as she whacks a mole on the head. “No fair. That was basically cheating.”

“I don’t remember you playing by the rules when you definitely didn’t trip on purpose on Dance Dance Revolution to let me win.”

“Damn, you caught me,” I snicker. “I won’t go easy on you next time.”

“You better not.” She bashes a mole. “Aha, gotcha!”

I’m glad to see she seems to be having a good time. This is the type of relationship I’ve always wanted—one filled with fun, just like my parents have. I’ve always hoped to meet someone who isn’t afraid to joke around and who doesn’t take herself too seriously—which seems to describe Faye from what I know so far. She even seems to have a secret competitive side.

When she’s finished, she lets out a happy squeal. “Look!” She looks at the leaderboard, pointing proudly. “I’ve got the highest score!”

I don’t have the heart to tell her it resets daily, and no serious gamer ever plays Whack-a-Mole.

I scoop her up into my arms and whirl her around. “Well done, honeybee!”

When I gently place her down, she’s slightly breathless, and I’m pretty sure it’s not from the winning streak. Her pupils dilate as a tension fizzes between us. Our date seems to have turned from fun into something more.

“T-thank you.” She wrings her hands. “For such an amazing date.”

“A date?” I cross my arms, teasing her. “Is that what this is?”

She averts her gaze. “Only if you want it to be.” She averts her gaze. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to presume⁠—”

“Hey, beautiful.” I grab her chin to tip her face to look at me. “I’d love this to be a date, and I’ll take you on as many dates as you want. And next time, I’ll do better than this.”

“But this has been so much fun!”

“I’ll take that as a personal challenge, then.” I sweep a strand of golden hair from her cheek. At my touch, I catch a hint of her sweet perfume. “If I try to kiss you, are you going to hit me in the head with the hammer again?”

She giggles then shakes her head. The moment our lips meet, I’m in heaven. She tastes as delicious as she smells, and I want more of her. Fuck, I need it.

Her body fits snugly against mine as I walk her back so her ass rests against a machine. It’s a dark, quiet corner with no cameras, lit solely by the faint flicker of the arcade lights.

Our kiss turns harder and more urgent, fueled by a mutual, desperate need. When she lets out a little whine, the alpha in me instantly responds, hoisting her up onto the machine. She wraps her shapely legs around my middle, drawing me closer. My cock hardens even more, desperate to fill her, to knot her, to bathe in her sweet-smelling slick.

"Fuck," I groan. “We … should … stop.” Although it's the last thing I want to do, I pull back.

Her eyes look glazed before my words bring her back to reality, and her face falls. “Did I do something?”

“Of course not, honeybee!” I feel like a total ass. “Trust me, you did nothing wrong. The things I’d like to do to you right now would have me kicked out of this arcade club for life. Which would be totally worth it, but I don’t want any other alpha gamers smelling your sweet slick.”

She hops down, smoothing down her dress. “Maybe we should get some fresh air?”

The promise of sex still hangs in the air and breathing her in a space with little ventilation has me practically drooling.

I curl my hand around hers. “Good idea.”

As soon as we step outside, my phone starts buzzing like crazy. Not wanting any distractions during my time with Faye, I’d silenced my phone, so I didn’t realize the pack chat was blowing up.

COLE
Where are you, Laz? You said you were going for pizza toppings.




REN
He’s with our omega.



COLE
What?! Answer me, Laz!



REN
Maybe Faye wants to join us for pizza night?



“Ren wants to know whether you want to join us for pizza night,” I tell her. “Well, not just him, me too. I mean, all of us want to know whether you’ll come.” Did that even make any sense? I’m turning into a teenage boy around her. Control yourself, Laz! “We have a pizza oven in our yard. We make the dough, pile on our toppings, then just chill. It’ll be fun.”

“I don’t know.” She bites the inside of her cheek. “I’ve already taken up enough of your time today.”

“Honeybee, we haven’t even put a dent in the time I want to spend with you. Pretty please?” I widen my eyes and pout. I know I look goofy, but I don’t care. Faye makes me feel comfortable enough to act silly. “I’ll even tell everyone you beat me at Dance Dance Revolution fair and square.”

“Fine, I’ll come.” She jokingly swats me on the arm. “But only if that’s okay with everyone else?”

“Let’s see what they say.”

ME
Faye’s gonna join us. She wants to know if that’s cool?




I turn my phone to show her their responses as they come in.

REN
YES!




COLE
Absolutely. Our home is her home.



Damon starts typing, then the three dots vanish. How long will he keep pretending? I know he feels a connection with her, even if he’s too stubborn to admit it yet. It was clear by how he looked at her.

I pick her up to spin her around again, loving the way her sweet laughter makes me feel like I won the lottery. If I had my way, I’d carry her everywhere so she never has to walk again.

All I’ve got to do now is not fuck this up.


NINETEEN
Faye



My lips still tingle from Laz’s kiss. I’m glad he had the sense to stop us, because I don’t know what would have happened otherwise. Despite never having been with an alpha before—or any man, for that matter—my natural instincts seemed to take over, instantaneously obliterating any nerves or reservations I had. It was as if an uncontrollable urge took over my body, drawing us together like magnets. Yet another key indicator of a scent match.

Some people even call scent matches, “fated mates” because they’re attracted to each other on a purely biological level. Like every cell in their bodies has been specifically designed for the other. Last night, I stayed up reading an article titled, “How to Know You’ve Found Your Scent Match”. The points included:

Sign One - An inexplicable draw to an alpha or pack of alphas that you feel deep in your core, as though an invisible force is moving your legs closer to them.

Sign Two - Unexpected heat spikes or changes to your heat cycle. When unbonded omegas encounter a scent match, their cycle may get thrown off completely. Even with medication, these are often hard to curb or control without relief from an alpha.

Sign Three - The thought of living without your scent match is physically painful.

“We can stop for groceries on our way back so you can pick whatever pizza toppings you’d like,” Laz’s voice pulls me out of my reverie.

Hanging out with him has been so much fun. Being around him is effortless, and it’s been great to get to know him more. Especially seeing how he lights up when he talks about his family.

“Sounds good,” I say. “I’ll let the Stellas know I’ll be home late.”

I shoot a quick text to the group chat:

ME
Going for pizza at the Silverwood Pack house.




KADY
We won’t wait up [image: winking face]



When I giggle at her message, Laz peers over my shoulder to read it then grabs the phone from me. He snaps a quick picture of him landing a sloppy kiss on my cheek before sending it back.

SABS
I need to wash my eyes. Ugh!! Tell him this is an OMEGA ONLY CHAT!!!




DELILAH
Faye can keep him in line… Right? [image: winking face with tongue]



KADY
One sniff of her perfume and I bet he’ll do anything she says.



ME
Stop! He’s reading over my shoulder! I’ll see you guys later.



“So…” Laz flashes me a dazzling smile. “I guess the Stellas aren’t too mad that we’re stealing you for the night. Trust me, the pizzas will be so worth it.”

I learned my lesson after offering to pay at the Tea House, so when we’re picking up groceries, I don’t argue when Laz piles anything I show remote interest in into the shopping cart and pays without question.

We head on back to the pack house. As soon as we’re in the alpha quad, he interlocks his fingers with mine.

“I hope you don’t mind.” He lifts our joined hands. “But I need any alphas who see us to know you’re taken. Some of the newer alphas still haven’t learned how things work at SVU yet. Nor have some of the older ones, for that matter.”

“Do you like it here?” I wave my free hand at our surroundings. “At SVU?”

“I love living with the guys. I used to see them all the time at home, but having our own place is so much better.”

“How did you all meet?”

“Well, Damon and I met at school. He basically lived with my family throughout high school.” Laz’s expression darkens. “He had a rough time as a kid. It’s his story to tell, but know that he’s not a total dick all the time. As soon as we found out we were both alphas, we instantly knew we were a pack. But it’s unusual to have a pack of just two, so I went on a pack finding experience where I met Cole.”

“A pack finding experience?”

“I know it sounds crazy.” Laz snickers. “Basically, our parents sent us to a summer camp for rich alphas looking for a pack.”

At sixteen, everyone in the country takes a government mandated blood test to confirm their designation. Most people already have a good idea of their traits—early heat, in an omega’s case—or by their family history. By eighteen, most designations are completely identifiable.

“For an alpha, having a pack brings a lot of security,” Laz continues. “The camp was pretty terrible, but it bonded me and Cole. Neither of us really wanted to be there, yet we formed an alliance against some of the other assholes. It turned out he lived in the next town over, so we met up after camp, he met Damon, then bam!”

“And Ren?”

“He and Cole were already tight. Ren was a late bloomer. His results came back inconclusive at sixteen, yet when he retested again at eighteen, he became the final member of our pack. It’s a good thing we have him too. Cole’s our leader, but he and Damon both give off serious alpha energy. As you’ve probably figured out already, I’m the pack clown, and Ren levels everyone out with his calmness. He’s the glue that holds us together.”

“So what were you doing before coming to SVU?” I ask.

“Oh, you know.” Laz shrugs as we head up the steps to the pack house. “Having fun like most young alphas. Cole worked for his dad, I helped my parents around the house, Ren did his bachelors at another college, and Damon did odd jobs. We all really wanted to come here together when we were old enough.”

Because of the high drop-out rate for omegas and alphas, SVU’s minimum admission age is twenty-one. They reason that, with extra time to consider studying, students are more likely to be committed, though that’s not always the case.

Ren throws the door open. “Hey, baby,” he croons, kissing me on the cheek as soon as I enter.

“How was your seminar?” I ask, trying to slow my heart rate which kicked up at the kiss and endearment.

“Not as fun as our date.” He shakes his head. “But a few students did put forward a compelling argument about why Mr. Darcy is their ideal man.”

“Told you,” I giggle. “It’s a romance!”

Over Laz’s shoulder, I spot Cole quickly sweeping the surfaces with a feather duster before stashing it away.

“Hi, Faye.” Looking as amazing as ever, Cole strolls over to greet me, blue jeans hugging his muscular legs. “It’s good to see you.”

Now that I’m not in a heat-induced mania, I can properly take in my surroundings. Their place is very modern and spotless. I would never have guessed it’s a bachelor pad.

Cole catches me looking around. “Would you like a tour?”

“Sure.” I nod. “It’s so clean for four alphas.”

Cole’s chest puffs out with pride. “That’s because Cole’s a clean freak,” Laz teases. “Like all the pack houses, we have a housekeeper, but Cole insists on doing most of it himself. If you ask nicely, maybe he’ll wear his French maid costume for you.”

Cole glowers at him.

“You’ve already seen the living room, but you can see it again.” Ren steps in to diffuse the situation, leading me to the right.

The same comfy sofas are here, but without a thousand cushions and blankets, it looks totally different. And it smells amazing—Ren’s calming scent mixed with Laz’s spice, Cole’s smoky reassurance, and the underlying tone of Damon’s protective streak.

“We have a projector that pulls down here.” Laz waves his freckled arm at the blank wall. “Where we game and watch movies.”

There’s also a popcorn machine, a pinball machine, and a foosball table.

“We’ll show you the kitchen.” I follow behind Ren.

“There’s a bathroom just down there, and all our bedrooms are upstairs,” Cole tells me as we return to the hall.

Beneath us, heavy metal music blares, making my feet vibrate.

“That’s just Damon.” Laz answers my unspoken question. “He works out in the basement. As you can hear, he likes all the hard stuff. Angsty shit. Where’s the catchy beat I can dance to?”

“There’s more to music than dancing.” Ren rolls his eyes. “Just because you have the emotional depth of a teaspoon doesn’t mean everyone else does.”

“Hey!” Laz scoffs. “I just like music that I can actually understand the words to.”

“It’s a wonder that you understand anything at all.” Clearly, Cole is still annoyed, presumably for his earlier jabs about his cleaning.

The kitchen doubles as a dining room with sleek white countertops and black cupboards. One wall has a giant sliding glass door that leads into their yard.

“I’ll fire up the pizza oven,” Ren chirps, heading outside.

My jaw drops as I see what stretches across the left wall. “You have four fridges?”

They aren’t standard size either. They’re the biggest refrigerators I’ve ever seen.

“We eat a lot,” Cole replies matter-of-factly. “But one is just for drinks, and Damon gets his own.”

“Because he gets so hangry,” Laz chips in. “You don’t want to be standing in the way of him and his snacks if you want to keep your gonads.” He shudders then rolls his sleeves up. “I’ll start on the dough.”

“I can help?” I offer.

“Go sit outside in the sun, honeybee,” Laz’s lips quirk. “Your hands have already worked hard enough.”

Cole splutters, his eyeballs almost popping out of their sockets.

“Gaming!” Laz explains. “We were just at the arcade. Get your head out of the gutter, perv!”

Cole opens the drinks fridge, blasting us with cool air. “What would you like, Faye? You can help yourself to anything when you’re here.”

They have almost everything—still and sparkling water, tons of different fruit juices, practically every soda as well as a row of energy drinks and premade protein shakes.

“Just a lemonade,” I reply. “If you have any?”

“Ice?”

“Please.”

I feel like I’m being waited on in a restaurant. Is it normal for alphas to be this attentive?

“I’m not a great cook.” Laz sprinkles flour onto the counter. “But pizza dough is one of the few things I kick ass at.”

Cole’s corded shoulders visibly tense. “Could you at least try not to not get flour everywhere?”

Laz scoops up a pinch of flour then blows a kiss in my direction. “I’ll try.”

Cole grits his teeth. Before he loses his shit, I smile up at him. “Can I see your room, Cole?”

“My room?”

“I mean, you don’t have to,” I blurt. “I just thought it’d be nice to get to know you better.”

“Of course, I’ll show you.” He grins and reaches for my hand, seeming to instantly forget about Laz who is getting enough flour everywhere to make snow angels. “Follow me.”

On the way upstairs, I pause to admire some paintings on the wall. There are lots of different styles including a funny cartoon of what looks like Cole and Laz high-fiving on a raft while tents burn in the background.

“That’s a Laz original,” Cole says. “From our time in camp.”

“The pack finding experience?”

He chuckles. “He told you about that, huh?”

“Only that you met there.”

“Well, the picture is pretty accurate.” Bemusement shines in his silver eyes. “But don’t worry, we made sure the tents were empty when we started the bonfire. Trust me when I say those alphas deserved it. Some of the hazing that goes on at those camps makes SVU sports teams look tame.”

On the landing, Cole motions to different doors. “Ren’s room is straight ahead. Laz’s is at the end of the hall, and this is mine.” He pushes the door open. “I’m sorry if it’s a bit of a mess. I wasn’t expecting visitors.”

Mess? It looks like it belongs in a showroom. It’s not as big as my room in Stella House, but he has an en suite, and it’s incredibly neat. There’s an enormous bookcase on one wall with lots of heavy-bound books next to a desk with neatly piled papers and a laptop. His bed is pristinely made with sharply tucked corners. Above it, there’s a crimson banner emblazoned with a wolf’s head and, “Silverwood Pack” written underneath. Aside from that, there’s little else in the room, lacking any real personal touches.

The hairs on my nape rise, aware that he’s watching my every move.

“That looks like some serious reading.” I point at the book next to his laptop. “Do you study law?”

“Law and political science. My dad wanted me to major in finance, but I wanted to do something else. Something that’ll make a positive difference.”

Cole’s a hard person to read, but from what I do know, it’s clear that he cares about others.

“I understand that.” I run a finger along the books lining his shelves. “That’s why I’m studying health botany. To make people’s lives better. Law is kinda the same, right?” I grimace. “Well, unless you work for the bad guys.”

“I’m not planning on doing that.” His rumbling laugh sends a shiver of longing down my spine. “No matter what my dad asks me to do.”

“He’s tough on you?”

“He thinks he knows what’s best for me.” His cheeks puff up before he releases a heavy breath. “He’s planned out my whole life since I was a boy, but I want to forge my own path.”

“He should be proud of you for that.”

“Pride is the opposite of what my father feels for me.” His bitterness changes his scent. “He’s my father by blood, but even that seems to mean nothing to him.”

When his lips part yet nothing comes out, I sense there’s more he wants to say. “Do you want to talk about it?” I’m desperate to get to know him better, especially if we’re doomed to spend eternity together. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to push you. You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

“No, it’s okay.” He sighs and sits on the bed. “Last year, I found out I had a half-sister.” Something flashes behind his steely eyes. Sadness or regret, maybe? “She’s only seven. I didn’t even know she existed until her mom died unexpectedly. My father had kept her a secret. He hasn’t exactly been a one-woman man over the years.” I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows thickly. “When I found out, I wanted him to take legal custody of her. Dad refused, claiming he wanted nothing to do with her. So I decided to try to get custody of her instead. I knew it was a long shot. I mean, what would I know about raising a child?” He wrings his hands. “But I couldn’t bear to see my sister go into the system. I was ready to withdraw my offer to SVU, and all the guys were behind me, ready to take her in. But I lost the case. And now, she’s lost. I haven’t been able to track her down since. She could be anywhere.”

“I’m so sorry. I wish there was something I could do to make it better.” I sit next to him. “You’ll find her. I’m sure of it.”

“I hope so.” He inhales deeply, straightening his spine. “Until then, I can try to make sure this kind of thing doesn’t happen to anyone else.” He gestures at his books. “I’m learning to fight for the good guys.”

Cole is a giant mountain of a man, but his heart is even bigger. He isn’t like the alphas I’ve grown up fearing who wreck lives. He wants to keep families together, not tear them apart.

“Although Laz doesn’t make it easy for me.” His lopsided smile reveals he has one dimple on his left side. “I want to kill him at least ten times a day, but that’s what it’s like being in a pack. Packs are even closer than family, and when we bond to an omega that’ll only strengthen us.”

I shift on the spot, the topic of bonding making me hot under the collar.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean…” His back teeth crash together loud enough for me to hear. “We’re not putting any pressure on you, Faye.”

“I know.” I look out the window, avoiding his gaze. “I just don’t know how I’ll fit into your pack.”

His eyes widen in surprise, and his cedar scent engulfs me, making me feel like I’m being cuddled by a thousand trees. Since childhood, I’ve loved roaming around the forest close to Gram’s shop. His smell reminds me of home, making me feel safe but also homesick at the same time. Everything has changed in such a short time.

To my surprise, my eyes fill with tears.

“You don’t have to hide any part of yourself from me, or any of us.” His sexy, silky voice wraps around me like a snug blanket. “And you never, ever have to worry about fitting in with us. You’re our scent match. You complete us. We’re in this for the long haul, and we all want to get to know you better.”

“Well, maybe not all of you.”

“Damon’s complicated.” Cole exhales loudly, instantly knowing who I’m referring to. “He’s made mistakes in his past that he’s afraid of repeating. Mistakes that have made him question whether pack life is for him. But he’s one of us. I’ll never abandon him. And regardless of how he’s acting right now, I know he feels drawn to you too. But we’ll wait until you’re ready, however long it takes. If you want us to slow down, we can.”

“You’re being so nice.”

He arches an eyebrow. “You say that like you’re surprised.”

“You’re not what I expected alphas to be like, that’s all. My past experience with packs has been ... bad.”

“Did someone hurt you?” A storm cloud has descended over his features, and his voice has a deeper, aggressive edge.

One look tells me he’s ready to put a hit out on them.

“Yes, but⁠—”

“Who?” he growls. “I have my father’s connections. I’ll make sure whoever it is⁠—”

“They didn’t hurt me in the way you’re thinking. Well, not directly anyway.” I hurry to explain. “An alpha pack passing through town killed my parents. They’re in jail now, but until now, I guess I’ve always had that in the back of my mind when I thought about packs.”

“Those men—no, those monsters—are not alphas.” He takes one of my hands into his giant palms and holds it tenderly. His stare softens. “We will show you how real alphas act. We’re biologically predisposed to care for and protect you, Faye. Nothing will ever be more important to us than your happiness, so you have our hearts in your hands. If you need anything, any time, no matter how small, we will be there.”

I bat my eyelashes. “Even for a late ice cream run?”

“Yes.” A deep laugh rumbles through him. “Even that.”

“Hey, lovebirds!” Laz calls up the stairs. “Pizza’s ready!”

I get up to go, but Cole hangs back.

“There’s just one more thing before we go.” He hands me a small fabric patch with the Silverwood Pack’s wolf head on it. “Something for you to keep with you wherever you go. I noticed your dresses are hand-sewn, so I thought you may be able to attach it to something, or just hang onto it.”

“You’ve already given me so many gifts.”

“And we’ll give you many more if you let us,” Cole promises. “Buying their omega gifts is an alpha’s favorite thing to do. Plus, we can more than afford it. My father may be a terrible person, but he gave me a trust fund with more than enough to ensure we’ll always be comfortable.”

“Well, thank you.” I tuck the patch into the hidden pocket in my dress. “I love it. I just don’t think I’ll ever get used to this.”

“You don’t have to,” he cups my cheek. “Just enjoy it, okay? We’ve been waiting a long time for you.”

“I’ll put pineapple on your pizza if you don’t come down in a minute, Cole,” Laz threatens.

“We better go,” Cole shudders. “I can’t stand fruit on my pizza.”

Out in the garden, Ren is just pulling my pizza out of the oven, covered with all my favorite toppings that I picked out with Laz at the store.

“The next one is for you, Cole,” Laz grins, showing him the pizza.

I snort when I see it. Laz has artfully arranged mushrooms, pepperoni and various vegetables to create a stick person to resemble Cole.

“Corn?” Cole narrows his eyes at the three little pieces between the legs of the topping man. “Really?”

“Don’t worry, Faye.” Laz winks. “Cole’s knot is a little bigger than that. Maybe I should have used a button mushroom instead? That’s truer to size.”

Cole growls, his sneer fading at my giggling as he pulls me down to sit on his lap. From what I can feel underneath me, I’m pretty sure that Cole’s sporting a lot more than a button mushroom.

Ren brings me another lemonade as the sun sets behind him. Although we’re in a busy neighborhood, it’s surprisingly quiet, and the high fences between properties mean there’s no chance of being watched.

Spending time with three of my alphas today has been amazing and has brought us all closer together, but I can’t help but feel like something is missing. The heavy metal music still blaring from the basement only serves as a bitter reminder that Damon should be here too. He can’t avoid me forever, can he?


TWENTY
Faye



The guys lit the fire pit, so we’re huddled around it on the sofas. Laz keeps everyone laughing while Cole fusses—making sure I’m wrapped in blankets—and Ren keeps checking whether I want more food, even though I’ve eaten more today than I have in the past week. We chat about nothing and everything at the same time. Damon still hasn’t emerged from the basement.

“It’s getting late.” Cole checks his expensive watch. I recognize the brand and would guess it costs four times as much as Gram’s beat up car. “Frank can drive you back to OV whenever you’re ready?”

“Or you can stay the night?” Ren suggests. “Our sofa turns into a giant bed, and as you know, we have more blankets than you could ever want.”

“Yes, we could have a slumber party!” Laz cheers. “Blankets, popcorn, movie on the projector. You can even sleep in my shirt.”

“Or mine,” Ren offers.

“You do kinda smell like a library, Ren.” Laz sniffs. “That’s enough to make anyone fall asleep.”

“It’s up to you, Faye,” Cole adds. “You can do whatever makes you feel most comfortable.”

Laz does his best puppy dog look. “There will be no funny business!” He puts his hands on his heart. “Only cuddles. Although the option for funny business is always there, if you want⁠—”

Ren elbows him in the ribs. “You’re going to scare her off!”

The thought of staying in our bubble a little longer is definitely tempting.

“Are you sure you don’t mind?” I make sure to eye all three of them. “I don’t want to be an imposition.”

“You will never be an imposition,” Ren retorts firmly. “Our home is your home.”

“But I don’t have a toothbrush.”

“We have everything you need here,” Cole says. “I always keep a stash of spares in case we have unexpected guests. And after the last time you were here, I stocked up on scent blockers and sprays, just to make sure you’d be comfortable.”

“But if ‘I don’t have a toothbrush’ means you want to go home to Stella House, then we completely understand.” Ren squeezes my knee.

“I’d like to stay.” I smile. “I’ll just text the Stellas to let them know before they worry.”

“Awesome!” Laz jumps up. “I’ll grab the blankets!”

“I can line up some movies,” Ren says. “What’re you feeling? Something funny? Scary? Romantic?”

Cole groans. “Not a romance.”

“How about something easy and lighthearted?” I suggest.

“Gotcha.” Ren scurries off to join Laz.

Cole pins me with his pewter gaze. “This is what life is like with the Silverwood Pack. Crazy and a little chaotic.”

“I like it,” I wave off his concern. “It’s much louder than what I’m used to, but being around you guys is … nice. Sorry, ‘nice’ doesn’t sound that great, but I’m not good at articulating myself when I’m with you guys.” I realize that I’m blathering. “It doesn’t help that you all smell so good. My brain seems to stop functioning as well as usual.”

“The feelings are mutual,” Cole smirks. “Trust me, being around your scent is a lesson in self-control for all of us. But we’ll wait.”

Our gazes meet, and his pupils dilate. He let me snuggle up in his lap for hours and fed me mouthfuls of pizza, and now we’re truly alone.

“Can I…” Cole swallows hard. “Can I kiss you?”

Knowing he wants to be sure I’m truly comfortable only makes him hotter. What can I say? Consent is sexy.

I lean in until our lips brush. Cole doesn’t hold back. He kisses me hard, possessively, making my perfume bloom.

“Shit.” He tenses, pulling away. “I think your scent blocker is wearing off.”

“I can put more on? I have some in my purse⁠—”

“No,” he commands, stopping me before I can climb off his lap. “I want to taste you.”

We kiss again. I thought it’d feel weird or kinda dirty to kiss three different guys in one day, but it feels so normal. Probably because there’s no jealousy between them. I grind onto Cole, feeling him harden beneath me.

Nope, there’s definitely no button mushroom there. I want to touch him, but I hold back as he bites my lip, gently tugging and sucking it.

My alpha. My body purrs, demanding more. All mine.

My teeth ache with a desperate need to sink them into his neck and claim him. His giant hands seem to span the entire length of my back as they slide down my body and hug my waist.

My perfume blooms again.

“Inside.” Cole drops a kiss on my forehead. “You can’t be outside in the alpha quad when you smell this fucking good.”

I go to stand, but he sweeps me into his arms instead, holding me in a firefighter lift.

“Holy shit.” Laz groans when Cole carries me into the living room. “Someone smells amazing.”

“Come sit here, Faye.” Ren pats a spot on the sofa next to him. “It’s all yours.”

“To be continued,” Cole whispers in my ear.

Well, damn. I’ll hold him to that.

I cuddle up by Ren’s side, then Cole joins us on my other side, holding a bowl of popcorn, while Laz curls up at my feet like a giant cat.

Ren loads up The Grand Budapest Hotel for us to watch. It’s a good choice, as I’ve seen it so many times, and we spend most of the movie talking. Their laughter combined with my fullness makes me feel so lethargic that, at some point, I must drift off.

I sit up, waking to find myself still sandwiched between Cole and Ren who are both asleep. Laz has passed out on the floor, arms splayed, mouth wide open and snoring. Being careful not to disturb them, I tiptoe away to the kitchen in search of water when his smell hits me.

It’s him.

Damon.

His head is buried in the fridge, inked arms laden with goods and empty food wrappers covering the kitchen counter like a bear has ransacked the place.

He’s shirtless. His rippling back and shoulder muscles seem even more pronounced under the bright lights that also illuminate faded scars running down his spine. My stomach sinks, realizing they look like belt lashings.

“Getting a good look, are you?” Damon’s head whips around, fury blazing in his eyes.

“N-no.” I’m a stuttering mess. “I only w-wanted a g-glass of water.”

He slams the food in his arms down on the counter then storms over to a tall cupboard. He throws it open, reaches the highest shelf to get me a glass, then storms to the fridge to fill it for me.

We stand in frosty silence, only broken by the trickling water. Why is it taking so long to fill? Seconds seem to drag on for hours, and I can sense he’s seething.

Staying the night was a mistake. The others made me feel welcome, but Damon obviously hates having me around. From all I’ve read, everyone in a pack has to be on board for bonding to be a success.

Before the water overflows, he jerks the glass away and thrusts it in my direction, water sloshing down the sides. “Here.”

I shuffle over, afraid he’s going to throw it, then gingerly take it from him with shaking fingers. “Thank you.”

“Is there anything else you want?” he snaps. “A midnight platter? Perhaps my favorite protein bars? I mean, you’re already making yourself at home.”

“N-no, just water. Thank you.” I turn to head back when a new, unexpected boldness takes over me. “Actually, there is one thing.”

“What is it, princess?” he snarls.

“I want to know what I’ve done for you to hate me so much.”

He rears back, brows furrowed. “You think I hate you?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” I gesture at the spilled water all over Cole’s impeccably mopped floor. “You made it clear you didn’t like me from the moment we met near the ice cream truck. You left the costume party as soon as you saw me. You avoided me all night and didn’t join us for pizza. You act like being in my company causes you physical pain.”

Damon huffs as he straightens up to his full height, like a dragon about to unleash a century’s worth of fire.

“Being around you causes me pain, but only because I can’t fucking stand what your scent does to me.” He steps closer, his nostrils flaring. “How fucking good you smell is like a personal form of torture, and you seem intent on flaunting it.”

“Flaunting it?” I backpedal. “You’re acting like I planned this whole scent match thing. I can’t control my biology, you know that!”

“You could try.” Lip curled, he steps closer again. “It’d make it easier for everyone.”

“Maybe you should try acting like less of an ass.” I cross my arms. “At least you can actually control that.”

His lips part in surprise for a fraction of a second, briefly giving me a sense of satisfaction. This moody alpha needs putting in his place.

He’s so close now that I can practically taste his fury: storm clouds, rain, and scorched earth. His whole body quakes with rage, but I stand my ground. Running is what he wants me to do. He may be happy to keep hiding from me, but I refuse to cower in his wake.

“Leave, Faye.”

The way my name rolls off his tongue, like rumbling thunder, makes my knees quiver.

“Is that what you really want?” I sound breathier than before, unsure whether it’s from my indignation or being incredibly turned-on.

His bare chest is mere inches away, giving me a close-up of his deliciously sculpted abs. Swirling black and gray ink wraps around his torso, starting on the left of his chest then curling up his shoulder and down his arm.

He grits his teeth. “Are you always so damn difficult?”

“Why are you really avoiding me?” I counter. “I know it’s not just because of my scent. There’s more to it.”

“Let it go.” He grips the skin between his dark gray eyes. “Whatever I do is for the good of the pack.”

“From where I’m standing, you’re only pushing everyone away.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he bites back. “Are you mad because I’m not bowing at your feet like the others? Do you want me to spend money on stupid gifts?”

“If you spent two minutes actually talking to me, you’d know I don’t care about anything like that!” My angry words come out through gritted teeth. “Do you get off on acting so self-righteous?”

His jaw clenches while a sharp, stabbing pain in the pit of my stomach makes me double over in pain. A burning-hot flush races through me, like a spring has snapped deep inside me, and I’m losing control.

“Faye?” I jump at Damon’s hands on my shoulders, scorching my skin. His voice is full of worry. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

I struggle to draw in a deep inhale, feeling like an army of fire ants is eating me alive.

“Not now,” I whine, more to myself than to him. “Please, no.”

“Fuck.” Realization of what’s happening dawns on him. “I can’t be here.”

“No!” I wrap my arms around him. I can’t let him go! “Don’t leave me, Damon. Please.”

“Shit,” he groans. “Let me get the others.”

“No, please!” I cling onto him. He’s so wide that it’s like hugging a tree trunk. “Stay with me.”

His body is still quivering as he reluctantly wraps his arms around me in a sheltering embrace. With his heart thundering against my cheek, he gingerly cradles me, like he’s afraid I’ll break.

“I need to get you help, Faye,” he murmurs. “Where are your heat patches? We have emergency ones somewhere… Fuck!”

“I’m already wearing one.” I put one on earlier as a precautionary measure. “I don’t think…” Ugh, I can’t think straight. “I-I don’t think they’re working anymore. I need…” I whimper as my cramps ramp up. This heat is hitting me like a freight train. When it comes, it’ll take everything from me. “I need a knot, Damon.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking.” He genuinely sounds terrified. “I can’t, Faye. I just can’t, okay? No matter how much I may want to.”

His rejection is like a sucker punch to the gut.

“What’s wrong with me?” My eyes sting from holding back tears. “Why don’t you want me?”

“You still think I don’t want you?” His shaggy hair falls over his face as he shakes his head. “I want you more than I’ve ever wanted anything; that’s the fucking problem.” At his words, my perfume blooms, filling the room. My scent blocking panties are soaked through, slick dripping down my inner thighs.

His jaw tenses. “We need to get you out of here. Now.”

“I need⁠—”

“I can’t give you what you need,” he growls then seems to catch himself, his gaze softening. “I can’t, Faye. I’m sorry, but I just can’t.”

My heart feels like it’s breaking, yet the look in his eyes tells me that this is hurting him even more than me.

“Cole!” Damon bellows. “Ren! Laz!”

Seconds later, Cole dashes through, eyes wide and on full alert like he’s been awake for hours. Ren follows close behind. There’s no sign of Laz yet, so I’m guessing he can sleep through anything.

“What’s wrong?” Cole asks, before freezing on the spot as he sniffs the air.

“Get her away from me.” Damon shoves me into Ren’s arms like I’m diseased.

“Bring the car round, Frank.” Cole’s already talking into his phone. “We need to go to the cabin. Now.”

“What’s all the…?” Laz strolls in wearing loose, gray sweats, detailing his erection. “This is really happening, isn’t it?”

“I can’t stop it this time,” I pant, unable to slow my breathing. “My patch isn’t working.”

“I’m sure I’ve read something about this.” Ren scratches his head. “She’s been in our space for so long, it must have brought her heat on. With scent matches, a true heat can’t be stopped.”

“It’ll be okay, Faye.” Cole sounds much calmer than he looks. “We’re going to take you to a cabin, somewhere private and safe. Assuming you want us to help you through this?”

“Yes.” I nod. “Please. Don’t leave. I need you—all of you—with me.” I swallow past the anxiety threatening to suffocate me. Although a heat is starting, I’m still lucid enough to consent. However, I’ll soon be lost to my urges craving their knots. “I want your help. But you should know that I’ve never been in heat with alphas or been with anyone for that matter, so I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“We’ll get you through this, baby.” Ren holds me tight. “We’ll do whatever you need us to.”

“Are you sure, Faye?” Cole bends to make eye contact with me. “This is really what you want?”

“What’re you going to do, make her sign a contract?” Laz harrumphs. “She’s already said that this is what she wants.”

“I need to be sure she knows what she’s asking,” Cole insists firmly.

“I know what I’m asking for,” I moan. “But I don’t know how much longer it’ll be before I lose control of myself. You’re my scent matches. This feels right.”

Seeing that Damon’s already heading for the door, Laz runs past him.

“Come on, man.” Laz blocks his path. “You can’t go. Not now. You heard our omega. She needs us. The entire pack.”

“I can’t be here,” Damon gets in Laz’s face, hissing. “You know that.”

“You’re part of the Silverwood Pack, Damon,” Cole barks. Although an alpha’s bark only has the power to influence an omega, it still carries a lot of weight when used by the pack leader. “If Faye wants you here, you’re staying. That’s an order.”

“Fine, I’ll stay.” Damon throws up his arms. “But I’m staying outside the nest.”

That’s progress. At least he’ll be close by since I can’t handle the thought of him being far away.

“It hurts.” I clutch my stomach. It feels like flames are burning me from the inside out. “Please, make it stop.”

“I’ll call Sabs,” Laz murmurs, paling. “The Stellas need to know what’s happening.”

“Frank’s already outside,” Cole announces as headlights shine through the door window. “Everything is ready in the cabin.”

“I’m scared, Ren,” I whisper so only he can hear.

“You’re going to be okay.” He feathers his knuckles down my cheek, soothing me. “We’ll take care of you.”

I’ve always been wary of alphas and putting my trust in these men is terrifying, but what other choice do I have?


TWENTY-ONE
Cole



“I’ll meet you there.” Damon pulls on his helmet, stomping over to his huge Harley. He swings one leg over the side then kicks off into the night, the engine roaring.

It’s a good thing there’s no space for him in the car because I’m furious at him for how he’s acting. Faye looked heartbroken when he said he was going to leave. Doesn’t he understand the magnitude of this? He’s not only sabotaging his own happiness but the packs too, and I’m tired of it. Rejecting your omega—our scent match—during a heat is completely unacceptable. He needs to get his head out of his ass for long enough to realize that she’s the best thing to ever happen to us. However, I’ll have to deal with Damon later because, right now, our number one priority is taking Faye someplace safe.

This will be her first real heat. She’s going to need us to coach her through it. Since her last scare, we’re much more prepared. We’ve all researched and planned what to do in case it happened again. I even bought a cabin in the mountains to make sure we would never be caught off guard.

SVU is situated at the bottom of a large mountain range that is peppered with cabins throughout the woodland. Many students rent out the mountain cabins during heats, SVU’s location being one of the many reasons why it’s so popular with alphas and omegas. I didn’t want to risk relying on a rental, though—not when I couldn’t be sure it’d be available when we need it. Besides, buying one means we can fill it with all the home comforts Faye deserves. While it still needs work, it’ll be better than a poorly constructed blanket fort in the pack house.

Our first heat together is a big deal—not only for Faye but for all of us. Although I’m not showing it, I’m nervous as hell. I want this to be perfect. We can’t blow this. Not with Faye. She’s too important.

Ren leads Faye to the sleek, black Town Car waiting. “This way, baby.”

“Sorry for my attire, Mr. Silverwood.” Frank bows, opening the car door for us. He’s still wearing his tartan pajamas but has shoved his driver’s cap, rather lopsidedly, on his head. If it wasn’t such a serious situation, it’d be almost comical. Frank’s forehead wrinkles deepen in concern when he sees Faye. “I wanted to get here as quickly as possible to get the little lady where she needs to be.”

“Hi Frank.” Faye breathes through the pain, even braving a small smile. “Sorry to wake you.”

Our omega is strong. I made all of us try a heat emulator once because I thought it was important to have a real understanding of what they go through. To truly be able to empathize. The machine mimicked the cramps omega’s experience. Damon was the only one who could speak through the worst of the pain. For Faye to be smiling is a huge testament to her inner strength. Though I’m not sure how long she’ll be able to hold it together.”

“Wake me?” Frank waves off her apology. “Don’t you worry about me, little lady.”

As Ren bundles her into the back seat, Frank turns to me. “I put some extra blankets in the back. My sister was an omega—God rest her soul. It’s not much, but keeping her warm will help.”

“Thanks.” I clap him on the back. “I’ll pay you double for this.”

“I won’t hear of it!” He shakes his head. “Now let’s go. The roads are quiet, so I should be able to get you up there in half an hour if I put my foot down. I’ll put up the partition to give you some privacy.”

“Who’s riding up front?” Laz asks.

He’s not doing well at hiding his nerves, bouncing on the spot.

“Why don’t you keep Frank company in the front, Laz?” I put my hand on his shoulder then add under my breath, “I know you’re scared, bro. Just use the drive as a chance to chill out, okay? You’re gonna be fine.”

Clearly relieved, Laz sighs and nods. Despite his usual overly confident bravado, Laz is eager to please. He’ll do anything to keep our omega happy.

“It hurts so bad.” Faye is writhing in pain, her eyes slammed shut when I slide into the seat next to her. Her voice is unusually high-pitched, and she’s burning up. “Please… I need…”

“Do you need some relief, omega?” I offer.

There’s no way she’s going to make it all the way to the cabin. We’re going to have to help her take the edge off.

“Yes.” She clutches her stomach. “Please, alpha.”

“Tell us what you need.” I trail the pads of my fingers up and down her arm.

“Knots.” When her big, brown eyes look at me like she is now—full of need—I’ll do anything she asks. “I need knots.”

My cock hardens at the sheer desperation in her voice. I’d fill her right here, burying my knot inside her if I could, but we’re lacking in space.

“Later,” I promise. “How about we touch you? Would you like to soak my fingers with your slick while you play with Ren’s knot?”

“Mm, yes.” She wiggles back-and-forth, like she’s trying to buck against an invisible hand. “I want…” She eagerly reaches for the buttons on Ren’s pants.

Ren’s eyes pan wide as saucers, darting up to me. “Are you sure?”

“She feels most comfortable with you,” I reply. “But don’t forget, this is her first time being touched, so we need to take it slow.”

We’ve never had group sex before, but we all know that’s part of the deal when you’re in a pack serving an omega. All we care about is her pleasure, and Ren needs this. The disaster with Belle made him feel inferior, so despite my knot begging for her attention, I want him to know how it feels to be truly desired.

Faye huffs moodily. “Stupid buttons!”

I chuckle. “You’re not being very patient, little omega.”

“But I need it!”

“Here you are, baby.” Ren helps her out, pulling his hard cock out his pants. It twitches as she wraps her tiny hand around it.

“It’s so warm and silky.” She snatches her bottom lip with her teeth as she rubs her hands up and down his shaft. “I’ve never touched one before.”

“Just follow your instincts, little omega,” I encourage. “Ren will show you what he likes.”

While she’s distracted by Ren’s cock, I slide my hands underneath her dress. The fabric rides up, giving me the perfect view of her creamy, soft thighs.

“Move your hands up and down like this.” Ren puts his hands over hers, guiding them. “Yeah, just like that.”

She perfumes, a deliciously sweet vanilla and honeycomb explosion filling the car. Faye’s usual scent is delicate and understated, but during heat, it takes on a whole different level of intensity.

I don’t know how Ren hasn’t already come—I’m struggling not to. I stroke her inner thighs, exploring where no alpha has before. She quivers under my touch, and her curvy hips buck, demanding more. Even though she hasn’t fully fallen into the throes of heat yet, I can already tell she’ll be insatiable.

I pause at the edge of her wet panties. “Do you want me to touch you, Faye?”

“Yes.”

“Say yes please, alpha,” I demand.

“Yes please, alpha,” she whines.

I slip my hands into her panties, her sweet, slippery slick dousing my fingers. She’s absolutely drenched.

“More,” she orders, taking out her frustration on Ren by moving her hand in fast strokes.

Ren’s breathing quickens. “Give her what she wants, man.”

“You want this?” I tease, stroking her clit.

“Yes! Oh yes, alpha!” She gyrates against my fingers, chasing her pleasure and coating me in more slick. “More! More!”

I slide one finger inside her, then another. She gasps, a flush creeping up her chest and over her cheeks. I want to put a lot more inside her, but that’ll have to wait until later.

She writhes, reveling in the moment. I curl my index finger, strumming her G-spot as her pulsing pussy hugs my fingers.

“More!” Her pleading calls to my primal instincts to give her everything she wants. “Please, alpha.”

We’re probably about halfway from the cabin, but she can’t wait that long. I knock on the privacy screen separating us from Frank and Laz three times—a signal for Frank to pull over. It’s a small backseat for two alphas and an omega. Plus, I can’t do what I need to while we’re moving.

Ren’s eyes roll back in his head, his white-knuckled grip on the door handle telling me he’s trying his best not to come while Faye enthusiastically works his cock. She’s a natural.

I press the microphone button to speak to Frank through the intercom with my spare hand. “Give us ten minutes.”

As soon as we come to a stop, I remove Faye’s seat belt. Thankfully, the car windows are tinted.

“Do you want to taste your alpha’s cum, little omega?” I ask.

A glazed, euphoric expression sweeps over her face as she nods excitedly.

“Put Ren’s cock in your mouth, little omega,” I instruct, withdrawing my dripping fingers.

“Oh, fuck.” Ren groans as she scrambles over and wraps her lips around him.

It’s so hot seeing her get him off, and I can’t wait until I get my turn.

Her position gives me the best view of her round ass, pointed in the air. I slide two fingers into her heat again, marveling as I watch them disappear.

I smile at the puddle of slick on the seats where she was sitting. Just seeing that would be enough to send a young alpha straight into a rut, and even older alphas aren’t immune from them. Especially when an omega smells this good. Ruts are uncontrollable urges, similar to an omega’s heat, where an alpha’s base instinct takes over entirely, losing themselves to their body’s need to knot. Somehow, I maintain my focus, concentrating on Faye’s pleasure as I zone in on the way her back arches in response to my movements.

The back seat door flies open, Laz’s jaw hanging open at Faye devouring Ren’s cock. Judging by the noises and Ren’s blissful expression, they’re both having a lot of fun.

“Well, it looks like I missed out.” Laz adjusts himself. “Fuck. This is so hot.”

“Do you want me to make you see stars while Ren comes down your throat, little omega?” I ask, quickening my pace and thrusting my fingers farther into her.

Faye murmurs something back—impossible to understand when her mouth is so full—but a gush of slick dripping down my wrist answers my question.

“Your mouth feels incredible,” Ren grunts.

She mewls, clearly loving taking him. For someone who hasn’t been with a man before, she sure seems to know what she’s doing.

I carefully remove my fingers, making her whine while Laz watches.

“Be patient, little omega,” I encourage, although I’d never make her wait too long.

During a heat, it’s our job to give her what she needs. We’ll have plenty of time for teasing later. This is our time to give her pure pleasure.

Opening the car door I drop to my knees on the ground outside. I grab her hips then pull her back onto my face, making her pop off Ren’s cock for a second with a whine. I immediately dive in, desperate to taste her slick.

After one taste of her slick, I want to drown in it. It’s like sweet caramel on a vanilla sundae. I dive into her pussy, licking and sucking, pushing my tongue into her, lapping up every drop. She’s the best thing I’ve ever tasted. I could eat her pussy all day.

She pushes her shapely ass back, wanting more. When she perfumes, I’m lost to her smell.

“You’re doing so well, baby,” Ren murmurs. “Your mouth feels so fucking good.”

As she trembles at his praise, I hold her clit in my mouth, sucking on it gently. Just enough to bring her to the edge.

“You’re amazing at sucking cock.” Ren’s breathing grows ragged. He grabs her hair and holds her in place as his hips buck. “You’re gonna make me come so hard.”

He grunts as he releases down her throat. As soon as she tastes him, she comes undone, moaning all over his dick while an orgasm crashes through her.

“Fuck, Faye,” Laz grumbles, watching on. “You’re so beautiful when you come. Look at all that slick.”

Faye slurps up the last of Ren’s cum before moaning, her head hanging limply between her arms as she surrenders to the sensation.

Ren swipes his finger in the pool of slick then licks it off, moaning. “She tastes amazing.”

He does it again then holds out his finger for Laz, who licks Ren’s finger clean without a second thought. Laz sighs, his cock straining against his pants. “Cole’s one lucky bastard.”

I lick and fuck her with my fingers until her pussy stops squeezing me. When she pulls in a deep breath, quivering, I straighten up.

“How do you feel now, little omega?” I lick her nectar off my lips.

“Much better.” Faye adjusts her dress before sitting upright. With her tussled hair and cheeks colored with a rosy glow, she’s even more stunning than usual. “Th-thank you.”

Ren grins. “We should be the ones thanking you.”

“I’d get arrested if anyone caught me touching myself out here,” Laz gripes. “But you haven’t made it easy.”

Faye giggles.

“Get back in the front, Laz,” I order. “We’re not far now.”

I wrap my arm around her, pulling her close. Even though we haven’t knotted yet, I know she’s made for us. I only hope she feels the same.


TWENTY-TWO
Faye



Woah, did that really just happen? My instincts took over, and I got lost in the moment. I’ve never been close to a man before, but I was choking down Ren’s unbelievably large cock like my life depended on it while Cole’s mouth did filthy things to me. And I freaking loved it all.

“I’m sorry about the seat,” I murmur bashfully. I’m in a fuzzy, post-orgasmic haze, sitting in the car between two amazing alphas. I don’t know what came over me.

“What have we told you about apologizing, little omega?” Cole pulls me in closer. Mm, safety and warmth. My alpha. “We love your slick.”

My pain has dulled temporarily, but I’m still burning up. From what I’ve heard, it won’t be long until another wave hits. Hopefully, we’ll be out of the car by then.

“Oh my gosh… Frank!” I cover my face with my hands. “What will he think of me? We’ve probably scarred him for life!”

“Frank has been around the block a few times.” Cole chuckles. “Don’t worry about him.”

“Look.” Ren points out the window as the car turns a corner, making its way down a bumpy driveway lined with giant pine trees. “We’re here.”

As soon as we come to a stop, Laz opens the door for me like a chauffeur and saving me the embarrassment of seeing Frank after what we just did in the back of his car.

“Here.” Laz offers me his denim jacket. “Wear this to keep you warm.”

White clouds puff from us as we breathe, making me grateful for Laz’s jacket which acts as a warm barrier against the chilly night breeze. I look around for Damon, feeling a stab of disappointment when I don’t see him or his bike anywhere. Did he lie about joining us?

“Welcome to Casa Silverwood,” Ren motions to the cabin.

“Wow.” I’m lost for words. “This is…”

I expected a small chalet, but this is nothing like that. It’s a large, two-level, wooden construction complete with a front porch and swing seat. Lanterns on either side of the green door give us a little light. The upper level has a balcony, where I’m sure I can see a hot tub.

“Not bad, right?” Laz winks. “Wait until you see inside.”

The door creaks as he pushes it open, toasty air that smells like the forest greeting us. A fire crackles in the fireplace, and thick rugs cover the dark wood floors. After slipping off my shoes, I realize there must be underfloor heating because the wooden panels are delightfully warm underfoot.

With a hand on my lower back, Laz leads me into the next room. My breath hitches when I see Damon on his hands and knees, adding logs to another roaring fire. This fireplace is the room’s centerpiece, an emerald U-shaped sofa covered in thick blankets framing it. Intricately carved bookcases and captivating paintings cover the walls, and red drawn curtains cover windows that look out on the spectacular view.

“Woah, man.” Laz surveys the room. “You’ve been busy.”

Damon merely grunts then marches past us. A bowling ball of rejection plummets to the bottom of my belly when he barely acknowledges our presence. He grabs the axe that’s resting next to the front door. “We need more firewood.”

There’s already a massive pile of logs next to the fire, but Damon vanishes into the night anyway, slamming the door behind him.

“I hope you’ll be comfortable here.” Ren traipses in behind us and fluffs a nearby cushion. “You can change anything you like. It’s pretty neutral so it should be easy for you to put your own stamp on it.”

I open my mouth to reply when I hear heated, raised voices coming from the porch. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but Cole sounds furious. Laz and Ren exchange an “I hope they don’t kill each other” look, and my heart sinks.

“They’re fighting because of me, aren’t they?” I sigh. The Silverwood Pack is a family, and the last thing I want is to create a wedge between them.

“Hey, don’t worry about those grumpy jerks.” Laz tries to play it down. “This isn’t about you, honeybee. We fight all the time. And they’re big boys; they can handle themselves. You’ve got enough to focus on without worrying about pack drama.”

“But I don’t want to cause any problems.”

“You won’t, baby.” Ren runs a hand up and down my back soothingly. “This is unfamiliar territory for everyone, so we’re all figuring it out as we go. Trust me, we all want you here. Even Damon, despite how he’s acting right now.”

A burst of cool air whooshes through the cabin as Cole enters. His fists are clenched in fury, but his shoulders relax when he looks at me, his frustration visibly melting away. I notice a wet patch on his collar from my slick and can’t help but grin.

“Is everything okay?” I ask him.

“Everything’s fine, little omega.” I swoon at the sight of Cole’s dimple. “You’re here with us, and we’re going to take care of you.”

“Come on.” Ren slips his fingers through mine. “I’ll show you the nest, and you can make yourself comfortable. Remember, everything is just temporary because we weren’t sure what you’d like. We can take you to Nora’s Nest Nook to buy new things.”

The four of us head upstairs, the guys pausing at the door, waiting for me to enter the nest first. When I step inside, I can’t believe what I’m seeing.

Set in the middle of the room, a giant circular bed takes up most of the space. I’ve never seen a bed so large; it’ll easily fit all five of us. There are mountains of pillows and blankets in every color and material I can think of, stacked in neat piles around the room’s edges. Two doors lead off the room, one going into a bathroom and the other onto the balcony with the hot tub.

“You can change the color of the lights to create whatever ambiance you like.” Laz points at the control panel on the wall. I flick through the settings before settling on a soft pinkish hue. “There are also hidden speakers if you want to play music.”

“This is unbelievable.” I turn, taking in the remarkable space.

While there are a few little tweaks I’ll make to feel truly at home—like getting rid of the cupcake-shaped cushions with silly cartoon faces that Laz presumably panic-bought—the guys have done an amazing job. However, there is one big thing missing. I noticed as soon as I stepped inside.

“But?” Cole senses I’m holding back. “What is it?”

“It doesn’t smell like you.” I face my alphas who are all still standing in the doorway. “In the pack house, I could smell you guys everywhere.”

“We didn’t want to lay our scent in case it made you uncomfortable,” Ren explains. What will it take to make him believe I want him? “Do you want our scent in your nest?”

“Yes.” The word practically leaps off my tongue. “I really do.”

“Are you giving us permission to enter?” Cole requests my permission like a true gentleman. “The nest is your sacred place.”

“Of course, I am.” I’m desperate to prove this to them but don’t know how. “I want you all to stay here with me.” I internally cringe, not used to being so forward. “I mean, if you don’t mind?”

“Mind? We’d fucking love it!” Laz races into the room and dives onto the bed, spread-eagled for a moment before he starts rolling around. “Is this better?”

I laugh. “Much better.”

Cole rolls his eyes at Laz. “I’ll gather some of our clothes too, if you’d like?”

“Thank you.” I smile. “I’d love that.”

“I’ll be right back.”

I still can’t believe this is really happening, but I don’t have time to dwell as my skin prickles uncomfortably again and my stomach suddenly twists violently. It’s like lust has become a living, breathing entity, gnawing at my insides, begging for a knot.

“It’s starting again, isn’t it?” Ren reaches out to steady me before I fall.

I nod tearfully, struggling to catch my breath from the pain that has come out of nowhere.

“It h-hurts so b-bad.” I turn to Ren. My place of safety. “I need a knot, Ren. Please. I need your knot.”

“You heard her, dude!” Laz rolls off the bed, leaving the room smelling like freshly baked cinnamon cookies. “She needs your knot.”

“I don’t know if now’s a good time to say that I’ve never, um … knotted … an omega before,” Ren confesses. “Maybe you should get one of the other guys to help you first?”

“No!” I stand firm. “I’ve never been knotted before, remember? I want you, Ren.”

“I’ll prepare some snacks and help Cole.” Laz steps toward the door, sensing that this is a moment the two of us need to be alone. He slaps Ren on the back. “You’ve got this, brother.”

“What if I c-can’t…?” Nerves emanate from Ren. “What if I don’t know⁠—”

“You’ll know what to do,” Laz reassures him. “We’ll all be here to help afterward. I have a feeling our omega is going to need a lot of knots to keep her happy.”

Mm, knots. They sound so fucking good right now.

“I’ll be back for you soon, honeybee.” Laz kisses my cheek then whispers in my ear as he passes, “I’m like a whack-a-mole. I can keep disappearing, but I’ll always pop back up again.”

The door to my nest clicks closed behind him, leaving just the two of us.

“Are you sure about this, Faye? Cole is our pack leader.” The way that Ren’s chewing on his lip screams of how hesitant he is. “He should be the first to⁠—”

“I don’t care about pack hierarchy.” My patience wanes as my heat takes hold. “You’re all my alphas, and I want you to be my first.”

After what happened with Belle, Ren needs to know that he is my first choice. I need him to know how much I care for him and that he’ll never be second best.

He brushes a loose lock of hair from my cheek, tucking it behind my ear as he murmurs, “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you.”

“Soon, I’ll be able to tell you why you deserve every happiness, Ren.” I wince as a stabbing sensation in my stomach feels like a searing knife twisting. “But right now, I need you to take my pain away.”

As soon as I say that, a newfound determination crosses his features. All his performance anxiety vanishes in a flash.

“I’ve got you, baby.”

“I need you, alpha,” I whine, my heat coming on thick and fast. “I can’t wait.”

I tug at his shirt like a feral animal, but it doesn’t come off quickly enough. I rip at it in frustration, tearing off some of his buttons which bounce off the floor with a ping before rolling away.

“Ren, I’m sorr⁠—”

Before I can finish apologizing for mauling him, his mouth crushes mine possessively. I squeal when he lifts me with effortless ease. Although he doesn’t have the obvious muscles of some of his pack brothers, he’s deceptively strong. He throws me down onto the giant bed then forces my knees apart. My heady perfume fills the room, engulfing us in a cloud of lust.

“You’re so beautiful,” he groans, pushing up my dress. He tugs off my panties, hurling them aside to stare at my glistening pussy like it’s his favorite meal, making any lingering shyness I had vanish in a flash.

Fuck, he’s hot. His hair is messy, his shirt gaping open and partially hanging off, exposing his toned chest.

“I need you.” I can’t help but whine, gyrating my hips, desperate for the pleasure that only he can bring.

“I’ve been dying to taste you since I first smelled you.”

He dives between my legs, dragging the tip of his tongue along my slit. My thighs shake, pure ecstasy shooting down from my core to the tips of my toes. When he grasps my hips to hold me in place, I know his tongue alone won’t satiate me for long. I grab his hair, grinding onto his face, coating him with my slick.

“Knot,” I plead. “Please, alpha. I need your knot.”

He looks up at me, glasses askew as he crawls up the bed, a mesmerizing grin pulling at his lips. “I’ll never tire of hearing you say that.”

“More!” I reach down, stroking his giant cock through his pants. “I need more.”

“Don’t worry.” He takes off his glasses and puts them on the bedside table. Without them, I can fully appreciate his stormy blue eyes and sharp cheekbones. “I won’t keep you waiting for much longer.”

I rub against him like a horny teenager, jutting my hips. His hardness resting between my legs is almost too much to bear. I need him inside me. I claw at his back, finally removing his shirt completely. Screw the buttons. I paw at his shoulders while he kisses my neck, inhaling my smell, rubbing his cheeks all over my scent glands to mark me as his.

“Alpha, please.” A desperate urgency blazes through me. “Knot… I need your knot now!”

He quickly rolls off to undress while I pout and pine, overcome by the urge to touch myself. I briefly admire his perfectly sculptured physique, reaching for him the moment he’s naked. I lift my hips, trying to force him inside me, as the tip of his cock rubs against my entrance, hot and pulsing.

“Make the pain stop.” My fingers clamp onto his biceps. “Please.”

“I read that this could hurt a little.” He inhales deeply. “Just remember, you’re made for this. Made for me.”

As he edges inside of me, I wonder how something so big will even fit, relief filling my lungs as somehow, I accommodate him. I brace myself for the pain, but it doesn’t come. The stretching sensation is strange, but my river of slick makes it tolerable.

Any nerves about losing my virginity dissipate, his lavender scent and sweet words calming me. Ren’s right. This is what I’m made for. An omega’s body is designed to take knots, and Ren is my alpha. We’re fated.

With his silky shaft rubbing against my sensitive inner walls, making my toes curl, I surrender to my heat.

“That feels so good.” I clasp the back of his neck, pulling him down for a mind-bending kiss. “Give me your knot, alpha.”

“I’ve got you, baby.”

Quickening his thrusts, our bodies slam together, our chests rising and falling as our breathing synchronizes. I don’t know where he ends and I begin. My slick coats us both, making it easy to take him despite his unrelenting strokes.

His knot swells at the base of his cock and pulses against me, like a tempting secret I can’t wait to hear.

“Are you ready for my knot, baby?” Ren’s teeth clamp down on his bottom lip.

“Yes!” I buck against him, needing to be filled. More, more, more! “Yes, Ren! Yes! I need it… Please!”

His knot engorges, making my pussy stretch around it as it grows. I freeze, digging my nails into his shoulders for support as he pistons deeply into me.

“How does that feel?” He buries his face in my neck.

“It’s getting bigger.” I have an all-consuming need for him, coupled with a smidge of fear over how he’ll fit. His cock was one thing, but this monster of a knot? “I don’t know if I can take it. How is it all going to fit?”

“Remember, you’re made for this,” Ren reminds me. “You’re taking me so well.”

My body produces more slick, our scents intermingling to form an intoxicating aroma that pushes me closer to climaxing.

“Are you ready?” Ren slows his movements, gazing down at me in wonderment.

I nod. “Yes, alpha.”

After sliding in to the hilt, his knot fully inflates and locks in place. My pussy clamps down on him hard, causing a surge of pleasure that’s too good to describe. My pussy flutters, and I cry out his name as he shoots ropes of cum inside me. I desperately want to sink my teeth into his shoulder, but I pause.

No bonding. Not yet…

My hips roll, his knot squeezing and releasing while my orgasm crashes through me again and again. The pleasure fills me entirely, making me forget my own name. All I want to do is cling onto him and relish in this indescribable sensation.

I can’t move. Luckily, I don’t need to. He fills me so completely that my pussy walls sing, and his pulsing knot sends toe-tingling tremors through my limbs. His knot feels like coming home at the end of a long, hard day and just knowing everything is going to be okay.

I don’t know how much time passes before my climax finally tamps down, and the giant waves of pleasure turn into gentle ripples, a new state of dreamy bliss washing over me. My heat is still there, prowling under the surface, but with Ren remaining locked in position, the flames are now a slow-burning simmer.

“It feels…” I sigh. “Amazing. Is it good for you?”

“Good?” Ren blinks in disbelief. “Being inside you is the best thing I’ve felt in my entire life, baby. If I could stay knotted here forever, I would.”

“I’d like that.” I snuggle into the side of his neck as we roll onto our sides. He wraps his arms around me in a tight hug, binding us together. “I didn’t think a heat could feel so good.”

“You can have my knot whenever you need it, baby.” He nuzzles into my hair, stroking it. “I’m so proud of you. You did so well.”

“Thank you for being my first,” I say. “It wouldn’t have felt right with anyone else.”

Ren put me most at ease. Now that I know what to expect, the prospect of being with the other alphas is a lot less scary.

“I never thought I’d meet an omega who…” He swallows hard. “Who would want me like that.”

“Well, you have me.” I kiss his sweet lips. “And I’m not letting you go, alpha.”

“I love it when you call me that.” He kisses behind both of my ears, directly over my scent glands. “Thank you for choosing me.”

A knock sounds on the nest door, followed by Laz’s voice. “Can I come in?”

Ren looks at me, arching a brow. “This is your nest. It’s your choice.”

I nod shyly, wanting Laz here.

“Come in!” Ren calls.

Laz pokes his head around the door, giving me a waft of his delicious cinnamon-y goodness. The bulge in his pants tells me he’s turned-on, making my heat bubble up again despite my satisfied state.

“You’re still knotted?” Laz groans. “Fuck, it smells incredible.”

Sometimes, it can take up to an hour for an alpha’s knot to deflate. It’s supposed to support bonding while also providing the comfort that an omega needs and giving the alpha some time to recover.

Cole hovers behind Laz. “Did Ren take good care of you, little omega?”

“Yes.” I snuggle into my anchoring alpha. “He took great care of me.” Ren grins with pride. “Such a good knot.”

“She couldn’t wait to get undressed,” Ren chuckles, reminding me that I’m still wearing my sundress.

“I almost started rutting into a blanket while listening to her moan from downstairs.” Laz scrubs a hand down his face.

As Ren’s knot shrinks, my desire to be filled completely again builds.

“She’ll need more knots soon,” Ren reads my mind.

“Why don’t I help you get cleaned up, little omega?” Cole offers. “Then Laz can make you something to eat so you can keep your strength up.”

“Do I have to?” I whine, wanting to stay pressed into Ren’s chest forever.

“Cole’s right, baby.” Ren tenderly cups my cheek. “Remember, this is only the beginning; heats can last for a few days. It’s our job to look after you.”

“Fine.” I pout begrudgingly as Ren pulls out of me. Although there’s still a burning need between my legs, my heart has never felt fuller. “But only if you give me more knots.”

“That we can definitely do,” Cole promises. “Now I’ll run you a nice bubble bath. Does that sound good?”

Hell yeah, it does.

The Silverwoods have given me everything my body craves so far, and I can’t wait to see how else they’re going to surprise me.


TWENTY-THREE
Faye



“Your bath’s ready, little omega.” Cole leans on the doorway, his muscly arm propped against its frame. A small smile plays on his lips at seeing me and Ren embraced.

“I’ll be here when you’re done,” Ren promises as he slips out, planting a kiss on my forehead.

“We’re gonna need fresh sheets,” Standing, I motion to the bed, feeling self-conscious when I realize they’re completely covered in my slick. How is it possible I’ve produced so much?

“Don’t worry about that, little omega,” Cole replies. “We have plenty.”

“Laz and I will sort it.” Ren’s eyes sparkle.

“Make sure you refuel, Ren,” Cole reminds him. “You need to keep your strength up. Faye needs you to stay strong too.”

As Ren nods and practically skips out, I admire how well Cole looks after all the alphas in his pack. He definitely puts their needs above his own. Most pack leaders wouldn’t let another alpha knot their omega first, but he didn’t seem to have any problem with letting us share that special moment together.

“You always look after everyone,” I vocalize my inner thoughts.

“That’s my job,” Cole replies matter-of-factly. “And now that it’s also my job to look after you, I need you to hurry and get in the tub before the water gets cold.”

I do a double take when I enter the nest bathroom for the first time, finding what looks like a freaking spa. The floor is covered in a mosaic of black and white tiles surrounded by dusty-pink walls and a huge copper bath filled to the brim with sparkly bubbles. In addition to the bath, there’s a mammoth walk-in shower that’d fit me and at least two alphas. On the far wall, a circular window looks out over the frosty mountains, and candles flicker on every ledge, making the room feel even cozier.

“I’ll look away when you get in.” Being the gentleman that he is, Cole turns his back.

I unzip my dress and let it fall then step into the bubbles and sink down into their warmth. I let out a moan of pleasure as my muscles instantly loosen.

“I can leave you to relax, if you like?”

“No!” I sit up so fast, bubbles slop down the sides of the bath. “Stay. Please?”

“Whatever you want, little omega.” Cole kneels next to me before gesturing to the many soaps and lotions stacked on the bath’s edge. “I wasn’t sure what you liked, so I made sure we had everything.”

“This is perfect, Cole,” I sigh, leaning back to rest my head on the bath pillow. “Seriously.”

His slate eyes sweep me over me, even though he can’t see much of my body beneath the bubbles. “How is your pain?”

“Better. For now.” I give him what I hope is a reassuring smile. “You know, I had my first heat in the bath. My gram helped talk me through it, but it was nothing like this one.”

I remember my first time like it was yesterday. I went into heat at seventeen, a few months before a blood test confirmed I was an omega. I’d felt sick all day while working in the shop, so Gram sent me to take a bath, thinking it was bad period pains. I’ve suffered from bad ones all my life, which can be an indicator of an omega designation but not necessarily. While I was soaking, surrounded by rose petals, a sudden, stabbing stomach pain had me convinced that I was about to die. I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t move; all I could do was try to breathe through the pain.

When Gram came to check on me, she explained that something similar happened when my mom had her first heat. Luckily, she had heat patches stashed in our first aid box for an emergency, and a few hours later, I had it under control. The next day, she took me to a doctor to get suppressants, which had been working well until coming to SVU and meeting the Silverwoods.

“You never have to go through a heat alone ever again.” He holds up a small glass jug. “May I?”

I nod, watching as he dips the jug into the water, making me hyperaware of how close his arms are to my naked body.

“Sit forward and tip your head back, little omega.”

I do as he asks, a sense of peace wafting over me as he wets my hair with one hand while using the other to block water from getting into my eyes.

He holds up a bottle of shampoo. “This was handmade by an apothecary that specializes in omega care. The sign said it’d be extra calming, or something like that.” His attentiveness is super cute.

He continues to wash my hair with surprising tenderness. His rough hands massage the suds into my scalp, and I melt under his touch. The bubbles dissipate, exposing the tops of my breasts, but nothing distracts Cole from his hair washing duties. He carefully applies conditioner before gently untangling my hair with his fingers and carefully rinsing it out.

“Mmm,” I sigh. A warm tingling hums beneath my skin, a signal that my heat is stirring again.

Who needs to go to a spa when you have a pack leader at your disposal?

He rubs a bar of soap between his giant palms to create a foamy, pink lather. “Time to get you clean.”

He begins at my feet, rubbing his thumbs in circular motions. I groan as he moves farther up. My mind strays to what’s hiding beneath his clothes, wondering how his knot would feel. “Does that feel good, little omega?”

“Not as good as a knot would feel.”

Cole’s hands kneading my thighs slide higher. Just a little closer, I mentally plead. Unfortunately, he’s not psychic, pausing just before touching between my legs. Instead, his hands skim upward to stroke my stomach. I huff, making it clear where I want to be touched.

“We’re cleaning you off, little omega.” He tsks. “There’ll be plenty of time for that later.”

“But I want it now.”

“Behave yourself.”

I splash him, sending purple bubbles in his direction as I stick my tongue out. “Or what?”

“Or…” He leans in. Our noses are so close they’re almost touching. “I’ll have to get in there with you.”

That settles it. I slam my fist into the water like I’m banging a drum and create a splash big enough to soak his T-shirt through.

“Oh no, you didn’t,” he growls playfully.

I grab a handful of bubbles then blow a kiss, sending the pile floating through the air.

Cole laughs, causing crinkles to appear at the corner of his eyes. He’s even more gorgeous when he smiles. It strikes me how I don’t see him laugh as often as Laz or Ren. Not because he isn’t happy, but because he seems to be in a state of high alert and too busy making sure everyone else is okay. Being a pack leader comes with a lot of responsibility, so it’s nice to see him let loose and have fun.

I push my luck and splash him again, giggling as I send more water sloshing onto the floor.

He raises an eyebrow. “So that’s how you’re gonna play it?”

I flutter my eyelashes innocently. “You’re the one who said you’d get in with me.”

When he makes statements like that, what does he expect to happen? He peels off his wet T-shirt, rendering me speechless. He’s ripped as hell and looks like a superhero.

He notices me staring and smirks. “Like what you see, little omega?”

His chest looks like it was carved out of stone or something, with deep, muscular grooves that are made for licking chocolate or ice cream out of.

The flames of my heat have officially been fanned again.

“As much as I’d like to get in that bath with you, I don’t think there’s space for the two of us in there.” He sniffs the air and licks his lips. “Stand up.”

Water drips off my curves, my hair hangings to my waist in loose, wet waves as I stand completely naked before him. His gaze trails down my body, devouring me, and I can smell his arousal from here.

“Look at you, my dirty, little omega.” With his eyes lingering approvingly between my legs, I perfume from his attention. “So perfect and already dripping with slick again.” He tuts and shakes his head. “I’ve already cleaned you with my mouth once today.”

When I whine in longing, he lunges forward and grabs me, throwing me over his shoulder and carrying me back into the nest. He carefully sets me down on top of the freshly changed sheets like I’m a porcelain doll.

“Tell me what you need,” Cole orders.

“Y-y-you.” I pant breathlessly as he strips. “All of you.”

At 6′4′′, Cole’s the tallest and biggest of the Silverwood Pack, towering over my tiny frame. The rest of his body is just as exquisitely sculpted as his chest. My eyes widen at his thick, long cock and bulging knot. Damn, his dick looks more like a weapon than a body part. Good. I want it to impale me. He grins proudly when he notices me gawping at his giant monster member.

“You’ll fit me, little omega.” The bed dips as he crawls next to me. “I’m sure of it. And you’re the one in control, remember?”

Nodding, he pulls me onto his lap where I wrap my legs around him. My pussy aches with longing as his giant cock rubs against me. I gyrate against him, enjoying the friction between his cock and my clit, coating us both in my slick.

“Take what you want, little omega.” He grasps my ass. His hands must be the size of baseball gloves as they completely cover my ass cheeks.

Flooded with the overwhelming need to be knotted, my natural instincts take over, and I wrap a hand around his shaft. It only covers half of it, but I have enough of a grip to angle him toward my entrance.

I gasp, hovering above him as I slowly sink down onto his pulsing cock. Cole kisses my neck, his teeth grazing my skin and sending a shiver of desire hurtling through me. He doesn’t break my skin. He’d never do that without permission. However, this preview gives me an idea of how euphoric it’ll be if we bond.

“That’s it,” Cole groans. “Move up and down my cock, just like that. Take it slow.”

Our kiss deepens, his peppermint tasting tongue making me tingle. I’m lost in ecstasy until he gently pinches my hard nipple, and I crumble. An unexpected orgasm descends, dousing him in slick, leaving us both extra slippery.

“Your knot,” I plead. “Please! Give me your knot!”

He bites my lip, holding it between his teeth and sucking, sending erotic vibrations through me.

“No!” I whine as he effortlessly lifts me off his shaft.

He grins. “Turn over, and present yourself to your alpha, little omega.”

His deep, rumbling voice makes my stomach flutter, making me willing to do anything to please him. Rolling over, I stretch my arms out in front of me and arch my back. I part my knees wider, spreading my legs to give him the best view of my ass and splayed pussy so he can see how ready I am.

He spanks my ass. “Such a good omega.”

I jolt from the painful yet pleasant surprise then wiggle my hips.

“Please, alpha!” I beg. “Fuck me with your knot.”

Unlike Ren, Cole doesn’t hesitate. He enters me from behind in one swift, firm, deep thrust. His cock feels incredible, so good that I’m already coming undone for a second time.

He grasps my hips. “I’ve got you, little omega.”

“Yes!” I push my ass up against him as my vision blurs. “Fuck with me your big cock, and fill me with your knot.”

With a feral roar, Cole’s knot swells. I claw at the bedsheets, pleasure overwhelming me as he stretches me completely and locks in place. I buck uncontrollably, but his hands provide a steadying force, holding me in place while my pussy implodes. There’s no stopping what we’ve started, causing orgasm after orgasm to crash through me until I’ve lost count of them.

“Mine,” Cole grunts possessively, plunging deeply before filling me with ropes of hot, delicious cum. “My omega.”

Completely spent, my head collapses onto the soft pillow.

Once our moans and my cries of bliss dissipate, a satisfied silence follows, broken only by our heavy breathing. My body writhes from the aftershocks and the pleasure-filled tremors consuming me.

“Lie down.”

Still attached, we manoeuvre into a spooning position. Cole holds me against his chest, his massive knot still locked inside me as a wave of happy exhaustion hits.

“Rest now, little omega.” Cole curls an arm around me. “You need to keep your strength up.”

With my insatiable appetite for knots, I’m going to need to.


TWENTY-FOUR
Ren



“How long do you think they’ll be?” Laz asks while he scurries around the kitchen, buzzing with nervous energy. Despite his usual confidence, the pacing and hair tugging prove that he’s anxious. Although he and Faye had a great date at the arcade, he’s still plagued with worry over saying the wrong thing and accidentally upsetting her. If he just relaxes and acts like his usual self, he’ll be fine. Laz is the pack jokester, and Faye will love him for that.

“However long it takes.” I grin. “Our omega is needy.”

Cole told me to rest, but it’s easier said than done when I’m living on pure adrenaline. Being with Faye was incredible.

Knotting is more than a physical act. It’s emotional, and the fact that she picked me to be her first means more to me than she’ll ever know.

Belle wasn’t the first person to make me feel inadequate. I have two alpha dads and being their only child, they both encouraged me to pursue sports, wanting me to follow in their footsteps. Being a reader doesn’t exactly give him the same bragging rights as their friends. They’ve always supported me, but they’ve never been able to fully mask their disappointment. However, Faye has never made me feel like I’m not enough of an alpha for her.

I tilt my head to listen when Laz puts a finger to his lips. Faye and Cole’s loud love making seems to have quietened. “Sounds like they’re taking a breather.”

“We’re so lucky.” I smile, thinking of the way Faye looked beneath me. “She’s perfect. For all of us.”

“Speak for yourself,” Damon grunts from where he’s scarfing down ice cream sprinkled with salted potato chips.

“That’s gross, dude.” Laz wrinkles his nose. “Who eats chips and ice cream?”

Damon empties the entire packet into his bowl to make a point. The only thing that would make this moment even better would be an improvement to Damon’s mood. He’s stubborn as hell. And he’s been sulking since Laz persuaded him to stop swinging an axe around in the dark.

Damon has ransacked the cupboards, his binge eating worsening as Faye’s moans filled the house.

“Do you think this is enough food?” Laz inspects the feast he put together on the countertop that’d feed an entire party. He even cut fresh fruits up into cute animal shapes.

Damon points at a melon that looks like some kind of bird. “What the fuck is that supposed to be?”

“It’s a swan!” Laz picks it up, cradling his little swan melon. “Do you think it’s too much?”

Damon snorts.

“No, it’s fine,” I assure Laz before Damon makes another snarky comment. Just because Damon’s making every effort to ignore his connection with Faye doesn’t give him the right to shit on everyone else parade. “She’ll love it, Laz.”

Laz smiles, carefully placing the swan melon on a bed of strawberries. He’s more sensitive than he lets on, choosing to hide his insecurities behind jokes.

“I don’t know why you’re making such a fuss.” Damon shakes his head. “She’s just an omega.”

“She’s not just an omega,” I correct him. “She’s our omega, and the sooner you get your head around that, the better.”

“She may be yours,” Damon scoffs. “But she sure as hell ain’t mine.”

“How much longer are you going to fight it?” I cross my arms, leaning back against the counter. “I know you’re drawn to Faye like we are. Look, I understand that you’re worried after⁠—”

Damon hurls the empty ice cream tub across the room, the spoon landing with a tinny thud. Cole will have a fit when he sees ice cream splattered everywhere.

“I’m not fighting or worried about anything!” Damon snarls. “Why are you so brave all of a sudden anyway? Did knotting an omega for the first time make you feel like more of a man?”

“Enough, dude, okay?” Laz’s face reddens as he steps between us. “Now you’re just being an asshole.”

I suck in a cleansing breath so I don't retaliate, letting Damon’s comments wash over me. Damon’s first reaction to anything uncomfortable is to get defensive or smash things. Unfortunately, it’s a trait he inherited from his father, and it’s a tough one to break. Hurt people hurt people.

“I didn’t want to be here, remember?” Damon throws up his arms. “You made me stay, and now I have to sit and listen to you rail her in the nest! Cole may have forced me to come to this cabin, but he can’t force me to be happy about it. I’m going to chop more wood.”

“Fine, go get eaten by a grizzly! They’ll need a big meal to bulk up for winter anyway!” Laz yells to Damon’s back as he storms into the night. “I give up with him.”

“He’ll come around.”

“What if he doesn’t?” Laz drops down onto one of the breakfast stools, staring wistfully at his fruit art. “Ren, I don’t know if we can live without Faye.”

“It won’t come to that.” Damon is fighting his own inner demons, but he can’t deny what his alpha needs forever. “Damon just needs time.”

I have to believe that he’ll come around. Finding an omega should be something that brings a pack together, but as I gaze out the window at the inky tree line, I hope it doesn’t tear us apart in the process.


TWENTY-FIVE
Faye



I thought I’d be aching after being knotted by two alphas. There is some mild tenderness down there, but despite that, my body already craves more. While I get another brief respite between sessions, the guys have helped to keep me grounded so far, there’s no doubt that heats are relentless.

“You need to eat something.” Cole steers me downstairs. “You need to keep your energy up.”

Despite Cole buying me many cute pajama sets, I insisted on wearing his T-shirt. It absolutely drowns me, hanging around my knees, but it smells amazing.

“Faye!” Laz excitedly jumps up when he spots me, and my mouth falls open when I see what’s behind him.

The entire countertop is covered in snacks. There’s everything from veggie sticks and dips to mini sandwiches, cakes, granola bars, and more.

“I know you like sweet treats, but Cole would castrate me if I didn’t include some healthy options. Drink this before anything else.” Laz shoves a glass of orange juice into my hands. “It’s full of all the vitamins and electrolytes you’ll need.” I take a sip, expecting it to be bitter, but it’s delicious and tastes like passionfruit. “I made it super fruity for you.”

“Is that…?” My eyes jump to an adorable piece of expertly carved melon. It has a tiny beak and wings, sitting on strawberries that look like waves. “A swan?”

Laz shyly runs his hands through his auburn curls. “Yeah.”

“It’s so cute!” I squeal, picking it up like it’s a tiny animal. “No one can eat it!”

“Note to self, don’t make the food so cute that she won’t eat it,” Laz jokes, but I can tell he’s buzzing from the compliment.

“No one will eat your swan,” Cole chuckles. “But you really should eat something else.”

I gravitate to the three-tier chocolate cake.

“Little omega,” Cole chastises.

“Fine!” I turn away from it, adding a few pieces of chopped fruit to my plate before sprinkling them with walnuts. “Better?”

“Drink the rest of that first.” Cole motions to my juice.

I literally salivate, eyeing the cake. “But I have fruit too. They’re one of my five a day.”

Laz winks. “I can’t argue with that logic, honeybee.”

Cole rolls his eyes but doesn’t argue. “Can you help me change the sheets, Ren?”

“Oh god.” I cringe. “Is that the second set already? You’ll be doing so much laundry.”

“We’re not gonna be washing them,” Cole corrects me. “We each want a set to sleep with.”

I can’t tell whether he’s joking as he and Ren disappear on their mission.

“So…” Laz dances from one foot to the other, unable to stay in one spot for longer than a few seconds. “How’re you feeling?”

“Hungry.” No, scratch that, I’m ravenous. A few minutes ago, eating and drinking were the last things on my mind, but I’m burning so many calories, I definitely need to replenish. “I didn’t think heats would be so draining.”

I devour the cake then wolf down the rest of my plate before gorging on chips, a blueberry muffin, and a protein bar. Aside from answering Laz when he eagerly asks whether there’s anything more he can do, I barely come up for air between mouthfuls.

“How do you feel now?” Laz asks when I finish.

“Much better.”

“You’ve got a bit of chocolate.” He points at a spot on my face. “There.”

I swipe at it. “Is it gone?”

“No.” He dabs at the smeared chocolate next to my mouth. His touch makes my skin tingle, like a mini-electric shock. “Woah. That was…” He jerks his hand back.

My perfume blooms, filling the kitchen. His usual laid-back expression turns serious.

“Faye.” His chair almost tips over when he hurries to stand. His cock is obviously hard, begging to be released from his gray sweats. “You smell too fucking good.”

“Mine.” I reach for him with confidence, grabbing his shirt to pull him close. Now that I’ve refueled, all I want is his knot. “Alpha.”

He drags his arm across the counter to create space, sending snacks flying before lifting me to sit on it. Our hands are everywhere—his in my hair, mine down his back—an urgent need taking over as our lips find each other.

Somewhere in our kiss, his fingers find their way between my legs. He tugs off my panties before kneeling down, his curls tickling my inner thighs. My slick gushes to meet his waiting tongue as he pulls me onto his face.

“Yes,” I grab his hair, grinding against his mouth. “Fuck yes, alpha. Make me come.”

He licks my clit before delving down to lap up my slick. He moans against my sensitive skin, letting me know how much he likes my taste and sending vibrations reverberating through me.

My vision blurs, and I forget where we are as his tongue explores me in a feverish frenzy, like an adventurer exploring unexplored land. The flat of his tongue flicks over my clit in rhythmic strokes that swiftly bring me to the brink of orgasm.

Before I come, he slows, making me whine as he holds me right at the edge, licking my clit in torturously tantalizing circles while his fingertips tease my entrance. I push my pussy into him impatiently, but that only makes him hold back more.

“Make me come, Laz.” Thick with need, I barely recognize my voice.

“Only if you say please, honeybee.”

“Please,” I moan.

He slides a finger into me, stroking my G-spot to coax more slick from me. There’s a tightness in my core, like a tightly wound spring that needs to be released.

He smirks. “Say pretty please, alpha.”

“Laz!” I gasp. “Pretty please, alpha!” If I don’t come soon, I’ll explode from anticipation. Every stroke of his fingers and tongue makes my toes curl, the need so intense that it’s borderline painful. “I need it. Now!”

He gives me exactly what I need, not holding back anymore. I cry out, tears springing to my eyes in a state of pure overstimulated bliss.

I clamp my thighs around Laz’s head while I come hard, gushing all over his face. I grind against his mouth as he devours me like an animal and finger fucks me with the force of a jackhammer.

“Yes, Laz!” I scream. “Fuck, yes!”

It’s good we’re in a remote cabin because I’m sure anyone within a mile can hear me. I ride the wave he delivers, losing all sense of time and space until I’m rendered a shaking mess.

Laz pulls away, his chin dripping with my slick. “You’re my new favorite snack, honeybee.”

My chest heaves, but even one incredible orgasm won’t keep me satiated for long.

“More!” I grab his stiff cock through his pants, pawing at him like a feral animal. “Knot. Give me. Now!”

“So demanding, honeybee.” Laz plants kisses along my jaw. “But I won’t make you beg. Not again.”

He roughly parts my knees then pulls Cole’s T-shirt over my head, leaving me naked and exposed. I bite my lip, worried he won’t like how I look, but watching his tongue wet his lips with a lustful hunger makes all of my self-doubt vanish.

“I love my packmates,” he chuffs. “But when I knot you for the first time, I want you to only smell me.”

He plays with my nipple, rolling it between his fingers, which makes another wave of slick coat the counter. There’s so much of it, I can hear it dripping onto the floor below.

“So much slick.” He admires, sliding his hand along into my wet pussy to gather it then using it to wet his long shaft. “And all for me.”

I prop myself up on my elbows to get a better look when I notice… I blink twice. Yep, he definitely has a tattoo on his cock. It looks like a unicorn with a rainbow tail. “Is that⁠—”

“A unicorn? Yup. I got it after losing a dare to Damon, but don’t let looks deceive you. He looks pretty.” Laz’s eyes take on a wild, crazy shimmer as he lines up at my entrance. “But he fucks like a stallion.”

He enters me in one sharp, swift motion, filling me completely in one stroke. I gasp at the feel of his warmth as we become one. He fucks me fast, like we only have minutes until the world ends, and we’re trying to make the most of our last moments.

With my tits jiggling and bouncing against his chest, his joker side is gone. He’s all alpha now, and his delicious scent deepens, the cinnamon turning to rich, caramelized sugar. Decadent and all-consuming.

“Such a good girl,” he whispers. “Taking my cock so well.”

His praise taps into my natural desire to please, making me perfume. I can barely catch my breath, watching Laz enter a trance-like state. His knot swells and pulses in rhythmic bursts that, like his earlier teasing, seem to keep bringing me closer to orgasm while simultaneously leaving me desperate for more.

I claw at his shoulders as he drags his teeth down my neck and inhales. “Yes,” he growls. “You’re fucking perfect, honeybee.”

“Alpha.” I unravel at his words, releasing a string of orgasms that had been waiting under the surface. “Fuck!”

His knot swells and locks in place in a sudden, surprising, twisting motion. I squeal in delight and cling to his shoulders to stop myself from falling.

“Take my knot, Faye,” he growls. “Drown me like a good omega.”

My pussy squeezes his knot tight as his hips jerk, and he shoots a hot burst of cum inside me while I slather him in my slick.

Limbs entwined and skin glistening with sweat, we lay still, our panting breaths the only sound. When Laz delicately cups my jaw, his thumb stroking my cheek, I inhale sharply at the tenderness that’s such a stark contrast to the frenzied way he just fucked me.

“You’ve never looked sexier than with my knot buried inside you,” he murmurs. “My ruined omega.”

“I guess you were right about the unicorn’s hidden powers.”

He flashes his pearly whites. “Oh, there’s a lot more you’ve yet to see.”

Behind Laz, Cole clears his throat. I peek over his shoulder to see Cole brandishing a mop like a soldier ready to do battle. Next to him, Ren wears a wide grin.

I hide my face in Laz’s warm neck. “Sorry about the mess, Cole.”

“Lies,” Laz declares. “She’s not sorry at all, but you can’t blame me either! What our omega wants, our omega gets.”

Cole laughs. “You’re right about that.”

“Laz!” I gasp in horror, pointing at the counter. My right thigh has flattened my adorable fruit swan. “She’s destroyed!”

“Just like you, honeybee,” he teases. His knot is still locked in, and when he laughs, vibrations ripple through my body. “Don’t worry, I’ll make you another one. But you may have to wait. I don’t think I’m going anywhere for a while.” He turns his head to wink at Cole. “Clean-up will have to wait.”

“We’ll be back later,” Cole says as he and Ren leave the kitchen.

“I’ll save you a cupcake!” Laz calls after them. “I’ll make sure it’s iced in Faye’s slick.”

I think he’s only half joking.

Cuddling into Laz, I can’t believe what’s happened since we arrived at the cabin. Three knots, three alphas, and my first non-solo true heat.

Everything has only confirmed what my body already knew. The Silverwood Pack is my scent match. There’s still one problem, and I can hear it felling trees outside.

Damon Cross.


TWENTY-SIX
Faye



Trying to untangle myself from a mass of muscular limbs when I wake up in a pile with three adoring alphas and a craving for chocolate cake is no easy feat.

I wiggle out of Ren’s grasp, Cole stirring while I manage to hop over him. Laz rolls, grappling around in the spot where I was lying and finding Cole’s hairy shin instead. He grins in his sleep then cuddles up to it. I try my best not to giggle. If I had my phone, I’d totally take a picture of him clutching Cole’s calf like a teddy bear.

Not wanting to wake them, I push the nest door open slowly, one inch at a time. Despite my caution, I just narrowly avoid falling flat on my face when I step on an enormous lump in front of the door.

“Ouch,” the giant heap gripes.

“Don’t blame me.” I hurry to shut the door before he rouses the others. “You’re the one who's sleeping on the floor!”

Damon bristles, standing up and adjusting his jacket. “Yeah, well…” He rubs the spot on his shoulder where I trod on him. “You can’t be too careful.”

“I don’t see any serial killers or wild animals about to ransack the nest.” I cross my arms. “What’re you doing anyway?”

His eyes narrow as he glowers at me with his usual angry intensity. “I could ask you the same question.”

“If you must know, I’m getting something to eat,” I reply indignantly. “And I didn’t want to wake the others. They need to rest too.”

He checks his watch. “It’s 3am.”

“So?” I place my hands on my hips. “I’m in heat, and I’m hungry, so move.”

He grumbles under his breath but moves out of the way.

“You don’t have to come,” I mutter as he stalks after me. “You can keep sleeping in front of the door, if you’d like.”

He grunts yet continues his pursuit.

I can’t see the chocolate cake, but the freezer beckons me closer, promising ice cream. As Damon looms behind me like a storm cloud, I do my best to ignore him and his delicious scent.

My alphas don’t let me down. The freezer is full of ice cream tubs in a variety of flavors. I grab a big tub of cookie dough and a spoon then look around for salty chips. I don’t care if Damon thinks it’s gross. He’s already judgmental enough.

Aha! Spotting them nestled on the top shelf, I fully stretch my arm, straining to reach it and doing an awkward hop, hoping I’ll be able to grab them with a jump mid-air.

“Do you need help with that?” Damon asks, his tone laced with smug bemusement.

“No,” I huff in exasperation. I won’t give him the satisfaction. “I’m just fine.”

I push a stool over then clamber onto it, feeling victorious and capable as I grab the chips. Take that, Damon. Before I can gloat, the bag slips through my fingers, I lose my footing, and the stool tilts, sending me flying.

Damon’s there in a flash, catching me in his brawny arms before I hit the floor. His jaw clenches then he barks through gritted teeth, “Why are you so intent on putting yourself in dangerous situations?”

I wriggle out of his vice-like hold, forcing him to set me back onto my feet.

“I didn’t ask you to save me.” I smooth down my hair and tug down Cole’s T-shirt that I fell asleep in.

“So you’d rather I let you fall and smash your head on the ground?” He arches one eyebrow, eyeing my bare legs before tearing his eyes back to my face. “Noted.”

“You can be a real ass, you know.” I straighten my spine. “Is it just me you have a problem with, or were you born this way?”

“Life made me this way.” He laughs bitterly. “Not everyone grew up with a perfect family, but I wouldn’t expect a pampered omega like you to understand that.”

“Pampered? You know nothing about me, Damon.” I can’t hold back my anger any longer. I’ve tried being nice, but my hormones are in overdrive right now, and this alpha is getting on my last nerve. “I worked hard to get to SVU, spending every spare hour I wasn’t working in the teashop studying. I love Gram more than anything, but growing up without knowing my parents wasn’t easy.”

“I-I didn’t know.”

“Because you didn’t ask.” I jab my finger into his rock-hard chest. “Because you haven’t made an effort to get to know me. Because you haven’t even tried!”

“I’m not like the other Silverwood alphas, Faye.” He grips his forehead. “I’m damaged. Broken. I grew up with a father who spoke with his fists instead of words and a mom who left me to chase a pack. You’re better off without me in your life.”

“Can’t I be the judge of that?” I inch closer to him. “If you’re not careful, you’ll push away everyone you care about.”

“I’m doing this for you and for them.” He shakes his head, his thick, onyx locks feathering over his chiseled face. “Contrary to what you believe, I’m trying to protect you.”

“Protect me?” I scoff. “I never asked for your protection! I want to know you, Damon.”

“I’ll just hurt you, Faye.” He looks down at his hands, but not before I glimpse the maelstrom of emotion swirling in his irises. “I’m not a good alpha.”

My curiosity heightens, wondering what’s happened in his past to make him believe it.

“Doesn’t trying to protect people make you good?” I stand my ground, unflinching. “And I’m not afraid of you.”

“You should be.” His lips press into a firm line. “The others haven’t told you about my past, have they?”

His question takes me by surprise, as does the flash of sadness in his eyes.

“They mentioned you had a tough childhood.”

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” His sadness gives way to another emotion that I can’t read. Regret, maybe? “Did they tell you about my criminal past?”

“Criminal?” I frown. Why does something he did when he was younger matter now? I know he had a tough childhood and figured that he might have had to steal to get by, but I can’t imagine him doing anything serious. “I’m sure whatever you did, you learned from it. I mean, you’re studying criminal justice.”

“Of course, they didn’t tell you.” His nostrils flex with his loud inhale. “If you knew, you wouldn’t be here.” His expression is blank, his tone flat, zapping all the warmth in the air. “I got arrested for attacking an omega.”

“What?” I step back. I don’t understand. This doesn’t make sense. Why hasn’t anyone mentioned this before? “But you didn’t do it, right? It was a wrongful conviction?”

“My conviction was overturned, but I did it. I attacked an omega because I couldn’t control myself.” He hangs his head. “After that, I promised I would never put myself in a position where I could hurt anyone else.”

My bottom lip quivers, unable to stifle the fear squeezing my chest like a vice. “What happened to her?”

“She was hospitalized for over a month and lost sight in one eye.” It’s scary, how matter-of-factly he answers. “It was my fault.”

“There must be more to the story,” I say, searching for a logical explanation. “I can’t believe you’d hurt someone on purpose.”

“You look for the best in people, but you won’t find it in me.” Damon’s voice is cold and so devoid of emotion that it makes the hairs on my arms stand on end. “I’m a monster, through and through. Just like my dad and his father before him. I’m rotten to the core. It’s in my blood.”

Vomit rises in my throat.

“I wouldn’t expect someone like you to understand,” Damon continues. “You’re too delicate and too easily broken. I saw your reaction the night we met. How terrified you were of those football players. If you stick around, I’ll only hurt you too. You should leave while you still have the chance.”

My head spins. Learning this changes everything. While I don’t know the full circumstances behind Damon’s actions, it doesn’t change the fact that I could never join a pack with an alpha who hurt an omega, especially after what happened to my parents. Why didn’t anyone tell me? Their deception feels like a sucker punch to the gut. Even sweet Ren lied. He must’ve known I wouldn’t have even gone on a date with him if he’d been honest with me about Damon’s past. They told me that Damon was a grump, but I still thought he was a good guy.

My mind flits back to a conversation I had with Cole, ‘Damon’s made mistakes in his past that he’s afraid of repeating.’

Is this the mistake he was referring to? We’ve all made mistakes, but hurting an omega is not a little one that can be brushed under the rug. He left an omega blind in one eye. That was a vicious assault leaving lasting damage. What kind of maniac does something like that? Everything I feared about alphas is turning out to be true.

“Does Sabs know?” I ask.

Damon and Laz grew up together. She vouched for the Silverwoods, and I’m positive she’d never put me in a position to be hurt, but the guys keeping this from me has me questioning everything.

“No.” He shakes his head. “My packmates are the only ones who know. And Cole’s dad, who covered it up.”

“Why are you telling me this? You didn’t have to.”

“If you’re thinking of joining the Silverwood Pack, you need to know what you’re really signing up for.” He shoves a hand through his hair, his expression an unreadable mask. “You’re in danger every second you’re around me. Unlike the others, I believe you deserve to hear the truth.”

“Were they planning on keeping it a secret forever?” With my mind a jumbled mess, the thought involuntarily leaves me. “Or were they all waiting to knot and bond me before dropping this bombshell? Is that why your pack hasn’t bonded before? Am I just a random omega from out of town you all felt you could trick?”

Damon buries his hands in his pockets. “I⁠—”

“Save it!” I hold up my hand. It doesn’t matter anyway. “I need to leave. Now.”

I stumble over to pick up my shoes and grab my purse from a hanging hook before throwing open the cabin door. A burst of icy wind hits me. It chills my bare legs, but it beats spending another second with Damon and the three alphas who lied to me.

“Faye, wait!” Damon follows. “It’s not safe out there.”

I rummage in my purse for my phone. No cell signal. That figures.

“It’s not safe in the cabin either,” I snarl, pushing his chest hard. “Get away from me!”

His face falls. “At least let me get Frank to come to drive you home?” He holds out a blanket. “And take this. Please.”

“Fine,” I agree, but only because I don’t want to freeze to death. “But you can wait inside. I don’t want to be anywhere near you.”

“Good.” He nods, like this is what he’s been waiting for all along. Lucky for him, he’s finally getting what he wants. Me gone. Forever. “I guess this is goodbye, then.”

“Yes,” I reply coldly. “It is.”

When he returns inside, I move to the swing seat. After forcing my bare feet into my shoes, I pull my knees up to my chest. Shivering, I wait, hoping I don’t get frostbite or hypothermia, until I hear wheels crunching over gravel and see headlights appear down the drive. Although my stomach cramps are worsening, I’ll take enduring the rest of this heat alone over staying. I blink away tears, refusing to let them fall as Damon watches me from the window, like a predator hunting his prey.

How could something so good turn bad so fast?

Frank jumps out of the car, looking genuinely shocked to see me.

“Are you okay, little lady?” The look of concern etched on his kind face makes it even harder to hold back tears, but I bite my lip and put on a brave face.

“P-please can you take me home?”

“Of course, little lady.” He opens the door for me, nervously looking up at the window where Damon’s watching. “I’ll play some music on the journey. How does that sound?”

I force a smile. “Thank you.”

We don’t speak for the duration of the drive, but Frank’s gaze keeps darting to the rearview mirror to check on me. I stare out of the window. The mountains, that seemed so inviting before, now feel desolate and foreboding.

I sniff, hugging myself and getting a waft of Damon’s scent from the blanket and a hint of Cole from underneath. I might have forgotten that I was wearing Cole’s T-shirt if it didn’t smell so good that it hurts. How is it fair that my body still craves them after what I’ve learned?

Luckily, the journey doesn’t take long, and as soon as Frank pulls up outside Stella House, Delilah runs down the porch to greet me, wearing pajamas with a rabbit pattern.

“Frank messaged Sabs to say you were on the way.” The moment she wraps her arms around me, I fall against her. “The others are at a party, but they’re coming home soon.”

I can’t hold the tears back now that I’m in Delilah’s comforting embrace. I sob uncontrollably, shaking like a leaf.

“Faye?” Her face is pale when I finally pull away, practically hyperventilating. “You’re still in heat. What happened?”

“I’ve been…” I sniffle and wipe my tear-soaked cheeks. “So stupid.”

“Come on.” She helps me up the stairs and into the safety of Stella House. “Let’s get you comfortable, okay?”

Before I cross the threshold, I rip the blanket from my shoulders and hurl it into the yard. I don’t want any trace of him in my safe space. Even though it feels like my heart is splitting in two, maybe Damon did me a favor. I got out before we bonded, before it was too late.


TWENTY-SEVEN
Damon



Watching the car pull away, knowing it was taking away my pack’s chance at happiness, was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do. But I did the right thing. She deserves better. An alpha who poses her no risk of harm, even if I’ve condemned us to a lifetime of misery without our destined mate.

“Faye?” Ren calls from upstairs. “Faye?”

What comes next will almost be as hard as telling Faye the truth and seeing the pain in her eyes.

“Have you seen her?” Ren clambers down the stairs. I’ve never seen him so happy and carefree before. Seeing how Faye brought him out of his shell makes me feel like an even bigger asshole. I should have been the one to leave, not her, but I know Cole would never separate the pack. “She’s not in the nest.”

I keep looking out of the window, not turning to face him. “She’s gone.”

“Gone?” Confusion bleeds from his tone. “What do you mean? Gone where? It’s the middle of the night.”

“Frank picked her up and took her back to Stella House.”

I can’t look at him. Not yet. I want to hold on to the next few seconds before I have to face his crushing disappointment, knowing that’s entirely my fault.

I always knew I’d be the downfall of the Silverwood Pack. Laz and the Maverick family have always been so good to me. They welcomed me into their family with open arms, teaching me about unconditional love—something that I didn’t have in my own home. However, no matter how hard they tried to make me feel like I was another member of the family, deep down, I still felt like an outsider. That’s why until Laz encouraged me, I never intended on joining a pack. After he met Cole, he convinced me that a pack could give me everything I ever wanted, including the family I never had. In my naivety, I agreed. In turn, I cursed them, and now I’ve cast out their omega.

I only intended to tell Faye the truth about me. She had to know before she got in too deep. After seeing how my brothers treated her during her heat, I could tell that bonding was on the horizon. I fully planned on offering to walk away and leave them all to enjoy their happily ever after, but I didn’t mean to turn her against them. She feels deceived, and although I’ll have to face the fall-out in the short-term, it’ll be worth it if it keeps her safe from me.

“What’s going on?” Cole asks from the top of the stairs. “Where’s Faye?”

“Damon says Faye left,” Ren replies. “Was there an emergency? Is she okay? Is her gram okay?”

I turn to meet Cole’s gaze, still unable to look at Ren. Cole’s jaw hardens, and his eyes narrow in accusation as realization hits. “What did you do, Damon?”

“I told her the truth.” I blow out a leaden breath. “About me. About my past. About what I did. About my arrest.”

Ren flops into a nearby chair, head in hands. “Shit.”

Cole thuds down the stairs. He looks like he wants to tackle me to the ground and beat the living shit out of me. Part of me hopes he does. I’d welcome it. It’ll beat dealing with the gaping chasm in my chest from where my heart has been ripped out and is now being driven down the mountain.

“Tell me exactly what you told her.” Cole stops just inches from me, hands fisted by his sides. “Everything.”

Cole rarely uses his bark, so it’s enough to make me dip my chin and wince. This is only the third time he has ever used his alpha bark on me, forcing me to comply with his orders.

“I told her I was arrested for hurting an omega.” I shrug. “That I was a monster.”

“That’s it?” Cole holds out his palms. “You didn’t tell her everything!”

“I told her everything she needs to know,” I snap. “She has to know that she’s not safe when I’m around.”

“What’s going on?” Yawning, Laz strolls out of the nest, wearing only a pair of spotted boxers. “Is it time for a midnight gaming sesh? Or does our honeybee need more knots? I’ll be ready to go as soon as I get a coffee⁠—”

“Faye’s gone.” Ren answers Laz yet his seething glare penetrates me and only me. “Damon scared her away by telling her about Roxanna.” He stands, shaking in fury. I’ve never seen him angry before, and I fucking deserve it. “Why did you have to ruin everything? She wanted to bond to us. She wanted to bond with you!”

“She needed to know the real me,” I sigh. “And she made her choice. The right one. To leave.”

“Hold up!” Laz’s now stomping down the stairs, fully awake. “You told her about Roxanna?”

“And he left out all the key facts.” Cole glowers at me. “How many times do we need to tell you? It wasn’t your fault! Roxanna was an alpha chaser!”

“She’s blind in one eye.” I ignore him. It doesn’t matter how many times they try to convince me otherwise. I’ll always blame myself. “That’s on me.”

“It’s bad enough that you seem intent on torturing yourself about this, but why do you have to make everyone else suffer too?” Ren explodes, anger rolling off him. “This isn’t just your pain you’re carrying!”

He suddenly lunges at me, punching me in the chest. Even though Ren’s strong for his lean build, I have double the muscle. I let him pummel into me. His glasses almost fall off his nose as he takes out his frustration on me while I stand and take it. This is what I deserve.

Cole grabs Ren and hauls him off. “Enough, Ren.”

“But he ruined everything!” Ren’s chest heaves from exertion, his knuckles already red. “He sent her away!”

“Why did she leave without saying goodbye?” Laz frowns. “That’s not like Faye. I get why she’s pissed and upset at Damon, especially because of her family history, but what about the rest of us?”

Cole crosses his arms, a dejected expression on his face. His fury seems to morph into bitter disappointment, which is even worse. I may as well rip off the Band-Aid and tell them.

“She knows you all knew about it,” I confess, unable to look at their faces. “She thinks you hid it from her so you could trap her into bonding.”

“But we’d never do that!” Ren’s shoulders slump in overt anguish. “She has to know that. And now she’s alone in heat. What if another alpha finds her?”

“She’s back at Stella House now,” I tell him. I tracked Frank’s car on my phone and called him to confirm that she arrived back safely. “She’s better off there than around me.”

“We can tell her the truth. She’ll understand,” Laz mutters, more to himself than anyone else. “She’ll forgive us.”

“We should go to Stella House,” Ren decides, already heading for the door. “To explain and tell her the full story.”

“No,” Cole calls out to his back. “Even if we wanted to speak to Faye, we’ll get kicked out of SVU if we step one foot inside OV without permission.”

“I don’t care about SVU!” Ren cries. “I care about Faye. She’s our omega, and she’s hurting. We need to be with her!”

I feel it too. The magnetic draw pulling us together. Knowing that she’s hurting—both physically and emotionally—and there’s nothing I can do is torture, but it’s a necessity. The others will see that eventually.

“I agree with Ren.” Laz grabs his coat, getting ready to march out into the night. “We need to go. Now.”

“No one is going anywhere,” Cole barks, blocking the exit.

Laz halts, and Ren winces, fighting an internal battle.

“We are going to make this right.” Cole sounds confident. “Faye is our omega. Our scent match. We will fix this.”

“Throw me out of the pack,” I say. “Let me leave. She may forgive you, then.”

“And let you off that easily?” Cole laughs drily, shaking his head. “As tempting as that offer is right now, you’re one of us, Damon. Faye is your omega as much as she’s ours. A pack is a lifetime deal, so you’re going to help us get her back.”

“Don’t you see this is best for everyone?” I link my hands behind my neck, looking to the ceiling for guidance. “She could never want me now.”

“She’s our scent match!” Ren exclaims. “What’s best for us is to be together. Everything was going so well—too well—yet you didn’t even give her a chance!”

I didn’t need to. What’d be the point? As soon as she learned the truth about me, she’d be gone. Tonight only proved me right. It doesn’t matter that she’s my scent match. She saw the real me and ran.

“I did this for her.” I look into each of their eyes, imploring them to understand. “Why can’t you see that?”

“Damon.” Laz shakes his head. He’s been my best friend for as long as I can remember. The sun to my storm. I’ve confided in him more than anyone. “If we lose her for good, I’ll never forgive you.”

I turn my back on them. I can deal with their lack of forgiveness if it means never having to live with the crushing worry of hurting her.


TWENTY-EIGHT
Faye



Since arriving home in the middle of the night two days ago, I’ve spent most of my time in the bath or sleeping. Instead of begging for knots, I battled my urges, breathing through the pain and regretting every second I spent trusting the Silverwood Pack.

“Faye?” Sabs calls, gently tapping on my bedroom door. “Are you awake?”

She and the other Stellas have been amazing. None of them have probed me for more information about what happened, just being helpful. Kady got me an emergency prescription of pain medication to help with the worst cramps, Delilah’s kept me well-fed by preparing regular meals, and Sabs has sat on the other side of my door for hours, talking about anything and everything to keep me company while giving me physical space. I haven’t said a lot in response, but her presence has been comforting nonetheless.

“Uh-huh,” I reply feebly.

I’m weak. Although my heat seems to be over, I’m exhausted. The mental toll hit me even harder than the physical one.

“The three of us are here,” Sabs warns me. “Can we come in?”

“Yes.”

Delilah enters holding out a freshly baked apple pie and a tub of ice cream. “You look like you could use some company, and maybe something sweet for breakfast?”

I must look like a total mess. I’m curled up on the sofa, curtains drawn, wrapped up in a blanket igloo. I’ve been up since 5am, with the TV playing Friends re-reruns that I’ve already watched a thousand times. My wet hair is piled into a scruffy bun on the top of my head. I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve bathed, my skin is red and raw from trying to scrub the scent of the Silverwoods away. I’ve been clutching the scrap of blanket from Mom’s nest, but it doesn’t bring me as much comfort as it usually does.

“How are you feeling?” Kady puts her hand on my forehead. “Your temperature has gone down.”

“Still tired,” I sigh. “But I’m through it now.”

Delilah grabs a plate then serves up a big slice of pie, waving the golden crust under my nose. “Why don’t you eat some of this?”

“Maybe later,” I murmur.

“Now we know it’s bad,” Sabs teases. “Refusing Del’s apple pie is serious shit. We’re worried about you.”

“I’ll be fine.” I wave off their concerns. “Honestly, you don’t need to worry about me.”

Their expressions say otherwise.

“Do you want to talk about what happened with the Silverwoods?” Delilah probes gently. “I’ve never known an omega to leave her alphas during a heat before, especially scent matches.”

“They’re not my alphas.” I look down, stroking Mom’s piece of blanket. “At least not anymore.”

“What did my brother do?” Sabs growls. “I’ll kill him if he hurt you. He’s been calling me around the clock, but I’ve been ignoring him because I wanted to hear from you first.”

She’s such a good friend.

“They didn’t tell me the whole truth,” I admit. “They hid something from me. Something bad.”

“How bad?” Kady asks.

I need to talk about it to someone, or I’ll go insane.

“Damon told me that he was arrested.” I take a deep breath. “For hurting an omega.”

They all look equal parts horrified and stunned.

“What? When? I’ve known Damon pretty much my whole life. He’s gotten into fights with other alphas, but an omega?” Sabs shakes her head. “It must be a mistake.”

“They kept it from you too. Damon told me himself. Cole’s dad covered it up. He put an omega in the hospital for a month, and now she’s blind in one eye.” The smell of the apple pie and the thought of what that poor omega had to go through turn my stomach. “I know no more than that, and I don’t need to. He wanted me to know the truth before I bonded with the pack.”

“Why is Cole keeping him around?” Sabs sounds furious. Which is understandable; they betrayed her trust too. “And what about Laz? I’ll tear his fluffy ginger curls right out of his stupid head. How could he?!”

“My father has a private detective on retainer.” Kady taps her chin, deep in thought. “I can find out more, see if his story checks out?”

I shrug nonchalantly. Having confirmation won’t hurt, but I don’t see how more information will change anything.

“I’ll be right back.” She strolls into the hallway to make the call.

“I’m so sorry, Faye.” Delilah snuggles up next to me. “I don’t know what to say. I really thought Damon was a good guy.”

“Me too,” I murmur.

Damon’s an intimidating alpha, but I didn’t think he would ever harm an omega. How could we all have been so wrong?

Part of me is also clinging onto a small scrap of hope that this is all a silly mistake or joke. A few days ago, I had a glimpse of what my life would be like with the Silverwoods. I could spend days reading and talking about books with Ren in front of the fire, playing games with Laz, teasing Cole by making a mess in the kitchen, and Damon.

A few minutes later, Kady returns, her mouth pressed into a grim line that isn’t a good omen.

“Well?” Sabs prompts. “What did he say? There must be some kind of misunderstanding, right?”

“I wish it was,” Kady huffs, sitting down. “The PI accessed the police records easily enough, but the files are sealed. Cole’s dad did a good job of making sure no one ever finds out what happened, but my guy has a way around the system.” She grimaces. “Unfortunately, what he found corroborates Damon’s story. An omega got hurt badly, and Damon was the only alpha involved.”

“This is my fault!” Sabs wails, covering her face. “I vouched for them. I know Laz is easily influenced, but I can’t believe he’d cover up for Damon like that. I’ll never speak to him again. Either of them.”

“I don’t want to cause a family rift,” I blurt. That’d only make things worse. “Honestly, I’ll be okay. The main thing is that I know the truth now, and we can just move forward. Pretend none of this ever happened.”

“But they’re your scent matches, Faye,” Delilah reminds me.

“It doesn’t matter,” I insist. “Me and Gram have spent years campaigning for omega rights. That means more to me than anything.”

Even if they were the only alphas left on Earth, I wouldn’t go near them. My principles are more important. I’d rather go through life knowing that I’ve upheld what matters most than selling out simply because the Silverwoods smell amazing, took great care of me, and know how to use their knots.

“What can we do, Faye?” Sabs takes the seat on my other side, her eyes glistening with guilt. “How can we help?”

“I just want to carry on like normal and do what I came here for,” I reply. “I’ve been distracted by the Silverwood Pack since I got to SVU. I just want to focus on my classes and studying hard. Starting today.”

“Are you sure you’re well enough to attend class?” Delilah asks dubiously. “You’re only just getting over your first heat.”

“Professor Grub has barely seen me since I arrived,” I point out. So far, I’ve only attended one of his classes, where he made it clear I was his least favorite student. “If I don’t go, I’ll fall further behind. Besides, I can’t sit here and mope around forever.”

No matter how much I may want to.

“At least let us walk you to class?” Kady suggests. “I don’t want the Silverwoods or any alphas anywhere near you when you’re still so vulnerable. We can take shifts, like your own personal omega bodyguards. If those alphas get within a foot of you, I’ll tear off their knots myself, okay? Even if it ruins my fresh manicure.”

Hopefully, Ren is too busy in the library to be in the greenhouse today.

“I don’t think maiming will be necessary, but thank you.” I smile wearily. “And I’d appreciate that—for now anyway. If it’s not too much trouble. Until things are less raw.”

“Of course!” Delilah hugs me, enveloping me in her fluffy, pink cardigan. “We’re scent sisters, Faye. We’ll always look out for each other, remember?”

I feign a smile, but I don’t feel happy. In fact, I’m not sure if I’ll ever feel true happiness again. How can I when I can never be with the men who were made for me? Ugh, I have to dust myself off and carry on. Gram taught me the importance of endurance. After Mom died, she never closed the teashop, not even for one day. She threw herself into the business. It was her way of coping, and her strength is a trait I inherited from her. Hard work will be a welcome distraction.

“Your health botany class starts at 10am, right?” Kady checks her watch. “That gives us an hour. I’ll be walking in that direction to the library, so I’ll go with you. Will you be ready in thirty?”

I guess I’ll have to be.

“We’ll have a girls’ night later,” Sabs promises. “Movies, hot chocolate, pajamas, face masks. Sound good?”

My cheeks hurt from fake smiling. “Sounds great.”

After they depart and I have a quick shower, I douse myself in so much scent blocker that I have a coughing fit. I grab my straw hat with the widest brim then throw on old overalls that are covered in stubborn soil stains.

Kady’s already waiting when I come downstairs. Unlike me, she looks flawless in a gray blazer and tight jeans with cute boots. Her sleek blonde hair is tied in a neat bun at the base of her neck. She’s tall for an omega with willowy limbs, while I look like a dumpy garden gnome in comparison.

She smiles brightly. “Ready to go?”

“All set.”

“Are you sure you want to do this?” Her hand pauses on the door handle. “If you’re not ready, that’s okay.”

“I want to,” I lie. I don’t want to, but I need to. I have to get back to normality at some point, right?

We set out into the sunny morning. It’s been a few days since I’ve been outside, so it takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the brightness.

Kady waves at a few omegas as we stroll through the village. She chats away about the Valley Voice, telling me how her editor is moving soon, and that she’s considering applying for the position. I nod along and listen, but I struggle to pay close attention as worry creeps up on me the closer we get to the main street.

A stunning beta girl with black dreads in a cute crop top finishes attaching a poster to a wall as we pass.

“Kady!” the girl greets us, making the colorful stack of bracelets around her arms jingle. “I haven’t seen you around in forever. I hope you’re not hiding from me?”

“This is Nia,” Kady introduces me. “She’s president of the Feminist Society here at SVU. Nia, this is Faye, our new Stella.”

“It’s great to meet you,” Nia says brightly. She exudes an effortlessly cool vibe and radiates positive energy. When she smiles, she makes you feel like it’s only for you. “Are you both going to the O.U. rally later?”

She thrusts a leaflet into my hand. I knew about the march taking place this Saturday, but seeing the Omega Unite logo out in the wild sends a surge of pride through me.

“I’m not sure yet,” Kady replies. “Although I could cover it for the Valley Voice.”

“I’ll be there,” I chip in.

This is exactly what I need. I’ve never been able to go with Gram to a rally, and this is the perfect opportunity.

“Awesome!” Nia claps her hands. “We’ll have banners, but if you want to make more, that’d be great.”

I smile—a real one this time. “I’ve had a lot of practice making banners.”

“Love that!” Nia’s grin widens. “If you want to join Fem Soc, we meet every Tuesday in the basement of Bouncing Bunna. There are plenty of other omega members, and we’re really prioritizing heat safety on campus this semester.”

“I’ll think about it,” I promise.

Nia bids us goodbye, scampering off to hang up more posters.

“She seems nice,” I comment as we continue our walk.

“Nia? She’s too nice, if you ask me,” Kady scoffs. “She wants to save the world, and that girl just doesn’t stop. I swear, she doesn’t sleep. She was exactly the same in school.”

“You went to school together?”

Kady has talked to me about her time at the boarding school her father made her attend. Let’s just say she didn’t speak favorably about the privileged peers she met.

“Nia was one of the few friends I had there because she cared about something other than marrying rich and designer handbags.” Kady rolls her eyes.

The greenhouse is just up ahead when I catch a familiar scent on the breeze, my legs suddenly feeling like lead weights.

It’s him.

“What is it? Are you okay?” Kady halts, her expression turning stony as she sees the source of my unease. “Nuh-uh, this isn’t happening right now.”

As soon as he glimpses me, Cole strides forward with purpose. A crowd of betas part to let him pass, practically drooling. I don’t blame them. He’s gorgeous, especially with the sun hitting him at the right angle to highlight his muscular arms.

“Just stay beside me, Faye.” Kady pops her hand on her hip.

“Faye!” Cole catches up to us. “Can we talk?”

I refuse to look at him, keeping my gaze firmly fixed on my feet. My skin tingles from just being in his presence, remembering what happened when we were last together.

“She doesn’t want to talk to you,” Kady snaps. “Hasn’t she made that clear enough by ignoring your calls?”

“Kady, I know you’re trying to help,” Cole tries to rationalize with her. “All I’m asking for is a chance to explain.”

“You lost your chance when you covered up a crime. My PI looked into it.” Kady remains calm, but her voice takes on a cold, almost menacing edge that says not to fuck with her. She’s not an omega you want on your bad side. “Now, if you don’t get out of our way, I’ll report you to the dean for omega harassment.”

We’re attracting attention. The classmates who are milling around—including Amora, the omega I met in health botany who seemed nice—watch us with interest.

“Faye, please.” Cole sounds devastated. “Just give me five minutes. That’s all I need.”

I look up and catch his eye. The pure desperation and pain staring back at me makes me waver for a second until I remember how we got here.

“I’m going to be late for class,” I mumble.

“And don’t even think about skulking around here waiting for her,” Kady warns, piercing him with a glacial stare. She’ll be formidable in a courtroom one day. “You and the rest of your pack aren’t getting within an inch of her. If you want what’s best for Faye, you’ll take the hint and stay away.”

Kady links her arm through mine and tugs me away, leaving Cole staring open-mouthed after us.

“Are you okay?” Her tone softens instantly. “He shouldn’t have approached you like that.”

“I’ll be fine.” My voice shakes a little. “It’s a small campus, so I’m bound to run into them eventually.”

Although I hadn’t fully prepared for how bad the aching in my chest from being parted again would feel.

“Delilah will meet you here after class.” She gives me a rare hug. Unlike Sabs, who hugs everyone she meets, and Delilah, who cuddles those she cares for, Kady is not particularly affectionate. Yet now, I feel her fierce loyalty and protectiveness coming through as she strokes my back. “Keep your chin up, okay? You’ll get through this. Now go and kick ass in that greenhouse.”

I nod and swallow down the lump in my throat before shuffling into the greenhouse. As I trudge to the classroom area, barely looking at the magnificent plants, I'm sad to realize that the magic I initially felt upon entering the impressive dome for the first time has dulled. My chest constricts when I feel the gazes of the students who were watching us outside and overhear them gossiping about what kind of alpha drama I’m embroiled in. I slide onto a stool at a workstation at the back of class. At least here they can’t gawp at me too.

“Can I join you?” Amora motions to the vacant seat next to me. “I was starting to think you might have dropped out.”

“Go ahead.” I smile wryly. “And nope, I’m still here.”

“It looks like we’ll have to work in teams today.” She points at the blackboard with the lesson plan already written out. “Would you like to pair up?” She drops her voice. “Between us, no one else here seems to know the difference between wolfsbane and larkspurs.”

Before I can reply, Professor Grub waddles in. His piggy eyes scan over the room, anxiety eating my stomach lining when they land on me. His lip curls in obvious disapproval. “It seems that someone has finally decided to grace us with her presence.”

My armpits become sweaty, like the temperature in the room has suddenly spiked. He knows the reason for my absences. SVU has a college-wide policy to accommodate an omega’s needs during heat, which I guess Professor Grub doesn’t approve of.

He clears his throat then, thankfully, continues addressing the class. “Today, you will be making a custom elecampane tincture to help with coughs. Combine it with at least one other herb. You will each present your creation by the end of the session. Let’s hope some of us…” His gaze rests pointedly on me. “Can keep up.” He smacks his hands together, making everyone jump. “Now pair up, and get started!”

Amora and I busy ourselves, talking only occasionally to check measurements or steps. It’s nice to be working with herbs again, and being in her company is effortless. I get the sense I’m not the only one with something on my mind, judging by how aggressively she’s cutting the roots.

“We could add fresh ginger?” Amora suggests, checking her book. “There’s some ginger over there, but it’s not quite ready yet.” She points at the spot where some of our classmates are haphazardly pulling up the plants. “But I saw some with yellower, wilted leaves down at a little spot by the bridge, if you want to check it out?”

“That sounds great.” I stand up. “Anything’s better than staying here and watching them yank out the ginger like they’re playing tug of war.”

“Grub shouldn’t speak to you how he does,” she whispers as we progress down the path. We’re well away from everyone else, but she still seems afraid someone will hear. “It’s not fair.”

“He has a point,” I shrug. “This is only my second class since this semester started.”

“Omegas can’t help when they go into heat,” she reminds me but doesn’t stress the point, even though I can tell she wants to.

We track down the harvestable ginger then carefully dig it up. It’s nice to be back around nature and working in my element again. However, no matter how hard I try, my mind keeps wandering back to them.

“Faye?” She must have been speaking, but I’d completely spaced out. “Are you happy with that?”

“Sorry, my head’s all over the place today.” I inhale deeply, trying to collect myself. “What did you say?”

“Do you mind shredding the ginger?” she asks. “I’ll prepare the marshmallow root for the next step.”

I nod. “No problem.”

“Are you sure you’re okay, Faye?” Amora asks. Her dark brown eyes scan over my face. “I know it’s none of my business, but I couldn’t help noticing what happened before class.”

I sigh. “Yeah, you and everyone else.”

“Trust me, I get it.” Amora nods knowingly. “Having a pack can be hard work. I’ve had my fair share of alpha trouble.”

“He’s not my alpha,” I reply quickly. Too quickly. “He could have been, maybe.” Amora has a gentle way about her that makes me feel like I can tell her anything without judgment. “But not anymore.”

“Sorry, I’m usually pretty scent intuitive, and I thought...” She waves her hand. “Ignore me.”

She doesn’t press me for information, but she’s piqued my curiosity to know more about her.

“Do you have a pack?”

“Yes.” Her lips curl into a shy smile. “We bonded last year.”

I have so many questions. I’ve never met a bonded omega before. Well, aside from a few customers passing through Blooming Brew, but they wouldn’t want to be interrogated by me while shopping.

I’d like to know what it feels like. Some books say that once bonded, you can sense each other’s emotions. Is that true? Does it get annoying and cause arguments? How do you juggle pack life and keeping everyone happy?

“Actually, we’re having a yearly bonding party soon. Carmen, one of my alphas, loves to party. She’s always telling me I should have more omega friends.” Amora rolls her eyes. “You should come. You’re in Stella House, right?”

I nod.

“I was in Persephone House last year, when I first arrived.”

We chat easily for a few more minutes and end up swapping numbers, Amora promising to send me the party details later. I’m not exactly in a party mood, but it would probably be good for me to get out the house. And she said I could bring the Stellas too.

“We better get back.” She checks her watch. “We don’t have long left.”

Once back at our workstation, we prepare the ingredients, we add them to the bottle and give them a gentle shake. In a few months, it’ll be ready. When we’re done, my mood has significantly improved, proud of how perfect the consistency is. This will show Professor Grub I’m truly worthy of being here.

Although I’m confident in our elixir, my mouth goes dry at the thought of having a conversation with Professor Grub who moves from bench to bench, inspecting the finished products. Finally, he stops to look at ours.

Instantly, his nose scrunches like he’s smelled something foul. “Wrong. Wrong. Wrong. This ginger was picked too soon.” He picks up our vial then tips the contents straight onto the soil. I almost swallow my tongue as I watch our elixir absorb into the earth. “Did you check the soil before uprooting the ginger? Useless!”

“I saw rhizomes through the soil,” I insist. I don’t mean to be difficult, but I really want to understand where we went wrong. I’ve harvested ginger hundreds of times before.

“Are you questioning me?” Professor Grub’s expression turns thunderous. “Do you think you know more than I do? Someone who has decades worth of experience? Listen here, omega.” He says the word like it’s dirty. Everyone turns to stare, some of the betas snickering behind their hands. “You may be used to alphas doting on you, but that does not mean you’ll get any special treatment in my class. As you are clearly responsible for this disaster, I expect you to write me an essay on ginger and its healing properties. That is unless you’re too busy to complete it.”

It feels like all the blood in my body rushes to my cheeks. That essay will take hours to write, and he knows it.

“Yes, Professor,” I concede, not daring to argue and make matters worse.

He sweeps away to examine the next groups’ work. There’s is twice as dark as it should be and has moss floating in it; however, he merely says it requires a little extra attention to detail.

“I thought we did everything right,” Amora whispers, equally confused. “I can help you with the essay. It’s my fault for suggesting that spot.”

“It’s okay. I need to brush up on ginger theory anyway, and Professor Grub’s probably right,” I say, now questioning my own judgment. I’ve had a rough day, so me making a mistake isn’t surprising. “They might have needed soaking for longer.”

“That’s all for today, class.” Professor Grub declares. “And I would suggest that some of you,” he glowers in my direction, “question whether you’re really capable of meeting the standards of my class to avoid wasting any more of my time.”

Perhaps Professor Grub has a point. Maybe I just don’t belong here. Maybe leaving Clover Hollow and coming to SVU was one big mistake.


TWENTY-NINE
Laz



“Sorry, Laz.” Margie checks her clipboard. “Your sister has revoked your special permission to enter OV.”

“C’mon, Margie. You know me. I won’t cause any problems. Sabs is just being dramatic.” I try to bargain with her, tightness forming in my chest. “If I could just see her⁠—”

“Sorry, kid,” Margie cuts me off, picking up her magazine and reclining in her chair. “Rules are rules. Now scram before you meet Big Billy.”

I look around. “Who’s Big Billy?”

She nods at her gun. “That’s Big Billy.”

Margie may look like a sweet older lady, but she can kick serious ass, making me both grateful that Faye and Sabs are well-protected while being annoyed that she won’t bend the rules. Maybe Cole had better luck.

“Can you at least tell her I swung by?” I give her my best puppy dog eyes.

Margie plops her turquoise Crocs adorned with charms on her desk then makes a shooing motion. “I can, but I don’t think it’ll make a difference.”

“Thanks anyway.” I slouch away, defeated, pulling out my cell to let the guys know.

ME
Sabs is still avoiding me. No access to OV.




COLE
I saw Faye on her way to class. She refused to speak to me. The Stellas are with her 24/7. We can’t get her alone.



Yet another blow.

It’s hard enough that Faye walked out on us, but Sabs shutting me out too has made the last few days even more difficult. If I can just make her listen, maybe we have a chance of making things right with Faye.

I decide to bite the bullet and call Beckett, my oldest brother. I would’ve called Forrest, but he’ll be underwater snorkeling or in a completely different time zone right now, so Mr. Serious will have to do.

Calling my parents isn’t an option. I don’t want them to worry or ask why Sabs isn’t speaking to me, not when they tasked me with taking care of my little sister. That and they’d get excited at the prospect of me finding my scent match. Mom would probably start wedding planning and knitting clothes for future grandbabies before I had a chance to explain the situation. When I tell them about Faye, I want everything to be perfect.

“Laz? What’s wrong? What happened?” Beckett’s initial confusion upon answering the phone turns to panic. He’s seriously uptight, and it doesn’t take much to tip him over the edge.

“It’s not an emergency.” I roll my eyes. “Have you heard from Sabs?”

“I spoke to her yesterday to discuss my firm sponsoring her volleyball team,” he replies stiffly. I can imagine the disapproving look on his face. “She did mention you weren’t on speaking terms, but I didn’t ask why. I’m not getting involved in your silly sibling squabbles. Especially not right now; I have an important meeting due to start any minute, and I don’t need any distractions or theatrics from you.”

“But—”

“No but’s, Laz! You’re both at SVU!” I have to pull my phone away from my ear, he’s shouting so loud. “Figure it out!”

The line goes dead.

Well, calling him was a fat load of no good. At least he confirmed that Sabs is alive and well.

REN
Delilah whisked her away in a golf cart before I could catch her after class. She looked upset. Meet over coffee to talk tactics?




I sigh in frustration. Every fiber of my being wants to be by Faye’s side. Knowing that she’s upset and I can’t be there to make her smile is tearing me up.

I tilt my head, eyeing the familiar face jogging toward me in yoga pants. I blink twice to make sure I’m not imagining it. Nope, that’s her red ponytail, swishing in the breeze.

“Sabs!” I call out to her. She looks in my direction, then turns her head away to snub me. “Come on, Sabs! Just hear me out, okay?”

She slows, whipping out her phone to send a quick text before popping one earbud out. “You’ve got some nerve, Laz.” Still huffing to catch her breath, her eyes shoot daggers sharp enough to kill. “And before you think about hanging around until Faye gets back, I just texted her to tell her you’re here, so she won’t be coming home soon.”

“How is she?” I ask. “Is she okay?”

“What do you think?” She puts her hands on her hips. “Faye’s strong, but she’s hurting. What did you expect would happen? You lied to her. And you lied to me.”

“What Damon did⁠—”

“Spare me the details!” She holds up one hand to signal that she doesn’t want to hear it. “We all know what Damon did. Kady got some hotshot PI to investigate.” Her shoulders slump along with her features, fury giving way to something else. Hurt. “You should have told me, Laz. I know you and Damon are best friends, but why would Cole let him stay in the pack after doing something like that?”

“Come on, Sabs. I’m your brother. Do you really think I—or Cole and Ren—would have wanted Damon to stay if it was his fault?” I’m talking too fast, but this may be my only chance to tell the truth about what happened. “I didn’t tell you for Damon’s sake. He was already beating himself up about it enough.”

“As he should!” Sabs explodes. “Kady showed me the police file. He assaulted and blinded an omega!”

Sabs has a fiery temper and because of her stubbornness, she’s hard to reason with at the best of times, especially when she’s convinced that she’s right.

“Damon and the file don’t tell the full story. Faye has to know the truth,” I plead. “She’s my mate. I can’t lose her, Sabrina.”

It’s probably the second time in her life I’ve addressed her by her full name. I only use it when I’m being 100 percent serious, which for me is unusual.

Sabs’s eyes bounce between mine. “You really love her, don’t you?”

I don’t answer her right away. I haven’t really put my feelings into words before, and it seems crazy to say I love Faye after knowing her for such a short amount of time, but…

“Yes,” I confess. What I feel for her is more than love, though. It’s fate, and all I know for sure is that I can’t live without her. “We all do. She’s our scent match. We can’t lose her, so we need your help.”

“I don’t know if you can fix this.” Sabs shakes her head. “You know how Faye’s parents died, don’t you?”

I nod. The fact that she believes we could be anything like the monster alphas who killed her parents is soul-destroying.

“Then you should understand that there’s no coming back from this. You haven’t seen her the past few days.” Sabs grimaces. “She’s broken.”

“Please, Sabs,” I beg. “Let me tell you the full story. The parts Damon didn’t share with Faye. If that doesn’t change anything, I promise, I’ll walk out of her life forever. You have my word.” I hold up my pinkie. “Pinkie swear.”

“Fine.” She huffs and removes her other earbud. “You have ten fucking seconds before I call Margie over.”

I better make this count because, even though she’s my sister, Sabs isn’t joking, and I don’t want to be introduced to Big Billy. It’s not just my future happiness at stake, but the entire packs. If Sabs doesn’t hear me out, we risk losing Faye forever.


THIRTY
Faye



“Thanks for picking me up from class,” I tell Delilah as she pulls up outside Stella House in the golf cart.

“It was nice to drive. Sabs likes to hog the carts.” Delilah giggles. The journey was more chill than with Sabs, who makes every ride feel like a rollercoaster. “And at least we didn’t run into any knot-heads.”

“I better get started on my essay for Professor Grub,” I groan as we trudge inside.

Despite my attempts to return to normality, class has completely wiped me out, and I feel even more drained.

“Are you sure I can’t tempt you into helping me make banana bread?” Delilah wiggles her eyebrows. “It’s way more exciting than homework.”

“Don’t let her be a bad influence, Faye,” Kady mutters, passing us on her way out, arms laden with books. She’s wearing thin, wire-framed glasses that make her look edgy instead of geeky that I’ve never seen before. “I need to take these back to the library.”

“I thought you just got back from the library?” Delilah asks.

“And? I need to go again,” Kady states like it’s the most normal thing in the world. “You can come with me if you’d like, Faye?”

I get the sense they’re taking shifts to look after me, and while it’s sweet, I really just need to be by myself right now.

“It’s okay.” I wave off her offer. “I have all the books I need here.” I’m climbing the steps into Stella House when my cell phone starts ringing. Kady and Delilah freeze.

“It’s okay,” I reassure them after checking the caller ID and seeing their panicked expressions. The Silverwoods were calling incessantly until Kady showed me how to block their numbers. “It’s just my gram. I better take this.”

“Hello, Hedgey!” Gram sings brightly down the line. Hearing her voice is comforting, but it only makes me miss her more. “I’ve been worried about you. You haven’t been in touch. How are you doing?”

I wave goodbye to Delilah then head upstairs.

“Sorry, I’ve … um … been really busy with classes and studying.” And my heat coming, getting knotted by three alphas who are my scent match, then learning one of them is the kind of alpha I’ve always feared. Suppressing a groan, I steer the conversation to safer territory. “How are you? How’s the shop?”

“Oh, we’re fine here,” she chirps. I hear the faint sound of bubbling in the background and picture her stirring a large pot over the stove while balancing the phone between her ear and shoulder. “Do you remember Alice? Lulu’s niece? She’s staying with her for the next few months and has been helping me with the postal orders. She’s been dancing around the shop, making a real mess for videos that she’s posting online, as you can imagine.”

I laugh. “That sounds like Alice.”

I haven’t seen her for a few years. When she was younger, she used to stay with Lulu—Gram’s book club bestie and fellow Omega Rights activist—over the summer. Alice is a few years younger than me and is always getting herself into some kind of trouble. She’s also the clumsiest person I’ve ever met.

“But whatever she’s been doing is working!” There’s no missing the excitement in Gram’s tone. “We’ve had orders flying out the door all week! We even shipped some to Europe, can you believe it? It’s not the same without you, though, Hedgey. How are your classes? Is Gregory Grub as nice as he sounds in his books?”

“He’s…” I don’t have the heart to tell her that one of her favorite authors acts like a total douche. “Well, I don’t think he likes me much.”

“Oh?” There goes her excitement.

“He’s got high expectations. That’s all.” I try keeping my spirits up. “I made a new friend in class. An omega called Amora.”

“Another new friend!” she gushes. “How are you settling in at Stella House?”

“The girls are amazing. You’d love them.”

“I hope to meet them one day. And what about clubs or societies? You spent hours searching through the club catalogs before you left.”

Excitedly scouring the internet and flipping through SVU brochures behind the counter at Blooming Brew feels like a lifetime ago. I can’t help feeling that I’ve disappointed the old version of me, the one who was dreaming of this moment. Nothing has been like I expected. My time here has been dominated by unexpected heats and the Silverwoods. My first weeks of college have been eventful for all the wrong reasons.

I’m racking my brain for something to tell her when I remember meeting Nia this morning.

“There’s an Omega Unite rally on campus this weekend. Me and the Stellas are going. I may paint some banners.”

“You’ve had plenty of practice.” She chuckles. “I’ll send some badges down for you all to wear and give out.”

“That’d be great.” I attempt to muster enthusiasm, but my tone falls flat.

“Are you sure you’re okay, Hedgey?” Even at a distance, she can detect changes in my mood, no matter how hard I try to hide them. “You know I can always tell when something’s on your mind. Do you want to talk about it?”

As much as I’d love to talk to her about the Silverwoods, I’m afraid of how she’ll react. I know she was already hesitant about me going to a college so far away, and I don’t want to give her another reason to worry when she’s already got so much going on.

“I’m fine.” I chew on my nail. “Just tired, that’s all. It’s been a long day.”

“Alice!” Gram’s shriek almost deafens me, followed by a smash and general commotion. “What the heck are you doing?”

“Sorry, Betty!” I hear Alice in the background. “I thought if I could balance on top of the stool, I’d get a good angle of the rose tea brewing. I didn’t mean to knock over those jars⁠—”

“I have to go, Faye.” Gram sighs, although I can tell she’s not really mad. I’m sure she loves having the extra company, despite the risk of the shop getting destroyed by Alice’s attempts to make viral videos. “Keep in touch, okay? I’m always here if you want to talk. Love you, Hedgey.”

“Love you too,” I murmur, squeezing my eyes shut, trying my hardest not to cry.

I miss her. I miss Blooming Brew. I miss my old life, and more than that, I miss them. The Silverwoods. I stashed all the presents they sent me in my closet because I didn’t have the strength to throw them away, and now, in a moment of weakness, I find myself seeking them.

It’s all I have of them. All I’ll ever have of them.

I grab the striped blanket from Cole and rub my face in it, breathing it in. I see Mr. Snuggles, staring up at me from the bottom of the box, and my heart breaks as I hold him close. I can’t hold the tears back any longer. I sob while clutching the soft bear, letting my emotions pour out. Why did this have to happen, and how is it fair that their scent is exactly what my body needs, even after everything that’s happened?

I sniffle, wiping my eyes. I remind myself of what Damon did and why I’ll never be part of the Silverwood Pack, filling with shame that I sought comfort in their scent. I need to shower their scent off. I have to treat it like any other addiction.
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“Faye?” I’m drying off after a long soak when Sabs calls from the other side of my bedroom door. “I’m going out for food, and you’re coming with me. I’m not taking no for an answer.”

I groan and pad to the door, opening it an inch. “I really don’t feel up to it.”

“You haven’t eaten properly for days. After a heat, it’s important that you keep your strength up. You can’t live on Delilah’s desserts forever. We’re going out. My treat.”

Sensing she won’t give up, I look down at my loose gray hoodie with holey sleeves. “Should I change?”

“You’re fine as you are.” She flaps her hand. “Just throw on a pair of sneakers, and we’ll be off.”

I do as she asks then pop on my sunglasses to cover my puffy eyes. “Are Delilah and Kady joining us?”

“They have other plans.” I’m surprised by Sabs’s reply since neither of them mentioned anything to me earlier. “It’s just the two of us. Now come on. Get your tush in the cart!”

She practically drags me out of the house and into the waiting golf cart. As soon as I clip on my seat belt, she hurtles off at full speed.

“Where are we heading?”

Her usual sweet cherry smell is tarter than usual. “Just a little place I know. Oh, come on!” She beeps incessantly at a stop light. “Change already! There’s no one here!”

“Are you okay?” I eye her. “You seem on edge.”

“Oh, don’t worry about me.” She honks the horn again. “I’m just dandy!”

I hang onto my seat as she swerves around the next bend. As we drive along the road next to the lake, my gaze strays to the other side, to the beach houses where the bonded packs live. Stupidly, I find myself romanticizing what it would be like to live there with the Silverwoods. I can visualize it so clearly: Laz playing ball on the beach, Ren reading underneath an umbrella, Cole managing to look sexy as hell while donning an apron and flipping burgers on the barbecue, and Damon… Thwack! Sabs’s red hair catches the wind and slaps me in the face. If that isn’t a sign from the universe to pull myself together, I don’t know what is.

We drive in silence down the main street, passing all the usual bars and restaurants, continuing until we’re right on the edge of campus. Fields I remember seeing on my bus ride in stretch out ahead.

“Is it a food festival or something?” I squint to get a better look at a lone giant tent in the middle of a field. It’s eerily quiet, the road completely dead. “Maybe you got the wrong day?”

Sabs pulls to a stop next to a gate adjacent to the structure. “So I have a confession⁠—”

Before she can explain, I spot Laz standing in the tent’s entrance. His scent carries on the breeze, making my chest tighten.

“What’s he doing here?”

“I know you’re mad at the Silverwoods, and you have every right to be,” she babbles. “All they want is for you to hear them out. If you listen to them and want to walk away, they’ll respect it. But I really think you should listen. I’ll be waiting right here.”

“But you know what Damon did.”

The guys betrayed me, and now Sabs? I thought being an omega herself that she’d understand.

“It’s not what you think, Faye.” She must see the panic in my eyes. “Do you really think I’d have brought you here if I thought you were in danger? You need to hear the full story, the parts Damon didn’t tell you.”

When I dare to glance at Laz again, he waves sheepishly, his lopsided grin making my heart flip.

“I guess I’m here now,” I mumble. “I may as well hear them out. But if I want to go⁠—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Sabs promises, squeezing my arm in encouragement. “I’ll be right here the whole time.”

I gulp and nod, shakily getting out of the cart. The walk seems to take forever, my legs turning to jelly with each step.

“Thank you for agreeing to talk,” Laz says when I finally reach him. “We’ve missed you.”

“I didn’t know exactly what I was signing up for.” I don’t meet his gaze. “I can’t stay long.”

When he doesn’t reply, I look up, taken aback by how sad he looks. My gut reaction is to apologize until I remember that they’re in the wrong. They lied to me.

Laz steps aside, motioning to the entrance. “This way.”

The entire Silverwood Pack is here. Everyone, except Damon, is seated at a picnic table in the middle of the tent, covered with flickering candles and snacks. It’d be the perfect date if the circumstances were different.

Ren jumps up, clutching a bouquet of purple hyacinths. “Faye.” He holds them out. The way he looks at me with such hope is almost too much to bear. “These are for you.”

I keep my arms pressed to my sides.

“Maybe later, Ren.” Cole rises from his seat, sparing me the awkwardness of outwardly rejecting him. He gestures to the table. “Sit down. We really appreciate you coming here to talk.”

Damon stands in the corner with his arms crossed, donning his usual moody scowl. Clearly not everyone appreciates my presence. I refuse to look in his direction, purposefully sitting facing away from him to make a point.

“I’m only here because Sabs tricked me into coming,” I grumble.

“All the same, we’re happy to see you again.”

The atmosphere is unbelievably tense, in direct contrast to the last time I saw them, all cozy and content in the nest. With everyone—apart from Damon—now seated again, it’s strangely formal, like we’re about to start a business meeting.

“It’s come to our attention that Damon didn’t tell you the truth about what happened all those years ago,” Cole begins.

“We want you to know the full story,” Ren adds earnestly.

“I told her what matters,” Damon huffs. “It was my fault.”

“Did you listen to anything I said earlier?” Cole hisses at him through gritted teeth. “You’ve already said enough.”

“Give us a chance to explain properly, Faye,” Laz intervenes. “Then you can choose what happens next.”

“Damon shouldn’t have said what he did, especially while you were in a heat.” Ren adjusts his glasses. “We never wanted you to find out about it like that.”

“She had a right to know,” Damon grumbles.

“She has a name.” I pin him with a glare, surprising myself with my own outspoken courage.

Damon opens his mouth to speak.

“Damon,” Cole barks. “This is your final warning.”

“You’re the one who told me I had to be here,” Damon mutters sarcastically. “But you didn’t say I had to be nice.”

“Ignore him,” Ren implores. “He just doesn’t want to give you all the facts.”

“Because they change nothing,” Damon says flatly.

“We know that Kady’s PI got hold of some police files, but they don’t include everything,” Cole continues. “It’s true that my dad helped cover up a crime, but it’s not the crime you think.”

“The omega who got hurt was an alpha chaser,” Ren adds.

“An alpha chaser?” My shoulders tense. “I didn’t think they even existed.”

“Oh, they’re real,” Laz confirms grimly. “Trust me.”

Alpha chasers are omegas who are so desperate to be claimed that they purposefully trick an alpha into bonding. Their targets are usually wealthy packs—much like gold diggers who marry for money.

I’ve only ever seen movies about alpha chasers before as real-life cases are so rare. Most omegas would never put themselves in such dangerous situations.

“Damon was only eighteen when it happened.” With his elbows on the table, Cole steeples his fingers. “He’d just joined our pack, and the omega who targeted him—Roxanna— used a rutting mist called Ruttcol.”

Everyone’s heard of Ruttcol. It’s illegal and the most potent rutting mist you can buy. When sprayed on an alpha, the drug forces them into a rut. It’s so powerful that it can make an alpha lose sense of himself entirely. It also heightens aggression. A few years ago, Ruttcol had a lot of press coverage after it was used to cause a fight between two rival packs that left everyone dead.

If what Cole’s saying is true, that changes everything.

“Why would she do that?” I ask.

“Roxanna’s parents wanted her to be matched with a wealthy pack. She knew about my family’s wealth and thought that Damon would be the weakest link in the pack,” Cole explains.

“And she was right,” Damon mutters.

“You had no chance, dude!” Laz shouts at Damon. “She waited until he was walking home alone, snuck up on him in the dark, and sprayed him!”

“Somehow, Damon managed to contact me straight after it happened,” Cole says. “Thankfully, we were already close by.”

“Roxanna was forcing herself on Damon when we arrived.” Ren shudders at the memory. “She was baring her neck and begging him to bite her.”

“You have to understand that most alphas would never have been strong enough to fight that urge,” Cole says. “Especially such a young alpha.”

“Alphas have less control of their urges in the first few years after their designation presents,” Ren elucidates.

My mind is reeling. Despite the laws changing in recent years and more legislation being introduced to prevent unconsented bonding, it doesn’t change the impact of the physical act. While unconsented bonding can be legally severed, it’s pretty pointless when the physical tie can never be broken. Some medication is rumored to help combat the effects, but they’re still experimental. A bond's permanence has left many omegas—and alphas—living in terrible situations.

“Somehow,“ Cole’s shoulders rise and fall with a deep breath, “Damon managed to resist biting her and pushed her away, but he didn’t know his own strength⁠—”

“I’m an alpha,” Damon interrupts. “It’s my job to protect omegas. She got hurt on my watch.”

“It was self-defense!” Laz slams his fist on the table, causing the candles to flicker. “You had no choice!”

“After we got Damon under control, I told Roxanna to leave,” Cole returns to the story. “But she laughed in my face and refused. Instead, she took another bottle of Ruttcol out of her purse.”

I gasp in horror. Using Ruttcol around one alpha is bad enough, but with an entire pack? That’s asking for serious trouble. Out of control alpha packs are my biggest fear, so I can’t believe an omega tried to create that situation.

“Lucky for us, she was holding the mist the wrong way.” Laz smirks. “She sprayed herself in the face.”

“Unfortunately for Roxanna, it also has terrible effects when sprayed on someone who isn’t an alpha.” Ren winces. “We tried to get her medical attention as soon as we could, but it was too late.”

“So she blinded herself?” I murmur, realization dawning.

Cole nods. “If the case went to court, a judge would have ruled in Damon’s favor because there was plenty of evidence to show that he was under the influence of Ruttcol and couldn’t be held responsible for what happened. My dad and Roxanna’s family agreed to cover up the incident to avoid negative press.”

“We brought all the case files for you to look at.” Ren puts his satchel on the table then pulls out a large manilla file, pushing it toward me. “I included numbers of all the witnesses, doctors, and officers involved. You can contact all of them if you want to check our story.”

With shaking hands, I quickly leaf through a few of the pages. I recognize some of the names and documents from Kady’s PI’s files, but there’s so much more too. I skim the toxicology reports and blood test results. Everything is here and lines up with what they’ve told me.

“We understand if you want to leave, Faye,” Cole’s voice is barely audible. “But I hope you see now why we needed to make sure you knew everything before deciding. What happens next is up to you.”

Although it’s a lot to process, a massive weight has been lifted from my shoulders. The Silverwood alphas are not monsters at all. In fact, they were the real victims.

I turn to face Damon. “You should have told me the truth.”

“Why? It changes nothing.” Disdain practically seeps from his pores. “I’m still dangerous.”

Despite what he thinks, he’s shown more self-control than most alphas would be capable of under the influence of Ruttcol.

“You’re as dangerous as Mr. Snuggles,” Laz refutes.

Damon doesn’t seem to find this comment amusing. “Stuffed animals can’t go into ruts.”

“Can’t he?” Laz counters. “I’ll have to ask him.”

“This isn’t funny, Laz!” Damon snarls. “It’s not a joke.”

Despite Laz’s attempts to lighten the mood, I’m wracked with guilt.

“I’m sorry I ran out of the cabin like that.” I tug at my bottom lip. “I should have asked more questions.”

“You were in heat.” Ren tenderly places his hand over mine. “After everything you’ve been through, we don’t blame you for leaving like that. Even though we hate that you had to deal with the rest of your heat alone.”

A tear slides down my cheek.

“Was it bad, honeybee?” Laz bends over the table to wipe my tear away. “We’re so sorry we couldn’t be there.”

“N-no, it’s not that,” I snivel. “Well, the heat wasn’t great, but that’s not why I’m crying.” I use the back of my sleeve to dry my eyes. “Damon.” His shoulders tense when I say his name, and his stormy green stare meets mine. “I’m so sorry, for believing that you could be capable of that.”

His bushy eyebrows momentarily rise in incredulity, but he stays silent. Staring into his dark orbs, I let my own fears cloud my judgment. How will he ever forgive me for thinking so badly of him? He may act like an ass a lot of the time, but everything he’s done so far has been a misguided attempt to protect me.

To my surprise, Cole bursts out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” I ask.

“Oh, little omega.” He chuckles fondly. “After everything, the fact that you’re worried about Damon only shows your true nature and how right you are for the Silverwood Pack. That is, if you’ll let us court you?”

The air buzzes with anticipation as the guys wait for my answer. Ren fiddles with the hyacinth petals, trying to act casual but failing, Laz’s knees bounce up and down, bubbling with nervous energy, and Cole remains still, yet his yearning stare hints that he’ll do anything for me.

“What do you want, Damon?” I try to ignore the others. “Courting an omega should be a pack decision.”

“Cole’s our leader,” Damon replies gruffly. “I do what he says.”

I’m scared to ask because I don’t know if I’ll be able to take the answer, but I do it anyway. “But what do you want?”

“What I want is for you to be safe, Faye.” His intense gaze makes my skin prickle. “But if you want to court our pack, I won’t stand in your way.”

Maybe there is hope for us after all.

Damon clears his throat abruptly, breaking our gaze and severing the connection fizzing between us. “My shift starts soon. I’ll see you later.”

He stalks out of the tent without saying anything else or looking back.

“Damon wants you just as much as we do, he’s just afraid to admit it,” Cole voices as he watches Damon leave.

“Is that a yes?” Ren asks. “You’ll let us court you?”

Courting a pack is serious. It’s a step up from dating without the permanence of bonding. It’s a commitment to be exclusive, and most of the time, it leads straight to bonding—much like how an engagement ends in marriage, except courting doesn’t come with a diamond ring or a dramatic proposal.

“Um…” I smile shyly. “Yes, I’d like that.”

The past few days have been a whirlwind, but they have shown me how hard life would be without them in it.

“Alright!” Laz fist bumps the air. “We have an omega!”

“She’s not an object,” Ren scolds him, quickly checking to see if I’m offended.

“Shit.” Laz’s fist freezes mid-air. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s okay,” I tell him. “I know you didn’t.”

Laz is just being Laz. My goofy alpha. In fact, his excitement is adorable.

“Since we’re officially courting, I owe you a proper date seeing as Laz and Ren have already had one,” Cole winks at me. “I can send over the details?”

“Sure.” I nod, biting on the inside of my cheek.

I guess I can unblock their numbers now.

“Hey!” Laz pouts. “Our date was a spur of the moment thing. I want to take out Faye again.”

“I loved the arcade,” I reassure him. “Even if I did whip your ass on Whack-a-Mole.”

Ren chuckles. “Now that I’ve got to see.”

Everything seems to feel lighter already. The black cloud that’s been hanging over me has lifted, and things are falling into place. Well, almost. I’ve still got to convince a stubborn alpha that I’m not afraid of him, which won’t be easy.


THIRTY-ONE
Faye



The Stellas gather in my room, sprawling out over my bed while I prepare for my date with Cole. Clothes cover the floor as I change outfits for what feels like the hundredth time.

“Faye courting the Silverwood Pack is breaking campus news,” Kady announces. “Leah, my editor at the VV, even wanted to run a feature on it, but I told her you’re not interested.”

Apparently, news travels fast at SVU. I’m not even on social media, but everyone seems interested in which packs are courting.

“One of my volleyball teammates wondered whether you used herbs to put a spell on them.” Sabs laughs while scrolling through profiles on a dating app. “She wanted to know if she could have the recipe.”

My jaw drops. “People seriously think that?”

“Oh, ignore the rumor mill,” Kady dismisses. That’s easy for her to say when she’s not the subject of crazy speculations. “They’re all just jealous. The Silverwoods are one of the most eligible packs on campus.”

“And even better than that, you’ll officially be my sister,” Sabs squeals. “Which means you’ll be stuck with me for every holiday too!”

“Slow down, Sabs.” I roll my eyes. Although I can’t help thinking how amazing holidays with the Maverick’s would be. “We’ve not even bonded yet.”

“It won’t be long.” Delilah smiles knowingly, playing with her dangling dreamcatcher earring. “I can tell.”

“Del’s never wrong about these things.” Sabs throws a jelly bean into the air, catching it in her mouth. “She’s basically psychic.”

It’s only been a few days since I met with the Silverwoods and learned the truth about Damon’s past. Since then, I’ve regained all my energy and have been positively giddy. Nothing can get me down—even having to endure Professor Grub’s constant criticism during my classes or doing extra homework.

“You’re scent matches, remember?” Delilah says. She’s a hopeless romantic. “It must be hard not to bite when you’re all in knots.”

Kady snorts as Sabs launches a cushion at Delilah’s face. “I don’t want to think about my brother's knot!”

“I already told you, we’re taking things slow.”

Nothing physical has happened between us since my heat. It’s one thing acting on our urges while I’m craving relief from pain, getting intimate outside of a heat is another matter.

I’ve seen the guys a few times for coffee and study dates—without Damon, who is still doing his best to pretend I don’t exist—but we haven’t spent any quality alone time together yet. Until now.

ME
Any hints on where we’re going? I don’t know what to wear.




COLE
You look amazing in anything, although you look even better in nothing.



ME
Cole!



COLE
I have a shirt with your name on it.



Well, he’s not helpful.

“Still no hints about where Cole’s taking you?” Kady asks.

“Nope.” I sigh in frustration. “He’s giving nothing away.”

“Cole’s loaded, right?” Delilah quips. “Maybe he’ll hire a limo and take you to a restaurant in Forestville. Some have reservation lists that are weeks long.”

“I don’t think I have anything to wear to a place like that.” My small wardrobe consists of thrift store finds and floral dresses that I’ve upcycled from scraps of fabric.

“You can borrow something, if you want to dress up?” Kady offers. “I have to go to my father’s business functions all the time. Let me see what I’ve got.” She jumps off the bed and hurries away.

“Are you excited?” Delilah’s eyes light up. “A first date is a big deal.”

“I am.” I bite my lip. “But honestly, I’m a little nervous.”

Even though we’re scent matches and we’ve seen each other naked, I still can’t shake the anxious butterflies fluttering around in my stomach.

“Cole’s a real gentleman,” Sabs says before huffing in exasperation at her phone. “There’s no one good on here! I must have looked at over fifty alphas tonight.” Nose scrunched, she turns her phone around to show us a guy’s bio. “See what I’m dealing with? This app is supposed to be for casual hook ups, not alphas looking for an omega to bond. What happened to knots without strings?”

Delilah rolls her eyes. “I don’t know why you put yourself on those apps in the first place.”

“Because, my apple crumble baking fairy, a girl has needs that a vibrator just ain’t scratching!” Sabs giggles. “I’m gonna need an alpha to help me through a heat soon. I can tell I’m getting antsy on suppressants and need a break, but I want to hook up with them casually first.”

“What about Drax?” Delilah suggests. Searching my brain, I recall the hot security guard from Club Knotty. “He’s obsessed with you.”

“Drax?” Sabs taps her chin. “Oh, we hooked up once years ago, but we both agreed never again. He’s just a friend. Besides, Drax is a beta, and he’s always working. I want someone available.”

“But not too available, right?” Delilah shakes her head despairingly, making her short curly bob seem like it has a life of its own. “You’re too hard to please. Do you even want a pack one day?”

“I don’t know. Not everyone is lucky enough to find a scent match.” Sabs says then quickly adds, “Not that I’m not happy for you, Faye. I’m just being realistic.”

Kady returns to the room, arms laden with gorgeous dresses. “I brought options!”

The girls buzz around, ordering me to try on one after the other. They all blur into one until they mutually agree that a slinky, baby-blue silk dress with spaghetti straps is the one. It’s not like anything I’d usually wear. It’s far too elegant, and although it’s undeniably stunning, I don’t feel very me in it.

“Are you sure it’s not too much?” I express my concern out loud, smoothing down the sides. “I’ve never worn anything like this before.”

“You look amazing.” Kady rubs her hands together. “Cole will treat you like a princess, and you look like one too. Do you have any jewelry to match?”

I select my blue lace agate pendant—a calming crystal—before Delilah braids a section of my hair then pins it back while leaving the rest down. I never went to a high school prom, but I imagine this is what it’d be like. All I’m missing is a corsage.

My heart skips a beat when the doorbell rings. Delilah scampers over to the window to poke her head out.

“Frank’s here,” she confirms. “Time to go!”

I grab my purse then look around the room. There’s nothing else I need, right? “I guess this is it.”

“Just have fun, and be yourself.” Delilah pulls me in for a tight hug. “I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

Sabs winks. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“I’d struggle to do that,” I scoff.

Kady adjusts the strap of my dress. “Cole’s a lucky guy. Enjoy yourself. After the last few weeks, you’ve earned it.”

Beaming as I depart Stella House, I look back at the girls madly waving from the window like proud parents sending their child off on the first day of school.

“Your carriage awaits, little lady.” Frank holds the car door open for me. The last time I saw him he was wearing pajamas, but he’s dressed extra smart today in a full suit, which must be sweltering in this heat.

I climb inside, expecting Cole to be waiting, but he’s not there.

“Where are we heading?” I ask Frank, shifting nervously in my seat.

“Mr. Silverwood will meet you at the pack house. But otherwise, my lips are sealed.”

I gaze out the window, fighting to ignore the nerves trying to invade my system as we head through the alpha quad. When we arrive at the Silverwoods, Frank ushers me up the stairs. I’m about to use the knocker when the door flies open.

“Woah.” Cole’s jaw drops. “You look…” His Adam’s apple bobs. “Beautiful.” He stands aside. “Come in.”

I expected him to be dressed up, but he’s wearing comfy sweatpants and a plain white tee with a black apron over it.

“We have the pack house to ourselves tonight.” Cole smiles sheepishly. “I thought I’d make you dinner, and we can have a quiet night in, if that’s okay?”

“That sounds perfect.” I suck in a breath, instantly relaxing a bit now that I don’t have to worry about making any social faux pas or using the wrong cutlery. “I can go home and change?” I look down at my attire self-consciously, knowing I’m completely overdressed. “The girls thought you were taking me to a fancy restaurant in Forestville. I don’t have any really nice dresses, and I didn’t want to embarrass you, so Kady lent me this.” I’m babbling but I can’t seem to stop as my nerves bubble over. “It’s pretty, but I can’t walk well in it without looking like a waddling duck⁠—”

“Faye.” Cole cups my face in his giant palms, stopping my train of thoughts in their tracks. “You never have to dress to impress me. I’d love anything you wear, simply because it’s on you. But mostly, I just want to enjoy an evening having you all to myself and getting to know you better. If you feel more comfortable, I can get you one of my T-shirts to wear?”

“Yes.” His offer removes that last weight from my shoulders. “Please.”

He dashes to find me one, returning with a black tee that smells freshly laundered and is still warm from the drier. I almost pout, disappointed that it doesn’t smell like him.

“Meet me in the kitchen once you’ve changed?”

As soon as I shed the slinky dress, I feel so much more at ease. Kady’s dress was absolutely stunning, but being comfy in Cole’s T-shirt is so much better and instantly makes me feel at home.

I follow the delicious smell wafting from the kitchen to find Cole stirring a pot.

“My clothes look better on you than Kady’s.” Cole grins, checking me out. “If I had my way, you’d never be out of them.”

My cheeks feel like they’re on fire. “Something smells good.”

“I made spaghetti Bolognese,” he motions to the pot. “I’m not much of a cook, but it’s one of the best dishes I can do, or so the guys tell me. It’s almost ready, if you’d like to eat soon?”

I swing my head up and down in response. You can’t get any better than a big, comforting bowl of carbs, right? He comes around the candle-lit table to pull a chair out for me. I’m flattered to see how much effort he’s made. This definitely beats any restaurant in Forestville.

“I guess chivalry isn’t dead,” I joke, taking a seat.

“Not when I’m around,” he replies seriously. “What would you like to drink? I have some red wine or sparkling grape juice?”

“Maybe a little of both?”

“This is a special bottle.” He pours the wine first. “I don’t know a lot about wine, but Ren’s a connoisseur, and he says it pairs well with tomato sauces.” Cole returns to the pot, spooning out a little sauce to taste. After licking his lips, he adds an extra crack of black pepper. “It’s all done.” He grabs two bowls. “Are you hungry?”

“Starving.” I’m practically salivating from the rich smell filling the room.

“This is the first time a guy has ever cooked for me,” I say as he serves up the steaming pasta.

“You’d better get used to it.” Cole takes the seat opposite me. “Although we tend to eat out most of the time. When we leave SVU, we’ll probably hire a private chef. We have one over the holidays because we’re so busy.”

“Mmm,” I moan after taking my first bite. “So good.”

Cole’s adorable dimple appears as he smiles proudly. With the candles casting a warm glow over his features, he’s even more gorgeous.

“So where do you guys spend the holidays?” I ask, remembering that the purpose of tonight is getting to know each other, not drooling over him.

“For the past few years, we’ve spent most of our time in Saltwave Bay, close to the Maverick’s house.” He takes a sip of his juice. “I invested in real estate with some of my trust fund, so I have apartments and houses all over that we sometimes stay in too.”

Wow, I can’t imagine having so many options.

“I’m guessing you all lived in Saltwave Bay before coming to SVU then?”

He nods. “We’ve always liked spending time with Laz’s family, and I try to stay as far away from mine as possible.”

“So…” I sip my wine, daring to ask a question about the future. “Is that where you’d like to live after graduating?”

“That was the plan,” Cole says. “But we haven’t fully decided yet. If our pack was to expand, we’d discuss it as a group. We’d never force anyone to live somewhere they’d be uncomfortable.” He studies me intently. “Have you given any thoughts on where you’d like to live after college?”

“I haven’t really considered it,” I admit. “Clover Hollow is great. It’s all I know, but it’s small. I came here to start a new adventure, to see more of the world.” I drain my glass and pour myself another. “I know you guys are graduating this year, and I definitely want to finish my studies. Is that … going to be a problem?”

“Absolutely not.” Cole puts his fork down. “We would never expect you to give up on your dreams for us. We’d support you getting your degree. Laz can work anywhere with his graphic design business, Ren will always find a new course to study and could stay on as a TA. I’ve had a few offers for graduate positions, but I’d be happy to stay here, if that’s what you wanted.”

“Really?” I’m dumbstruck. Judging by how quick he was to answer, it’s clear that he and the guys have already had this conversation. “You’d stay here for me?”

“Of course,” Cole replies like it isn’t even a question. “Our number one priority is your happiness.”

“But what about your job offers?” I chew my lip. “I hate the thought of you having to give something up for me.”

“There’ll be other jobs.” He shrugs, unfazed. “It’s not like I need the money. I could study something else or start my own firm. What matters most to me—to us—is you. We’re serious about making this work.”

I’m overwhelmed with a slew of emotions, not used to being the center of someone’s world. I don’t know how to handle it, so I turn my attention back to the food.

“The guys were right about your Bolognese.” I slurp up a strand of spaghetti in a very unladylike fashion. “This is delicious.”

“I’m glad you like it.” The grin he gives me makes me feel all fuzzy. “So tell me more about why you chose to study health botany.”

The conversation continues to flow as we enjoy our meal. Opening up to Cole is easy. He’s a good listener, pays careful attention to what I say, and asks questions about the finer details. He was fascinated to hear about some of the tasks I did in Blooming Brew. I didn’t think it was particularly interesting, but he was enthralled when I told him about herb collecting and how the change of seasons can influence their properties. I also told him about Gram’s work for Omega Unite. He’s the first person I’ve told about this part of my life.

“Wow, your gram is a total badass omega activist?”

“Pretty much!” I nod proudly. “She started her crusade after my mom died, and the momentum kept building. It’s hard for her to run everything from Clover Hollow, but the internet has made it easier. There are Omega Unite groups all over the country. She vets everyone who runs them, and they all report back to her.”

“She sounds like a strong woman.”

“She is.” My heart warms, thinking of her. “She’s my inspiration.”

“I’d love to meet her.”

I smile wryly. The truth is, I’m not sure how Gram will react to the Silverwood Pack. While she knows not all alphas are evil, she’s naturally wary and fiercely protective.

“Sorry, I’m speaking too much about myself.” I glaze over it. “I’d love to know more about you.”

“I could listen to you talk all day.” He’s quick to reply. “But you can ask me anything. What would you like to know?”

“What was your home like growing up?” Stuffed, I lean back in my chair. “From what you’ve said before, I know you don’t get along with your dad.”

“My dad’s the stereotypical cold-hearted businessman with ruthless instincts. He comes from a long line of powerful alphas, so he’s spent his life trying to prove his worth.” Cole scowls down at the table. “He works all the time. When I wasn’t at boarding school, he’d send me to summer camps or hire nannies to take care of me.”

“That sounds kinda lonely.”

“Actually, I preferred school to being at home. Being around my dad long enough would make anyone feel like there’s something wrong with them. Nothing is ever good enough for him.”

“Are your parents separated?” I ask cautiously. Cole’s mentioned his missing half-sister before, but I’ve never heard him mention his mom

“I’ve never known my mother.” He pushes his empty bowl away from him. “All I know is that she gave Dad a baby then left. He insisted on keeping me to carry on the bloodline. I tried tracking her down when I was a teenager, but she clearly didn’t want to be found.”

“Couldn’t your father have helped you?” I query. “He has money and influence.”

“He could have, but he’s probably the reason she can’t be found. He probably gave her enough money to disappear forever. I don’t blame her, I only wish she took me with her.” A wistful breath puffs past his lips. “I used to feel like something was missing without her, but now I have my own family.”

Cole stands to clear the table.

“Let me help tidy up.” I get up too. “You cooked. It’s the least I can do.”

He pauses with his bowl in his hand, his mouth a harsh line, telling he doesn’t want my assistance. I just purse my lips and glare back at him until he smirks.

“Okay, but just put it all in the dishwasher,” he relents. A dishwasher is a luxury I’m not used to. “We could hang out and watch a movie? I’m sorry if you were expecting more.”

“Not at all!” I hope I sound reassuring. “Honestly, I’m more of a homebody anyway.”

After cleaning, we migrate to the sofa where Cole lets me pick the movie. I decide to push him out of his comfort zone by choosing a romance. It’s a cheesy one with a predictable plot about an omega who fights her attraction to a pack. Cole rolls his eyes through most of it, declaring it unrealistic and picking apart the plot while we drink more wine. When the movie reaches its crescendo, the point where the pack finally comes to bond, the atmosphere in the room intensifies.

With Cole’s arm casually draped over the back of the sofa, I become hyperaware of how close we are. The temperature in the room seems to rise as we watch the actors on the screen and the main characters teeth grazing the love interests neck.

“Would you like a bond mark?” I ask, feeling braver thanks to the wine I had.

Bonding happens when an alpha bites an omega. It’s common practice for an omega’s bond mark to be on display, to ward off rival alphas. Many alphas also choose to have their omega bite them in return, as a symbolic gesture of their commitment. Some prefer to leave their marks in private places, where no one can see—especially alphas who are afraid of looking, “omega whipped”—but many like to wear them somewhere more prominent for the entire world to see.

“Yes, and if you decide to bite me, I’ll wear that mark proudly.” It’s hard not to squirm when his smoldering gaze drops to my mouth. “I’d want everyone to know that I’m yours. And we’ll only bond, if and when, you’re ready. You bite first. Always.”

“You’d want me to…?” I swallow past the thick lump obstructing my airway. “Bite first? I thought that because an alpha’s bite sealed the bond, you’d want to go first.”

“You’re in control, little omega.” Cole links our fingers. “Always.”

Our eyes meet and he leans in, pausing for my permission before our lips brush, the movie still playing in the background. This is different from our last kiss, when we were swept away in a moment of heat. His probing lips are slow and sensual, filled with a thousand promises. It’s been amazing, spending time getting to know each other better, but as our kiss deepens, my body craves more.

I clamber onto his lap rather clumsily, my foot knocking over my glass of precariously balanced red wine off the sofa arm.

“Shit!” I gasp, watching it spill all over the white rug. “That’s gonna stain!”

Cole’s a clean freak. Is he going to be mad?

“Fuck the carpet.” Cole throws me back onto the cushions then climbs on top of me. He smirks when the heady smell of my perfume fills the room.

“Is all that sweet slick for me, little omega?” His raspy voice sends trembles racing through me.

I clutch onto him, thrilling at the way his rippling muscles flex as his lips slide down my neck, leaving small kisses in their wake. I sigh as his teeth gently rake over my skin, just like the actor in the movie did.

“Yes,” I moan, gyrating my hips into him. “All for you.”

My whole body tenses as his massive erection presses against my stomach. Wow. He’s even bigger than I remember.

He pulls back, balancing on his muscular elbows. “Do you trust me, Faye?”

“Yes, it’s just… “ I moisten my lips. “I don’t have much experience. The first time I had sex was during heat with you guys.”

“We’ll take it slow.” His kind tone is reassuring. “I’ve got you. If you want me to stop at any time, tell me. I want you to let me know what you like and what you don’t. I’m going to spend the evening worshipping you.”

When I nod, Cole’s hand slides under my tee and over my bra. I follow his lead, tentatively trailing my hands across his rippling back then across his broad shoulders while staring into each other’s eyes. Unlike when I was in heat, when my body begged for knots, I take my time, caressing every deep groove of his muscles. With the need simmering in my veins building, I tug at the hem of his T-shirt until he gets the hint and pulls it over his head. My fingers immediately gravitate to the wolf head tattoo on his right bicep, just like the one on the banner above his bed and on the patch he gave me. He didn’t strike me as an ink guy, but it’s insanely hot.

“What do you think?” he asks. “All the guys are going to get matching ones.”

“I love it.”

His mouth descends on mine again. By his tender touch and soft kisses, I can tell that he’s holding back, and I love him for that. He wants to make sure I’m comfortable before we go further.

“You look so hot in my shirt.” His fingers slither up my thigh. “I want you to cover it in slick for me, okay?”

I moan as his fingers find my panty’s edge. Even my super-strength liner has no chance of containing my slick. He hooks his finger under the fabric and meets my wetness, gently stroking my entrance.

“Is this okay?”

“Y-yes,” I mewl.

I almost whine when he retreats to his knees, glad I didn’t when he parts my legs and pulls my panties down. Self-conscious, I shut my eyes, knowing that he’s looking at me. All of me. I know it’s nothing he hasn’t seen before, but this is different.

“Fuck, Faye,” he groans. “You’re making my knot pulse just looking at you.”

I steal a glance at his crotch. He’s not lying. The bulge in his pants seems to have doubled in size. He buries his face between my knees, kissing up my delicate inner thighs until his mouth meets my heat. He grabs my hips possessively before pulling my pussy onto his face. A gasp escapes me when his tongue slides over my clit before lapping up the slick like he’s trying to devour an ice cream before it melts.

“Do you like me tasting you, little omega?” he pauses to ask.

“Yes.” It’s hard to find the right words to describe how incredible he makes me feel. “It feels … amazing.” Amazing is an understatement; I already feel like I’ll come after only a few seconds.

“You’re the best thing I’ve ever tasted.” He licks his lips. “Do you want me to fuck you with my fingers too, little omega?”

“Yes.” Unable to reach him, I grip the sofa beneath me. “Fuck me with them.”

He circles my entrance with one. “How does that feel?”

“More,” I beg. It turns out I can be pretty needy and impatient when an orgasm is at stake. “Fuck, yes. Like that.”

He chuckles, slowly pushing one finger inside me before adding another, swirling them around to stretch me. Slick coats him as he fucks me with them, adjusting his position to match his pace with his tongue licking my clit. The combination of motions takes me right to the edge.

“Come for me, little omega,” Cole purrs. “Ride my face, and soak me in your slick.”

I grab his head and hold him there, grinding against his face as he sucks on my clit and coaxes an orgasm from me. I come hard, crying out, my thighs clamping around his head as my entire body judders.

As soon as the first wave ebbs, Cole slides back up my body and kisses me. Fuck, tasting myself on his tongue is a huge turn on.

“Can I…?” I feel his giant swell pressing into me. “Can I taste you?”

“Little omega, I’d love nothing more than feeling your lips wrapped around my cock.”

I lean up on my elbows to watch as he takes off his pants, giving me the chance to take in every delicious detail of his body—his flawless abs, the deep V of his Apollo’s belt, a trail of light brown hair leading down to his mammoth member. My eyes widen at his sheer size and girth, wondering how that was even able to fit inside me.

“I-I don’t really know what I’m doing,” I admit as I shuffle up from the couch, halting when I’m face-to-face with his shockingly large cock. “C-can you show me what you like?”

“Cover your hands in slick first,” he orders.

I do as he asks, watching as he puts his strong hands over mine then guides them onto his shaft. I have to use both hands to fully wrap around him. He moves my hands up and down him in long, rhythmic strokes. He groans as I continue, removing his hands once my confidence grows.

“Mm, yeah. Just like that.” I internally preen at his praise. “Now use your tongue. Just the tip.”

I inhale his addictive scent—clean sheets mixed with dirty, hot leather—and want more. I lick away a bead of salty pre-cum from his tip, then eagerly wrap my whole mouth around him, attempting to take in as much of him as I can.

“You’re an impatient, little omega,” he groans, fisting my hair. “Take your time. Breathe through it, okay? Take me into your mouth while you keep moving your hands.”

I fall into a rhythm. My jaw will ache by the end of this, but I desperately want to please him. Cole spends all of his time looking out for everyone else. I want to do something just for him.

“Your pretty little mouth feels so good.” His thighs tauten beneath me. “Now suck a little and move your tongue at the same time.”

I play around, enjoying experimenting with varying pressures and flicks of my tongue. His balls twitch when I cup them, curious to know how they feel.

“Gentle pressure,” he instructs. “Good little omega.”

Knowing that I’m pleasing him, I moan, which must unlock something in the primal part of his alpha brain because he grabs my hair and growls in response. I quicken my movements, slathering him in spit and glance up to see his eyes clamped shut and his lips parted.

“Do you want to taste my cum, little omega?”

My mouth’s full, so I make a garbling noise in reply that I hope resembles a yes. Whether he understands me or not, my willingness should make it clear that his cum is exactly what I want.

With a sudden buck of his hips, Cole blasts his load down my throat. I gag a little but manage to swallow most of it, not wanting to waste a drop. After tasting him, I can now understand the appeal my slick has for them.

“That was so fucking hot,” he hums when I pull back. “You look like an angel, but you have a dirty mouth, little omega. Did you like the taste of me?”

I wipe a drop of cum from the corner of my mouth with my little finger. “Yes, alpha.”

“Do you want more?”

His cock hardens again. That’s one amazing thing about alphas—they have incredible stamina and can keep going for hours. When sex is this good, I question how bonded packs ever stop.

“Yes,” I plead. If my words aren’t indication enough, the amount of slick I’m producing is a real giveaway.

He stands, stark naked, then scoops me up into his arms.

“We’re going to drive the guys wild with your scent down here when they get home.” He nuzzles into my hair. “Now I want my bed to smell of you too.”


THIRTY-TWO
Cole



I carry her upstairs in my arms, leaving a scent and slick trail behind us. Watching her take my cock in her mouth was probably one of the hottest things I’ve ever seen. Telling her what I liked and seeing her eagerness to please me had me wanting to come in seconds. How did I get so lucky?

When she first arrived, I thought I had fucked up by suggesting a night in. She looked so fucking incredible in that dress, but she didn’t seem like herself, surrounded by an air of self-consciousness. Seeing how she relaxed after she’d changed into my T-shirt was everything.

Now I want to coat my sheets in her scent so I can sleep surrounded by her. Her delicate smell is comforting, but when she’s turned-on, its intensity ramps up tenfold, sweetening to the point it makes my head dizzy. I’ve never felt desire like the kind it evokes in me.

A few days ago, she almost slipped through our fingers. Having her back only confirms everything I already knew. She’s ours. All ours.

As soon as we’re in my bedroom, I lay her down. She crawls on her knees to the middle of my giant bed, looking up at me with her deep brown eyes. I thought I could read people well, but Faye keeps me guessing. If we bond, I’ll enjoy being able to sense her emotions and learn what the different twinkles in her eyes mean.

She bites her lip before pulling my tee over her head. Considering how nervous she was initially, I love seeing this new confidence rise in her. I want her to know how crazy she drives us and make sure she knows how gorgeous she is, even if I have to remind her every day.

Perched naked on my comforter, my gaze roams over her curvy form, landing on the plump breasts pressing against the lilac lace of her bra. She doesn’t break eye contact as she puts her hands behind her back and lets the bra fall, exposing her rosy, pink nipples that pebble with longing.

“Fuck.” I run a hand down the length of my junk.

Is there anything hotter than having my omega naked in my sheets?

She rises from the mattress to take my hand, leading me back to the bed. My balls ache, like I’m a horny teenager being seduced by my celebrity crush. She pushes me back but says nothing as she climbs on top of me. Although she’s half my size, she has all the power; she’s the one in control now. She may not know it yet, but I’ll do anything for this tiny omega with an inner strength even she doesn’t know the power of yet.

Her pupils are dilated, her slick dripping all over me like honey. “Let me take care of you, Cole.”

Even how she says my name is enough to make me burst apart at the seams. I’m pinned between her thighs as she rubs her pussy over my cock for a few gloriously torturous beats before finally taking my cock inside her. She moans as I disappear one inch at a time.

“Good girl.” I clutch onto her luscious hips. “Look how well your pussy is taking me.”

My knot pulsates, desperate to lock. Knotting an omega outside of heat is one of the most intimate acts you can do.

“You’re so big.” She falls into a rhythm as she slides up and down my shaft. When she leans forward, her soft hair tickling my shoulders, I breathe in, wanting to stay in this moment forever.

“Do you want my knot, little omega?”

“Will it…?” She freezes. “Will it hurt?”

“No. You’ve already taken me once before. You can do it again. Just breathe.” I grab her ass to ground her. “I’ve got you.”

I guide her up and down me, building momentum. She feels like home—a hot, slippery home that’s squeezing my cock and making me want to explode. It’s a place I never want to leave.

Suddenly, I tighten my grasp and hold her still.

“Give me your knot, alpha,” she whines, knowing what’s coming.

My knot swells, getting into position. “Are you ready?”

“Yes!” Faye cries before I lock in place with one last thrust. “Fuck yes!”

Her moans send vibrations race through me, merging with the erotic commotion flooding my system. I black out for a moment, overcome by the sensation of shooting cum inside her. Her pussy massages my shaft, playing it like an instrument, draining me of every drop.

She shudders as waves of pleasure crash over her before finally collapsing forward onto me. I hold her tight, our chests heaving as her lips stray to my neck.

“I think I want to,” she murmurs, her teeth skimming the surface of my skin.

I instantly know what she’s talking about, causing my already pounding heart to thunder a million miles an hour. Is this really happening?

“Me too, little omega,” I whisper. “More than anything, but there’s no rush. I’m not going anywhere.”

My own canines ache from the urge to claim her, to seal our fate and bind us forever, but I can’t. Not yet. This has to be on Faye’s terms. We’ve already chosen her. She needs to choose us.

“Soon,” she sighs, planting a kiss on my neck.

Something is holding her back, and I’m pretty sure I know what it is. Damon. While he agreed to our pack courting Faye, I know she won’t bond until they’ve figured things out. Everyone can smell how attracted they are to each other.

I stroke her hair. “Do you want to stay the night?” I bought extra supplies, just in case. She’ll never want for anything while she’s in our care.

“Mmm.” She nuzzles my neck. “I’d like that.”

Usually, my mind constantly races, jumping from one thought to the next, whether that be planning for the future, managing my studies and finances, or balancing obligations for my dad. Her presence is deeply calming, so when I’m around Faye, all of my tenseness and worries ebb away.

If I have my way, she’ll never leave.

But for tonight, we don’t need to say anything. I’ll just continue to hold her close while listening to her heart beating against my chest.

Our dream omega.

Damon just needs to get his stubborn knot out of his ass to realize that too.


THIRTY-THREE
Faye



When I look at my phone the next morning, I see that the Stella group chat has blown up.

DELILAH
Where did Cole take you?




KADY
Do I need to send Margie over? Has Cole kidnapped you?!



SABS
On a rating of 1-10, how good was the sex?



ME
No, no, no, and 11. I’ll see you all later!



“Only eleven?” Cole reads over my shoulder. “I can do better.”

After noticing the time, I groan and roll out from under his tree-trunk of an arm. “As much as I’d love to stay in bed all day, I better get ready, or I’ll be late for class.”

“I’ve got everything you need in my bathroom, and I’ll leave clean clothes out for when you’re done.” He stretches, his golden skin a dangerous temptation I force myself to look away from. “I’ll send Frank to grab your books from Stella House, then he can drop you off at the greenhouse?”

“Are you sure?” I nibble on the inside of my cheek. “I don’t want to cause any trouble.”

“When are you going to learn that we want to spoil you, little omega?” Cole smiles. “Just let us.”

I hop out of bed, momentarily panicking when I realize that I’m completely naked. When I spin around, I’m greeted by a massive, cock-shaped tent under the sheets.

He notices me staring and smirks. “Are you sure you don’t want to come back to bed?”

“I’ve already missed too much class already.” I have to summon all my willpower to march to the bathroom for a cold shower.

Once done and after running a hand through my wet hair, I return to find Cole gone, the bed freshly made—obviously!—and three new outfits carefully laid out, all in my size.

I gravitate to the floral dress similar in design to others I own, but seeing the price tag makes my eyes water. It cost more than my entire wardrobe combined. Underneath that is a comfy hoodie with a printed unicorn that resembles Laz’s secret tattoo—which I’m sure is no accident—and a relaxed-fit, soft denim jumpsuit with a white top. I opt for the jumpsuit because of the deep pockets; they’ll come in super handy when stashing herbs.

As soon as I leave Cole’s room, the smell of pancakes wafts up the stairs. I follow the sound of laughter and chatting down to the kitchen.

“Morning, beautiful!” Laz smiles as soon as he sees me. He’s mid-flip, his momentary attention lapse making him miss the pancake entirely, causing the gloopy mixture to hit the floor with a splat.

Cole glowers at him from a high stool at the breakfast bar, jumping off to grab a mop.

“We didn’t know what you liked to eat for breakfast.” Ren pulls out a chair for me. He’s surrounded by a stack of books and his staple black coffee. “So we made a bit of everything.”

“Honestly, I’m normally a grab and go kinda girl,” I reply. “Most of the time, I don’t really have the time to eat.”

“Well, that’s gotta change. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.” Cole gestures to the mini feast. “Help yourself.”

There are piles of bacon, sausage, pancakes, and waffles next to bowls full of fresh fruit. How early did they have to get up to prepare it?

To their delight, I load up my plate, helping myself to a stack of blueberry pancakes, a chocolate sauce drizzled waffle, and strawberries. I’ll probably eat my entire daily calories in one sitting, but I don’t care.

“You need to get your energy back after last night,” Laz reminds me with a cheeky wink. He sits down opposite me where he makes a smiley face out of fruit on top of his pancake. “The house smells so good.”

My cheeks flush while Cole grins proudly.

I freeze mid chew when Damon stomps into the room, wearing only gray slacks. Realizing that I’m gawping at his tattoos and muscles, I clamp my thighs shut before I perfume. I’m looking at him like a wild animal looks at a fresh kill, but he doesn’t even look in my direction. He’s too focused on shaking his protein drink like he’s trying to throttle someone.

“I’m going to the gym,” he grunts then storms out. “See you later.”

“I thought I’d walk you to class this morning,” Ren says. “I already got your books from Frank and told him we’d walk. I need to collect something from the greenhouse for my next assignment anyway.”

“Thanks.” I smile at him. “We’d better get going if I’m going to make it on time.” I scrunch my nose. “I’m not exactly his favorite pupil.”

“I’m sure that’s not true.” Laz winks at me. “You’d be my favorite pupil.”

“Try telling him that. He’s not exactly a fan of omegas.”

“What do you mean?” Cole’s eyebrows furrow in concern, his legal brain probably kicking into gear. “Has he said something discriminatory, because if he has⁠—”

“It’s nothing,” I cut him off before he gets too worked up. “Forget I said anything.” His frown deepens as I get up. “Come on, Ren. We’d better go.”

Laz jumps up to kiss me on the cheek before we leave. “Have a good day, honeybee!”

I stroke the big guy’s shoulder as I pass. “Thanks for last night, Cole.”

“Anytime, little omega.” He stands, a dazzling smile stretching his mouth. He holds my face in his hands and kisses me hard, taking my breath away.

“Ugh,” Laz groans. “Now I need to go have a cold shower with my Rosie Palm and her five sisters.”

Ren slips his fingers through mine. “Let’s go before you make Laz combust.”

It’s a glorious day, the warm sun beating down on us. Alphas leaving their pack houses stare as we walk down the street, some even wolf-whistle.

“I can’t wait until we can get out of the pack house.” Ren tugs me closer. “I don’t like you being this close to so many alphas.”

“It’s okay.” I squeeze his hand. “I know I’m safe when I’m with you.”

“That you are.” He stands a little taller. “So did you enjoy your first official date with Cole?”

“I loved it,” I gush. “He made me food, and we watched a cute movie.”

Ren laughs. “I can’t believe you got him to watch a chick flick. He usually only watches documentaries and films that are based on true stories because he doesn’t want to rot his brain. Though I’m sure he loved it because it was with you.” He pauses, peering down at me. “How are you feeling about everything?”

“Good.” Ren makes it easy to say what’s on my mind, so I don’t hold back. “But I still feel bad about what happened with Damon. I’d like to talk to him about it, but he won’t even stay in the same room as me for more than a few minutes.”

“It’s not your fault. You reacted exactly how Damon wanted you to. He pushes people he cares about away.”

“It doesn’t make it any easier, though.” A puff of air escapes me. “I thought when omegas courted a pack, everyone was supposed to be on the same page. When I was with Cole…” I can’t believe I’m about to admit this. “I really wanted to … bite him. I had to stop myself. Is that bad?”

“Of course it’s not, baby.” Ren is beaming. “He’s your alpha. We’re scent matches. It’s not just hard on you, it’s hard for all of us.”

“Have you felt it too?” I ask. “The urge to bite?”

“I’ve felt it from the moment we first met.” Ren chuckles. “A desperate need to claim you and mark you as mine. When we’re intimate, the urge gets even stronger. It’s the same for all the guys.”

“Do your teeth ache too?”

“Hell yeah!” Ren laughs. “We had to buy Teeth-Numb gel from Sunshine Pharmacy. That’s helped with the pain.”

“You guys are in pain?!” Guilt spiderwebs through me. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t⁠—”

“Hey, don’t feel bad.” Ren stops in his tracks to stroke my cheek. “The pain is nothing compared to what you have to go through during your heats. We don’t mind at all.”

“I didn’t realize that Teeth-Numb gel was even a thing,” I mumble.

“Admittedly, few alphas use it.” Ren lifts a shoulder. “Most don’t delay bonding once they’ve found their match, but we’re all happy to go at your pace. We’ll bond when you’re ready, and only if you want to.”

The more time I spend with them, the stronger our connection gets, heightening the urge to bond.

We approach the greenhouse, spotting Amora waiting outside. She’s standing next to an extremely attractive alpha woman with thick hair and rich russet brown skin. Amora waves as soon as she sees me.

“See?” Amora tells the woman as we approach. “I told you I made an omega friend.”

“You must be Faye.” The alpha holds out her hand. “I’m Carmen, and it sounds like you both need a friend in this class.” She screws up her nose in disapproval. “Especially after how Grub behaved during your last class.”

Concern practically radiates from Ren as his grip on me tightens, but I choose to ignore it.

“This is Ren,” I introduce him, changing the subject and hoping Ren doesn’t ask any questions.

“Ren Silverwood.” Carmen looks him up and down as they shake hands. “I know who you are. The Silverwood Pack courting an omega is the talk of SVU.” She sniffs the air then winks. “You smell happy.”

“Carmen!” Amora bats at her arm. “Sorry, she doesn’t know when to shut up. You know it’s rude to scent people.” She shakes her head yet smiles fondly. “I can’t take her anywhere.”

“You love me.” Carmen kisses Amora’s cheek. “Faye, are you and the Stella girls still coming to our party later? I keep telling Amora that it’ll be good for her to have more omegas around after what happened with the girls in Persephone House last year.”

Amora shifts awkwardly from one foot to the other. Something bad must have happened in her first year, but it’s obviously something she’s uncomfortable talking about.

“We’ll be there.” I nod. With everything else going on, I’m ashamed to admit I completely forgot about Amora’s bonding anniversary party. But I have nothing else planned, and seeing Amora’s hopeful smile cinches the deal. “I’m looking forward to it.”

“See?” Carmen squeezes Amora’s arm. “It’ll be fun! You’ll see, mi amor.”

Amora’s lips quirk at the corners, still a little hesitant, as Carmen kisses her, almost melting into her. They look so content in each other’s company. Whatever happened to Amora last year, I’m glad she had someone like Carmen to help her through it.

“I’m sorry I can’t extend the invite, Ren,” Carmen tells him. “But it’s strictly bonded alphas only. Don’t worry, though. I hired extra security, so your omega will be safe.” She nods at our interlocked fingers. “From the looks of it, you’ll be attending our next party, though.”

Ren’s eyes light up. “I hope so.”

“You two are the cutest.” Carmen declares while checking her watch. “Your class is almost starting. See you later, mi amor.”

Amora turns to me as Carmen skips off. “Are you ready?”

“As I’ll ever be,” I answer grimly, feeling like a soldier heading into battle.

“Did you finish the essay on ginger root?”

“Just about.” I grimace. “It took forever.”

The three of us enter the greenhouse, proceeding down the path to our classroom where Ren stops to part ways. He kisses my cheek in farewell. “I’ll meet you after class.”

I feign a smile, dread bubbling in my stomach as me and Amora make our way to our work station. Professor Grub is already waiting, which is rare as he has a habit of waltzing in late. His expression is thunderous as he scowls and squints around the room, turning my knees to jelly.

“Today you will be working on diminitae oil.” He points at the blackboard, launching straight into class before everyone has even got out their notebooks. “What are its uses?”

A hand shoots up in the front row. “It can reduce an omega or alpha’s scenting ability.”

Amora and I exchange a look. This mixture is not exactly something we’d expect to see on the syllabus, especially given how dangerous it could be to us.

“And why would they use it?” Grub prompts.

“To make them less scent sensitive in large social situations,” the student replies.

“And to stop them from wanting to fuck all the time,” a male beta, who gives me seriously bad vibes, snickers.

“Before we proceed.” Professor Grub whips around in my direction and barks, “Nightingale, do you have your essay on ginger root?”

“Y-yes.” I fish it out of my backpack. “Here it is.”

He snatches the paper, scans it, then begins reading segments for the entire class. “Grows best in warmer and tropical climates, found natively in… No, no, no! You have to be more specific!” My mouth goes dry as he picks more sentences to pull apart, reading those aloud too. The paper took me ages, and it’s thoroughly researched, but he finds holes in most things I’ve written and twists my words. “Some people use ginger to assist with motion sickness. Not just motion sickness, but all kinds of gastrointestinal issues! Did you even try, Miss Nightingale?”

I dig my nails into the palms of my hands, wishing I could point out that I listed many other conditions alongside motion sickness.

“She was probably too busy fucking some alpha,” the beta who gives me bad vibes sneers.

Finally, when Professor Grub reaches the end, he tears my essay—literally ripping it into tiny pieces before throwing them into the air.

“May this be a lesson to everyone,” Professor Grub announces. “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to stay in my class.”

“But—” Amora begins. She rarely speaks up in class and is so soft-spoken that no one else hears her.

“It’s okay,” I whisper before Grub turns his attention to her. “Don’t worry about it.” I don’t want her becoming his next target.

Professor Grub clicks his fingers then points at the shreds of paper at his feet. “Clean up the paper and put it in the compost, Nightingale. Let’s see if you can do that correctly.” He rolls his eyes melodramatically then for the benefit of the misogynist asshole beta adds, “It’s times like this when I question why omegas are allowed to attend college.”

My stomach drops. Until now, I’d put his comments down to him simply being a dick, but he’s being outwardly discriminatory. He obviously holds a grudge against omegas, and I’m being targeted for my designation.

If Sabs were here, she’d throw a fit. If it were Kady, she’d reel off all the legislation he was breaking and threaten to sue. If Delilah were here, she’d probably have a clever, rational comeback to catch Grub out. Gram could muster up an impassioned speech about omega rights on the spot. But I’m not like my Stella sisters or Gram.

“Faye.” When I stand, Amora grabs my arm to hold me back. “You don’t have to do this.”

“It’s fine,” I murmur.

Clearly, Professor Grub gets his kicks from these kinds of power trips, and right now, I don’t know what else to do. I know his actions are wrong, but he’s my teacher, and my future rests on this course, so what other choice do I have? Maybe if I do what he asks, he’ll tire of tormenting me.

I make my way to the front of the class, my cheeks flaming in humiliation. Just as I’m about to bend down, a growl comes from behind me. “Stay where you are, Faye.”

I spin to see my gorgeous, nerdy alpha standing tall with his teeth bared, glaring in Professor Grub’s direction. I’ve never seen Ren angry before, but judging by the blazing look in his eyes and the smell of burnt parchment, he’s absolutely seething.

Ren steps in front of me, creating a human shield between me and Professor Grub. “I’ve been recording your class today, Professor Grub.” Ren holds up his phone like it’s a weapon. “I’ve documented at least three violations against SVU policy and the Omega Rights Act.”

Professor Grub’s mouth opens and closes like a stunned goldfish. “Well, look here, Mr. Brooks,” Professor Grub garbles, knowing he’s been caught. “I think you’ll find you’ve taken this the wrong way.”

“You can’t argue with the evidence,” Ren scowls. “And I’m sure Dean Rivers will agree that your teaching style is not a good fit for SVU.”

“You wait here for one minute!” Grub points at him with a shaking finger. “You can’t throw around baseless accusations. This is my class!”

“And this is my omega.” Standing his ground, Ren motions to me. “Nobody talks to Faye or any other omega like that. Omegas have worked too hard and fought for too long to be treated with such disrespect.” He wraps his arms protectively around my waist. “We’re leaving. Now.”

He marches us from the greenhouse, not letting go of me until we’re outside in the fresh air, and I realize that I’m trembling.

“Are you okay, baby?” Ren pulls me into his chest, his paperback book scent instant slowing my galloping heart.

“I-I think so.”

Ren steers me away, leading us down a quiet road to stand under a large blossoming tree, while he types furiously on his cell phone with his spare hand.

“You will never have to be taught by that monster again.” He puts his hands on my shoulders. “I can’t believe they let someone like him run a class.” He shakes his head, softening his voice. “Why didn’t you tell us what was happening? We could have helped.”

“I guess I didn’t want to believe that someone I admired so much was an omega hater.” Shame floods through me, wishing I’d spoken up before now. “And maybe because part of me was embarrassed.”

“No one speaks to you like that, Faye. No one,” Ren states firmly. He parts his lips to say more, but his phone beeps, so he checks it. “That’s Cole. I sent him all the evidence, and he’s on his way to meet with the dean right now. Grub will be out of SVU by the end of the day.”

“I still can’t believe you did that.” I bite my lip. “You were supposed to be on the other side of the greenhouse.”

“Something felt off after what Carmen said.” Ren shrugs. “I thought I’d listen in for a few minutes, and I’m glad I did. I couldn’t stand back and watch him humiliate you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I am now.” I grin up at him, getting lost in his mesmerizing blue orbs. “Because of you, alpha.”

Now that I’m over the shock, I can’t deny how sexy it was to see him defend me like that. My mild-mannered alpha has a dark side.

“Fuck, Faye,” he groans as my perfume blooms. “Your scent makes me go crazy.”

“What you did was the most alpha thing I’ve ever seen.”

He leans to whisper, “As much as I’d love to bend you over right here and show you how much of an alpha I really am, SVU has strict rules against knotting in public spaces.”

“But I need you, alpha.”

“What my omega wants my omega gets.” Ren grabs my hand, pulling me farther down to the road to where Frank is parked. “I asked Frank to wait for us as I thought we could go to Forestville for lunch after you finished.”

As Frank gets out to open the door for us, Ren fishes out his wallet.

“Take an early lunch, Frank.” Ren hands him a fifty. “There’s a cafe you’ll like just around the corner. Leave the keys.”

Frank tips his hat. “Gotcha, Mr. Brooks.”

As soon as we’re in the backseat, Ren climbs on top of me. Thankfully, the seats are larger than a standard car, but there’s still little space. The charged atmosphere in the aftermath of Grub’s dressing down has me pining for Ren, the smell of my arousal filling the car within seconds.

Ren’s mouth descends on mine, all of his protective alpha energy coming out in a flood. We’re consuming each other, kissing passionately while tearing at each other’s clothes.

Why did I think a one-piece was a good idea? I awkwardly shuffle out of them—even a few seconds are way too long to wait—before Ren rips off my panties victoriously.

“I need you, alpha,” I whine, bucking my hips. “Take me.”

“Don’t look away, baby.” Ren unleashes his cock. “I want to look into your eyes while I ruin you.”

His words make my slick flow, gushing even faster when he rubs the silky tip of his head against me, coating himself.

“Such a big, strong alpha.” I wrap my legs around his body to pull him closer, grinding against him. “So fucking hot.”

I need him.

Now.

He thrusts inside me hard and fast, like he wants to claim every part of me and mark his territory.

“You’re all mine, baby,” he pants. “All fucking mine.”

If anyone were to walk past, they’d see the car rocking. To my knowledge, there’s no rule about knotting inside cars on campus, right? I push the thought aside as he thrusts mercilessly, wailing and clawing at his back while his growing knot strokes my insides.

“Fuck yes!” I gasp. “Ren!”

It’s the first time he’s touched me without asking, and I loved seeing him abandon his caution to fully embrace the moment. Ren’s sweet and kind—my comfort—but he also hides a fire underneath his softness. And holy hell, when he lets loose. He’s a dark horse. A bookworm on the streets and a freakish alpha in the sheets should be his tagline.

He fucks me like a wild animal until I’m quaking from orgasm after orgasm that leave me shaking to the core. “Knot me, alpha,” I plead, pawing at him, consumed by need. “Please.”

My pussy clamps onto his knot as he locks in place, rinsing him as he comes hard. When he finally collapses on top of me, finished, both of us fully spent, I struggle to catch my breath.

“Thank you.” I run my fingers through his messy hair while he stays knotted inside me. The sexy inferno whirlwind has tempered into a comforting crackling fire as Ren’s inner sex beast retreats. “For protecting me.”

“Anything for you, Faye.”

Sincerity bleeds into his words. Our relationship is moving with such a fast-paced intensity, and I’m already struggling to imagine what life would look like without him in it.
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“So he just swooped in like a gallant knight and dragged you out?” Delilah asks after I recount the story of what happened at the greenhouse earlier today for the third time. “Are you sure you’re talking about Ren Brooks?”

We’re in Sabs’s room, getting ready for Amora’s party. She texted to check how I was after class and said she’d understand if we couldn’t make it, but I don’t want to let her down.

“He basically did a full-on alpha bark.” I giggle at the memory, feeling super proud of my alpha. “It was⁠—”

“Hot?” Delilah winks.

“Very.”

“Being hot is beside the point,” Kady tsks. “It’s good Ren was there to record what happened. Grub should never have spoken to you like that. It’s outrageous, especially at SVU! I have it on good authority that Grub has already packed his bags.”

“I saw a clip of Drax escorting him off-campus,” Delilah adds.

As soon as Cole received the footage from Ren, he contacted Kady who, after her many complaints and time spent lobbying for change, is on first-name terms with the dean. They both marched into his office to demand that he dismiss Grub on the spot. Seeing the recording, the dean had no other choice but to oblige. As well as promising to launch a full investigation to see whether Grub mistreated any previous students, Cole insisted that Amora and I receive personal written apologies.

“Good fucking riddance, I say!” Sabs declares, dusting off her hands. “We need to burn all of Grub’s books you have at the next bonfire.” It’s a shame because they really were useful, but she’s right. I can’t support someone so prejudiced, no matter how good his books are. “Let’s use tonight to celebrate!”

Sabs’s room is not your stereotypical calming omega space. It’s hot pink with bright artwork on the walls and a sparkling disco light hanging from the ceiling. Sabs dances over to her speaker to turn the volume up. As soon as the song switches, Delilah winces.

I frown. “Are you okay, Del?”

“Shit, sorry!” Sabs lunges at her laptop, madly bashing the keys to change the song. “It’s on shuffle.”

“It’s okay.” Delilah feigns a smile. “I’ll be right back. I just need to grab my eyeshadow from my room.”

“Oh, fuck.” Sabs flops onto her bed as soon as Delilah leaves. “Damn shuffle! I should have vetted the playlist ahead of time.”

“What am I missing?” I ask.

“Remember the singer Delilah had the best sex of her life with last year? Jagger Knight?” Kady answers my question. “Well, that’s his band.”

“Pack Fire?” Even a small-town girl like me has heard of them. They’re huge.

“She was convinced they were scent matches,” Sabs explains glumly. “He even told her so.”

“Until he left town without saying goodbye.” Kady shakes her head. “Don’t beat yourself up, Sabs. She’ll be fine.”

“It doesn’t help that those fuckers are so popular. You can’t get away from them,” Sabs groans. “At least she didn’t burst into tears this time. She had a breakdown in Nora’s Nest Nook a few weeks after it happened last year.” Sabs puts her hand on her heart and vows, “I’ll never listen to Pack Fire again.”

Delilah’s gentle footsteps sound as she returns without eyeshadow, her eyes are a little red, highlighting the greenish circle around the pupils of her brown eyes. No matter what she says, she’s obviously still not over it. Someone like Delilah, who lifts others up and swoons over happy endings, deserves so much better than an alpha like Jagger Knight. Regardless of how many platinum albums he has.

“So what pack is Amora part of?” Kady thankfully changes the subject.

I never thought to ask. “Should I know that?”

Kady’s eyes roll, but Sabs jumps in. “She’s part of the Princeton Pack. Her alphas are Carmen, Taj, and Leon. Don’t you remember her? She lived in Persephone House last year. Maybe you need to leave the library long enough to meet our neighbors?”

“Honestly, Sabs, I don’t know how you actually get good grades with how little time you spend in the library,” Kady retorts. “You’re almost as bad as Laz. It must run in the family.”

Sabs grins while Delilah reapplies her mascara, looking a bit cheerier now that we’ve taken her mind off Pack Fire’s lead singer.

“When I met Carmen earlier today, she said something happened at Persephone House last year with Amora,” I bring up the topic that’s been nagging at me. “Do any of you know anything about it?”

They shake their heads. Weird. Whatever happened must be an inner circle thing.

“Honestly, I try to keep my distance from the Persephone omegas. They’re…” Delilah pauses, her eyes on the ceiling like she’s carefully choosing her words. “Cliquey.”

“Bitches,” Sabs blurts at the same time Delilah speaks, making Kady snort. “Not Amora, though. I don’t know her well, but she always seemed nice. Kinda quiet.”

Kady fastens a delicate silver necklace, creating a timeless look along with her little black dress. Delilah has opted for a leopard print jumpsuit while Sabs is wearing a neon crop top with hot pants that looks like swim wear. I opted for a lavender dress with Delilah’s white belt to cinch in my waist.

“We’d better go if we want to be fashionably late.” Kady grabs her Fendi purse. “And not just rude.”

Giggling, we tumble out of Stella House. Sabs hired what she calls a, “party cart” which is an upgraded golf cart complete with blaring music and strobe lights. After spending a lot of time with the Silverwoods, it’s great, having a girls’ night with the Stellas.

Sabs drank a few cocktails while getting ready. She claimed they were Sex on the Beaches, but Kady argued they were more like, “Death on the Beaches” because of the ratio of alcohol to juice. Luckily, Delilah’s our designated sober driver for the evening.

The journey passes quickly with Sabs singing at the top of her lungs while waving her arms to every song that comes on. The Princeton Pack live in one of the coveted beach houses, and seeing them up close highlights how gorgeous they really are.

“This is the one.” Delilah points at it before parallel parking in a tight spot. There are many golf carts around and actual cars too. “Pretty nice, huh?”

With their house just feet from the sand, the party has spilled outside onto the beach where a DJ booth and barbecue are set up.

On the house’s porch, I spot Amora gazing across the lake, leaning against the railing. She looks lost among the sea of people until a tall, handsome man with black, shoulder-length, wavy hair puts his arm on her shoulder and whispers something in her ear, making her smile. He must be one of her alphas.

She sees me and waves enthusiastically before hurrying down the steps to greet us with her alpha in tow.

“You’re here!” she gushes, slightly out of breath. “I’m so relieved after everything that happened in class.”

“So you’re the omega whose alpha finally put the misogynistic ass in his place?” Her alpha smiles, looking around. “Is he here? I want to thank him.”

“He…”

“They haven’t bonded yet,” Amora rescues me. “This is Taj, my not-so-diplomatic alpha.” Amora nudges him sharply in the ribs then turns her attention to the girls. “I’m so glad you all came.”

“You already know Sabs.” I motion to her then introduce her to Kady and Delilah.

After some small talk, we mingle through the crowd. There’s an interesting mix of guests. Although it’s primarily alpha and omegas, there are quite a few betas too. The alphas here stay close to their bonded omegas. After bonding takes place, an alpha’s scent shifts. It’s a natural biological change that happens so that they don’t attract any more mates, their smell becoming super-charged to their omega only.

The party has a chill vibe, although someone went overboard with the party decorations. There are a ridiculous amount of balloons and banners with phrases like, “Happy Bonding Anniversary!” dotted around.

“I don’t know many people here,” Amora admits. “This was Carmen’s idea. I’m not much of a party person, but she went through a lot of effort.”

She looks across the sand at Carmen, who is busy entertaining a large group. She’s clearly in her element, making everyone laugh. She notices Amora staring and blows her a kiss.

“Are they playing limbo?” Sabs motions to Carmen grabbing a stick. “I have to get in on the action! Come on!”

“I think I’ll sit this one out.” I chuckle at her eagerness.

“There are plenty of drinks and snacks inside,” Taj says. “As well as the barbecue.”

“Leon, my other alpha, has been treating the barbecue like his baby all day,” Amora comments fondly.

There’s an ease to the way Amora talks about her alphas. Based on the shared glances and subtle touches I’ve seen, the four of them seem to revolve around each other. Their bodies even seem to move the same, like they are all in sync physically and mentally.

“Shall we get drinks?” Kady asks Delilah. “I can bring you one, Faye. What would you like?”

“Surprise me,” I reply then shudder. “Anything but ‘Death on the Beach.’” Amora raises her eyebrow. “Best not to ask.”

“I’ll show you where to go,” Taj offers, leading the way to give me and Amora time alone.

“How are you feeling?” she asks thoughtfully. “Grub’s class was pretty rough. I feel awful for not saying something or doing more.”

“I told you not to,” I remind her. “I didn’t want to make even more of a fuss. Besides, it wasn’t only me he insulted.”

“At least we don’t have to worry about him anymore, thanks to Ren.” She pushes a loose strand of glossy, black hair behind her ear. “Did you see the email the dean sent to the class?”

I shake my head, so she pulls out her phone to show me.

Dear health botany students,

It has recently come to our attention that Professor Gregory Grub has broken a number of Scent Valley University rules.

All omegas should have equal rights and access to opportunities, as defined by the Omega Rights Act.

All omegas are entitled to fair treatment on campus, where we strive for a positive, safe, and healthy environment for all.

Discriminatory behavior will not be tolerated.

Professor Grub’s dismissal is effective immediately, and I would like to reassure you that a full investigation will be carried out.

I’m delighted to announce that I have secured a permanent replacement, and Professor Ezra Brackenwood will start in two weeks. Until then, all health botany classes are temporarily suspended. However, students’ access to the greenhouse will remain in place.

In the meantime, you can find the suggested reading list below, which Professor Brackenwood encourages you to explore before classes resume.

Yours sincerely,

Dean Rivers

I skim the rest of the email and sigh. “You know, it sucks that Grub was one of the main reasons I wanted to study here. But maybe Brackenwood will be better?”

“He can’t be any worse.” She grimaces then her face brightens. “You’ll have to thank Ren for me. He was so brave, stepping in like that and keeping his cool. I don’t think Carmen or Taj would’ve shown that level of restraint. What alphas will do for their omegas, right?”

Now feels like as good a chance as any to ask her about what it’s like to be bonded, so I decide to seize the opportunity.

“So…” I’m unsure how to pose the question. “I’m only courting the Silverwoods right now, but⁠—”

“You want to know what it’s like to be bonded?”

“Yes.” I’m relieved that I don’t have to spell it out. “I’ve never really spoken to a bonded omega properly before, and I have so many questions.”

“What do you want to know?”

We stroll over to a large piece of driftwood to sit down, giving us the perfect view of Sabs tumbling into the sand while trying to limbo.

“What does it feel like?” I ask. “Can you feel them all the time?”

“It’s a hard sensation to describe.” She gazes wistfully toward the lake. “I can sense their emotions, and they can feel mine, but you become used to it after a while. You have your ears pierced, right?”

“Yes, why?” My hands shoot to my crystal studs in panic. “Is that a problem?”

“No, nothing like that.” She laughs. “Do you remember when you first got them pierced? They hurt a bit, right? You have to clean them diligently, you’re conscious of where you sleep and try not to knock them. Well, bonding is similar. When you first bond, it’s intense. It’s hard to think about anything else. That’s why it's recommended you stay close to each other during the initial bonding period, because the separation is so difficult. Over time, you become used to the feeling. It settles, and you almost forget it’s there—just like your earrings—unless there’s something wrong. Does that make sense?”

It’s not the analogy I expected, but it helps put it into context. “Isn’t it overwhelming?” I press. “To feel them all the time?”

“I found it hard at the start.” A chilly breeze rolls in, and she rubs up and down her arms. “My alphas are strong-minded, as you’ve probably gathered.” She laughs fondly. “But they’re not always at the forefront of your mind, unless you really tune into them.”

“What about the connection between your alphas?” I question. “What was it like for them after you bonded?”

“It sounds corny, but you kinda become the center of their universe, which is an enormous responsibility to have,” she continues. “Because they’re all linked to you as their center point, their connections deepen. You already have a huge advantage with the Silverwoods as they’re a well-established pack, so it should make for a smoother transition. My situation was a little different.” She sighs, looking across the sand at her alphas, then her lips twitch up at the corners. “But everything worked out in the end.”

Her words give me some reassurance, but there’s still one more thing I’d like to know. “And the actual…” I cringe, feeling like I’m crossing a line by asking a personal question. Without wanting to say the word aloud, I mouth BITE, my gaze straying to her neck where she has three bonding marks. “Does it hurt? I’ve seen movies and read about it, but there are so many mixed experiences.”

“Hurt?” She smirks. “That’s one thing you don’t have to worry about. Trust me. If you’re with the right alphas, bonding will be one of the best things you ever experience.”

“There you are!” Delilah and Kady make their way toward us, flanked by Taj, who’s carrying Pina Coladas with mini umbrellas. “Let’s get this party started!”

I take a sip, smiling to myself. After my chat with Amora, the thought of bonding seems a lot less scary.
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I’ve taken on every extra shift since we officially started courting Faye. If it means spending less time in our house that’s gradually becoming filled with her scent, I’ll take it. Still, her scent spreads like wildfire; I can’t get away from it. If it’s not embedded in our sofa, it’s caught in Ren’s hair or wrapped in Cole’s shirt. It’s like a delicious but fatal smoke that lures me in. Yet if I inhale, I’ll suffocate.

“You’ve been keeping secrets, pussycat.” Rook nudges me. “Everyone’s talking about the Silverwood Pack courting, but you haven’t even told me about your omega.”

Friday is one of our busiest nights, and we’ve just finished our regular patrol of the beta blocks, where parties get pretty wild. We’ve already confiscated two bottles of absinthe and broke up three fights over nothing.

“There’s nothing to tell,” I mutter.

“Come on, pussycat!” Rook won’t drop it. “What’s she like?”

“I don’t want to talk about Faye, okay?” I snap.

“Faye,” he hums. “So that’s her name.” I glare at him, and he raises his hands. “Put away your claws, pussycat. I’m not planning on stealing your omega.”

I march ahead, hoping to run into a bunch of alpha knuckleheads to release some of my building frustration. This is all her fault. Why did she have to come into our lives? We were doing fine without her. Cole’s dad would have found us an arranged match. It would have been a business arrangement—nothing more—and I’d have been happy with that, knowing I’d never lose control.

It doesn’t matter how many times the guys tell me that the Roxanna incident wasn’t my fault; I still won’t believe it. Yes, she used Ruttcol. Yes, she specifically targeted me. Yes, she tried to use instincts against me. But none of that matters. None of them know how it feels to lose control or to be so close to biting a stranger. My inner alpha is a beast, and I won’t bring that on Faye. She’s too precious for someone damaged and broken like me.

Our boss, Orin’s, voice crackles down our radio—we use walkie-talkies to communicate around campus. I check my cell phone while Rook speaks to him.

“We’re wanted down on Bonded Beach,” Rook informs me. “The alpha football team has been spotted trying to crash a party.”

Brilliant. This is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.

It’s unusual for there to be trouble at the beach. Usually, we spend our nights circling between Club Knotty, the beta dorms, and the alpha quad. In fact, in the years I’ve worked as security, this is the first call I’ve had about the beach houses. Bonded packs don’t tend to have wild parties, and alphas rarely hang out there as they know the omegas are already claimed.

“On it,” I reply, striding to my motorcycle and jumping on. “See you there!”

“Hey, what about⁠—”

My engine roars as I kick off and leave Rook behind me in a cloud of dust. It serves him right for asking about Faye.

The campus is abuzz with activities. I speed past a bus of packed students and a few tipsy ones who are being helped into golf carts by sober driver volunteers who escort students to and from their dorms.

As I near the lake, I get a good look at what’s unfolding. It looks like about ten alpha football players—easily recognizable by their bright-red jerseys—have descended on a party. From their aggressive body language, they’re facing off with a small group. Judging by how the players are swaying, they’ve hit the punch bowl too hard.

I keep driving, pulling to a stop on the road, back from the sand.

That’s when I smell her.

Reflexively, I draw in a deep inhale.

Faye.

Everything else fades into insignificance as my protective instincts jump into gear. Unbonded alphas are here to cause trouble, so my omega is in danger. Instantly, I forget about my job and the fight that may be breaking out, only looking for her.

“Where are the rest of you?” an alpha woman with a Spanish accent storms over. “I hired extra guards to cover this party, but they’ve all disappeared!”

I barely look at her, scanning the beach. “Backup is on the way.”

When I see Kady’s white-blonde hair and Sabs and Delilah huddled together, anxiety floods my bloodstream.

Where the fuck is she?

The sun has set, the half-moon casting an ominous glow on the lake. Suddenly, the music cuts out, and drunken slurs ring through the air.

“Come on!” one football player shouts. “What’s one omega to you?”

“You’ve got plenty to go around!” another adds, sniffing the air. I can detect his arousal from here—a sickening stench of fried onions and raw meat. My eyes follow to where his finger is pointing. “What about that one?”

There she is.

Faye’s face drains of color, then she turns and runs. He takes the chase as an invitation and launches after her.

I spring into action, sprinting across the sand, not caring who I knock into or how many drinks I send flying. There’s a crash to my right that could be the barbecue toppling over, but I don’t care.

I catch up with the alpha in no time, barging into him at full force and tackling him to the ground. He lands face first in the sand, coughing.

I turn him over then raise my fist. His eyes widen in panic as I pin him in place with just one hand. However, beyond him, I see Faye. In her haste to escape, she stumbled, and I can smell her fear.

“Break it up!” Rook’s voice booms. “Any uninvited alphas must leave. Now!”

Rook has an overpowering bark, which is one reason he’s so good at his job. Even alphas outside of his pack have a hard time not complying with his orders, especially when under the influence, so the football team has no chance.

But all I can think about right now is Faye.

Leaving the coughing jock, I rush to her side. She lays in a heap on the sand, shaking.

“D-Damon?” Her bottom lip trembles. “Is that you?”

Why does she have to look at me like that? Like because I’m here, everything will be okay?

“Get up,” I growl, pulling her onto her feet.

“What’re you doing here?”

She wobbles, struggling to keep her balance. I grit my teeth and put my arm around her shoulders to steady her.

Hold it together, Damon. Hold it together.

“What’re you doing here?” I scowl. “I told you to stop putting yourself in dangerous situations!”

Her face crumples, like she’s trying not to cry, making me feel like the biggest asshole of all time.

“I didn’t know this would happen,” she whispers.

“Are you hurt?” I force a slightly calmer voice.

“N-no.” She shakes her head. “I mean, I don’t think so.”

She winces when she takes a step, so I grab her bicep, scanning her for signs of injuries. “What is it?”

“It’s nothing.” She sucks in her bottom lip, chewing on it.

“Faye.” I glower. “Don’t make me ask you again.”

“I think I may have cut my leg on a rock or something when I slipped.” She flaps her hand. “But I’ll be fine. It’s nothing.”

I drop to my knees to take a look. “It doesn’t look like nothing.” She has a nasty gash on her shin, blood trickling down her leg. I tear off a shred of my shirt then wrap it around her leg a few times. Not perfect, but it’ll do for now. “I’m taking you to the clinic to get checked over. No arguments.”

She takes a few more pathetic limps. If she continues at this speed, we won’t reach the clinic by sunrise. It’s like she’s doing this on purpose. Why can’t she be more careful?

I groan. “I’m carrying you.” I scoop her up into my arms without waiting for permission. Feeling her warmth pressed against my chest is a personal form of torture.

“Are you okay, Faye?” an omega I don’t recognize runs over, flanked by Taj and Leon, members of the Princeton Pack. I’m guessing they’re bonded. I’ve met Taj and Leon before. They’re good guys but that doesn’t lessen my fury at this happening. Where was their security protocol? “I’m so sorry.”

“She cut her leg and probably needs stitches,” I snarl at them. “You should hire more security next time.”

The same alpha woman who confronted me when I first arrived overhears and steps in. “I hired extra security. They just didn’t show up.”

“Not good enough,” I growl. “My omega got hurt.”

Did I just call her my omega? Shit. This is why I’ve kept my distance. She gets under my skin.

“Damon, this isn’t Carmen’s fault,” Faye murmurs. “Don’t worry about it. It’s my fault for falling over.”

Carmen’s omega is on the brink of tears. “I knew this party was a bad idea.”

Leon wraps his arm around her shoulder. “Hey, it’s okay.”

“The party was great, Amora,” Faye says. She’s too fucking nice. Doesn’t she realize she could have gotten seriously hurt or worse? I saw how those football players were scenting her. “I’ll be fine. Really. It’s just a little cut.” Even though I’m carrying her, she snubs me by looking away pointedly. “Ignore Damon. He has no manners.”

“We’re leaving.” I shoot a death glare at Amora’s alphas. I’m done listening to this bullshit. Screw being nice. What would have happened if I didn’t get here on time?

“You didn’t have to be so rude,” Faye huffs as I carry her across the sand. “It wasn’t their fault that football players crashed the party.”

I grind my teeth together. If I argue with her, I’ll only say something I’ll regret.

“Pussycat?” Rook jogs to catch up to us. A grin widens his mouth when he sees Faye in my arms. Fuck, I’ll never hear the end of this. “You must be Faye, right? Damon and I work together. I’m Rook.”

“Hi,” Faye replies shyly. “Did you just call him pussycat?”

“No, he didn’t.” I roll my eyes while Rook cackles. Before he can do any more damage, I turn off my radio. “I’m clocking off. Tell the boss.”

“You got it, pussycat.” Rook winks. “See you around, Faye.”

I carry Faye until we reach my bike. After carefully setting her down, I hand her my spare helmet from under the seat.

“You want me to…” she gulps. “Ride this?”

“It’s the quickest way to get you to the clinic.” I put on my helmet. “Now hop on, and hold on tight.”

She looks around. “Can’t we take a golf cart?”

There aren’t any spares around. Even if there were, their maximum speed wouldn’t be quick enough. Plus, there’s no way I’m leaving my bike out here with drunk footballers on the loose.

“Helmet.” I motion to it. I don’t care whether she likes the method of transportation. All that matters is her seeing a doctor fast. “Now.”

Shoulders slumping in defeat, she puts on the helmet then hops on after me. She’s so short that her feet hover mid-air.

“You’ll be fine. Just don’t let go,” I tell her, detecting her nerves. Being reassuring is more Ren’s thing, but she’s shaking like a leaf and I’m afraid she’ll fall off if she doesn’t calm down. “I’ve got you.”

Fuck. I vowed to keep my distance from her, so how am I going to get through the rest of the night when all I want to do is keep her close?
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I clamp my thighs around Damon. I’m terrified, but his scent unfurls around me, providing me with a warmth that makes me feel safe. And when he says he’s got me, he says it with a conviction that makes me believe it.

As soon as I get used to the sensation of riding and realize I won’t get thrown off at every bend, I actually start enjoying it. Although I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing that. I’m still mad at him for how he spoke to Amora and her alphas. They weren’t to blame for the football players or my clumsiness.

It doesn’t take long to get to the clinic at the edge of campus. As soon as I hop off, he throws me over his shoulder and paces across the parking lot.

“I can walk!” He’s making a fuss over nothing. “You don’t have to carry me. It’s only a cut.”

“I’m not giving you another chance to injure yourself before you’re checked out.”

Luckily, the clinic is relatively quiet—so I don’t have to be humiliated by the whole campus seeing him carrying me—and we’re ushered forward to fill out check-in forms quickly.

“You can put your insurance details there,” the receptionist points at a box.

Health insurance? My heart sinks. “I-I…”

I’m rarely sick, and when I have been, Gram’s took me to the local doctor who accepted a lifetime supply of tea and lotion in exchange for medical care.

The receptionist’s kindness evaporates, her nose creasing in disapproval. “You do have health insurance, don’t you?”

“She’s covered by the Silverwood Pack policy,” Damon answers for me. “I’ll complete the forms.”

He snatches the clipboard from me then scribbles down some details before she points us toward a waiting room.

“You didn’t have to do that,” I say as soon as we’re alone again. “I can pay my own way.”

“Sure you can.” I’m not sure if he believes me or whether he wants to save my pride. Either way, I’m grateful. “Cole would kill me if you didn’t let us cover the bill. You’re courting our pack. We look after you.”

“Well, thank you.” I sneak a quick glance at him. The sexy asshole is still glowering “You really don’t have to stay. I’ll be fine on my own from here.”

He plonks himself down in a seat then crosses his arms. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Sitting side-by-side, I wring my hands nervously in my lap as the excruciatingly long minutes tick by. My wound has bled through the scrap of Damon’s shirt, but I don’t do anything about it, not wanting Damon to cause a scene. The silence feels like a heavy blanket over us, my skin prickling with even more heat when Damon side-eyes me.

“Faye Nightingale?” a nurse calls for me. “Your alpha can come with you, if you’d like?”

Although my rational brain knows this is a safe place, I still feel on edge. But I won’t ask Damon to stay when he already thinks I’m weak and pathetic.

“He’s not my⁠—”

“I’m coming,” Damon interrupts, jumping up and placing a firm hand on my shoulder.

In the exam room, the nurse checks me over before scribbling a bunch of notes to hand over to the doctor. We don’t talk while I sit on the exam table and Damon leans against the wall. I stare at the beige walls while he plays on his phone. The atmosphere is so tense that I feel like I’m losing my mind. On the positive side, the awkwardness completely distracts me from any discomfort in my leg. Finally, after what feels like forever, I breathe a sigh of relief when the doctor informs me that my wound is only superficial and doesn’t require stitches. They clean and wrap the wound, give me some painkillers, then send us on our way.

“Thanks for staying with me,” I say as we step out of the clinic. “You really didn’t have to.”

He shrugs nonchalantly then thrusts the helmet into my hands again.

“Can we…” Nope, stupid idea. He’s made it perfectly clear that he doesn’t want to spend time with me. “Forget it.”

“What?” he asks. “What were you going to say?”

“I was going to ask if we could get ice cream?” I know it’s late, but it’s still warm, and Vi’s sCream Queen truck will be out. Nothing beats a midnight sundae.

Damon’s jaw clenches, like he’s battling his inner will. I’m sure he’ll insist on taking me home or calling one of the other guys. Instead, he takes me by surprise. “Fine. But after that, I’m taking you home.”

Maybe this is progress?

The wind tickles my legs as we ride to the ice cream truck. After Damon parks near the bench I sat on my first night here, we join the line. I insist on waiting with him, despite Damon’s protesting that I should sit on a bench to rest my leg.

“Damon Silverwood!” Vi exclaims when we reach the front of the line. Her eyes sparkle when she looks at me. “And how could I forget you? The only two customers who order potato chips on their sundaes. I should have known. A match made in ice cream heaven is a match for life. Would you like your usual orders?”

My jaw drops. “You still remember my order?”

“I never forget an order!” Vi winks. “I can make you something different, if you’d prefer?”

“No!” I say, already salivating. “The usual is great.”

Damon nods with a grunt in agreement.

“So you like chips on your ice cream too, huh?” I ask when Vi turns away to busy herself making our sundaes.

His lips curve into a half-smile. “It’s the only way to eat it.”

“Right?” I laugh. “The savory and sweet just work together.”

“They do. Never trust Laz to buy you an ice cream. One time, he tricked me and put chili chips on it instead.”

Who knew it’d take ice cream toppings to break the ice between us? The tightness in my chest loosens.

Vi places our sundaes on the counter, which Damon insists on paying for, then we make our way back to the picnic bench to sit down. A few other students mill around, but it’s relatively quiet.

“Thank you for staying with me tonight,” I say.

“It would help if you didn’t keep putting yourself in situations where I have to save you,” he replies, only this time, there’s a playfulness to his tone.

“Still, you didn’t have to take me to the clinic.”

“You know I did.” He shakes his shaggy, black locks.

Our eyes meet. Heated desire stirs behind his piercing green eyes, making my perfume bloom. Damon oozes sex appeal. He’s hot in an intense, brooding way that makes me wonder what he’s hiding beneath his tatts.

I take a giant mouthful of ice cream, grimacing as I’m hit with brain-freeze. At least it cools me off.

He smirks. “Hungry?”

My breath hitches when he reaches for my face. His thumb brushes my chin, lighting up every nerve ending in my body.

“Fudge sauce.” I watch his Adam’s apple work as he wipes it off then yanks his hand away as if he’s afraid that touching me for too long will cause him to burst into flames.

“Damon, I…” We haven’t properly addressed what happened. “About your past⁠—”

His emotional walls are up a flash, his shoulders tensing. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

“But I want to,” I say. “I know you’re afraid of hurting me, and you blame yourself for what happened with Roxanna, but it wasn’t your fault that she got hurt. You were the victim.”

“An alpha’s job is to protect omegas,” he says through gritted teeth. “I failed.”

“You protected me tonight,” I remind him. “And the first time I met you. You work in security. Surely, you’ve saved many omegas over the years? You can’t let one incident in your past dictate your entire future.”

“You don’t understand.”

I sigh. “You know, I never thought I’d find a pack.” I push my ice cream away. “I grew up afraid of alphas because of what happened to my parents. I thought most packs didn’t care about omegas, that all they wanted to do was take what they wanted. But I was wrong. You and the others have shown me that.”

“That’s different.”

“My point is, I see things differently now because I tried,” I continue, determined to get through to him. “I could have fought this whole scent match thing, but by getting to know you all, I gained a new perspective. You can’t keep punishing yourself. You’re not a monster, no matter how much you think you are.”

“You don’t know me.”

“But I’d like to.” I hope he hears the sincerity in my voice. He’s my missing piece. Without him, there is no bonding or pack. “And no matter how hard you try to hide it, I think you’d like to get to know me too.”

“You don’t know what you’re asking.” I can see fear in his gaze, a hidden vulnerability peering out from behind his tough bravado. “If I ever hurt you, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

“You’re not going to hurt me.”

“You can’t know that.” He presses the heels of his palms to his forehead. “I’m not like the others. I’m wild. When I get past a certain threshold, I lose control. Lose myself to my alpha instincts. It’s almost happened once before. What if it happens again and something bad happens?”

“I’m not afraid of you, Damon.”

“Are you done?” He gestures to my sundae, signaling an end to the conversation. “I should take you home.”

Not waiting for my response, he jumps to his feet, dashing my hopes that we’re finally making progress. I don’t know how many more times I can deal with his rejection. Each one feels like losing another layer of skin.

“I’ll walk back by myself.” I head away from his bike. “It’s not far. The gate to OV is over there.”

He looks pained. “Faye⁠—”

“It’s okay, I get it,” I cut him off. “I’ve already made a fool of myself enough tonight, and you’ve made your feelings clear. But I need you to know that this hurt you’re feeling? Well, I’m feeling it too. You’re my scent match. You know you are. If this is how it’s going to be between us, I don’t know whether I can be part of the Silverwood Pack.”

I turn my back on him and start walking when my stupid shoe gets caught in a pothole. Everything happens in slow motion. I stumble, yet right before my face hits the ground, powerful arms wrap around my waist to catch me.

How did he get here so fast?

“You should have let me fall,” I mutter, not breaking eye contact. “You’ve saved me too many times already.”

“No, Faye.” He doesn’t let me go. “I think you’re the one who will save me.”

Before I can formulate a response, his lips meet mine with a ferocity that steals my breath. There’s promise, desperation, sadness, and lust all wrapped up in one searing kiss, and it’s everything I’ve been waiting for. Lost in the feel of his lips, the taste on his tongue, the way he smells … the world fades to nothingness.

I hear the distant cat calls and snickers to, “Get a room,” but none of that matters.

A switch has flipped in Damon, and kissing him feels so right, like everything has finally fallen into place.

Eventually, he pulls back, leaving me dazed and my lips tingling.

“I’m not saying I’ll be a perfect alpha. I won’t get it right every time,” he says gruffly. “But I’m done fighting it, okay? You make me weak.”

“Weak?” I smile. “That’s the bravest thing you’ve ever done.”

“If you don’t feel like going home yet, maybe I can take you somewhere to finish the night?” He cradles my cheek with his palm, warmth radiating through me from his surprising tenderness. “Somewhere I like to go to think and be alone.”

Gazing up at his handsome face, the stars provide a perfect backdrop for him. “I’d like that.”

As we ride off campus and into the mountains, I mentally pinch myself. It’s so beautiful it almost feels like a dream.

The thick smell of pine surrounds us as we snake up quiet roads. We speed along a hidden dirt track nestled between trees, which is lit only by the stars and Damon’s headlight. When it opens up into a clearing, Damon comes to a stop. A sparkling lake stretches in front of us with its own mini beach, a small waterfall trickling down the mountainside into it.

“Few people know about this place,” he says as he helps me off the bike. “I like to come here to get away from campus.”

“It’s gorgeous.”

Damon seems to be more relaxed here. He takes my hand and leads me down to the beach. I pause to slip off my shoes, desperate to feel the earth beneath my feet. In Clover Hollow, walking barefoot is something I did daily.

“I’ve missed this.” I sigh, wiggling my toes. “Back home, I used to walk barefoot through the meadows and woods while gathering flowers and herbs. It sounds stupid, but it almost made me feel in tune with the earth, you know?”

I feel like a child as I climb over some rocks before hitting the soft sand. Damon watches my every stop cautiously, poised to jump if I take another tumble.

“Did you grow up around nature?” I ask as we sit down on a fallen tree.

“No.” He laughs drily. “I lived in a tiny apartment above a busy street in the city, about as far away from nature as you can get. But I prefer the quiet and stillness.”

We sit without speaking for a bit, embracing the peace. Unprompted, he takes off his jacket and wraps it around my shoulders. It’s a pleasant night so I’m not cold, but I won’t say no to being shrouded in his scent.

“Thank you,” I say breathily.

“It’s only a jacket.”

“Not just for the jacket,” I correct him. “For letting me in.”

A sizzle of electricity surges between us. My scent blockers are wearing off, so it’s very obvious the moment I perfume. One look from him is enough to soak my panties entirely.

“Faye.” His voice is a low grumble. “I know I said we’d try, but there are limits to what I can do.” His hands tremble slightly. “I can’t lose control with you.”

“You won’t.” I grab a fistful of his shirt and pull him close. I don’t know what comes over me, but every fiber of my being wants to climb him like a freaking tree.

He hesitates as our heads move closer together. I whine as our lips brush, slow and tentative, craving more of him. When he groans in response, I climb onto his lap, wrapping my legs around him before he can change his mind.

Our kiss turns into a yearning battle. I rake my hands through his hair while he makes circles with the tips of his fingers on my lower back.

Suddenly, he pulls back. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

I put a hand on his cheek, stroking his sharp cheekbone. “I know you won’t.”

“But what if⁠—”

I silence him with a kiss, grinding into his stiff erection. I pause for air and whisper, “I’m not afraid of you.”

His giant hands trails down, sliding under my dress then up to cup my ass. His fingers are covered in calluses that only add to the sensation against my delicate skin, but it’s not enough.

Like a sex-crazed maniac, I graze my hand over the bulge in his pants.

“Faye,” he warns, pushing my hand away. “This isn’t a good idea.”

“Please.” I paw at his belt and let out a whine. “I need you, alpha.”

I must tap into his feral side because he growls, his rough hands coasting under my ass then over my wet panties.

“So much slick.” My toes curl as he plants kisses along my neck. “You don’t know how hard it’s been… Smelling you… Hearing you… Being so close to you during heat and not being able to touch you when it’s all I fucking wanted.”

“It’s all for you,” I moan, gripping his muscular back. “Please.”

He pulls his jacket off my shoulders then throws it onto the sand to use as a blanket. It’s so large that it’ll easily cover half my body. “Lie down.”

I scramble down onto it, need coursing through me as Damon drops to his knees.

I slip off my panties, feeling a new sense of bravery, knowing that I’m what he needs. He looks at me like a breakable object, so I need to show him I’m not as fragile as he thinks. That I can handle him. I inhale deeply then spread my legs wide for him.

“You’re everything.” He drags the tips of his fingers up my legs, eyes homed in on where they meet. “Everything I’ve been trying to run from. Everything that can make me lose control.”

“Don’t run, alpha,” I plead. “I’m not afraid.”

He crawls forward to kiss me. Tongues exploring, I tug at the bottom of his shirt before he pulls it over his head. I trail my fingers over the slightly raised scars covering his back, hidden behind his ink.

“Off.” He pulls at my dress. “Now.”

I slip it over my head, leaving me completely naked. I wasn’t wearing a bra, so my hard nipples beg for his attention.

His hand slides down my chest, between my breasts, over my stomach, then down between my legs to meet my heat.

“Mine.” He slips two fingers inside me, slathering them with slick. “All fucking mine.”

I gasp with every thrust of his fingers as he pushes them so deep that his fist graze my skin. My teeth ache, overcome by desire.

“More,” I demand, pushing my hips into him as he kneads my breast with his free hand. “I need more.”

I don’t care that we’re exposed, out in the middle of the mountains. Nothing is more important to me right now than me and my alpha. An alpha who has resisted our connection and convinced himself that he’s broken.

“I need your cock,” I plead as the flat of his rough palm rubs against my clit, driving me crazy. “Please, alpha.”

I wrap my arms around his neck as his fingers withdraw, but he pushes me down. He sweeps his hair out of his eyes, grunting with gritted teeth like he’s close to exploding with yearning. I want to make Damon unravel, to see who he really is, get a glimpse of what lies beneath that ripped, tattooed exterior. Raw. Unrestrained. The real Damon. That’s what I need.

“I’m not sure if I can,” he manages between heavy breaths. “Not when I’m like this. I can’t control⁠—”

“I don’t want you to control yourself!” I pull him on top of me then slide my hands into his pants to stroke his cock. I’m not used to talking dirty, but I’ve read enough books to know what to say. “I want you to fuck me so hard that I forget my own name. Can you do that for me, alpha?”

His cock twitches in my fist, a bead of pre-cum on its tip.

“Fuck me, Damon,” I order.

“You still want me? Even when I’m like this? What if I lose myself to rut?”

“Yes, I want you.” I roughly yank down his pants, grabbing his cock and guiding it to my entrance. He slips between my folds, getting covered in slick. “All of you.”

“Fuck.” He throws his head back, entering me in one hard thrust. My nails claw his back as he fucks me into the sand with rough, deep strokes. Panting for breath and his muscles rippling, his pace quickens, and he grabs my wrists, pinning them above my head as his alpha takes over.

I surrender completely, savoring every slam of his hips and the feral look in his eyes as I let him use me.

“Fuck, this tight cunt belongs to me,” he grunts.

“Yes,” I moan. My tits bounce like crazy as he fucks me like he’s trying to get lost inside me. “Knot me, Damon.”

He roars as he locks into place. His knot inflates and pulses in quick bursts, bringing me straight to climax. I come hard, a gush of slick coating us. While we’re locked, he ruts into me more, intensifying my pleasure. My brain almost separates from my body as he drives into me, totally consumed by this inferno of an orgasm when I do the unthinkable…

I sink my teeth into his neck.

I can’t stop myself. The urge to bite him is too strong. As soon as I break the skin, Damon’s grip tightens on my wrists, and he comes with a guttural roar. It’s a sound I haven’t heard out of a human mouth before. It’s more animalistic, pure pleasure.

His knot pulses so violently that it rocks me to the core. I tremble and moan, crying out his name as orgasm after orgasm crashes over me, each one merging with the last. My toes curl, every nerve ending in my body alight. The sheer pleasure is almost too much to bear.

Damon bares his teeth then pauses, waiting for permission.

“Bite me.” I arch my neck. “Please.”

And he does. The moment his canines sink into me, my entire body implodes. I feel him. I am him. We’re together. One. His emotions slam into me like a truck—pain, worry, bliss … home.

Holy shit.

His body shudders. Being knotted during heat was all-consuming, but this sensation is completely different. It’s like the best orgasm I’ve ever had, but it goes deeper. It completely shatters me. His scent seems to mingle with my own, becoming a part of me. An overwhelming surge of affection, security, and safety rush over me.

The ecstasy doesn’t stop as he continues plowing through the sea of emotions we now swim in together. He’s turned me into a trembling mess, my back arches and whole body bucking from exertion. My slick puddles beneath me until we’re left spent and gasping, knotted together.

“We bonded,” I whisper, stunned. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t ask before I⁠—”

All along, he’d worried about losing control, but in the moment, it was me. I bit him without permission.

“You have nothing to apologize for.” He props himself up on his elbows, gazing down at me. A feeling of completeness washes over me, like I’ve found a part of myself I didn’t know was missing but now could never live without. “That was the best moment of my life.”

“We’re tied together forever.” Anxiety tries to break past my euphoria as the gravity of the situation sinks in. “What if you regret it?”

“Regret it?” He strokes the fresh bite mark on my neck, making my pussy squeeze his knot even tighter. “You’re my omega, Faye. My scent match. We were inevitable.”

“I lost control,” I murmur, eying the bright red mark on his neck. Unable to hold it back, my mind spirals with worry. “Is that how you wanted it to be? You didn’t want to have a ceremony or⁠—”

“Hey!” He licks my bond mark. “It was everything. You saw me, the real me, and chose me. Since the moment we met, I knew you were going to be mine. Not claiming you and letting you walk away was one of the hardest things I’ve ever had to do.”

“Really?” I’m stunned that he felt that way, considering he acted like the grumpiest ass ever. “I thought you hated me.”

I’ve never seen him look sheepish, and it’s freaking adorable. “Expressing my feelings isn’t exactly my strong point.”

“Well, that can be our little secret.”

We’re a tangled mess of limbs, still locked together. As our breathing synchronizes, I become aware of a new, weird sensation. I sense Damon’s presence, like he’s flowing through my veins.

“I can feel you,” he murmurs in awe, nuzzling into my neck. “It feels…”

“Weird?”

He chuckles. “I was going to say right.”

Somehow, he already seems different. The storm cloud that usually follows him everywhere is still there, but there’s some sun peeking through the darkness.

He pushes hair off my face. “As much as I want to stay knotted in you forever, I can’t let you get cold, omega. The temperature’s dropping.”

Reluctantly, he slides out of me as soon his knot deflates. He’s still hard as a rock, so it’s difficult not to reach out and beg for him to claim me again. However, without his body heat, I notice that he’s right. It has gotten cold.

He tenderly helps me to my feet and back into my dress, fumbling with the zipper and swearing under his breath. I stop myself from telling him I can dress myself because I sense his deep desire to take care of me, and I want to let him.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asks as we get to the bike.

“Okay? I’m amazing,” I say, although I’m a little unsteady. Multiple orgasms can definitely affect your balance. I cringe, looking down at the pool of slick where we were lying. “Although I may have ruined your jacket.”

His lips curve into a smile that quickly twists sharply downward. “You’re hurt.” His stare hardens, landing on my wrists. “I lost control. I⁠—”

Confused, I look down to find red marks from where his fingers gripped me. I’m sure they’ll fade by morning, but by the way he looks at them, you’d think I was missing limbs.

The smell of a storm rolls in as his unrest peaks. It’s surreal, how I feel his worry as if it were my own.

“I’m not hurt.”

I sense he’s pulling away, and my stomach lurches at the thought of being parted from him. It’s more than a craving—it’s a need. The need to be close to him is overwhelming. I need him to see that I’m okay.

I gently take his hand and put it on my chest, hoping my steady heartbeat will calm him. I won’t let his guilt ruin this moment. This perfect moment when I finally have everything I ever wanted.

“I wanted this,” I whisper. “All of it. All of you. You’re what I’ve been missing and everything I needed.”

“And I didn’t scare you?”

“Never.”

There’s a faint buzzing under my skin where his hand rests. His anguish stings, but it also gives me an idea. I move his hand to my neck, to our bond mark. I read somewhere that the bite site can temporarily heighten your connection when touched. “Can you feel that?” My mark warms. “Can you feel how I’m feeling?”

His eyes widen, breathing heavily while focusing, then his shoulders relax.

“You’re really not afraid, are you?”

“No.” I smile, sharing in his elation from the realization that makes me feel like I’m floating. “You’re not a bad guy, Damon. You’re mine.”


THIRTY-SEVEN
Damon



I take Faye back to the pack house. I’m not allowed in Omega Village, and there’s no way we can part so soon after bonding. While our bodies adjust to the connection, being apart causes extreme mental and physical pain. Right now, Faye is an extension of me.

Official recommendations say that we should stay together for at least one week. However, I can’t imagine ever wanting to let Faye out of my sight again. I was already fiercely protective over her, but bonding has taken it to another level. My entire axis shifted with one bite, putting her at the center of my universe.

I already knew I loved her. I fell hard from the moment I saw her, but bonding forges feelings even deeper than love. The person becomes your home. Your safe place. Your very reason for existing. Faye sees me. The real me … and she fucking chose me.

“Ready?” I ask, taking her hand as we stop in front of the pack house.

Alphas and omegas yearn for physical contact after bonding. My cock is already rock-hard, desperate to be inside her again, wanting to be as close to her as possible. Unfortunately, I have to face my packmates first.

The moment we step through the door, complete chaos descends.

“Where the fuck have you been, Damon?” Cole explodes. “You’ve been ignoring your phone! Sabs told us there was an incident at the party with alphas, and Faye got hurt. You should have called!” Not giving me the chance to respond, he turns, yelling loudly to the others. “They’re here!”

“Faye?” Ren races through from the living room. “Are you okay?”

Faye opens her mouth to answer as Laz vaults down the stairs while talking into his phone. “It’s okay, Sabs. They’re here. Yes, Faye’s with him. I’ll call you tomorrow.” He hangs up then sniffs. “Fuck, it smells good.”

A stab of guilt jabs in my stomach at seeing how much the guys dote on her. I should have called. That would have been the logical thing to do. It was stupid not to tell them, but all I cared about was Faye and making sure she got the help she needed.

“Faye got hurt!” Spittle flies from Cole’s mouth. “We could have met you at the clinic.”

“I’m okay. It’s only a cut,” Faye says quickly. “I got checked over, then we went for ice cream.”

Laz raises his eyebrows. “It smells like you got more than ice cream.”

I can’t stop the grin from breaking out over my face. Now that they’re over the shock of our return, Cole and Ren’s eyes fly straight to our linked hands.

Faye chews her lip. “We should probably talk.”

She’s anxious. Worried about hurting their feelings. Scared they’ll be angry with her. Our omega doesn’t understand how bonds work for alphas. As her pack, all we want is for her to be happy.

“We bonded,” I announce, sparing her from telling them.

I proudly turn my head to show them her bite mark on my neck. It’s red now, but over time, it’ll fade into a silvery scar.

Laz’s phone slips from his fingers and lands on the floor with a thud. “What…? How…?”

“It’s pretty simple, really,” I snark. “You should know how bonding works by now.”

“I bit him first,” Faye says hastily. While an omegas bite doesn’t create a lasting bond, like an alphas, it’s still an extremely powerful act. “It sorta just happened.” From the look on her face and the smirk on mine, I’m sure it’s clear how it happened. “I maybe lost control a little.”

“It sounds hot,” Laz fans himself.

I nod. “Oh, it was.”

“Are you okay, Ren?” Faye asks Ren who seems to be speechless. I can feel her need to go to him. “Are you mad?”

“Mad?” He frowns. “No, of course not. Why would I be mad? You bonded with my brother. You’re part of us now, and I’m going to sleep much better, knowing that you’ve been claimed.”

Anger ripples through me. “Faye has a habit of being chased by football players.”

“Show me again.” Laz approaches me to get a better look at my neck. “I want to see.”

Ren chuckles. “He’s just jealous because he wants one.”

“Hell yeah, I do!” Laz agrees, then he quickly turns to Faye. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to presume⁠—”

“I’d love to bond with you,” she states with zero hesitation. “With all of you.”

Cole’s grin widens now that he’s recovered from the initial shock. “I guess we officially have a new member of the Silverwood Pack.”

Legally, Faye won’t officially become a pack member until she bonds with Cole, but in our eyes, she’s always been one of us.

“Are you going to stop acting like such an ass now, big D?” Laz jokes.

Usually, I’d snarl back something grumpy, but right now, I’m too happy.

“We’ll make up the living room for the night,” Cole jumps into action. “Damon will sleep next to Faye, but there’ll be room for the rest of us.” He looks at her. “If you don’t mind?”

She beams. “It sounds perfect.”

“How about I show you how I kick ass on Mario Kart?” Laz suggests. “While everyone else gets all the blankets?”

Faye grins as she follows him into the living room. We’re only a few feet apart, but I already feel an ache in my chest the farther she gets, even though I know she’s safe with one of my brothers, and I sense how happy Laz makes her. I can’t believe I resisted her for so long. I didn’t realize that by holding back, I’d been hurting her.

“Congratulations. I’m happy for you, brother.” Ren pats me on the back as he goes to get blankets.

“Thanks.” I smile then turn my attention to Cole, who crosses his arms. He has every right to be mad at me. “I know an omega usually bonds with the pack leader first, I fucked up. We were caught up in the moment, then she bit me, and⁠—”

Cole holds his hand up to silence me. “You know I don’t care about traditions like that. What I can’t believe is that you finally stopped fighting it.”

“She was pretty hard to fight.” I mocked the other guys for how they’d been acting around her, but now I want to spoil her tenfold to make up for it. “Faye’s pretty special, isn’t she?”

“Yes,” Cole agrees as Faye’s giggle floats through from the living room. “She really is.”

And she’s mine.

Ours.

Our omega.


THIRTY-EIGHT
Faye



Falling asleep snuggled into Damon’s chest with my other alphas close by is the definition of toasty perfection. Although their huge sofa won’t suffice for much longer. Do they even make beds big enough to sleep us all comfortably?

The smell of pastries and freshly ground coffee wafts through from the pack house kitchen.

“Morning, sweetheart.” Damon kisses me on the forehead, eclipsing any worries that yesterday was a dream. “How did you sleep?”

“Great,” I reply as I look around at the vacant spots where the others were sleeping. “Where’s everyone else?”

“They got up early to make you breakfast. And I plan on making the most of having you all to myself for a few minutes.” He slips his hand between my legs. “We need to make up for lost time.”

“And whose fault is that?” I rebut, parting my thighs. Slick instantly pools at his touch.

“I’ll make it up to you,” he promises, crawling down my body. “Starting with my breakfast.”

I groan as his head comes to rest between my legs. He refused to let me sleep in underwear, so his mouth meets my hot flesh in a frenzy, making me go from dazed to fully awake in seconds. I writhe, clutching onto his hair while pushing my pussy into him.

Unannounced, Laz strides into the room. His sexy, spicy scent deepens with arousal, which turns me on even more. “Well, shit. Looks like someone’s already started breakfast without us.”

Damon’s shoulders tense. Even though they’re in the same pack, Laz is still another alpha. Our bond is fresh, and at this stage, Damon will be extra possessive. I stroke the bond mark on my neck, and the corded muscles in his shoulders relax. It’s almost like it has a special power to transfer my mood.

“It’s okay, alpha,” I purr, running my fingers through his messy hair. “You can share me.”

Damon pulls back. “Want a taste, brother? She’s delicious.”

Laz scrambles to join us. I spread my legs wider, perfuming as he takes Damon’s place, his auburn curls diving between my thighs. The tip of his tongue flicks teasingly over my slit before he slides two fingers into my slick.

“I need a knot,” I whine. Their teasing is unfair. In my post-bonding state, I’m extra needy. “Fuck me, please.”

“You heard her, Damon.” Laz props himself up. “She needs your knot.”

I pout at Damon, growing impatient. Someone needs to fill me with cum, and fast, before I explode.

“Alpha,” I smack the couch. “Now.”

Damon wastes no time in meeting my demands. He flips me onto my front then grabs my hips, my ass pointing up in the air as he roughly enters me from behind. I groan, his cock filling me completely and my pussy fitting him effortlessly. Around them, I’m in a permanent state of readiness.

Damon jerks my head back by my hair. “Would you like Laz to eat your pussy at the same time?”

“Fuck, yes,” I moan. “And more cock. Please.”

“You heard our omega, Laz.”

Laz undresses at record speed, his clothes flying in all directions before he slides underneath me. As soon as I bring my pussy down onto Laz’s face, his tongue skims my clit, catapulting the bliss already racing through me from Damon fucking me from behind, banging into me in hard thrusts. My eyes cross, unable to tell where Damon’s cock ends and Laz’s mouth begins.

Deciding it’s time to put Cole’s lessons to good use, I wrap my mouth around Laz’s shaft, licking his cute unicorn tattoo like I’m tickling it. He groans against my pussy as I time sliding my mouth up and down Laz’s cock to Damon’s motions.

It’s a slick-filled blur of lust, cock, and moans. With my climax approaching, I quicken my pace, slathering spit all over Laz while trying to take him as deeply as I can. I gag a little as his cock hits my tonsils, but I push through it, craving to be filled deeply by both of them.

Damon’s knot swells, letting me know he’s getting close. A gush of slick soaks us all, and I shriek as Damon locks in place. I moan over Laz’s cock, struggling to breathe while my pussy clamps onto Damon’s massive, pulsing knot. I’ve never experienced such intense bliss, feeling not just my pleasure but Damon’s too.

It’s euphoric. Fireworks swim before my eyes while Laz’s tongue continues to explore me, intensifying every orgasm’s peak.

Unable to hold back any longer, Laz’s balls clench, and his cock twitches. When his cum blows down my throat, I swallow him down, savoring his salty taste with a hint of cinnamon spice.

Being filled by both of them at once was one of the greatest things I’ve ever experienced, leaving me feeling boneless, like I’m floating on a cloud without a care or worry.

When Laz finishes, I break the seal between my mouth and his cock with a pop, then he rolls out from underneath me.

“Fuck.” Laz’s chest rises and falls with his rapid breath. “That was amazing. You have mad skills with your mouth, honeybee.”

I grin as he wipes a drip of his cum from my chin then pushes his finger into my mouth. As I suck on it, a mesmerized glazed look sweeps over his eyes as he watches.

“You’ll make me late for class if you keep doing that,” he groans, his cock already hardening again.

Still locked inside me, Damon chuckles, rolling us onto our sides. He’s still pulsing, making my body tremble with pleasure-filled aftershocks.

Cole enters the room with his dimple on display, towels draped over his shoulder and a soapy bowl of water in his hands. “I thought you may need these for a quick cleanup.”

“We’ll need more towels,” Damon scoffs. “Our omega is completely full of cum.”

“I can smell that.” Cole’s smile widens as he sniffs. “You did good, brother.”

“Yes, he did.” I stifle a yawn. After that, all I want to do is go back to sleep.

Laz leans down to kiss me on the cheek. “I’ll hop in the shower and meet you at breakfast.”

“See you soon,” Cole calls over his shoulder, leaving me and Damon alone.

“Does this mean you’re not afraid of hurting me anymore?” I ask him.

“I can feel that you’re not afraid,” Damon replies before burrowing his head into the crook of my neck, confirming I’m exactly where I’m meant to be. “And that’s enough for now.”

After resting in each other’s arms for a bit longer, basking in how safe and comfortable I feel with the man who just hours ago couldn’t look at me without scowling, I eventually pry myself away from Damon to shower before returning slick-free to join the guys for breakfast.

Damon is already seated at the table, shaking his wet hair like a dog. His face lights up when he sees me. We had to shower separately, otherwise we’d never have left the bathroom.

“I’m giving you all the good stuff, Faye,” Ren sings while loading my plate with all sorts of deliciousness.

“I’ve already informed the dean of your bond,” Cole informs us, sipping his coffee. “Your professors have been told too.”

Per SVU rules, if a bonding occurs during the semester, the parties involved are allotted an adjustment period where special arrangements apply. Acknowledging how important this time is, bonded individuals are granted a short period of absence without penalty, or an alpha may choose to accompany their omega to classes if they choose and vice versa.

Thankfully, Damon’s already done a ton of extra credit and handed in all his assignments for the semester. Who knew the brooding grump was so scholarly? With Professor Grub’s abrupt departure, all I have to do is read until Professor Brackenwood starts, which will make spending all day together easy.

“I thought you might like to invite the Stella girls around tonight?” Cole suggests.

“It would make sense for you to stay here with us, being close to Damon,” Ren agrees.

“Do you have everything you need here?” Cole asks, taking the seat at the table. “I know it may not be as comfortable as your apartment in Omega Village.”

They’ve already bought me more stuff than what I brought to SVU.

“I have everything I need,” I reply between bites. “Thank you, and I’d love that. I’ll message the girls now.”

ME
I have a confession to make…




The girls respond instantly, as if they were all waiting to hear from me.

SABS
SPILL!




ME
I may have bonded with Damon last night.



DELILAH
I KNEW IT!!!!! Your chemistry was [image: fire][image: fire][image: fire]



SABS
OMFG! You tamed the beast!!! You owe me $10, @Kady!



KADY
Damn, I had a bet on Ren being your first. He’s such a sweetie.



Damon reads over my shoulder. “Looks like you get Kady’s seal of approval, Ren.”

DELILAH
Congrats Faye! I’m SOOO happy for you!




ME
Do you all want to come to the Silverwoods for food tonight to celebrate?



The Stella’s will understand that I can’t be parted from Damon until our bond settles.

SABS
Hell yeah!!! PARTY TIME!!! [image: partying face]




DELILAH
I’ll bring dessert. Can’t wait!



KADY
Count me in. I’ll have my latest VV article finished by then.



ME
See you at 7!



“The girls are down for tonight,” I tell the guys.

“Great.” Cole claps his hands together before his eyes dart around the room like they’re advancing through his mental checklist. “I’ll explore housing options today. Obviously, staying here isn’t a long-term option. We could live in the cabin, but it’s a little far from campus for a daily commute. There are a few options, though, including properties in Forestville. I’m meeting with a realtor to set up viewings.”

Although I appreciate Cole’s organization, everything is moving so fast that his words go in one ear and out the other. Only twenty-four hours ago, I was an unclaimed omega living in Stella House. Now I’m considering a potential semi-permanent home with the pack of my dreams.

“Is this too much, Faye?” Ren reaches across the table to clasp my hand, probably sensing that I’m struggling to process this. If he can read me this well when we’re not bonded, he’ll turn into a mind reader after. “You don’t have to live with us yet, if you don’t want to. While it’s unusual, some omegas live apart from their packs.”

Damon slides his hand under the dining table to squeeze my knee, making his thoughts on living separately very clear.

“No,” I blurt. “It’s not that I don’t want to.” In fact, it would be much easier. “I just don’t want to be far from the Stellas. I didn’t really have many friends before moving here, so I’d like to stay close to them. What about one of the beach houses?”

Despite what happened at Amora’s last night, I loved the vibe, and it would be amazing to wake up to that gorgeous lake view.

“I’ll see what I can do.” Cole taps away on his phone. “In the meantime, Ren and Damon can take you shopping to get everything you need while you’re here.”

“What about me?” Laz pouts. “Can’t I go?”

“Not until you finish your essay,” Cole scolds him. “You handed in your last two assignments late, and I’m not making another donation to the graphic design department to stop them from throwing you out.”

I gasp. “They almost kicked you out?”

Laz rolls his eyes. “Cole exaggerates.”

“Tell that to my bank balance,” Cole mutters.

“It’s not that Laz is a bad student,” Ren comments. “He just doesn’t seem to understand the idea of deadlines.”

“I work on my own timeline.” Laz huffs. “But fine. I won’t go shopping.” He moodily stuffs an entire chocolate muffin into his mouth.

“You can come next time,” I promise. “If you complete your assignments on time.”

“If you can find a way to motivate him, little omega, I’d appreciate it,” Cole adds.

Damon smirks. “I’m sure she can think of a few ways.”

“I’m off to run a few errands. I’ll see you later.” After standing from the table, Cole bends to kiss me on the cheek. “If you need anything at all, call me. Though you’re in good hands.”

“She’s not leaving my side all day,” Damon vows.

[image: ]


After I’ve changed into another of the outfits that the guys bought me, Frank gives us a ride down to Nora’s Nest Nook. Despite my insistence that I could walk, Damon’s treating me like I’m maimed after my fall yesterday.

It’s the first time I’ve been to Nora’s. It has a quaint, cottage-like exterior with a lavender sign and a dreamy feather logo. The window display is minimal, with gauzy drapes and twinkling candles. A bell tinkles above the door as we enter what is an absolutely massive store.

It smells inviting, like freshly baked cookies on a summer breeze. The store has multiple levels and arrows to direct you in the right direction. The, “Soft Furnishings Department” is in the basement, this floor stocks, “Omega Wellness and Gifts,” and the floor above is, “Electronics and Lighting.”

My mouth falls open as I look around. I’ll bet any giftable item I can think of will be sold here. We’re surrounded by shelves lined with perfumes, and shelves stacked high with chocolates and sweets. They even have a florist corner with the most gorgeous bouquets I’ve ever seen. At the back, there’s a toiletry section laden with colorful rows of bubble baths, shampoos, and lotions—many of which I recognize from Cole’s bathroom shelf.

“I’ve never been in a store like this,” I say, mesmerized.

“Nora’s will have everything you need.” Ren grabs a shopping cart. “Put in anything you like. It’s our treat. How about we start in the basement?”

We travel downstairs in a huge elevator that has lilac-colored velvet walls and a calming lavender scent.

When the doors open, we’re transported into comfort heaven. There are rows of blankets in every color and pattern you can imagine, from animal print to florals and pastels. I’ve never seen such a variety of cushions and pillows. Some of them are even bigger than Damon and promise to contour to your body. Others claim to be 100 percent slick-proof while retaining their softness. Everywhere I look there’s velvet, fur, tassels, pom-poms, and feathers. It’s complete fabric overload. They even have shelves full of stuffed animals.

Anything I touch and vaguely like, Damon throws into the cart.

“I don’t think I need ten different throws,” I point out.

“But you like them, don’t you?” he responds as if that’s reason enough.

“Let us spoil you, baby.” Ren winks at me. This shopping trip isn’t just about me. It’s about them too. “We’ve been waiting years for this.”

Ren dons a serious expression as he offers me two blankets to stroke, asking which texture I like more.

“What color would you prefer?” he asks. “The magenta or hot pink?”

“Aren’t they both the same?” Damon’s forehead crinkles in confusion, examining them. “They’re both pink.”

I giggle as I watch my burly, inked alpha hold up two pink cushions. He arches one eyebrow. “What’s so funny?”

“Nothing.” I snort and hide behind a huge cushion in the shape of a male silhouette that’s called a, ‘Snuggle Buddy.’ Apparently, you can order them in any gender, size, and fabric you’d like. They’re custom-made to be shaped and smell like your alpha.

By the time we’ve finished in soft furnishings, our cart is full, so Damon heads to the register to pay and load the car, leaving me with Ren.

I watch Damon retreat, mumbling under his breath about pink cushions. “I can’t believe this is all really happening.”

“I told you that you had nothing to worry about with Damon.” Ren throws an arm over my shoulder. “Are you feeling okay?” He watches my reaction closely as Damon gets farther away. “I can call Damon back, if you’re in discomfort?”

I can still sense Damon under my skin, but it’s less intense, like he’s already becoming a part of me. Amora’s metaphor about piercings feels apt, and it’s strange how quickly I’m getting used to it. A giddy excitement bubbles in my stomach at the thought of how it’ll feel to share this connection with the others.

“No,” I reassure him. “I’m okay. I have you here with me.”

Although I need to be close to Damon, being in the presence of Ren—or any of my other alphas—seems to lessen the discomfort.

“You better get used to it.” Ren’s lips spread into a warm smile. “You’re always going to have me.”

“Have you thought about…” I play with the hem of my dress. “When we bond?”

With Damon, our bonding was spontaneous and unexpected. However, Ren is more sensitive, so we need to have a conversation about how he’d like to bond when the time comes.

“It’s all I’ve thought about since we started courting,” he replies. “But there’s no pressure. We’ll bond when the time is right.”

“I know there are bonding ceremonies and stuff,” I mumble. “Is that something you’d like?”

“I don’t need any of the oils, sound baths, or crystals, like we saw upstairs. You’re all I need.” He fingers a strand of my hair. “But I’d like to bond when it’s just the two of us, and I want you to remember it afterwards.”

“So not during a heat.” Being in a sex-crazed state is not exactly conducive to remembering everything. “Noted.”

After spending a small fortune in Nora’s, we grab wraps at Hummus Where the Heart Is, eating them while sitting in the sun, watching the world go by.

“Hey, pussycat!” Rook—Damon’s security guard friend— stops to say hi while on campus patrol. “Heard someone was busy last night.” He jokingly punches Damon on the arm. “The boss told me the news. Congratulations, dude. I’m psyched for you both.”

“Sorry, you’ll have to pick up extra shifts for a few weeks,” Damon tells him, pulling me close. “The only person I’m up to protecting is right here.”

My heart does a flip.

“Don’t worry about it, man. I need the extra cash.” Rook shrugs, fiddling with the gold hoop in his ear. With that, his man bun and beard, he gives me a pirate-biker vibe. “I’m fixing up my old Harley.”

Damon’s emerald eyes light up. The two of them have a long, passionate discussion about motorcycle parts while Ren asks my opinion on an essay he’s working on. After that, we visit almost every shop on campus until my feet ache from walking.

By the time we return to the pack house, overloaded with bags, I only have time for a quick shower and quick change into comfy loungewear—which we bought this afternoon—before the Stellas are due to arrive.

While I get ready, the guys transform the living room into a mini-nest, using most of the things we bought earlier.

“Sorry, we couldn’t fit everything in.” Cole hands me a furry pillow. “It’s not perfect, but we’ll build you a proper nest when we move.”

Cole leads me over to the slider opening out to the backyard where Laz is setting up the pizza oven, Ren is on cocktail making duty, and Damon is firing up the barbecue. A burst of warmth spreads through my chest, seeing how much these men dote on me. How did I get so lucky?”

When the doorbell rings, Cole and I answer, instantly met by a chorus of squeals.

“Outta the way, Cole! Stella sisters coming through!” Sabs pushes past him, holding an enormous bunch of golden, letter-shaped balloons. She’s holding them like a bouquet, so I can’t make out what they’re supposed to say. “There she is!”

Sabs runs over, letting go of the balloons in her excitement. Cole grabs a few mid-air, but most of them soar straight to the top of the tall ceiling.

Sabs remains oblivious to the balloon carnage she’s caused as she gives me a massive squeeze. “Our newly bonded omega! Look at you! You’re glowing!”

“It’s nice to see you too, Sabs,” Cole mutters.

Sabs sticks out her tongue at him over her shoulder. “I’m used to seeing you all the time.” She checks out the bite on my neck. “Yep, that’s definitely a claim mark.”

“I made a celebration cake,” Delilah staggers in after her, holding a mammoth box in her arms that’s half her size. “Where do you want it?”

“Let me help you with that, Del,” Laz offers, coming in from the yard with Ren.

He takes the box from her, then pretends to stumble. “I’ll take that,” Ren steps in, seeing the look of horror on Delilah’s face. “Thank you. If it’s anything like your banana bread, I'm sure it’ll be amazing.”

“Oh, it’s wayyyy better than that,” she promises. “I’ll help you unpack it. We need to be really careful because of the layers.”

Ren nods and moves slowly, taking his duty seriously.

Delilah pauses as she passes. “I’m so happy for you, Faye. You’ve found your pack!”

It’s ironic, as many omegas spend their whole lives searching for a pack, yet mine stumbled right onto my lap.

“Have you filled out all the forms?” I overhear Kady asking Cole. “There’s the BC12, the AD1, and the ORA4.”

“I submitted everything this morning,” Cole responds.

“Good.” Kady nods in satisfaction, like they’re ending a business meeting. “I’m glad everything is in order.”

“I hope you know if you do anything to hurt Faye, you’ll have us to deal with,” Sabs chips into their conversation.

“We wouldn’t dream of it, little sis.” Laz creeps up behind her, hooks his arm around her head, then rubs her hair.

“I just got a blowout!” Sabs wails. “I swear, I’ll⁠—”

He lets her go for a second, and she lunges at him. Laz’s quick, though, sprinting away as Sabs chases after him toward the backyard.

“Why don’t you join the others?” Cole suggests as he ties the remaining balloons to a banister.

“I told her that balloons weren’t a good idea.” Kady shakes her head as we head outside, then her smile brightens. “Congratulations again. How are you doing?”

“It’s all been a bit of a whirlwind,” I confess. “It wasn’t exactly planned.”

“You can’t help who you fall in love with,” Delilah chips in, nudging Kady playfully. “Just because the Ice Queen here doesn’t want to bond with anyone.”

Kady rolls her eyes. “The idea of a pack just doesn’t appeal to me. No offense, Faye. I just think I’ll be happier on my own.”

“Your drinks.” Cole hands us freshly made mojitos with sprigs of mint. “Ren’s the mojito king.”

“These are delicious.” Delilah takes a long sip then sighs. “Maybe if you find an alpha who can make cocktails like this, you’ll change your mind about bonding, Kady?”

“Perhaps,” she says, but her expression says otherwise.

“So tell me everything!” Delilah gushes. “What was it like? Intense? Hot? I mean, Damon gives off dark and dangerous alpha energy.”

I turn to look at Damon, only to find he’s already watching me. His lips curve into a smile mid burger flip. A smile that sets my insides alight and makes me want to leave the party right now, just to be alone with him.

“He’s a teddy bear, really,” I reply loud enough to make sure he’ll hear. “I guess one thing led to another, and it happened. I actually bit him first.”

Swooning, Delilah presses a palm to her chest. “That’s so romantic.”

A jarring splash has our heads whipping around to find the source of the commotion.

“Laz!” Cole scolds. “How many times have I told you to put on the pool cover?”

Sabs’s head breaks the water’s surface. So much for her blowout.

“Sorry, sis.” Laz bats his eyelashes in mock innocence from the pool’s edge. “I didn’t realize the cover wasn’t on properly.”

“Like fuck you didn’t,” she gripes, holding out her hand. “Help me out!”

When he goes to pull her, she yanks him in. He topples in with an even louder splash.

“The two of them turn into kids again whenever they’re together.” Cole shakes his head. “It’s a wonder the Maverick house is still standing. You should see what it’s like when all the Maverick siblings get together.” He shudders. “Total chaos.”

“Burgers and hotdogs are ready!” Damon calls out.

“You’re going down, sis!” Laz yells.

Seeing him and Sabs together makes my heart swell. I can’t imagine what it’d be like to have siblings or live in a house full of chaos and noise. Gram and I had our own traditions, but they were centered around quiet and calming activities, like collecting flowers, crushing herbs and brewing.

“From where I’m standing, Sabs has the upper hand,” Kady comments as Sabs grabs Laz’s curls and dunks him under.

“Well, she is captain of the volleyball team,” Delilah giggles.

Damon brings all the food over, placing it on the table for us to help ourselves. We all grab seats, including Sabs and Laz once they give up on trying to drown each other, both dripping wet and laughing. Fortunately for them, the sun will dry them up in no time.

Time passes quickly. I don’t say a lot, choosing to listen to the laughter, silly bickering, and joking around me. In such a short time, everyone around this table has become my family.

After Ren makes more tasty cocktails and we devour our body weight in food, we play a game of charades. I learn Cole is a terrible actor but gets very passionate about guessing. He and Kady throw out guesses like accusations in a courtroom, jabbing their fingers and pointing. Damon’s also extremely competitive, but after being told he’s wrong a few times, he declares he isn’t playing and wraps his arms around me instead.

Halfway through, Delilah and Ren disappear, returning holding a towering cake.

“Woah!” My hand flies to my mouth. This would put a wedding cake to shame. There are five different sponge layers, each with one of our names iced on. “This must have taken you hours, Delilah.”

“She was baking all day,” Kady confirms.

“I loved making it.” Delilah shines with pride. “This may be my best creation to date.”

They carefully place the cake monster down. It’s large enough to feed the entire alpha quad.

“I tried to match each layer to match your personalities. Sabs helped choose the flavors since she knows the guys best.” She points at each layer. “This is Faye’s at the top.” It’s a delicate white cake with piped white and yellow flowers. “Vanilla and honey. Underneath that, we have Damon. His was soaked in liquor. Very dense. Then there is Cole’s.” His chocolate layer is iced with a white pine tree pattern. “Finally, Ren’s. It’s a light sponge—a dash of lemon with lavender. Then the bottom layer is for Laz.” She sighs. “It broke in two when I took it out of the pan because it was so large, so I had to re-attach it, but I think that suits your personality. Cinnamon and caramel.”

“It’s perfect.” I gape at the impressive dessert. “You’ve outdone yourself.”

“You should set up a cake making business.” Ren nods.

She waves him off, but her cheeks flush with delight as everyone admires her handiwork.

Sabs insists that me and the pack pose in front of the cake for a group picture. I’m dwarfed by the cake and the guys, smiling awkwardly as the flash blinds me.

“Who wants a piece?” Delilah asks.

“Cut me off a bit of me and Faye,” Laz requests. “I already know we taste good together.”

“I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.” Sabs covers her ears. “I’m glad I’m finally going to get a new sister, but that’s too much information.”

Laz chuckles before he takes a big bite and groans. “Delicious.”

Kady looks down at her buzzing phone. “That was Nia. She was reminding me about the Omega Unite rally tomorrow and wanted to know whether we’re still going.”

“I completely forgot about that,” I admit, kicking myself. “I’d like to go.”

“Are you sure?” Kady tilts her head regarding me. “You’ve had a busy week. Nia would understand if you can’t make it.”

“No, I’d really like to.” I look at the guys. “If you don’t mind joining us?”

“I’m not leaving your side,” Damon says.

“Count me in.” Ren curls an arm around me as the others all agree.

I chew my lip. “I said we might make banners.”

“No fear, honeybee!” Laz puts his hands on hips and puffs out his chest like a superhero. “I have a load of craft supplies. I’ll bring them down, and we can make some now.”

“Yay!” I cheer. “Crafts and cake!”

We all spend the rest of the evening making banners and signs. For a change, Laz isn’t constantly joking around. He offers everyone help and tips to make their signs shine. It’s nice to do something with them that I’d usually do at home, but it makes my mind stray to Gram.

Damon tenses, instantly sensing my mood shift. “What’s up?”

It’s impossible to hide my feelings through our bond.

“Making these reminds me of my gram, that’s all.” I put the finishing touches on my Omega Power Hour sign by adding a sprinkle of glitter. “I miss her.”

I don’t add that I’m worried about how she’ll react when she learns I’ve found a pack. Damon’s frown hints that he knows I’m holding something back, but he doesn’t press me.

I’ll have to tell Gram about the Silverwoods eventually. Now that Damon and I have bonded, there’s no going back, but that’s a problem for another time.


THIRTY-NINE
Faye



“Over there!” I point at Sabs’s flaming red hair in the crowd that’s gathering in front of Noodles and Chill on SVU’s Main Street.

There’s a buzz in the air as other students brandish their banners. I’m surprised at how many students have turned out—not just omegas, but plenty of alphas and betas too.

I watch Nia clamber onto a bench to address the group. “Thank you all for attending the Omega Unite rally today.” Her voice echoes through the megaphone. “Omega rights have come a long way in recent years, but we still have a long way to go. Just a few weeks ago, right here on our own campus, a health botany professor was dismissed for omega discrimination.”

I bristle, and Damon tightens his grip around my shoulder while Ren slips his fingers through mine. Their presence calms me instantly.

“We won’t tolerate that at SVU!” Nia raises a fist. “We’ll take a stand!” The crowd cheers, and I clap along with them.

“Omega rights are human rights!” Nia chants. “And when do we want them?”

“Now!” everyone roars back.

“Omega!” she cheers. “Unite!”

Laz punches the air. “Omega unite!”

There are rounds of clapping and cheering as we set out on the march, walking quickly to catch up with the Stellas. While caught up in this vast throng of people, I’m struck by a deep sense of pride, knowing Gram is such a key figure in this movement.

My alphas don’t leave my side as we walk, the Stella girls proudly waving our homemade banners. We trek through campus, laughing and joking as we go, nearing the designated end point of the parade where smaller groups are breaking out to chat.

Suddenly, a familiar voice comes from behind us. “Faye?”

It can’t be. Can it? I stop and spin, thinking I’m imagining it. I have to be… But before I even turn, I smell her.

“Gram?”

When I freeze on the spot, our entire group pauses, letting other students flow around us on either side.

There’s no mistaking her lilac rinse perm, green, horn-rimmed glasses, and sweet smile. I spring apart from Damon and Ren, diving into her arms.

“I thought I’d surprise you.” She wraps her arms around me. “You said on the phone that you were going to the O.U. rally. I couldn’t miss out on your first big rally, now could I?”

I hang onto her fluffy cardigan, not quite believing she’s here.

“I’ve missed you.” I smile so hard, my cheeks hurt, soaking in her comforting scent.

“And I’ve missed you too, Hedgey.” She pulls away to dab at her eyes with a frilly handkerchief.

Her soft, brown eyes quickly scan the scene then take in who I’m surrounded by, causing my stomach to drop. What will she think of finding me in the middle of a group of four strapping alphas?

“You must be Faye’s Gram!” Sabs steps in to save the day, like she can read my mind. “We’ve heard so much about you.”

“You must be Sabs.” Gram pulls her in for a hug. “You look just like your pictures on the ‘gram.”

“Since when do you go on social media?” I gawp.

She scoffs. “Alice has been showing me a thing or two. I think I’m getting the hang of it.” She turns to the other Stellas. “And you must be Delilah and Kady.”

They have a quick chat, but it’s hard to have a full conversation over the noise, and my anxiety continues to mount. Thankfully, I wore my hair down, so she can’t see my bond mark.

“I like to see young people out campaigning,” Gram comments. “It’s your generation that needs to continue this legacy.” Her shrewd gaze sweeps over the Silverwoods. “It’s good to see alphas here too.”

Did she see Damon’s arm around me or Ren holding my hand, or were we shielded by the crowds?

“This is my brother, Laz,” Sabs introduces. “And the rest of his pack.” She nods at each of the guys. “This is Ren, Cole, and Damon.”

Gram smiles politely, but her expression remains unreadable.

Damon inclines his head, almost in a bow, like she’s the queen. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

She raises her eyebrows, and I try not to swallow my tongue. Before anyone else starts curtseying, I need to get her out of here.

“Shall we grab some tea?” I suggest.

She smiles, almost knowingly. “I think we should.”

“I’ll catch you later,” I promise the others.

Damon looks like he wants to argue, but a pleading gaze from me and Cole’s firm hand on his arm stops him in his tracks. I sense his stress, but I won’t be far.

“We can go to the Tea House,” I say for the guys’ benefit, so Damon can stay nearby. “It’s one of the best places on campus. Ren took me there once.”

“Did he now?” With a look of surprise, she looks over Ren. “An alpha who likes tea, hm?”

She’s never met an alpha like Ren before, and I sense the two of them would really get along.

He nods over-enthusiastically. “I thought it would help Faye feel more at home here.”

“I’m sure it did,” Gram replies, a curiosity hiding under her words.

Gram has a knack for discovering people’s secrets and getting them to open up. I’ve lost count of the number of times I’ve walked in on her comforting a customer over a steaming mug, listening to them pour their heart out over bonding troubles or other problems. We need to leave before she pokes around for more information. She needs to hear the truth from me.

“You’ll have to visit Stella House before you leave,” Kady suggests before any of my alphas say the wrong thing.

“We’d love to chat more.” Delilah nods eagerly. “Faye’s told us all about your work for Omega Unite. I’m sure you have some stories to tell.”

Gram chuckles. “You have no idea.”

“Such a badass,” Sabs says then covers her mouth. “Sorry, I mean⁠—”

“It’s okay, dear.” Gram winks. “I suppose I am.”

“Come on.” I link my arms through Gram’s, steering her way. “It’s this way. We need to catch up.”

“It was a pleasure to meet you all,” she calls out as I tug her away. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing more of you soon. Enjoy the rest of the rally!”

Relief spreads through me as we head off. All I have to do now is stay calm enough to break the news. Thankfully, the Tea House isn’t far, and when we enter, it’s quieter than the last time I was here.

“You really should have told me you were coming,” I say after we’ve placed our orders and sat down. “I could have planned something for us to do.”

“Nonsense!” She waves her hand. “Where would the surprise be in that?”

The barista brings over our mugs of Sakura cherry blossom white tea.

“Good.” Gram smacks her lips together after taking a sip. “Very good. I expect the blossom is from Tohoku.”

“You know your tea.” The barista nods slowly, clearly impressed.

“That I do,” Gram says as the barista leaves, carefully putting down her mug. “But I know my granddaughter better. As soon as we spoke on the phone, I knew something was wrong. I had to come check that you were okay.”

Gram claims she isn’t psychic, but sometimes, I think she may as well be, considering how well she reads people.

“There was this whole … thing…” I huff out an exhale. “A misunderstanding, but it’s all sorted now.” I speak in a garbled rush, stumbling over my words. “There was the Professor Grub incident, I was adjusting to campus, and⁠—”

“After you told me what happened, I’m using all Gregory Grub’s books to stoke the fire! And I’ve told all our customers to do the same.” Her kind face hardens. Gram is as sweet as a button until you get on her bad side. “You should have spoken to me about it. You know there’s nothing you can’t tell me.”

“I know,” I look down into my tea. “There’s something else too. I-I⁠—”

“You’re afraid of how I’ll react when I find out that you’re courting those nice alpha boys I just met?” She arches one eyebrow. “Were you going to wait until after you bonded to tell me?”

I splutter. “How did you⁠—”

“Seeing the way those boys looked at you was enough to give it away.” She takes my hand across the table. “That and Alice is always checking the Valley Voice blog. Apparently, the Silverwood Pack is courting a mystery first-year omega studying health botany." Damn Alice. I’ll have to have words with her the next time I see her. “You told me there was only one other omega in your major, and she’s already bonded.”

“All the murder mysteries your book club read are paying off, considering your sleuthing abilities,” I grumble, hanging my head. “I should have told you. I guess I just didn’t know how.”

“Courting a pack is a monumental moment in an omega’s life. Why didn’t you feel you could talk to me about it?” Her wrinkled fingers stroke my hand. “It’s always been the two of us against the world.”

“I know.” I squeeze her palm. “You’ve always been so protective of me, but after what happened to Mom with those alphas.”

“Oh, Hedgey.” She sighs and shakes her head. “I’m your gram. I’ll always be protective, but I know how our world works. Omegas and alphas get drawn together. It’s in your nature. Before you came here, I tried to prepare you as best as I could for what you may face. There was always a chance you’d find a pack. I didn’t think it would happen this quickly, but I know it was very unusual for your mother to fall in love with a beta.”

“I thought you hated alphas,” I murmur, keeping my eyes fixed on the bottom of my cup.

“I hate alphas who don’t support omega rights, alphas who treat omegas as objects, and alphas who think their designation gives them the right to take,” she corrects me. “Are the alphas you’re seeing anything like the brutes who killed your parents?”

“Of course not!”

“Exactly,” she replies. “The fact that they came to an Omega Unite rally tells me a lot about them.”

“I’m sorry for not telling you.” I’m hit with guilt, especially seeing how understanding she is. And maybe fear? “I guess I was afraid of what you’d think. I didn’t want you to be disappointed in me.”

“Disappointed?” She tuts. “I’ve never been prouder, Faye. You chose to come to Scent Valley University on your own—such a big place after living in Clover Hollow! You’re strong. Just like your momma was and more similar than you know. Did I ever tell you how she hid your father from me when they first started dating?”

“She did?”

Gram nods. “They snuck around for months. I only found out when I discovered your father dangling out of the upstairs window, in nothing but his briefs, in the dead of winter. I brought him inside and gave him a cup of tea to warm him up. After that, I loved him like a son.” She smiles wistfully at the memory. “Why don’t you tell me more about your pack? They must be pretty special to have caught your eye.”

“They are,” I reply, inundated with a relief that it’s now out in the open. “Actually, we’re scent matches.”

“A scent match?” Releasing my hand, she almost falls off her chair. “Holy smokes with a cricket on top! Alice didn’t tell me that.”

“You can’t trust everything you read online.” I make a mental note to give her online safety lessons. “I didn’t think scent matches were real until I met them.”

“Oh, they’re real alright!” She nods enthusiastically. “I’ve met plenty of omegas who have told me so. A connection like that can’t be stopped. A scent match is destiny at work, sweet girl.”

“I think you’ll like the guys when you get to know them.” My heart warms, just thinking of them. “They’re all so different, but they complement each other. Ren is kind and caring. He loves tea, and we spend hours talking about books. Cole’s the pack leader—he keeps everyone organized, but he’s super considerate and loves cleaning. Laz is an arty gamer. He’s so much fun and can make me cry with laughter. Then there’s Damon.”

“Damon … the one with all the tattoos?”

“He’s been through a lot.” I sigh. “He’s very protective, and he’ll do anything to keep me safe. They all would.”

“Your happiness and safety are all I care about, but I need to give them my special seal of approval,” Gram declares. “I’m in town until tomorrow evening, so I’d like to meet them properly.”

“I think they’d like that.” I take a sip of my tea. “They know a lot about you already.”

Gram claps her hands. “Well, that’s settled, then!”

Telling her about the Silverwoods has lifted a huge weight from my shoulders. I didn’t realize keeping her in the dark was affecting me, and it finally feels like the two parts of my life are coming together. There’s just one more thing she needs to know.

“There is something else to tell you.” I take a deep breath and move my hair to the side to reveal my bond mark. “I … um … maybe bonded with one of them.”

Her jaw drops, opening and closing before she finds her voice again. “Maybe? There’s no maybe about that claim mark!”

“Okay, okay, so we bonded, but it was me who instigated it,” I blurt. “I bit him first, and I fully consented. They’ve been so respectful and going at my pace. They’d have waited however long it took for me to be ready.”

“Well, here I was expecting to come to surprise you at your first rally, and now I find my little girl has bonded.” Her eyes well up, then her frilly handkerchief comes out again. “Ignore your silly ol’ gram’s tears. Finding a scent match is all that I could ever hope for you. From all accounts, they sound like lovely boys.” She sniffles loudly. “You’re all grown up. You don’t need your gram anymore.”

“Oh, Gram.” I take her hand again. “I’ll always need you, bonded or not. Our family is just getting bigger.”

“We’ll have to make room during the holidays.” Considering the way her eyes are darting back-and-forth, she’s speaking her thoughts aloud, her mind racing. “We could clear out the shop floor and put a table downstairs because there’s no way four alphas will fit in our little apartment.”

“One thing at a time, Gram.” I stifle a laugh. “I’m not officially part of the pack until I bond with Cole.”

“Everyone knows that’s just legal twaddle.” She flicks her wrist. “Which alpha did you bond? Actually, don’t tell me! It was the one with the tattoos, wasn’t it? Damon?”

“How did you know?”

“You’re a natural healer, Faye.” Her lips tilt into a thoughtful smile. “It’s always been your gift. Your parents’ death broke me, but you put my heart back together and gave me a reason to carry on. I saw the way he looked at you today. You’ve healed him too. I saw it in his eyes.”

Now it’s my turn to get weepy. Gram can look into people’s souls and see their truth. It’s what makes her so good at her job.

“I just want him to be happy,” I say. “All of them.”

“While I don’t know a lot about bonding, I do know a great deal about relationships. Happiness is the most important thing.” Her forehead lines deepen. “Heavens! In all my excitement, I haven’t even asked how you’re feeling? Does your claim mark burn? I should have brought some of my ointment.”

“I’m okay,” I insist. “Really, I am. The whole thing happened so fast, but I…” I haven’t said this to the guys yet, but with our connection, they probably know without me needing to say it out loud. It’s something I feel deep in my bones. “I love them. I know they’re mine.”

“Give your gram a hug!” She stands up and opens her arms for me to step into. “I know your mom and dad would be happy for you too, Hedgey.”

We hold each other for a long time, both of us crying. We look a mess, but I don’t care. Her approval means everything to me.

“Now, then.” She pulls back to wipe my eyes before wiping her own. “Why don’t you rejoin your alphas, and we can all meet later tonight? You tell me where, and I’ll be there.”

As we leave the teashop, I notice Frank waiting next to the car. “Frank?” I stop short. “What are you doing here?”

“Mr. Silverwood asked me to wait here for you.” Adjusting his tie—which only makes it wonkier—Frank looks a little flustered. “In case you needed the car.”

“Where are you staying, Gram?”

“Oh, just a little place down in Forestville. Did you know Forestville has a rare bookstore? I promised Mildred I’d try to track down a special edition. You know what her collection is like. I got the bus to SVU. It was no trouble.”

“Would you mind giving my gram a ride into town, Frank?” I ask him. “If you’re not too busy, obviously.”

“Not at all.” He straightens, puffing up his chest before he takes off his hat and bows. “In fact, it would be an honor.”

“I don’t want to overstep,” Gram tries to decline. “Really, the bus is fine.”

“Mr. Silverwood wouldn’t hear of it!” Frank exclaims in horror. “If he knew that Miss Nightingale’s grandmother got the bus when I was around, what kind of driver would that make me?”

“Calling me a grandmother makes me feel old.” Gram playfully swats his arm, causing Frank to turn beet red. “Call me Betty, and you can tell young Mr. Silverwood that it was very thoughtful of him.” She winks at me. “I guess there are some perks to my granddaughter having a pack.”

Frank opens the car door for her, cramming a hand through the front of his hair and almost knocking his hat off.

I wave at her through the window once she’s settled. “I’ll see you tonight!”

I’m waving as the car disappears down the road when firm arms wrap around my waist, making me jump. I squeal as Damon spins me around to kiss him.

“Have you been stalking me?” I laugh against his mouth.

“I may have been waiting across the street.” He grins. “Cole insisted I keep you within viewing distance.”

“Yep, definitely stalking,” I tease.

Concern radiates from him. “Did you tell her about us?”

“It turns out, the SVU rumor mill extends all the way to Clover Hollow, thanks to Gram’s new assistant,” Hands behind his neck, I play with the shaggy strands of hair. “She took it well. Better than I could have hoped. But there is one thing. She wants to meet you all. Tonight.”


FORTY
Laz



“Just be yourself, Laz,” Mom reassures me down the phone line. “You’ll be fine.”

“Be careful not to make too much of a mess,” Dad calls out, knowing I’m a klutz.

Clearly, I’m on speaker.

“And maybe don’t mention how late you hand in your assignments,” Pops chimes in.

“Or how you get paint everywhere,” Bug adds. “And leave the toilet seat up sometimes.”

My three dads all laugh in unison. Instead of being comforted by their jokes, they’re only making me feel more on edge.

“Quit it, Gene! I remember you being nervous when you met my parents for the first time. And you barely said two words, Bob. As for you, Ray, do you want me to tell Laz what you did when you met his gramps for the first time?” Their laughter stops abruptly followed by muttered objections. “Don’t worry, Laz,” Mom says. “Faye picked you, remember? That’s about the biggest thing an omega can do. Scent matches are so rare. It’s all I’ve ever wanted for you, pumpkin.”

“Oh, don’t get her started,” Pops quips in the background. “She’s been flooding the house in happy tears since you told her the news.”

“So?” Mom chuffs. “My youngest son has found his scent match! I’m allowed to be happy for him.”

“Sure you are, sweetheart.” Dad’s tone is much softer, obviously trying to get back into her good books again.

“Now we just need to sort your older brothers out,” Mom sighs. “I don’t know how Beckett will find anyone while working the hours he does. And how does Forrest expect to find anyone when he spends most of his time underwater? Omegas aren’t mermaids!”

“If we’re not careful, he might scent match a turtle,” Bug chortles.

“I better go, baby,” Mom says as I hear a rustling in the background. “Your dads have almost cleaned out the fridge before I’ve even started on dinner. Good luck tonight. Keep in touch, okay? We can’t wait to see you all soon!”

“Thanks, Mom,” I reply, feeling a little better after hanging up.

I check out my reflection for the zillionth time, fastening all the buttons. I don’t own anything dressy, so I borrowed a white shirt from Ren. How do people stand wearing this crap? I feel like I’m being choked.

I frown as I take a comb to my ginger curls in an attempt to make them a bit tidier. However, whenever I rake it through, my hair springs back even fuzzier, making me look more like Ronald McDonald. I sigh, pumping out some mousse and combing it through my locks to coax the curls back into their normal, chaotic position.

“Laz?” I smell Faye before I hear her voice behind me. “Everyone’s waiting downstairs. Cole sent me to come find you.”

I spin around, a giggle escaping her lips as she takes in my ensemble.

I groan. “I look ridiculous, don’t I?”

How does Ren make these clothes look good? He even makes sweater vests seem stylish!

“No, you don’t! You just don’t look like you.”

“I wanted to make a good impression.” Family is everything to me. Mine is my number one. Faye talks about her gram all the time, and I know they’re close. It’s the thing I love most about her, seeing how deeply she cares for those she loves, but it only amplifies the pressure compressing my lungs.

I’m worried I’ll say the wrong thing without meaning to. When I first met Faye, I accidentally made her cry. I’m not like the others. Cole is naturally charismatic, Damon has the whole dark and mysterious vibe going on, and old women swoon over Ren’s faultless manners. But me? I say silly things and like to mess around.

“She’ll love you, Laz,” Faye pushes up onto her tiptoes to press a soft kiss on my temple, “for who you are, just like I do.”

“You…” I blink twice to make sure I didn’t imagine it. “Y-you love me?”

Eyelashes fluttering, Faye’s gaze drops to the carpet beneath us. “Sorry, that kinda slipped out.”

Fuck, I’m an idiot for getting my hopes up and zoning in on a few words. People casually say they love things all the time. I love pizza. I love the arcade. I love drawing. That doesn’t mean that Faye loves loves me.

Why did I have to make it awkward by reading into it? Clearly feeling uncomfortable, Faye can barely meet my gaze.

“You’re right.” I turn to look in the mirror. “It’s too soon for that, isn’t it? We haven’t even bonded yet.”

Despite my babbling, I wish I were better at hiding my disappointment. Mom always says that my face shows my every emotion, that I’m like an open book. Which is both a blessing and a curse.

“Hey!” Faye takes my arm to spin me to face her. “All I meant was that I’m sorry it came out like that, but not that I don’t mean it.” Her eyes soften. She’s so freaking cute, it hurts. “I’ve never said that to anyone before.”

“Even Damon?”

“Not yet.” She sucks in her bottom lip. “You’re the first.”

“I’ve never said it to anyone before, either.” I lift up her chin so I can gaze into her eyes. How am I so damn lucky? “I know I fool around a lot and don’t take life seriously, but I need you to know that this—us—is something I’m deadly serious about. Sometimes, I say stupid things and make jokes because I don’t know what else to do. That’s why I thought the shirt would help. I want your gram to know how serious I am, and I want her to like me because, well… I love you too, honeybee.”

I wait with bated breath until the most dazzling smile takes over her face. She leans in to nuzzle against my neck, marking me in her scent. I giddily breathe her in, reveling in the smell of comfort and acceptance.

“You never have to pretend to be someone you’re not for me, Laz,” she whispers. “You’re perfect exactly as you are—jokes, unicorn tattoos, and all.”

“So maybe an outfit change?” I crack a smile. “How about a Zelda T-shirt?”

“Much better.”

My cock hardens with her body pressed against mine. It doesn’t take much when I’m around Faye. I’m basically constantly hard in her presence.

Faye eyeballs my pants. “Cole’s getting impatient, so your knot will have to wait.” She kisses me on the cheek. “See you downstairs, alpha.”

It’s now or never.


FORTY-ONE
Faye



Cole glowers at Laz in the rearview mirror. It’s a good thing he’s riding up front next to Frank. “If we’re late, Laz. I’m blaming you.”

“Blame Faye for trying to seduce me.” Laz laces his fingers through mine as he downplays his nerves with a joke. “When you have a hot omega practically throwing herself at you, what would you have done?”

“Don’t worry, Cole.” I try to reassure him. “We have plenty of time. Gram always runs late.”

Cole booked us a table at a restaurant in Forestville, close to where she’s staying.

Ren peeks inside the gift bag he’s clutching for the third time as if he’s afraid its contents will disappear. “Do you think she’ll like my gift?”

“Of course.” I squeeze his knee. “Although you really didn’t have to get her anything.”

I sense Damon’s nerves too. There isn’t enough room in the car for all five of us, so he’s following behind on his motorcycle. I’d have happily ridden along with him, but Gram would have a heart attack if she saw me.

I thought I’d feel more nervous, but the worst is already over, in my eyes. Telling her about the pack and the bond was the hardest part. Now I can’t wait for her to meet them.

I peer out the window as we drive through Forestville. It’s a quaint town that looks tired in places but still holds a certain charm. It has a handful of restaurants, pubs, and stores that look like they’ve been around for decades. Dotted among them are newer buildings and stores with bolder colors made to attract SVU students.

“Here we are,” Cole announces as we pull up outside an Italian restaurant called Marco’s with a green and white striped awning and circular tables outside.

To my surprise, and the guys’ dismay, Gram’s already waiting. She’s wearing a glittery, purple shawl over one of her best navy dresses. I squint to get a better look at her face. Is she wearing berry lipstick and blue mascara? It’s the first time I’ve seen her wear makeup, but she looks great. She waves wildly as we come to a stop, and Damon parks in front of us.

Frank is out first, practically leaping to open the door while simultaneously bowing in Gram’s direction.

“I thought you said she was always late,” Ren squeaks.

“She normally is,” I mutter, watching Frank stumble over his words as he greets her.

Laz bounces over to her with the grace of an overenthusiastic puppy. “It’s so good to see you again, Ms. Nightingale! I’m Laz!”

She eyes his T-shirt. “A Zelda fan.”

“You know Zelda?” he gasps.

“Admittedly, I don’t know a lot about video games, but a customer once left their Game Boy behind and insisted that I give The Legend of Zelda a try. I had to return it. I was hooked and got no work done!”

I immediately sense his relief. Before he can talk any more about games, Cole clears his throat.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” Cole hands her the bouquet of sweet peas and white lilies he’s been carrying. “I’m Cole. These are for you.”

“Why, thank you.” She buries her nose in the flowers. “Some of my favorites. Did Faye tell you?”

“Don’t look at me.” I hold up my palms. “I had nothing to do with it.”

“I may have seen Blooming Brew’s new website,” he admits. “I thought the colors looked like they’d match the shop.”

Gram’s cheeks crease even more from her wide smile. “That’s very thoughtful, Cole.” She then turns to Ren. “And you must be Ren?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Radiating shyness, he holds out his gift bag. “I thought you might like these. I picked and harvested a selection of seeds and herbs from the university greenhouse myself. I’m not as skilled as you or Faye, but I hope I’ve done a good enough job that you can make use of them.”

She opens the gift bag to find a selection of glass jars. “Chocolate cosmos seeds?!” she gasps. Most people don’t understand why chocolate cosmos are a big deal. They’re getting rarer every year and are tricky to import. Contrary to the name, they can’t be eaten, but they smell delicious and butterflies love them. “And Lompoc yerba santa?” She picks up another jar to inspect it. “You’ve done a wonderful job.” She’s beaming. “I couldn’t have done better myself.”

“I’m glad you like them,” he replies, shifting nervously on his feet.

“Like them?” She pulls him into a giant bear hug. The look on Ren’s face is priceless, his cheeks pink when she releases him. “I love them!”

Damon strides over to join us, holding his helmet.

“And you must be Damon,” Gram says. He absolutely dwarfs her. Gram is only an inch taller than me, but her petite stature doesn’t make her afraid to say what she thinks. “The alpha who bonded my grandbaby.”

Damon doesn’t know where to look. “I…”

“Well, don’t just stand there.” She clucks her tongue. “Come here, and give me a hug, big fella. We’re family now.”

I feel Damon’s worries melt away the instant she squeezes him.

“I’ve heard you keep my Faye safe,” she says.

“Yes, ma’am.” Damon nods solemnly. “I’d give my life for her.”

“Well, that’s nice, dear,” she replies. “Although, I hope it doesn’t come to that.” She links her arm through his. “Why don’t we go inside?”

Laz runs to hold the door open for them while Damon escorts her inside. The owner who Cole knows by name, leads us to a large table in a quiet back corner.

The restaurant has a relaxed ambiance, with melodic piano music playing in the background. The rich smell of slow-cooked tomatoes and freshly crushed, smoked garlic fills the room while red and white checked tables add to the easygoing environment.

Ren helps her remove her shawl, and Damon pulls out her chair, proving what gentlemen my alphas are. It’s no less than she deserves, but I can’t help feeling a little sad. How long has it been since she’s had someone to dote on her? It’d be nice if she found someone to spoil her.

Once seated, we settle into easy chatter. Like me, Gram is a good listener, but she also asks the right questions. She spends time speaking to each of the guys, finding out about their studies and hobbies without prying too much. The conversation doesn’t turn to pack life or bonding, which I’m relieved about.

We all enjoy enormous bowls of fresh pasta, hand-rolled pizza, the best garlic bread I’ve ever eaten, and some indescribably tasty risotto. I can see why the guys are regulars.

It’s not until dessert that Gram drops the big questions.

“Now, there are some important things I’d like to discuss.” Gram pushes away her half-eaten tiramisu. “First, I’d like to know that you’re being safe.”

“Safe?” I almost choke on my pistachio cannoli. “Gram!”

Laz bursts out laughing, Ren reddens, and Damon’s green eyes nearly pop out of their sockets before he drops his spoon and almost knocks over the table, trying to retrieve it. Cole is the only one who stays composed.

“I know, I know,” Gram tuts. “What does an old lady like me know?” She arches a gray brow. “However, suppressants don’t always work around scent matches, so heats are bound to happen. I want to make sure she’s well taken care of. Heat safety is important.”

I slink down in my seat. Are they really talking about my heats right now?

At least Cole is capable of talking, the rest of us seeming to have temporarily lost our voices. “I assure you that everything we do is in Faye’s best interests.”

“She will need a nest, of course,” Gram continues. “A proper one. We had the space for one in our apartment, but obviously, things have changed since then. It’s important that she’s comfortable⁠—”

“This isn’t an interrogation, Gram.” I have to step in. “The guys have made sure I’m more than comfortable. They took me to Nora’s Nest Nook and practically bought me everything in the store.”

“I know this may be uncomfortable for you to talk about, but it’s been my job to look after you for all these years.” She gives me a small smile. “If I have to hand the torch over to these alphas, I need to be sure I can sleep easy at night.”

“We have a temporary nest at our pack house and a cabin up in the mountains where we go to get away from campus,” Cole explains. “Now that Faye and Damon have bonded, I’ve lined up some prospective house viewings over the next few days so we can find permanent accommodations. Faye’s nest will be our top priority as soon as we move in.”

“We’ll do everything we can to make sure she has everything she needs.” There’s no missing the sincerity in Ren’s words. “Faye will always have input and the final say.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” A long breath whooshes past Gram’s lips. “With the work I do for Omega Unite, it breaks my heart to see how many alphas still hold the view that omegas are simply their property to claim.”

Laz gasps in horror, Damon’s unruly eyebrows lower in anger, and Cole nods in grim understanding.

“We would never treat an omega like that,” Ren proclaims. “Ever.”

“I know you wouldn’t, sugar.” She pats his hand fondly. “You all seem like honorable, young men, but I know bonding can come with compromise. My Faye has dreams of her own. Dreams she’s worked hard for. I can’t let her give that up. She has a bright future ahead of her.”

“We all want what is best for Faye.” Cole’s quick to respond. “We know she wants to graduate. We’ll do whatever we can to support her with her studies and her plans for afterwards. Her happiness is our number one priority.”

“Are you done with your questions, Gram?” I ask, hoping she is.

“I’m sure there’s room for one more.” Her eyes sparkle. “While you all have a lot to accomplish first, what are your eventual plans for expanding the family? Is that something you’d like?”

Babies? Damon chokes loudly on his biscotti, Laz thumping him on the back until he coughs. Is she serious?

Honestly, I haven’t given a lot of thought to having kids. It felt too abstract of a concept as it hinged on me finding a man—or men—I liked enough. My mind momentarily strays to thoughts of a mini-Laz with orange curls, Ren reading bedtime stories, Damon teaching them to ride a bike, and Cole fainting from a messy finger-painting session.

“Okay, I think that’s enough questioning for now!” I decide, bringing myself back to reality. It’s not something we’ve even spoken about as a pack yet. “They’re taking good care of me, Gram. I promise.” I check the time. “I think it’s probably time we head back.”

“You’ll all have to come visit Clover Hollow over the holidays,” Gram suggests. The mood instantly lightens now that the heavy topics are out of the way. “I’ve been thinking of renovating the shop for years, and I could certainly do with the extra hands.”

“Cole and I know our way around lumber,” Damon tells her. “We can help with anything you need.”

“I can’t promise I’d be any good at construction.” Laz scratches his chin. “But I could do some painting.”

“I’m not exactly the DIY type.” Ren’s mouth turns down.

“Heavens, you don’t need to be, Ren,” Gram replies. “You’ll be working with me brewing.”

He rolls back his shoulders, instantly brightening up.

After Gram and the guys say their goodbyes, I hang behind. “We’ll meet you outside in a minute,” I tell them, needing a few moments alone with her.

“Well?” I ask as soon as they leave. “Do they have your special seal of approval?”

“You never really needed my approval, Faye.” She cradles my face between her soft palms. “You’re a young woman now. You make your own decisions, and you have a strong head on your shoulders. I raised you right, and I trust your judgment. Any pack you picked would be the right one.” She must sense that I’d still like her opinion because she then says, “But if it means that much to you, then yes. You have my approval.”

Brow furrowed, she tilts her head, eyes roaming over my face. “What is it, Hedgey? I thought you’d be pleased? There’s something on your mind.”

“It’s not that.” I struggle to find the right words. “I guess I don’t feel like I’m worthy of them, so I keep asking myself the question, am I enough?”

“Oh, Faye,” she sighs. “You’ve found good men—kind men—who see what I do. Your softness has always been your biggest strength.” She gives me a massive hug that melts my insecurities away. “You’ve found your alphas, sweet girl. You are scent matches for a reason. Never forget that.”

“Thank you.” I hold her tight, wishing she didn’t have to leave in the morning. “For everything.”

“Wherever you are, I’m always with you.” She pulls away then gently pokes my chest. “Right here. With your mom and dad. Never forget that.”

I nod, transported back to my childhood. It’s what she used to say whenever I woke up crying because of night terrors, something that used to happen a lot.

“Let’s not keep your alphas waiting in suspense for much longer,” she winks at me.

With her arm around my shoulder, we head out to find the guys waiting next to a taxi. “Frank will drive you back to the hotel, Ms. Nightingale,” Cole insists. “It’s too dark for you to walk.”

Frank grins. Did he gel his hair when we were eating? It’s combed to one side, slicked over to cover his bald patch.

“Thank you.” She dips her chin. “But please call me Betty, or Gram. Whichever you prefer. We’re all family now. And keep in touch, won’t you? I can’t be hearing all my news from the Valley Voice.”

Laz raises his eyebrows. “You follow the Valley Voice?”

“Don’t ask,” I mutter.

“And you.” She turns to me, kisses her thumb, then strokes along my chin, leaving her scent there. The smell of home wraps around me like a warm blanket. “Take care of yourself, Hedgey. And no more secret bondings, okay?”

“I promise. No more secrets,” I vow. “Text me when you get back safe, okay?”

Frank opens the door for her, and she hops inside. We stand and wave her off until the car turns out of sight.

“Well?” Laz asks as soon as they vanish around the corner. “Did she like us?”

“You officially get her seal of approval,” I declare.

“All right!” Laz whoops, making Cole roll his eyes, his smile betraying how pleased he is too.

“Come on.” Damon puts his arm around my shoulders. “Let’s get you home. I can feel you getting tired.”

“I’m okay.” I stifle a yawn, not fooling anyone.

“You’re newly bonded, which zaps your body’s energy,” Ren informs me. “You need to catch up on rest. Did you know you burn calories at double your usual rate during the post-bond adjustment period?”

“That explains why Damon didn’t share his pizza,” Laz complains.

“If you wanted pizza, you should have ordered it.” Damon glares at him. “I didn’t share with you out of principle.”

“But I only wanted one teeny tiny slice,” Laz pouts. “I didn’t want to eat a whole one all to myself.”

“That’s not my problem.” Damon huffs out a breath.

“You could have had some of my pizza, Laz,” Ren utters.

“But yours had mushrooms on it.” Laz looks like he sucked on a lemon. “And the fact that Damon doesn’t share only makes his taste all the sweeter. I thought after sharing Faye with me, he’d be more generous⁠—”

Damon growls.

“Come on.” Cole points at a cab, which thankfully diffuses the situation. “Let’s get Faye warmed up.”

After dropping a soft kiss to my lips, Damon reluctantly lets me go and heads to his bike. Cole ushers me into the back seat, banishing Laz to the front as punishment for his teasing.

“Thank you,” I say to them once we’re all inside. “For tonight.”

“We loved it.” Cole rests his hand on my knee. “It was nice to learn more about you and where you came from.”

“Gram will hold you to your offer, though,” I chuckle. “She’s wanted to renovate the shop for ages.”

“We meant what we said,” Cole replies.

Ren nods. “We’d love to help.”

I lean on Cole’s shoulder. Between his warm body, Ren’s calming scent, and the gentle lull of the car, my eyes drift closed.

Today has been an emotional rollercoaster, but it couldn’t have ended more perfectly.

How lucky am I?


FORTY-TWO
Faye



“I can’t believe I slept for fourteen hours. You should have woken me.”

I wake up with Damon’s arm draped over me. Everyone else is already up and dressed, Laz hurrying forward to offer me a tray laden with buttery toast and jam.

“It’s to be expected after bonding,” Cole assures me. “I called our pack doctor⁠—”

“You called the doctor because I overslept?”

He shuffles his feet, looking a bit bashful. “I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“Sleeping more is a good sign.” Ren adds, perched on the edge of the sofa. “It means your bond is becoming part of you. How does your connection to Damon feel today?”

“I feel…” Before, being close to Damon felt like a gnawing need at the forefront of my mind. That persistent longing has lessened. “Let me try something.”

I shuffle out from under Damon. He grumbles in objection then rolls over again, still not fully awake.

I pad across the living room, creating distance from him. Our connection no longer feels like it’s strained, like a rubber band that’ll snap when pulled.

“Not quite as overwhelming, huh?” Ren grins, realizing what I’m doing. “That means you’ve successfully moved onto the final stage. The bond adaption phase. Your body and pheromones are now in tune. Your bond won’t feel as intense outside of heats.”

“How do you know all this?” I should be the one to have completed all the research, but Ren and Cole seem to be experts.

“He stayed up all night reading with a torch.” Laz kicks Ren’s foot. “While snuggled up next to your feet.”

“Did not!” Ren jumps up. “Well, maybe for a bit, but I read other things too.”

“Aside from tormenting Ren, don’t you have a class to prepare for, Laz?” Cole asks, crossing his arms as Ren plops back down onto the couch. “I know you have a design assignment due today.”

“Have you memorized all our schedules?” Laz rolls his eyes.

“Pretty much,” Cole smirks. “And I know Ren’s teaching a seminar that he’ll be late for if he doesn’t hurry.”

I love how he keeps them all in check. He wants them to do well.

Damon’s cell phone rings from underneath his pillow. Frowning when he sees the caller ID, he picks up. “Yeah?” We can’t hear what the person says on the other side, but Damon’s expression darkens. “Okay, I’ll call you back.”

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

“That was my boss, Orin. They’re short on security. He wouldn’t usually call me in, especially right now—he knows the rules around bonding—but there’s a big soccer game between rival alphas that’s expected to get out of control. The fans are already arriving.”

“You should help out.” I try to smooth out the crease between his eyes.

“Are you sure?” he asks, concern clear in his tone. “I’d rather stay with you.”

“We’ve moved onto the bond adaption phase, or so Ren says.” I grin at him. “They need you. And maybe it’ll be good to stretch the bond and see how it feels?”

“Fine.” Damon sits up, tormenting me with his rippling muscles and intricate tattoos. “But if you need me, all you’ve gotta do is call. I’ll drop whatever I’m doing.” He quickly texts his boss. “I’ll let Orin know I’ll be there.”

“I guess that just leaves the two of us, Faye,” Cole says. “If you’re feeling up to it, you can join me for a house viewing this morning?”

“Doesn’t everyone else want to see it too?” If it were me, I’d like to see the place I’d possibly be calling home for a few years.

“If you like it, we’ll like it,” Ren retorts. “That’s all that matters.”

“And if I don’t like the decor, I’ll change it.” Laz shrugs. “No biggie.”

“As long as it has a roof, nest, and a big enough bed, I don’t give a fuck,” Damon replies. “And a fridge of my own.”

I roll my eyes. “Of course, that’s a non-negotiable.”

“I guess it’s just the two of us then, beautiful.” Cole’s mouth quirks, giving me a peek at his dimple. “So you’re in?” He checks his watch. “Will you be ready in an hour?”

I agree, and by the time I’ve eaten and dressed, everyone has already left to go to class or work, leaving only Cole waiting for me. His white T-shirt fits loosely but still hugs his muscles, and he smells so good. Fresh, warm, and excited.

“So where is this mystery house?” I ask him as we leave.

“You’ll see.” He takes my hand. “Frank called in sick today, so I could drive us myself, but I thought we’d walk and take the scenic route.”

Campus looks even more magical now that the leaves are changing color. Lush green leaves are turning faint, their edges curling like they’ve been kissed by the sun.

When we reach the lake, we pause, giving me time to stare across at the striking bonded houses.

“I know you really wanted one of the beach houses.” Cole follows my gaze. “But there aren’t any available until next year.”

“That’s okay.” I swallow my disappointment. “I know they’re popular. I’m sure whatever you found will be amazing.”

“I said there weren’t any beach houses available, but that doesn’t mean I couldn’t get one. See that house right at the end of the row?” He points to the prettiest house on the street. It’s slightly set away from the others and has the largest stretch of beach in front of it. “The pack who had the lease were waiting to transfer to a college in Seattle. I may have had to pull a few strings to speed up their transfer. The house is ours if we want it. Do you want to see inside?”

“Yes!” I jump up to hug him. “Of course, I do!”

He grins as he walks to a nearby golf cart, opening the door for me to get in.

“I already had a crew thoroughly scent clean the house and remove all the furniture, so it’s a completely blank slate.” I’m bubbling with excitement as Cole drives, making it difficult to concentrate on what he says. “I know it’s not as flashy as some of the other houses, but we can make it our own.”

Having each pack’s personal touches, all of the beach houses are slightly different.

“We’d be Amora’s neighbors!” I squeal in realization as we pass the Princeton pack house, continuing until we pull to a stop in front of the adorable, sage-colored house.

It’s three stories with a terracotta shingle roof, and a terrace that wraps around the entire first floor. It’s more beach-weathered than some of the bonded houses, but that only makes me love it more. I don’t need to live somewhere that looks like a carbon copy of Barbie’s Malibu dream house, like another home we passed. It’s cozy, kinda like a beachy treehouse, nestled between swaying palms.

Cole opens the cart door for me then takes my hand, leading me up the house steps while twirling keys around his finger.

“Are you ready?” He doesn’t wait for my answer, pushing the door open.

From the moment I step inside, I instantly feel at home. It’s decorated in neutral colors—soft creams and whites—and it has incredible natural light that would provide optimal growing conditions for all the plants I’d like to have.

The downstairs floor is split into two sections. There’s a kitchen and dining area with a gigantic sliding door that opens up to a gorgeous side patio that stretches onto our own private beach. There’s also a living space with a floor-to-ceiling window that looks out across the lake and mountains in the distance. Sunsets here will be breathtaking.

Upstairs, there are enough bedrooms for the guys to have their own, but they’re modest—enough for a bed, desk, and dresser. The wrap-around terrace makes the house seem bigger and means we can do an entire lap around the house. I imagine the carnage Laz will cause, sneaking out to terrorize Ren when he’s knee-deep in studying or wearing a scary mask and peering in Damon’s window while he’s listening to heavy metal music.

Cole points out exciting features like the air-conditioning and custom lights. And my eagerness ramps up even more as he makes suggestions for renovations like adding more fridges, putting up an extra TV, turning the basement into a mini arcade for Laz, and maybe putting a tiki bar outside. I nod along, taking it all in and too stunned to speak.

How can this be my life?

Cole pauses at the bottom of the stairs to the third floor. “Do you want to look at the nest by yourself?”

“No.” I take his hand. His chivalry is something Gram would approve of. “I want you to come with me.”

“Of course, little omega.”

My jaw drops when I see the room—no, floor—that could be my nest. It’s the largest space in the house. It has a wooden beam ceiling, which will look magical when wrapped in fairy lights and climbing plants. There are also plenty of nooks that, with papasan chairs, would make ideal reading corners. In the middle of the room, there’s an enormous recessed area, like a swimming pool without water.

Cole points at it. “We can get a custom-made bed to fit there.”

“That would be amazing.” There’d be enough space for all five of us to sprawl out without touching.

Off to the side is a walk-in closet and an adjoining bathroom. The shower has a triple head and more nozzles than I’d know what to do with.

Cole watches my every move as I take it all in. “What do you think?”

“It’s...” I don’t know what to say. I already thought Stella House was amazing, but this is on another level. It’s better than anything I could have imagined.

“If you don’t like it, there are plenty of other options in Forestville,” Cole says quickly. “Don’t feel obligated to take it just because I helped the other pack find a place in Seattle.”

“No!” There’s no way we can lose this. “I love it, Cole. It’s absolutely perfect.”

He grins, whipping out his phone. “I’ll tell the realtor we’ll take it.”

While Cole goes to take the call downstairs, I take another look around. I can imagine us all living here. It wouldn’t take a lot to make it feel like home—just lots of cushions, Laz’s artwork, and the guys’ scent. We could sit around playing board games, snuggled under blankets, watching the sun set over the beach…

Suddenly, Cole’s raised voice reaches me, making my stomach churn. Did we lose the house? As I cautiously make my way back down, I realize we’re not alone, my nose scrunching at the musty, wet moss smell.

“What are you doing here?” Cole talks to the mysterious intruder. His jaw works, his lips pressed tightly together. I’ve never seen him this riled up.

Although the man he’s addressing has his back to me, I can tell he’s an alpha of gigantic proportions with silvery hair and a snazzy, gray suit. The man inhales sharply and spins to face me. I’m almost blinded by his gold watch catching the light, which looks like it weighs a ton. He props his sunglasses on his head as his gaze scans over me in a pretentious I don’t have time for you way.

His eyes narrow in blatant disapproval and his mouth twists into an unpleasant sneer, obviously finding me lacking. “This is the omega, I take it?”

“Her name is Faye.” Cole moves to stand in front of me, like he’s trying to create a barrier between us. “And yes, she is our omega.”

“You haven’t bonded yet.” The man’s shoulders sag in relief. “There’s still time. It’s not legally binding.”

I have no clue who he is, but I already dislike him.

“So that’s why you’re here?” Cole snarls “To convince me to change my mind?”

“I heard you were looking at houses. I came here to advise you to cut your losses and stop you from making an irreparable mistake.” His tone is as cold as ice. “There’s still time for me to find you a more suitable match. Someone more well-bred.”

Ouch. I don’t have time to process his insult as I’m too distracted by Cole’s visceral reaction. He shakes in fury, like he’s about to explode. I put a gentle hand on his arm to try to calm him down.

“Damon and this omega can find a new pack. I never had a pack, and I turned out fine.” The man waves his hand dismissively, like we’re pieces of garbage to be thrown in the trash. “You don’t need some … hippie,” he screws up his face at me, “ruining your prospects.”

“Faye and Damon are part of my pack.” Cole is so enraged, spittle flies past his lips. “They are my family. Bonded or not, Faye is my omega.”

“Be reasonable, son.”

So this is Cole’s dad. The longer I stare, the more I see some resemblance. They have a similar stature, although Cole’s dad has a more pointed chin, teeth that are too big for his mouth, making him look like a shark, and watery eyes.

“This omega has no money, no status. Who is she? Where did she come from? Do you think it’s a coincidence that she came sniffing around you. The richest pack in this state?” He shakes his head. “Open your eyes, son.”

“Faye didn’t even know who I was when we first met.” Rage pours from Cole’s words. “I’ve never met an omega so reluctant to be spoiled.”

Cole’s dad doesn’t acknowledge this, continuing his tirade. “I can see the appeal. Even I can’t deny that she smells delectable.” He inhales deeply, making me wince. Cole’s nostrils flare in fury. Scenting an omega like that is considered socially unacceptable and downright rude, especially when an omega is bonded. It’s a blatant sign of disrespect. “But you can’t think with your knot and throw away your future. You need to be more calculated. I admit, I have made some mistakes in the past⁠—”

“Like abandoning your daughter?” Cole seethes.

“She is not my daughter,” his dad hisses.

“She’s your blood.”

“She doesn’t even have my name!” Muscles coiled, jaws set, the two stand in an angry face-off. I’m not sure who is more furious. “Besides, that has nothing to do with your current situation. Choosing this omega is a sign of your weakness.”

“Weakness?” I can’t stand back and listen to him any longer. Usually, I avoid confrontation, but hearing how his dad speaks to him has made me mad. “Cole is the strongest alpha I know. He cares about the people he loves and would do anything for them, which is more that can be said for you.”

“And she speaks out of turn?” Cole’s dad tsks, looking straight through me, letting me know what kind of alpha he is. An alpha who sees omegas as nothing more than accessories. “How will an untrained omega fit into our world?”

“I intend to keep Faye as far away from your world as I can,” Cole counters.

“And I assume you want to do that with my money?” He crosses his arms and straightens. He’s a few inches shorter than Cole, but he’s still an imposing man. “If you bond against my wishes, I’ll cut you off.”

“I don’t need your money.” Cole huffs out a sardonic laugh. “I have my own investments.”

The smirk falls off his dad’s face. Clearly, he believed that was his trump card. He doesn’t understand that there is more to life than money.

“Fine. Consider our ties cut. Let’s see how that works out for you.” Cole’s dad nods, like he knows something we don’t. “Sweet slick will only get you so far.”

“Omegas aren’t just sex objects.” No longer able to hold back, I speak up again. Gram would be proud. I’m shaking while I talk, my voice quivering, but I can’t say nothing. It’s alphas like him who remind me why the Omega Unite movement is so important. “Cole will be fine without your money. He has his pack, and we love him.”

Finding this amusing, Cole’s dad laughs, clutching his belly. “Oh, sweetheart.” He shakes his head. “Do you really think your love is enough for an alpha like Cole? What happens when he gets bored of your slick? What an alpha wants more than anything is power.”

Cole grits his teeth, looking like he’s ready to tear his dad’s throat out. “If you don’t get out of our house in the next ten seconds⁠—”

“Calm down, son.” His tone drips with passive aggression. “You may think love is enough now, but you’re wrong.” He shakes his head again, lip curled in disgust. “Don’t come crawling back when you regret your decision.”

Is he right? Will love always be enough for Cole? More importantly, will I be enough?

I grab Cole’s wrist to hold him back as his dad retreats to a waiting car. “A reaction is what he wants,” I murmur so only he can hear. “Don’t give him the satisfaction.”

“But he disrespected you,” Cole growls, his chest heaving.

“I’m okay.” I curl an arm around him. “Let him go.”

He doesn’t calm, pacing back-and-forth, until his father’s car is a blot in the distance.

“I’m so sorry he talked to you like that, Faye.” Cole hangs his head in shame. “My father is a…” A dark expression crosses his features. “Well, you’ve met him. You now know what he’s like.”

“He cut you off because of me.” I struggle to swallow past the lump of guilt clogging my airway. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t you dare apologize.” Cole holds my face in his hands. “I’d rather be penniless and have my—our—pack.”

“And what he said about power⁠—”

“Power is everything to him.” Cole pushes out a long exhale. “He’s never experienced a scent match like ours. He’s never even known love. In fact, I don’t think he’s capable of feeling it. I’m nothing like him, and I’ll spend the rest of my life making sure that I’m not.”

Chewing on my cuticle, I nod faintly.

“What is it, little omega?” Cole asks, tipping my chin up. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“Am I…?” Uneasiness has replaced my earlier outspoken courage. “Am I really going to be enough for you?”

“Enough?” A small smile graces his lips. “I’ll never get enough of you, Faye. I’ll always want more.” He strokes my cheek tenderly. “You’re everything to me. You, our pack, our future. That’s all that matters. It’s not enough, it’s everything. And this house? This is the first step of the rest of our lives. Don’t let my father ruin this moment. He’s already taken enough from me.”

I see his gray eyes flash with pain, weighed down by years of toxicity. Cole overcame a past where he was made to feel that he wasn’t ever good enough, dealing with lofty expectations, and impossible to meet demands. I can’t even fathom the tough memories of all that he endured. Even though we’re not bonded, I feel his agony so acutely.

“He won’t take anything else from you,” I proclaim. “You’re a strong alpha but an even better man. A better man than he’ll ever be.”

“And I’ll keep trying to be better.” He pulls me into his arms. “For you. For us. For our family.”

Our lips meet, and he both literally and figuratively sweeps me off my feet, carrying me back into our new home and shutting the door behind us. I wrap my legs around his waist as he pushes me against the wall. His kiss is urgent, fevered, packed with longing and desire to prove how much he cares, even though he doesn’t have to.

As his knot pulses against my core, I inhale the sweet spot behind his ear, drowning in the aroma of his deep arousal. My lips skim down his neck, my teeth lightly grazing his skin and sending a shiver of longing through me. His knot swells against me as he squeezes my ass, holding me close.

“Fuck, little omega,” he murmurs. “You make it so hard not to claim you.”

“Then do it.” I nip his neck without breaking the skin, letting him know how badly I want this. “Claim me.”

He lifts his head, eyes bouncing between mine. “Are you sure?”

He defended me in front of his father and put everything on the line for his family. I don’t want to wait any longer.

“Yes.” I lace my fingers behind his neck, pulling him in for a kiss that I hope shows how strongly I feel for him. “Make me yours, alpha.”

“Fuck,” he groans, carrying me to the kitchen where he sets me onto the counter. “Are you comfortable?”

“Right now, all I want is your bite, alpha.”

“Be patient, little omega.” I feel like I just won a contest, seeing the gorgeous smile stretching his lips.

With his smoldering gaze searing into me, he undoes my dress, one button at a time, before sliding it from my shoulders. I shiver as he gently strokes my bare arms, making them tingle. Eyes fluttering closed, I melt into his touch.

My panties are drenched in slick already. My breath falters as his hands glide lower, resting at the hem of my underwear. With a wolfish smile, his finger traces along the lacey edge.

“More, alpha,” I huff impatiently.

He skates one finger down the top of my panties, making me purr. Shit, have I ever done that before? Whatever it is, the noise unlocks his inner alpha. His chest rumbles. The teasing is over.

His hot mouth is on my neck, his breath making my thighs tremble. I don’t know how much longer I can wait. Every instinct in my body screams that this alpha is mine, and every fiber of my being wants to belong to him.

I tug at his clothes, pawing at him like a wild animal. Shirt. Off! I whine when his belt takes too long, relief unwinding some of my taut muscles when his pants come off quickly. Clothes are thrown across the room until we’re both naked, the marble counter chilly against my ass as the smell of my slick fills the room.

“Tell me where,” he whispers.

He licks down the side of my neck with the point of his tongue then turns his head to scent mark me with his cheek, causing oxytocin to torpedo through me. When he licks the healing mark from Damon’s bite, which has increased sensitivity, I moan. I can’t imagine how sensitive I’ll be when I have four.

My skin heats as the anticipation builds.

“There,” I gasp when he hits the right spot, in the crux between my neck and shoulder. I rock my hips, rubbing my wet pussy against him. “Right there.”

I widen my legs as far as I can when his cock nudges my entrance. I need him. All of him. We lock gazes as he slides inside of me slowly, cautiously. The delicious stretch makes me groan, my legs wrapping around him and my back arching to enjoy the feel of my pussy opening up for him. He’s deliberate, enjoying every second as he inches farther, until he’s buried to the hilt. While this is a deeply animalistic act, there is a lingering intention behind his motions and his eyes don’t leave mine, amplifying the intensity of this special moment.

We’re not just choosing each other. By bonding with a pack leader, we’re creating a family and binding everyone together. After this, I’m a Silverwood in the eyes of the law.

His knot inflates as my pleasure peaks, and I push my pussy into him, allowing the friction to drive my clit wild.

“You’re ours, Faye.” His husky murmur sends vibrations coursing through me. “The Silverwood omega.”

“Yes.” I run my hands up his back and over his broad, muscular shoulders. Shoulders that carry the burden and responsibility of everyone else. “I am, alpha.”

His thrusts quicken, completely surrendering to the sensation. My inner omega wants his knot.

“I need it,” I whine. “Bite me, alpha. Please.”

His lips caress my neck, kissing the spot right before he thrusts deep and holds himself there. The moment his canines sink into my skin, my entire body instantly feels like it’s imploding. I hold onto him for dear life as his knot swells and locks us together, making us one.

“Yes! Fuck yes!” I succumb to a life-changing orgasm. I quake, powerless to stop the brutal pleasure even if I wanted to. It’s an orgasm of absolute surrender. My body gives him everything. “I’m yours, alpha.”

I feel Cole now–not just his massive knot filling me like his life depends on it, but his emotions. His desire to protect. His unwavering loyalty. His protective drive. His overwhelming bliss. All of it slams into me in an intoxicating rush.

He’s my steady anchor. The leader who holds the Silverwood Pack together. I’m a sweaty mess as he licks over my wound, sealing it, but I've never felt better.

It’s done.

“And I’m yours, little omega,” he gasps, still reeling from the intensity.

He turns his neck. A sign of submission. An invitation.

“Right there?” I stroke a spot on his neck, right next to his pulsing vein. “Somewhere everyone can see?”

“Yes, I want everyone to know I’m yours.” He nips at my ear. “I’ve never been prouder to be an alpha. Mark me, little omega. Make me yours.”

I bite him, and fuck…

He goes wild.

The minute I pull back, he bucks with primal ferocity, catapulting me to new dizzying heights of pleasure. Seeing my little red crescent moon indentations on such a powerful alpha is the biggest turn on.

When my waves of ecstasy finally subside, I realize tears soak my cheeks.

“Little omega.” He kisses a tear away, still locked inside me. “Are you hurt? Was I too rough?”

“No.” I nuzzle into him. “It was perfect. So perfect.”

He smiles, wiping my cheeks. I can feel his elation, wonderment, curiosity through the bond, similar to how it feels with Damon.

“Just like you.” He threads his fingers through my hair. “I never thought I’d find love before I met you, Faye Nightingale. But you’ve changed everything. I love you.”

Now my eyes brim with so many tears I can’t see. We may not be in a nest, or even a house with furniture, but we’re in our new home.

“I love you too, Cole. I never expected to find a pack, but you—all of you—are so right for me.”

“You were made for us.” He pulls me closer. “And now you’re mine, Faye. My bonded omega.”

Everything feels like it’s falling into place, but I still have two more alphas to bond to complete our family.


FORTY-THREE
Damon



“How’re you feeling, brother?” Ren asks. “It’s the longest you’ve been apart since bonding.”

We ran into each other after his seminar finished while I was on patrol.

“I don’t feel searing pain anymore,” I admit. “Obviously, I’d rather be with her, though.” I spot an alpha dropping a candy wrapper a few feet from a trash bin and roar, “Hey, you! Pick it up!”

The alpha jumps before rushing to pick up his trash, scowling as he throws it in the trash can.

Ren chuckles as we watch the alpha stumble away. “A few weeks ago, that would have made you start a fight.”

Since bonding with Faye, even the usual things that piss me off don’t bother me as much. My motorcycle has a flat, which would have been enough to send me spiraling into a bad mood for days, but I simply shrugged it off. Feeling Faye’s closeness, approval, and calmness makes everything so much better.

I feel Ren’s gaze stray to Faye’s mark on my neck.

“It won’t be long until you have one of your own,” I tell him.

“We’ll see.”

“Come on, don’t be like that, man. She’s crazy about you. You just get her, you know?”

Ren has always had low self-esteem, but it’s obvious to everyone else that Faye is mad about him. When she first came into our lives, I was overcome with jealousy by simply watching them together.

I pull a protein shake from my backpack that I always carry when on duty then freeze. A sense of overwhelming pleasure sweeps through me, giving me a semi. What the fuck? I like chocolate cookie shakes, but not that much. It takes a second for me to realize it’s not my emotions I’m feeling.

“What?” Ren’s eyes shift anxiously beneath his glasses. “Is it Faye?”

My pulse spikes. I feel her happiness, her elation, her joy…

“Damon?” Ren presses. “What’s wrong?”

The sensation mellows a little, giving way to something else. There’s something intermingled in our bond. Another presence is there. I can’t feel it directly… It’s just out of reach, but it’s warm, familiar, and protective.

Cole.

“Faye and Cole bonded.” There’s no other explanation for how I can feel him.

“Shit,” Ren groans. “Laz…”

I frown. “What’s he got to do with it?”

“He messaged me to say he was going to surprise Cole and Faye at the beach house. Something about interior design.” Ren grabs his phone and tries calling. “He’s not answering.”

I smirk. “Well, this is about to get interesting.”

Who knows how Cole will react when the pack clown crashes his bonding.


FORTY-FOUR
Laz



Okay, so I should be working on my next assignment. Luckily, I still have two more days to finish it. I mean, how am I supposed to work when my muse is so distracted? Cole will never understand that. He thinks in logic and figures. Although it’s actually his fault I’m on my way.

He left his laptop open, and I may have seen photos of the beach house he and Faye are viewing. The images sparked a flood of inspiration, my brain working overtime, thinking up color schemes and furniture combinations. Cole will only cover the features of the house, but I’ll do a better job of bringing the place to life by describing how we can style it. I know exactly what paintings I’d hang where and how we can make Faye her dream nest.

I hum to myself as I skip along the beach, tablet tucked under my arm, packed with some quick sketches. Hopefully, Cole hasn’t bored her to tears, talking about air-conditioning before I get there because I have a good feeling about this. A feeling that it is meant to be ours.

“This is it.” I press my face against the window in the door when I reach it. Spotting Cole’s shoes, I enter without knocking as it’s already unlocked.

As soon as I step inside, Faye’s scent hits me harder than a wrecking ball. Damn, if I drowned in it, I would die a happy man. Her scent floods all my senses until all I can focus on is my desire for her.

Where is she?

My heart pounds loudly in my ears. With her scent calling to me, I need her. Now.

I stalk into the kitchen like a hunter tracking its prey. “Faye?”

My cock presses against my zipper when I find a pool of slick glistening on the counter, calling my name. Gazing around, there are also a few drops on the floor. How dare Cole waste her precious slick? I slide my finger into the puddle then put it to my mouth. It tastes like heaven. I coat my hand in it then lick my fingers clean. So delicious, but a small taste that only whets my appetite.

That’s when I hear their voices. I head through the open patio doors onto the private beach, where Cole and Faye are looking out over the ocean.

“Laz?” Cole spins in surprise. He’s only wearing pants, and Faye is wrapped up in his T-shirt. “What’re you doing here?”

What am I doing here? I can’t remember. Any thought about cushions, coordination, or artwork is a distant memory.

The sun shines down on Faye’s flawless skin, highlighting her beauty. She’s so perfect. Her long, golden hair looks almost auburn in the light and is messy, rippling in the gentle breeze, and her creamy thighs call out for my face to be buried between them. Her nipples harden against the thin fabric, begging for my attention.

“Laz?” Her gorgeous pink lips will look even better with my cock sandwiched between them. “Are you okay?”

My hands curl into fists. I don’t know what’s happening to me. My need to have her, to claim her is, is uncontrollable.

“Fuck.” Cole sounds distant. “He’s going into a rut.”

I need my omega.

I march over to Faye. When Cole tries to block my path, I push him out of the way with a strength that I didn’t know I had. I’ve never even won against him in an arm wrestling match.

“It must have been your scent,” Cole says to Faye as he stumbles a little, eyes widening. “I’ll get him out of here.”

“No!” Faye objects. She clears her throat then asks Cole in a much softer voice, “Tell me what to do. How can I help him?”

My breathing is ragged, coming in sharp bursts. It feels like a wild animal is prowling under my skin, primed to take over.

“The same way we help you get through your heat. He needs relief.” Cole stands mere inches from me, like he can sense the beast inside of me waiting to pounce. “But this could be dangerous. Alphas in a rut are unpredictable.”

I let out a primal roar, forgetting where I am and furious that another alpha is encroaching on my territory. If someone asked me my name, I wouldn’t be able to tell them because all I can focus on is the beautiful omega in front of me. An omega who I want more than anything.

“Laz would never hurt me.” She beckons me over. “Let me take care of you.”

I quickly comply, stalking over to her then leaning down, breathing her in. My knees wobble the moment she strokes my cock through my pants, and I seem to have forgotten how to breathe when she drops to her knees on the sand. Lacing my fingers through her hair, I wrap it around my knuckles as she releases my cock, and I guide her mouth over to it.

Her mouth feels incredible unlike anything I’ve ever experienced. Moaning, I let go of her hair to grab her head, forcing her down deeper. My balls rise when she gags, an alpha from behind growls in a warning.

My omega! I turn and snap my teeth at him. Mine!

“It’s okay, Cole,” she murmurs. “I’ve got this.”

Her tongue gets to work, teasing my shaft. The velvety warmth accelerates my already racing heartbeat, whipping me into a frenzy. My knot feels like it’ll explode. The skin is stretched so taut that my need to lock is almost painful.

She pulls away again, looking up at me. Fuck, if it isn’t the most perfect sight I’ve ever seen.

But it’s not enough.

“Need to…” I grunt. My knot strains, desperate to be bathe in her slick. “Knot.”

She bats her eyelashes innocently. “Do you want to fill me with your knot, alpha?”

Her innocence makes me want to defile her. “Fuck, yes,” I growl.

I drop to the sand to join her, barely registering our surroundings, ravishing her mouth as I tear the T-shirt from her skin and hurl the ripped remnants away. She can’t smell like another alpha while I’m knotting her, not when she belongs to me. I push her back onto the sand then part her legs to see her glistening pussy. All that slick. Just for me.

“Use me, alpha,” she purrs, spreading her legs wider. “Take what you need.”

I barely comprehend what I’m doing as I bulldoze into her. I thrust deep, her moans vibrating through me as I take everything I can from her. My knot seems to have a life of its own, pulsing in a juddering fashion that sends shockwaves down my spine. I grunt when I lock unexpectedly, releasing my cum. Her pussy clamps down, squeezing every last drop from me while she writhes in pleasure.

It’s only when my knot finally deflates a little that I return to my senses and see Faye panting below me, her hair splayed over the sand.

“Faye.” We’re locked together, but I’m horrified at myself. “I’m so sorry. I lost control, I⁠—”

“It’s okay.” She strokes my hair. “You didn’t mean to. Besides, after that incredible orgasm, you won’t hear any complaints from me.”

Cole grumbles something sarcastic in the background that sounds like, “Speak for yourself.”

Cole’s obviously been keeping watch to make sure I didn’t hurt her, which makes me feel even worse. How could I have lost myself like that? My pack leader shouldn’t have to act as a bodyguard to protect our omega from me.

“Can you give us a moment, Cole?” Faye asks. “Please, alpha.”

He mumbles in reluctant agreement, stomping off. I hear the patio doors slide shut, leaving us with only the sound of rolling waves.

“I’m so, so sorry,” I say again. If there’s something to fuck up, I’ll do it. “Are you hurt?”

“Hurt?” She grins, giving me a sleepy, sex-hazed smile. “I feel amazing.”

“I came here to show you a mood board and talk you through how we could renovate the house. Then I caught your scent. I don’t know what came over me.”

“Hey, I understand.” She cups my cheek, her tone gentle. “You helped me through my heat, remember? I’m glad I could help you.”

“Fuck.” I suddenly notice her fresh bite marks. “Did you and Cole…?” My mind is spinning. “I ruined it, didn’t I?”

No wonder Cole didn’t want to leave her. They just bonded, and I crashed their once in a lifetime moment like a young buck with zero self-control. Well done, Laz. This may be my worst fuck up yet.

“No,” she insists. “Of course, you didn’t.”

“I always seem to do or say the wrong thing.” My knot deflates, and I slide out of her. “Why would you want to bond with an idiot like me?”

She nuzzles into my shoulder, her scent instantly alleviating the guilt and anxiety clawing at my chest, reassuring me that everything will be okay.

“Because you’re you, Laz.” We roll onto our sides, facing one another. “Because you’re funny. You make me smile. You smell like a ray of sexy sunshine. I’m not just Damon and Cole’s omega. I want to be your omega too.”

She always knows the right thing to say.

“Really? Even though I’m a goofy gamer idiot?” I’m not smart like Ren, protective like Damon, or strong like Cole. I’m the pack wild card.

“You’re my goofy gamer idiot,” she corrects then turns her head.

“Do you…?” I swallow hard. “Want me to…?”

“Bite?” She grins, her eyes sparkling. “And claim me? Yes.”

“Right now?” I hadn’t prepared for this, especially after a rut. I thought she’d be scared of me, perhaps question whether she wants to be with me at all, but she wants to bond? “Are you sure? After what I just did?”

“You’re my alpha.” She runs her fingers through my curls. “I want to wear your mark too.”

My canine’s tingle.

“Only if you bite me first,” I decide.

“I can do that.”

“There’s something else too,” I push up onto one elbow, peering down into her stunning, brown eyes. “I know it’s silly, but⁠—”

“What is it?”

“Whenever I’m drawing, I want to be reminded of you. There’s nothing wrong with a claim mark on your neck, but I want to be able to see your mark without looking in a mirror.”

Sitting up, she takes my wrist and delicately cradles it before brushing her soft lips on my jumping pulse. “How about right here?”

I smile. “I’d love that.”

“Are you sure?

I nod as I tense, waiting for the moment, bracing myself. When her teeth sink into me, I moan. My knot swells, eager to be inside her again. After the bite, I’m captivated by the way she laps at the wound when she’s finished, leaving two cute indentations. A permanent reminder that she accepts me. I’ll never stop looking at it. Even though her bite doesn’t seal our bond, I’m glad that she went first to be sure that this is what she wants.

She holds out her wrist for me. “I want mine to match.”

“Really?”

“I want you, Laz.” She nods. “Exactly as you are.”

“I don’t know if I’m supposed to bite you in a certain way for it to work.”

“Just follow your instincts.” She inches her wrist closer to my mouth. “I trust you.”

Faye was right; my body instinctively knows what to do. I bite down. As my canines pierce her creamy flesh, my knot instantly swells as her calming presence tempers my excited energy, binding us together.

Her perfume blooms. One of the perks of being an alpha is as soon as you come, you need little recovery time. Guiding her back down to the sand, I delicately spread her legs before hovering over her. This is the opposite of my rut-fueled motions. When I enter her again, it’s full of tenderness, promises, and acceptance. Whatever she needs, I’ll be there. When she’s having a bad day, I’ll be there to make her laugh. I’ll forever make stupid fruit animals to make her giggle at the breakfast table. When she’s feeling insecure, I’ll put her at ease. I know my strengths, and I know how I can make her happy.

“I love you, Faye Nightingale,” I murmur, gently rocking into her body as her thighs wrap around me, drawing us closer.

“I love you too.”

When we come this time, it’s not a feral outpouring. It’s a conscious act. As her hips rock in tandem with mine, I sense her want, her desire, her need for me, and I finally know I’ve found what I’ve been searching for. A woman who loves me for me. A woman I’ll thoroughly and unconditionally love, cherish, and do anything for.

When we come down, I hold her in place, not wanting to let her go. Our scents intertwine—her vanilla honeycomb meeting my spicy cinnamon—creating a smell so heavenly, I wish I could bottle it up to wear as cologne.

Even though this wasn’t how I thought we’d bond, it sums up Faye’s and my relationship. A little chaotic at the beginning yet ending up exactly where we were meant to be. Perfectly imperfect.

The sun peeks out from behind a cloud, illuminating her eyes so I can see tiny flecks of amber in them. And I’d thought she couldn’t be any more beautiful.

“I really hope you signed the lease on this house,” I chuckle. “Otherwise, they could probably sue us for what happened during this viewing.”

“We did.” Her laugh jingles through me like a sparkly windchime. “This is our new home.”


FORTY-FIVE
Ren



The breeze licks my cheeks. On the beach house terrace, I can almost forget that we’re in the middle of a busy college campus. Laz’s laughter echoes from inside as he chases Faye around and demands a tickle fight rematch.

It’s been two weeks since Faye bonded with Laz and Cole and a week since we officially moved in. Cole made sure everything went smoothly; he even got a rush order on a giant bed for Faye’s nest. Already, it feels homier than our pack house ever did.

Yesterday, our neighbors (the Princeton Pack) came over for a barbecue. We played a rather heated game of volleyball. Damon and Carmen, one of Amora’s alphas, formed an alliance that helped him get over the grudge he was holding after what happened to Faye at their last party. Faye loved catching up with Amora too. We’re all glad she has a friend so close by. As much as we do our best to educate ourselves and understand what Faye’s going through, none of us knows what the changes feel like for a bonded omega.

Laz enjoyed giving the Princeton’s a tour of the house. He’s done an amazing job. As well as spending time with Faye, he’s used the bonding break from his studies to act as an interior designer. Faye happily handed control over to him, but he involved her in all the decisions—especially for her nest.

I sigh, putting down my book after reading the same line for the third time. Nothing’s going in. I’m teaching a class tomorrow, yet I still haven’t finalized my lesson plan, and I have a stack of essays to give feedback on. I massage my temples. I’ll try again later.

Despite being insanely happy for my pack, I can’t help feeling like I’m the odd one out. They all seem so much more complete since bonding, yet I’m stuck in a strange state of limbo.

Faye has been amazing. She’s quick to reassure me, but we haven’t spent as much time together as I’d like. It was crucial that Cole and Laz spend plenty of time with her after their bonding. Although I’ve been around to help as much as I can to make sure everyone has what they need.

I’ve noticed a big difference in everyone since bonding. Laz is much less flustered in Faye’s company, and while Cole is still as driven as ever, he’s relaxed a little and actually puts his phone down to be fully present for her. Even Damon’s sulky moods have all but disappeared.

Once an omega bonds with a pack leader, the bond is eligible to be legally recognized. Much like a marriage, all bonds must be officially recorded and filed, and Cole has already completed and submitted all of the relevant paperwork. Because of this, Cole’s father inevitably heard the news. After receiving a few hostile voicemails and following through on his threat of freezing Cole’s accounts, Cole blocked his father’s number and seems more at peace. For years, Cole invested his money wisely, so luckily, he doesn’t need access to his father’s cash. On top of that, Laz and I also come from wealthy families. Between the three of us, none of us need to work unless we want to.

“Ren?” I turn my head in the direction of Faye’s voice. Apparently, she escaped Laz’s advances by sneaking out through his bedroom onto the terrace. “Are you out here?”

“Over here.”

Her face lights up as soon as she sees me. “Can I come hide out with you?”

She’s wearing a floaty, peach-colored dress with a floral garland in her hair, looking positively ethereal.

I shuffle over then pat the spot on the swing seat next to me. “Always.”

She scampers over and snuggles up into me, her head nestling underneath my chin. “I’ve missed you.”

“I’ve been right here.”

The sun sets before us, casting majestic patterns that dance across the lake surface.

Neither of us speak. We just breathe each other in, embracing the stillness and the beauty surrounding us until she quickly sits up.

“I’ll be right back, okay?” She squeezes my knee.

I nod, my insecurities creeping in. She probably went in to check on one of her bonded alphas.

“What’s this?” I ask when Faye returns, precariously balancing a tray with various snacks. Below us, I hear the rest of the pack leaving.

“I thought it was about time we spent some quality time together.” She places our snacks on the table at our side. “I asked—well, maybe ordered—everyone else to leave us alone for the night.” She bites her lip. “Is that okay?”

“Okay?” How does she know what I’m thinking? “That sounds amazing.”

She sits down next to me and takes my hand. “Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you now?”

“It’s nothing.”

She arches one eyebrow with a look that says, ‘I don’t believe you.’

“I guess…” I exhale deeply. “I just feel a bit left out.” I shake my head. “It sounds so juvenile when I say it aloud.”

“Ren,” She tenderly strokes along my cheek bone. “We may not have physically bonded yet, but you were the first alpha I really bonded with. You know that, don’t you?”

I meet her loving gaze. The woman who made me feel like I was truly wanted, and for the first time in my life, like a real alpha.

“If it wasn’t for you, I’d never be the Silverwood Pack’s omega. All of this.” She gestures around at our new life. “Is because of you. I don’t need you to bite me to feel like yours. I already am. I think I have been from the moment we met.”

“Have we told you lately how lucky we are to have you?

“All the time.” She laughs as I drape an arm around her and pull her against me. “But I’m the lucky one to have four amazing alphas. There is something else I’ve been thinking about lately. About our bond.”

My heart sinks, going straight to the worst-case scenario. Has she had a change of heart? She wouldn’t be the first omega to reject me. After what she just said, I realize it’s an irrational fear, but I can’t help it.

Faye chews on her nail nervously, crossing and uncrossing her legs.

“You can tell me anything, Faye.”

“I w-was…” She looks down at her lap. “I’d like you to claim me without knotting.”

After hearing Cole, Laz, and Damon’s stories about how they had the best knotting sessions of their lives during their bonds, I’m shocked.

“It’s not because I don’t love your knot!” she adds, pre-empting my worry. “I think you already know I do. Our connection is different. It’s special and deep. I want our bonding to represent that.”

I don’t know what to say. Usually, it’s tradition to bond while knotting because it heightens sexual pleasure. Claiming without it isn’t unheard of, but it’s rare—especially in a consented bonding. However, the more I think about it, the more I like it.

“You hate the idea, don’t you?” she groans. “It’s fine. It was a silly suggestion⁠—”

“No, baby.” I drop a kiss on top of her head. “I love it.”

Her eyes brighten. “Really?”

I pull her onto my lap to face me. My knot wants her badly, but my heart wants her more. “I want to be your alpha, Faye.”

“You already are,” she purrs, the smell of the slick pooling in her panties making me dizzy. She trembles as I brush her hair off her neck. “But I want the world to see it too.”

I kiss the scent glands behind her ear and feel her heart quicken. “Are you ready to be mine forever, beautiful?”

“Yes, alpha.” Her body bends inward, craving our connection. “Please.”

My omega.

I bite her neck, on the opposite side of Damon’s mark, a gasp spilling past her parted lips when I break the skin. We stare into each other’s eyes as our bodies respond. It happens in slow motion. Her pupils dilate wildly, losing myself in her gaze as everything seems to swim before us.

Our first meeting at the greenhouse…

Faye’s heat spike in the library…

The first time I tasted her slick…

How good her mouth felt around my cock for the first time…

The way she stretched to take my knot…

The day she agreed to court our pack…

“You’re mine, Faye,” I murmur. “All mine, baby.”

“Alpha.” She pants like she’s about to come and clutches onto my shoulders like she’s afraid I’ll let her go.

The sensation is similar to the peak of an orgasm, only it descends through my entire body. It’s deeper than sex, like our souls are being stitched together, piece by piece. I feel her softness, her admiration, the way she wants me. Fuck, I can tell exactly how badly she wants me. She’s always told me, but it’s different to feel her desire in my bones.

We’re bound. Forever. Biologically and spiritually linked. This is far better than I ever imagined. This omega has put me back together and made me whole.

“You’re everything, Faye. Everything.”

I cradle her in my arms for a few beats before I realize the front of my shirt is wet.

“Baby.” I look down to find tears running down her cheeks. “What is it?”

“I…” she sobs. “I finally feel complete now.”

One by one, I take my time kissing away her tears, cherishing the sweet saltiness on my lips.

“You are.” I nod in agreement. “You have all of us.”

It feels like all the blood in my body has rushed to my cock as the urge to knot her builds, but I suppress it. We have years for that and plenty of heats to experience together. Right now, I’m here for her heart.

“That was…” Faye pulls back, wiping her eyes. Her tears have dried up, but her eyes still sparkle. “Incredible.”

The sun sets before us, lighting up the sky with pink and orange hues. I grab a nearby blanket as she curls her body up against mine to watch it together.

I never thought I’d find an omega who accepted me, but I have. Before, the future didn’t fill me with much excitement, but now? With Faye by my side and our pack complete, anything seems possible.


FORTY-SIX
Faye



“Ren?” I wake up to find my skin burning, like I’m on fire. “Ren?”

We’re in my new nest. After finding out we bonded, my other alphas agreed to let the two of us sleep in here alone. Bonding hit us hard, so we fell asleep in each other’s arms almost instantly, more at peace than I’ve ever felt. Until now.

It’s like an army of fire ants has crawled into our sheets.

Ren stirs and grins sleepily. “Is it morning already?”

“Something’s wrong.”

Bolting upright, his hand flies out for his glasses next to the bed, knocking Mr. Snuggles onto the floor, which is probably a good thing. The one-eyed bear doesn’t need to see what’s about to happen next. Ren’s now wide awake. I can feel him through our bond, reading me, like he’s deciphering my emotions.

He puts his hand to my forehead. “You’re really hot.”

“I…” I whimper as a stabbing pain in my stomach cuts me off.

“I think you’re in heat, baby.”

“B-but I’m not due yet.” Usually, heats come roughly three months apart.

“An omega’s hormones go into overdrive during bonding,” Ren hypothesizes. “Perhaps completing our pack brought it on early?”

“Ren!” Writhing around, grasping at the soft sheets, my screech brings him out of his trance. I realize my legs are completely soaked, and I’m lying in a puddle. There’s a slick tsunami situation going on. “Help me.”

Ren parts my legs. “It’s okay, baby.” His fingers sweeping up my inner thigh has me panting, Patience long gone, I grab his hand, pulling it to meet my fiery core.

“I need your knot,” I beg. “Now!”

He climbs on top of me, already hard as steel, then thrusts into me in one quick stroke.

“I’ve got you, baby,” he pummels into me, the pain dissipating each time he slams home. “I’ll fuck you with my knot and take your pain away.”

Him talking dirty turns me on even more. My need to be filled consumes me. In the logical part of my brain, I feel like I’m losing part of myself, overcome with a needy, desperate yearning for sex, knots, and my alphas. All at once.

“Please, alpha,” I whine. “Harder.”

He obliges, ramming his hips into mine with enough force to make my entire body judder. His scent deepens, making me dizzy as I claw at his back, chasing relief.

“Knot!” I demand. “Knot me, alpha!”

“What the…?” My nest door opens, and Damon stands in the doorway. “I woke up because something felt off. Oh, fuck. Is she in heat?”

“Alpha.” I turn my head. “Fill me. I need you in my mouth.”

He takes a step toward us then hesitates, looking at Ren for approval.

“Give our omega what she wants, Damon,” Cole orders, following behind him. I guess something in our bond must have woken all my alphas as I hear Laz’s footsteps growing closer. “We all need to get ready. Judging by the smell, we could be in for an intense few days.”

Laz bounds in after them. “Fuck, that’s hot.” He clutches his bedraggled hair. “You’re making her feel so good, man. Can you all feel it too? This bond connection is crazy! I almost feel like Ren’s fucking me.”

The bed dips as Damon joins us, already stripped naked.

“Roll over, omega,” Ren commands. “Let me fuck you from behind while Damon makes you gag on his knot like a good little omega, okay?”

Eager to please them, I comply instantly, rotating while Ren stays inside me. Impatiently, I reach for Damon’s cock. His stormy, warm scent deepens as I take him into my mouth, massaging his balls with one hand while my lips slip over his shaft.

“Your tongue feels so fucking good, Faye,” Damon praises, fingers massaging my head, on his knees before me.

“She likes you telling her how good she is,” Cole comments, watching on. “Our omega is definitely in heat. Look at how well she takes two cocks.”

Ren fucks me harder, every punch of his hips pushing me deeper on Damon’s cock until I gag. Spit drips down my chin to match the slick gushing from my pussy, but even two cocks aren’t enough.

Mouth gliding off Damon with a pop, I whine and take out some of my frustration by furiously pleasuring him with my hand.

I turn to Laz and Cole. “Knots!” I demand. “I want more knots. All the knots!”

“Do you want to take all our knots at once, little omega?” Cole asks.

“Yes!” I huff like a total brat. Isn’t it obvious? I grind against Ren, my pussy pulsing as his knot stretches me, but he doesn’t lock. Not yet. “Now!”

“Do what I say, little omega,” Cole orders. “And we’ll give you all the knots you need. Ren is going to pull out and lie down now.”

Ren does as he asks, and I huff in needy disappointment, my bottom lip quivering as I paw at the sheets. Where’s he going?

“Don’t worry, baby,” Ren soothes as he lies on his back. “You’ll get my knot real soon.”

“Now climb onto your alpha, little omega,” Cole commands.

Damon languidly strokes himself and a tent bulges in Laz’s pants as he frantically paces while they wait.

I mount Ren, eagerly shoving his cock back inside my pussy where it belongs and exhaling in relief before he can escape again.

“So stunning,” Ren groans at the sight of my naked body on top of him.

“Now lean forward,” Cole instructs, watching with hungry, lust-filled eyes. “That’s it. Give Laz a good view of your pretty little asshole.”

“Do you want my knot in your ass, omega?” Laz drags his fingertips over my cheeks, sending chills down my spine.

“Yes,” I mewl. “I want to be full of all my alphas.”

He lathers his hands with the slick coating my thighs then rubs it between my ass cheeks. He spanks me playfully, making me moan before he circles my asshole with his thumb. I pucker under his touch, amazed at how incredible it feels while Ren remains nestled inside me, unmoving.

“Stretch her out really well, Laz,” Cole tells him while Damon threads fingers through my hair. “Even with all this slick and her body being made to take knots, we don’t want to hurt her.”

Hurt me? What hurts more is being kept waiting when I need them.

Laz slowly slides his finger into my ass and fucks me with it. The sensation alongside Ren filling my pussy makes my legs quiver and my vision tunnel. I whimper as an orgasm makes my thighs clench, but it provides little relief, leaving me wanting. That was only the appetizer. I need the main course and dessert right stat.

“Knot me, alphas.” I feel desperate, tears springing to my ears. “I need you. Now!”

“Don’t keep her waiting,” Cole orders, moves around to join Damon on his knees. He must have undressed without me noticing, my eyes widening at the sight of his and Damon’s giant dicks bulging in front of me. I feel like I’m in front of a shelf filled with the world’s tastiest candy.

I greedily lunge for Cole’s cock, pointing the tip of my tongue then slowly dragging it down the length of his long shaft. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Damon’s cock twitch, demanding my attention again. I alternate, sucking one then the other.

“Do you want Laz to fill your tight asshole, little omega?” Cole rasps.

Not releasing his cock, I look up and nod eagerly.

“Lean forward more,” Cole commands, begrudgingly guiding me off his dick before he and Damon move to my side while I bend forward and present my ass to Laz. “Good girl. That’s it.”

“Oh yeah,” Laz purrs. “That ass is gonna be mine alright.”

I shiver with longing as Laz’s cock rubs against me before he slowly edges into my ass. I don’t move, allowing my body to stretch gradually. It feels different from anything I’ve ever experienced, but it’s so fucking good. My joker and my nerd, together inside me.

“How does that feel, Faye?” Cole asks, brushing some hair from my face.

My eyes flutter closed. I can tell Laz’s being cautious and holding back, but I need more. So much more.

“Amazing,” I moan as Ren grasps my hips. “But I can handle more.”

Cole nods in satisfaction, giving Laz a silent look, encouraging him to fuck me harder. Laz’s plunges push me up and down Ren’s cock. I steal a look at my geeky alpha; his eyes half-closed in a state of pure bliss. Seeing him surrender to the pleasure only turns me on further. I can feel both of their shafts rubbing together inside me through the walls of my pussy, creating dizzying, friction-filled decadence. Being able to fit them both inside me is like a crazy magic trick.

I whine, reaching for Damon and Cole’s cocks again. Damon is the closest. “My mouth,” I demand. “Now.”

Cole chuckles. “Our omega is definitely fully in heat.”

I let Laz guide our motions, sucking Damon’s cock to the same rhythm while Cole wraps his veiny hand around his thick shaft to jerk himself off. No fair! I’m a needy omega who needs her pack leader!

“She wants you too, man,” Damon tells him.

I flail, balancing badly with one hand while reaching for Cole with the other as Ren tweaks my nipples from beneath me. His playing with my nipples sends shock waves ripping through me.

A new blast of euphoria races over me as I touch Cole. All of my alphas. At once. My pack. I don’t only feel them physically, I can feel the very threads of our bond, tying us together.

Damon’s burning intensity comes whirring through our connection like a pinwheel firework. Now that we’re bonded, I can feel he wants to let loose and ram his cock down my throat, but he’s holding back in fear of hurting me. I force my throat to relax so I can take his cock farther down.

He grabs my hair and bucks more aggressively, pausing to arch an eyebrow to check that I’m okay. Although he can feel my pleasure through our bond, it’s the first time we’ve been together as a group, so everyone’s emotions are blurring. I sense a wave of hesitation from him, seeking that extra reassurance before continuing. I moan all over his dick to let him know that he doesn’t have to hold back.

I feel Cole next. Our bond is the easiest to detect. It’s strong, like a steady pulse that travels through every tenet of my being. He’s so proud to have a complete pack. I work him with my hand, learning that this is all he’s ever wanted–the Silverwood Pack bound. Let yourself go, alpha, I think. Cole always takes care of everyone else, now it’s his turn. I pump his cock more vigorously, desperate to release all the pent-up desire building inside him, eager to take his knot next, after he allows Ren to have his moment.

Behind me, Laz’s energy is like a constant buzz. He spanks my ass playfully as he thrusts. Not only does that enhance the ecstasy saturating every inch of me, but I also feel his appreciation for my body, his exhilaration, and his gratitude. He’s more insecure than he lets on. Despite his light-hearted approach to life, he wants to make sure I know that he’s all in.

“Honeybee, your ass feels so fucking tight,” Laz groans. “I’ve never felt my knot swell so big.”

His knot is so large that it can’t fit inside me, pulsing against my ass. The way it jitters and twitches almost tickles.

I moan around Damon, hoping to let Laz know that while I can’t take his knot, I’m ready to take everything else he can give. I wiggle my hips, showing how much I love him filling me.

Beneath me, Ren is my steadying force. I’m glad it’s his knot I took first. After battling insecurities for so long, Ren needs to feel like my first choice. Right now, I can tell that he’s starting to believe it. He can feel how turned-on I am by my dirty bookish alpha.

“I’m gonna give you my knot, baby,” Ren’s husky murmur makes slick gush from me in preparation.

He inflates, and I cry out, momentarily detaching myself from Damon to take a deep breath while Ren locks in place.

“Fuck, yes!” I rock my hips as the most intense orgasm I’ve ever had rattles through me, Ren filling me with ropes of hot cum I soak in. Finally, he’s coming home.

Enraptured, I realize it’s not just my pleasure that consumes me. I feel my alphas through our bond, amplifying my climax four times over.

“Holy fuck!” Laz gasps, grasping my ass as his hips shudder, and he finishes inside me.

Cole gently slides his cock out of my grasp to allow me to use both hands for balance. “I’m not going anywhere,” Cole soothes, sensing my panic. “I’m right here.”

He didn’t even have to say the words out loud; I feel his presence, his connection to me. How much he loves what he’s seeing. My mouth seeks Damon’s throbbing cock again, taking him to the back of my throat while my entire body quivers from sheer bliss.

Seconds later, Damon lets loose. He fucks my mouth hard and fast, his hands in my hair. I let him use me, swallowing him down easily, craving his taste. With a grunt, he comes down my throat, and I swallow everything he gives me, wanting to savor it all. With pleasure like this, why would a bonded omega ever leave their nest?

While I’m still pulsing and moaning, Laz slips out of my ass and falls onto the bed, his chest heaving. “That was the best sex of my life,” he murmurs. “Is it possible to get high on slick? Because right now, I’m slick drunk.”

When Damon slides out of my mouth, I lick his tip clean, determined not to waste a single drop. Despite emptying a crazy amount down my throat, he’s already hardening again, letting me know he’s not done with me. Alpha stamina is on another level.

While I’m riddled with orgasm aftershocks, Ren’s knot deflates. Usually, alpha knots stay locked in place for a longer period. But through our bond, he must sense his pack leader’s readiness to claim me.

“Lie back, little omega,” Cole commands as Ren slides out. I do as Cole asks. Despite the mind blowing knotting session, the burning desire in my belly resurfaces, like a fire reigniting from embers.

“Alphas…” I’m already raring to go again. “More knots. I need more⁠—”

“I’ve got you.” Cole silences my pleading by rolling on top of me, pushing my knees farther apart and entering me.

Most packs have a hierarchical structure, and many leaders dictate that they be first to knot their omega during a heat. I love how Cole wanted Ren to go first, but now he’s ready to take his prize.

“You’re so fucking wet.” He scrapes his teeth over his bottom lip as his cock pistons in and out of my throbbing center. “Dripping in slick. Is that all for us?”

“Yes, alpha. So fucking wet for your knot.”

I claw at his shoulders, running my hands down his muscular back, and squeezing his ass. His hulking frame pins me to the mattress, leaving me unable to see anyone or anything else in the room over his broad shoulders.

A full-body tremor grips me when Cole licks along my claim mark, his tongue filled with dirty promises. “Tell me how much you want my knot.”

My thighs shake as my next orgasm blooms deep in my core.

“I don’t want your knot. I fucking need it.” My body tightens from the tension. “My pussy needs you to lock inside me. Please.”

He growls, his knot growing. When my pussy latches onto it, pinning us together, I can finally let go. The relief is immediate and devastating—releasing the pressure my muscles have been holding, like being able to exhale after hours of holding a breath. Cole’s knot grounds me to this world, while everything else floats on by.

Our pack is complete.

All together.

“You better get ready for a long night, brothers,” Cole smirks up at Damon, who is already waiting for his turn again. “We need to keep our omega satisfied.”

I inhale all the scents filling my nest. Cole provides the steadying smell of clean linen, making me feel secure. Ren provides the calming undertones of parchment and lavender, giving me the confidence to trust. Damon’s leather and nicotine brings a subtle dangerous edge that makes me want to seek adventure. Laz’s rich, indulgent sunshine scent turns a normal day into a fun vacation I never want to return from. With all of their comforting smells combining, I've never felt so safe or loved. Finally, we are one.

“My alphas,” I murmur, more to myself than them, suspended in a state of delirium. “I love my alphas.”

Laz chuckles, leaning to kiss my forehead. “We love you too, honeybee.”

“No.” I struggle to sit up. All the oxytocin has made me feel a little tipsy and extra bold. “I mean it. Like, I love-love you.”

“We know you do,” Cole replies fondly. “We can feel it.” He taps his claim mark. “And we love you too.”

Even though our love transcends words—I can feel their love rushing through me, stitching our bond together, sealing it in place—it’s still nice to hear it.

“Here.” Ren holds out a water bottle with a straw, putting it to my lips. “You should drink something.”

“No water,” I grumble, turning my head away. “Just cum.”

Laz snorts. “I’m gonna commit that line to memory.”

“You need to keep your energy up.” Ren nudges the straw to my mouth in encouragement, not taking no for an answer. “And you want us to give you more knots, right?”

I gasp in outrage. “You won’t give me knots?”

“We will, if you drink some of this,” he bribes.

Begrudgingly, I take a sip. Strawberry water.

“How about food?” Laz asks, quickly dashing to the emergency snack stash box and bringing back goodies. “Cookies?”

Suddenly, I feel more alert.

“Where are the granola bars I asked you to bring up?” Cole asks.

“Give me!” I make grabby hands like a hungry beast, snatching the cookies from Laz’s hands then shoving a whole one into my mouth before Cole takes it away to force me to eat something healthy that won’t be half as delicious. “Mmm.”

“Sorry, Cole.” Laz shrugs. “Our omega gets what our omega wants.”

After eating, I snuggle back into Cole’s lap. However, the respite is short-lived as the cramps start tearing at my belly again. Like a wounded cat, I yelp in surprise.

“These waves are coming thick and fast.” Cole frowns at his watch. Is he freaking timing them? “I want to check in with the pack doctor to make sure this is⁠—”

“Don’t leave!” I cling to him, struck down by despair. “Please!”

“I’m not going anywhere, little omega.” He brushes his fingers through my hair. The thought of being parted from any of my alphas right now would be akin to losing a limb. I crave their closeness like I need oxygen. “We’re right here.”

I scan the bed, and my eyes land on Damon’s perfect naked body. I lick my lips at the sight of his knot.

“Fuck, Faye.” I sense his arousal as his eyes zone in on his bite marks on my neck. His thumb brushes against it, making me shudder as if he’d just strummed my clit. “I don’t know if I can control myself.”

“I don’t want control,” I counter. “I want you. All of you.”

I turn to get on all fours, pointing my ass up in invitation, letting him see my slick-filled pussy.

Laz sighs. “How can you say no to that, brother?”

“Fuck me, Damon,” I plead, rolling my nipples between my fingers. “Fill my pussy with your thick knot.”

He growls through gritted teeth, “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

He’s rough, exactly what I need, entering me in one brutal stroke. He grasps my hips, using my body to help him pound into me. However, he’s still holding back.

“More!” I demand. “Harder, Damon!”

The tiny shred of self-control he held onto snaps, like a popping champagne cock. He goes wild, decimating me with punishing pushes. His knot stretches me to my limit, making my pussy ache from how wide it is.

“Yes!” I moan. “More! Harder!”

His massive knot locks into place, getting even larger once it does. My pleasure borders on pain as he ruts into me, losing himself and making me forget my own name. Then I come. Again and again. Like Damon, I’m lost to carnality. I’ve lost all sense of myself, and my omega instincts have fully taken over. The moment seems to last forever, wave after wave of punishing bliss pummeling me as he comes inside me. It’s everything I need.

“This is so fucking hot.” I know it’s Laz speaking, yet his voice sounds far away.

When we’re finally done, I collapse onto my stomach. With my body aching in the best possible way, a deep satisfaction rolls through me.

“You did so well, Faye.” Cole kisses me tenderly. “But you need to try to rest soon, okay?”

“Mmhm,” I murmur as Damon slides out of me, sparking a burst of panic. “Alphas!”

Laz’s fingers find my wrist, grazing our bond mark, reminding me they’re here.

“We’ll be right here when you wake up,” Ren coos as he scoots to lay next to me before pulling me close to his chest. Laz sidles up on my other side to sandwich me between them. “We’re not going anywhere, baby. Not now, not ever.”


FORTY-SEVEN
Laz



“Do you know how to work this thing, Ren?” I jab various buttons on the washing machine. Cole’s usually in charge of laundry, so I didn’t know it was so damn complicated when I offered to help. Thankfully, we bought a zillion sets of sheets from Nora’s, so we don’t have to do it daily. “Aha!” I grin in triumph as the machine whirrs to life. “Take that!”

I head back to the kitchen to join Ren when Damon trudges down the stairs, yawning and stretching.

“How is she doing?” Ren asks between mouthfuls. His glasses are off-center, and his dark hair is even messier than usual. I guess that’s what happens when your omega wants a knot every hour. He’s taking a quick break to replenish calories by guzzling down some instant noodles. We need to keep our energy up.

I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve knotted Faye in the past two days. We’re entering our third day of heat, so we’ve been working like a tag-team around the clock, taking shifts to meet her needs. Time has passed in a blur of eating, knotting, and sleeping—the last one when we can. As intense as it’s been for us, I can’t imagine what Faye’s going through. She’ll be exhausted when she finally comes through it.

According to our pack doctor, the first heat after bonding is the most intense she’ll experience. For future heats, she’ll still have heightened desire, but she should have slightly longer periods of rest and relief between her need for knots.

“She’s sleeping after I finally coaxed her out of the shower,” Damon says. I can smell Faye’s slick lingering on his skin, making it obvious that a shower wasn’t the only thing Faye requested. Lucky fuck. “Cole thinks she’s coming out of it now. She apologized after she dropped lotion all over the bathroom tiles, so she’s acting more like her usual self.”

We’re all getting used to the whole ‘bond’ connection a bit more. It’ll take time to fully master, but we’ve already become more attuned with each other’s moods, including Faye’s. When she first went into heat, I could feel her pain. All I wanted was to take it away. We all did. Then being able to feel how turned-on she was… Shit, if that isn’t the best fucking feeling in the world, then I don’t know what it is.

Knowing how much you get your omega off is hot. When this is over, I’ll buy us all superhero capes emblazoned with KM for ‘Knotting Machines.’ Faye would look pretty cute in a matching Catwoman outfit too.

It’s funny how one tiny omega has turned us into walking—but very fucking happy—zombies. Who knew it was possible to be so exhausted yet so satisfied at the same time? Our girl has a big appetite and has all four of us wrapped around her little finger.

I laugh, thinking about how she’s been lately. For someone who is so sweet by nature, she can be demanding. Her little pout when she doesn’t get a knot exactly when she wants it is freaking adorable. Although we still need her to shake the habit of apologizing. That’ll come with time and encouragement from all of us. I’m planning a Mario Kart tournament next week for us and the Stellas. Sabs is a dark horse when she plays as Bowser, so it won’t be easy.

“She may sleep longer, if you’re there?” Damon suggests to Ren. “Your scent relaxes her the most.”

Ren slurps up a noodle then daintily dabs his mouth with a napkin. “I’ll go right now.”

“Bring her snacks because she’ll be hungry when she wakes up,” I say, throwing everything sweet I can lay my hands on onto a tray: brownies, chocolate bars, hard and soft candies. You name it, we’ve got it. Although I doubt Cole will entrust me to do another grocery shop run after this.

“She’s already energetic enough.” Ren arches an eyebrow. “Are you trying to give her a sugar overdose?”

Faye will thank me. She’s already refused to eat most of the healthy foods Cole tried to tempt her with. The only way we could get her to take a sip of a protein-enhanced shake that promises to enhance an omega’s energy was by me eating her pussy at the same time. Not that I was complaining.

“Fine.” I roll my eyes, throwing a banana on top. “Happy now?”

“She knows if you pack the snacks, she’ll be spoiled,” Ren says, but he’s not really angry. He knows as well as I do that our sugar monster will be happy with my selections.

With his arms laden with goods, he heads up to the nest.

“How’re you doing, big D?” I ask. “Knotting our girl tiring you out more than going to the gym?”

He scoffs as he opens his fridge. “I have plenty of gas left in the tank, thank you very much.” He suddenly straightens his posture. “Feels like she’s up.”

I sense Faye’s arousal instantly and smirk. “Ren’s energy didn’t seem to calm her this time.”

“It feels like she’s going to need all four of us,” Damon chuckles.

“Knots away!“ I take a swig of my coffee as I mentally prepare to embark to the nest. “Our omega needs us!”


FORTY-EIGHT
Faye



Ren checks my temperature for the fourteenth time. “Are you sure you’re up to it?”

I’m officially out of heat. After three full days where I craved nothing but knots and the closeness of my alphas, my brain is functioning normally again.

Nothing could have prepared me for the incredible whirlwind of going through a heat as a bonded pack. The guys were amazing. They kept me fed, clean—no small feat when you’re literally layered in slick all day—and fully satisfied. The days were a blur of knots, slick, and scents, but they got me through it, and the experience brought us closer together.

“I’ll be fine.” I wave away Ren’s concern, busy surveying the table when the doorbell rings. “Do we have everything ready?”

The breakfast feast in front of us includes everything from fruit to sausages to waffles as well as freshly squeezed juice.

“We’re all set,” Cole replies from the stove where he’s cooking a fresh batch of pancakes. As well as spaghetti Bolognese, he’s pretty good at making breakfast foods too.

“Stellas incoming!” Laz sings, skipping to answer the door.

“I’m okay.” I kiss Ren’s cheek, sensing his concern. He worries too much. “I promise, alpha.”

I head toward the door, an excited shriek meeting my ears as Laz welcomes the Stella girls. It’s the first time they’ve been to see the house since we’ve completed our renovations, so I can’t wait to show them around.

“Holy shit,” Sabs gasps, looking around. Dropping her gym bag down, she’s dressed in tiny shorts and a tank top, ready to head to volleyball practice. “This is pack goals right here.”

Kady’s gaze sweeps over the entranceway as she smiles in approval. She’s scraped her hair into a bun and wears a blazer with a Valley Voice lanyard over it. “This is an incredible space.”

“It’s amazing!” Delilah is beaming, her floaty dress dusted in flour, presumably from baking whatever goodies she’s carrying. “I can’t believe you’ve made it so homey already.”

“You have Laz to thank for that,” I say. “He really has an eye for decorating.”

“My older brother isn’t completely useless after all, then,” Sabs jokes, nudging him in the ribs.

He grins cheekily. “I think you’ll find I’ve been extremely useful these past few days. My knot has⁠—”

“I don’t want to hear anything about your heat antics, dude!” Sabs interrupts then turns to me. “How are you feeling now, Faye?”

“Much better. The guys took good care of me.”

“You’re rocking a post-heat glow,” Delilah sighs. “The first heat after bonding is supposed to be on another level.”

Damon leans in the doorway, smirking knowingly. “Oh, it was.”

My cheeks burn. It’s too early in the morning to be talking about our sex life with my friends.

“Are you hungry?” Ren calls from the kitchen, saving me.

“Starving,” Sabs declares, kicking off her sneakers and marching through to make herself at home.

“I made some apple and cinnamon muffins,” Delilah dips her chin to the tray she’s holding. “I’ll set them down.”

“Before I forget, Faye.” Kady hands me a bag. “I thought we already sent over all of your belongings, but I found this underneath your bed.”

My blush deepens. I grab it, trying to hide its contents from the watchful view of my brooding alpha. Unfortunately, nothing gets past Damon.

“What is it?” He swipes it from my grasp and peers inside to see the hoodie he gave me when we first met. I feel his shock through our bond when he realizes, then he grins widely. “Kady found it under your bed, huh?”

I smile meekly. “It might have helped me sleep, okay?”

His love permeates our bond as he bends down to kiss me then whispers huskily, “Now that you have the real thing, you don’t need to sleep with my clothes again.”

I clear my throat, thinking of carrion flower sap to stop me from soaking my panties in front of the girls.

“You two are just the cutest,” Delilah gushes.

“What about me?” Laz puts his hand to his chest like he’s wounded. “I thought I was the cutest alpha?”

“That has to be Ren,” Kady intervenes. “No offense, Laz.”

Laz pouts. “I’m highly offended.”

“Pancakes are getting cold,” Cole calls out.

“Nice apron, Cole,” Delilah teases as we walk into the kitchen.

He looks so cute wearing his red and white polka-dot apron, but he can’t tell whether she’s teasing. “I didn’t want to ruin my shirt,” he mumbles. “Make yourself comfortable.”

Our huge table is large enough to sit ten, yet it’s full of food. Luckily, our patio doors open onto our private beach, where we’ve laid out blankets and deck chairs to sit on.

“You know, I’m going to come here all the time, forever, don’t you?” Sabs hums as she piles her plate and plops herself down on a deck chair, scrunching her toes in the sand. “This makes Stella House look like a dump.”

“Hey!” I object. “Stella House is amazing.”

“It’s not the same without you, Faye.” Delilah’s lower lip juts out as she and Kady sit down. “Although it still has your scent, so we think of you.”

“You’re still obliged to come to Stella girls’ nights, of course.” Kady nails me with an intense gaze. “And you’ll always have a place to stay if you need a break from these alphas.”

Damon’s fork clatters onto his plate, his anxiety rising. I reach out to pat his arm in reassurance, so he knows I’m not going anywhere. Although it’d be amazing to spend some quality, alone time with the girls—which I do plan on doing—I don’t intend on being apart from my alphas overnight.

After everyone has loaded their plates and is settled on the beach, we enjoy the gorgeous view of the lake, and I cozy up between Cole and Damon on a blanket.

“Everything okay?” I ask when Cole’s phone buzzes, making him frown.

“It’s Frank.” He pauses to continue reading. “He requested a vacation.”

The other guys and Sabs gasp in shock.

“Am I missing something?” I question, utterly confused. “Surely, he deserves a vacation. Right?”

“Frank never goes anywhere.” Cole scratches his neck. “This is the first vacation he’s requested in … well, ever.”

“We literally have to force him to take the time off,” Laz explains. “Last time, Cole booked him a two-week golf retreat and basically had to guilt trip him to get him to go. He only went after he learned it was nonrefundable.”

“Did he say where he’s going?” Ren asks.

Cole shakes his head.

“Maybe he feels better leaving now that you’ve found your omega?” Delilah suggests.

“Perhaps,” Cole murmurs, unconvinced. “But it’s really out of character.”

“Frank’s vacation is not quite as exciting as the latest SVU gossip. Did you hear about the most recent pack drama this week?” Sabs changes the subject. “Apparently, one pack was so desperate to find an omega that they tried to rig speed scenting.”

“It’s a good thing I didn’t sign up for the campus’s omega matching service this year, then.” Delilah screws up her face in disgust. “I was considering it.”

I shuffle closer to Delilah, under the ruse of offering her strawberries, while everyone speculates about which pack it could be.

“Any alpha would be lucky to have you, Del.”

She smiles, but it doesn’t meet her eyes. “Not every alpha.”

“Any worthy alpha,” I correct her, sensing her mind wandering to the singer who treated her like trash last year. “Anyone who doesn’t see how amazing you are isn’t worth your time.”

“Thank you, Faye.” She sniffles. “Anyway, enough about my failure of a love life!” She shakes her head to quash her thoughts. “How are you settling into your new beach palace?”

“It’s starting to feel more like home.”

“How is your gram doing?” she asks.

“She’s good. Very happy for us.” I grin at the memory of telling her that I’d finally bonded with every alpha in the pack. Her reaction was incredible. She even sent us a congratulations card, signed by many of our regular customers. “She’s already pestering us to visit, so the guys can help her renovate the shop.”

Although now that I’m thinking about it, I haven’t heard from her in a few days, which is unlike her. Hopefully, she’s okay and Alice isn’t driving her too mad.

“Are my ears burning?” Cole drops down next to me.

“Faye’s just telling me how you’re all going to help fix up Blooming Brew,” Delilah responds.

I can’t wait to take them to Clover Hollow to show them where I grew up.

So much has changed since I came to SVU. I was a small-town girl who was afraid of alphas and worried about whether I’d fit in. Now I have a new family. I have the Stellas—my scent sorority sisters and best friends for life—and my pack. The four men who won my heart and showed me what true alphas are. It hasn’t been an easy journey, but I wouldn’t change it.

I take a moment to look around. Laz and Sabs bicker with Kady acting as a referee, Ren flicks through his notes for a class, Damon fills up his plate for a fourth helping while Delilah and Cole swap tips on the best way to clean a burned saucepan.

Suddenly, Damon’s fists ball and his nostrils flare. When he slams his plate down, a warning ripples through me. Something’s wrong.

“What is it?” I ask him.

Cole tenses by my side. “An alpha’s here.”

“I’ll deal with them.” Damon stands, stalking off.

“Did any of you,” Ren looks at the Stellas, “invite anyone to join us?”

“Don’t look at me!” Delilah holds up her hands. “I’m an alpha-free zone, unfortunately.”

“I don’t know any alphas I’d want to see again after one night,” Sabs replies cheekily. “You know me, I’m a knot and run kinda girl.”

“Come on, Sabs.” Laz frowns. “What have I told you about those heat buddy apps? There could be psycho bite-jackers or taggers on there.”

“I don’t use the shady ones. Besides, an omega has needs, Laz!” Sabs huffs in frustration. “I shouldn’t need to tell you that after you helped Faye through her heat. Not everyone is lucky enough to have found their scent match.”

“I’m being serious, Sabs.” Laz clasps her shoulder. “You have to be safe. If you ever go to meet an alpha you’ve only spoken to online, I want to know about it.”

“Stop worrying.” Sabs waves off his concerns with an eye roll. “I can handle myself.”

“Kady?” Cole prompts.

“I’m far too busy to mess around with any alphas,” Kady scoffs. “They’re a distraction.”

“Why can’t you be more like Kady, Sabs?” Laz exhales loudly. “Focus on your studies.”

Sabs snorts. “Says the guy who almost got kicked out of SVU last year for missing so many deadlines.”

Laz gasps in horror. “How did you find out about that?”

She taps her nose. “I have my sources.”

“You didn’t tell our dads, did you?”

“If I had, you’d have known about it by now.” Sabs’s lips spread into a mischievous smile. “You better stay on my good side, big bro.”

Seconds later, Damon reappears. He’s not alone. The alpha at his side doesn’t look like a student. He’s in his forties, balding, with small, circular sunglasses and an expensive suit.

“Warren?” Kady stands up to greet him, clearly knowing each other. “What’re you doing here? Is something wrong?”

“I have a delivery from Mr. Sinclair.” He clutches an envelope like his life depends on it. “He insisted I deliver it to you by hand. Margie told me where to find you.”

“Consider it done.” Kady takes it from him. “And can you tell my father to just call me next time? He should consider reducing his paper usage.”

Warren bows his head. “As you wish, Ms. Sinclair.”

“I’ll escort you out,” Damon growls, keeping his stare laser-focused on Warren. “This way.”

“Sorry about that,” Kady mutters as Damon and Warren leave. “Typical Dad. I swear, he has people do everything for him.”

“Mine’s the same,” Cole shakes his head. “Thankfully, we’re not on speaking terms right now.” I put my hand over Cole’s. Although I still feel bad about the situation with his father, he assures me that he’s better off without him. “I’d highly recommend it, Kady.”

Sabs cranes her neck to get a better look. “What’s so important that it needed to be hand-delivered anyway?”

Kady shrugs, turning the thick envelope over in her hands before breaking the red wax seal. “Beats me.”

“Oh!” Delilah squeals as she sees the swirling text on the front of the card Kady pulls out. “A wedding invitation!”

“Another one?” Kady groans, wrinkling her nose. “Dad’s already on his fourth wife, and they keep getting younger. I swear, the next one will be our age. My closet is already bursting with bridesmaid dresses…”

Her voice trails off as she reads it.

“Kady?” Delilah asks. “What is it?”

“It’s…” Kady’s face turns ghostly white. “It’s an invitation to my wedding.”

[image: ]


Thank you SO much for reading!

If you enjoyed Faye’s story, I’d love to ask you a tiny favor…

If you can spare a few minutes to leave a review of Bonds and Blooms on Amazon or your reading/social media platform of choice, I’ll be forever grateful and you’ll make me do a happy dance (yes, really!).

Keep reading for more goodies…

***

Would you like to see what happens when Faye takes the Silverwood Pack to Clover Hollow for the first time?

You’ll also learn where Frank has been on his mysterious vacation [image: winking face]

You can sign up to my newsletter to get this exclusive super fun bonus scene along with other sweet treats and updates from the SVU world - HERE.

I’m looking forward to welcoming you to Polly’s Pack!

***

The next book in the Scent Valley Universe will follow Kady Sinclair—the self-proclaimed Ice Queen who swore she’d never bond with a pack.

How far will Kady go to avoid an arranged marriage?

And what happens when she meets a pack that will change everything?

Take a look at Nests and Nuptials HERE.


About the Author


Polly Maple writes sweet omegaverse romance filled with all the fuzzy feels. Her fated mate love stories feature swoon-worthy alphas, characters you'll want to befriend, and a side of fun banter, all wrapped up in knotty heats that feel like coming home.

When Polly isn't dreaming up love stories, she's chasing her feral toddler, pestering her husband to make her chai lattes, and snuggling up under blankets watching reruns of her favorite comfort shows.

She loves connecting with her readers! Join her newsletter to chat all things Scent Valley Universe, grab extra goodies, and get a peek at what’s coming next.

[image: Facebook icon] [image: Instagram icon] [image: TikTok icon]
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