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      Vera’s life has changed significantly in the last few weeks, she went from being on the run for years to now settling down with her very own pack. Only, that new quiet is still under threat…

      

      After meeting under very unusual circumstances, Vera, Caleb and Mathew had fallen into a comfortable daily rhythm. Only for that rhythm to be broken when Jorge Thornton stepped through the door and set off a range of unexpected reactions.

      The end result being that the two Omegas went into heat in a nest that they had to put together in a rush, and that the four of them bonded and formed a brand new pack.

      

      The pack had been staying home even after the Omegas’ heats ended, too wrapped up in their new bonds to want to go anywhere else. But, at Jorge’s insistence, they go out for dinner since people are starting to wonder what has happened to them, wondering if there might be something wrong. Which is not good for business or their safety.

      So, the four go out to eat at Mathew and Jorge’s favourite restaurant, which turns out to be way fancier than Vera or Caleb have ever been at.

      To make it even worse, things to get complicated when they run into stunningly beautiful female Alpha Riley Faulkner, a friend of Jorge, as she’s waiting for her dinner companions.

      

      It appears that people in the pack are keeping secrets, some with deadly consequences…

      

      This is the third novella following Vera and her mates in the Her Vicious Pack serial, a dark contemporary reverse harem/Why Choose romance set in a sweet Omegaverse world about a criminal found family empire with dreams of ‘expanding the family’.

      This novella may include any of these elements: steamy scenes, ‘I need tissues NOW’ moments, cries of ‘why, oh, why’ and cliffhangers that make you bite your nails (and curse the author).

      This serial has MF, MM and group scenes and will later also include FF scenes.

      This is a dark romance, please check the ‘content guide’ for details about tropes and potential sensitive topics that might be included in this story/serial.
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      As this is a dark romance featuring lots of people who (for various reasons) don’t live on the ‘right’ side of the law, a content guide seemed appropriate especially since this story is a bit outside of what people are used to from me.

      

      If you’re happy to go into this story based on the title, cover and blurb, go ahead, you can totally skip this section. Happy reading!

      

      If you’d like to know if something you love or hate might show up in this series, take a look below, this list might grow as the series continues (in which case, I’ll put those topics in italics).

      Not all of these topics will show up from the very first novella, but I’ve added the ones that I know will be present in the series at some point so you’ll have some idea of what to expect later (for good or bad).

      Relationships and sex:

      This is a reverse harem or Why Choose series where some in the harem also have relationships with each other and not just Vera. Everyone is focused on Vera, but some do have relationships among each other too.

      It will feature MF, MM, FF and group scenes.

      Vera’s harem includes Alphas, Betas and Omegas.

      All the sex in this story is consensual. There are some elements (both within the genre and the story) that might muddle this, but it is always consensual.

      Here are a few things to expect from the relationship throughout the series:

      - large age gap

      - sex toys

      - male Omega in the harem

      - female Alpha in the harem

      - heats and ruts

      - breeding kink

      - pregnancy (both of the male and female variety) and birth

      - sex in unusual places

      Other events that happen on the page:

      - very casual attitudes towards acts of violence

      - violence

      - kidnapping

      - murder/death

      Mentioned but not described:

      - child prostitution

      - abuse

      Things you will NOT find in this story:

      - bullying between any of the love interests

      - on-page sexual assault (mentions of past events will not be descriptive)

      - cheating

      

      This is a story about people who don’t live on the ‘right’ side of the law, so… Yeah…
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      This series takes place in a contemporary Omegaverse setting, which is also sometimes called a non-shifter Omegaverse setting, as it takes certain elements from paranormal shifter romances, but takes out the shapeshifting bits. Every author has their own take on the concept, and even that might change between different series from the same author.

      Hence, this primer, which only applies to this specific series/world.

      Alphas/Betas/Omegas, what and how and all of that…

      Every person in this world has two genders, their primary gender (male/female), which they’re assigned at birth, and their secondary gender(Alpha/Beta/Omega), which only starts to appear during puberty. Sometimes, a person’s secondary gender can be guessed based on certain traits when they’re younger, but it only really shows once they hit puberty.

      Blood tests are often used to confirm the second gender.

      

      The following descriptions are generalisations and not applicable to each individual, but they’re a useful place to start from.

      Alphas

      Alphas tend to be taller, broader and more muscular than their Beta and Omega counterparts. They also can have a bit of a nasty temper and don’t always react well to being told what to do. They’re also very protective, of their own family and even random strangers at times.

      You often find Alphas at the head of companies or in government but also in places where their protectiveness is an asset, like bodyguards, the army and other things like that.

      All Alphas can impregnate female Betas and male and female Omegas and can go into rut when their Omega is in heat.

      Male Alphas are well-endowed and when their Omega is in heat, they can form a knot at the base of their cock.

      Female Alphas are also able to grow a knot when their Omega is in heat, though, in all other sexual situations they simply have a slightly enlarged clit.

      Betas

      Betas are the most similar to ‘normal’ humans. They’re of average size, tend to have a more even temper and don’t usually act out too much.

      You often find Betas in manager roles, general work force (in things like office jobs) and places where their even temper is an asset.

      Male Betas don’t get a knot and also don’t go into rut, not even when their Omega is in heat, but are able to impregnate female Betas and male and female Omegas.

      Female Betas don’t go into heat, and can be impregnated by male and female Alphas and male Betas.

      Omegas

      Omegas are usually smaller and more delicate than Alphas and Betas. Their temper tends to be even but if they or their loved ones are put in danger, they might be more dangerous than some Alphas. Because of their body size, they’re often seen as weaker or more frail, but I would argue that being able to carry and birth a child makes them pretty dang strong.

      When Omegas work (which isn’t accepted in all corners of society), you’ll often find them in carer roles like teachers and in the medical field, though they also regularly make up the bulk of staff in jobs that are easy to combine with child care.

      All Omegas can get pregnant from male and female Alphas and male Betas, will experience heats and create ‘slick’ when they’re turned on, so penetration is easier.

      Male Omegas grow a womb during their puberty and their semen doesn’t contain any sperm, which means they can’t impregnate anyone.

      Female Omegas tend to be curvier than female Betas and male Omegas.

      Pheromones

      Everyone in this world creates pheromones, which are personal scent marks. Alphas and Omegas tend to have stronger pheromones and also react stronger to them, while Betas have weaker and more neutral pheromones.

      When someone’s pheromones spike, especially unexpected or at high levels, it’s called perfuming, which can be awkward or uncomfortable.

      Openly smelling someone’s pheromones, especially when you do it from well within their personal space and the other person isn’t someone you know well, is seen as very rude (and it’s still rude even if you do know them well).

      Scent match/fated mate

      A scent match is when someone’s pheromones are so attractive that you can’t walk away from them, finding your scent match is also referred to as finding your fated mate. This is the person that you ‘belong’ with.

      A scent match isn’t required for a relationship but is often seen as desirable.

      Pair bonding/pack bonding

      Some people in this world live as pairs (two people or in rare cases three people) or in packs (which can range from four to eight or more people). Most people tend to stay with the type of family dynamic that they’ve grown up with, as that’s what they know, but they don’t have to. A pack can be made up of any combination of Alphas, Betas and Omegas.

      If someone becomes part of a bond type that doesn’t match well with them, they tend to suffer mental and physical distress. An Omega who’s best suited for a pack bond but is in a pair bond might struggle to calm down during a heat because there aren’t enough bonds for them, while an Omega who’s more suited for a pair bond but is in a pack bond will often push their body past their limits to accommodate the extra bonds.

      Scent matches or fated mates are more important for pack bonds as clashing scents often leads to infighting among Alphas, which can have deadly results.

      Heat/rut/knots

      Omegas can go into heat, which means that their bodies are primed to be impregnated. This can last multiple days and during that time their pheromones are unstable and they usually won’t want to leave their nest.

      Alphas can go into rut, a state where their only focus is on impregnating their Omega (though, anyone will do in a pinch if they’re desperate). Most of the time, an Alpha’s rut is triggered by their Omega’s heat, but they can happen randomly, especially during their teens or if they’ve been away from their Omega for too long. While an Alpha is in a rut, they can knot someone, which locks them together and will increase the chances of a pregnancy.

      Outside of a heat, the chance of an Omega becoming pregnant is negligible and if an Alpha doesn’t knot an Omega their chances of impregnating them are similar to a Betas.

      Suppressants

      There are various suppressants on the market that help people hide their second gender (by changing the intensity and type of scent they have) and, for Alphas and Omegas, that help them suppress their heats or ruts. Depending on the severity of the suppressant, these might have negative side effects, ranging from a stuffy nose or slight discomfort to permanently altered heat or rut cycles or a total lack or overwhelming severity of pheromones.
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      The door to my office slowly opens, letting in light from the hallway, illuminating the crumpled carpet in the middle of the room.

      With everything going on these last few weeks, I’ve still not gotten around to getting it replaced. I really should do it soon. I can’t really have clients over if it looks this messy, it’s not professional.

      Not that I’ve had any meetings in here since the night Vera and Caleb arrived, things have been a bit too hectic for that. First, I didn’t want anyone around while I was getting to know them, then Vera and I went into heat and then we found out that the organisation that used to own me had gotten much closer to me than I thought.

      So, for the last couple of days, we’ve been pretty much locked in here while we’re redoing the security.

      The office door closes again, the room returning to darkness, as footsteps softly come towards me. Caleb’s deep forest scent spreads through the room, easing my nerves. He’s in his boxer briefs and a t-shirt, he didn’t even bother to grab a robe to come look for me.

      “Why are you sitting here in the dark?” His voice is quiet as he makes his way over to the desk. He stops behind me and puts his hands on my shoulders, softly kneading, massaging the tension from my muscles. “What’s on your mind?”

      I lean my head back, against his chest, looking up at his worn face in the gloom, not sure what to answer him. I don’t want to make him frown or worry, I want him to be happy and smile at me. I want him to be able to finally relax, and what I’m working on won’t do that.

      He meets my gaze, sliding one of his hands up to softly run his calloused fingers over my cheek. “Can’t sleep?”

      I shake my head, reaching up and taking his hand from my cheek, realising it’s his left hand, the one with the scar. “I keep wondering, how did this happen?” I rub my fingers over where his pinkie is supposed to be.

      He snorts, grinning, as he pulls his hand back, going over to the couch and sitting down. “Nothing fancy. I was working on the engine of an old car and got my hand caught. I was lucky I only lost my pinkie and not the rest of my fingers too.” He rubs over the area with his other hand.

      “All of it? The whole side of your hand just gone?” I follow him to the couch, sitting next to him, leaning against him, craving to be near him now he’s here. “I’m surprised the scar’s not bigger.”

      “I didn’t lose all of the side, just a good chunk.” He holds up his hand before he slides his arm around my shoulders and pulls me against him more. “They removed the last bits of the bone in the hospital. No use keeping them in and potentially bringing me trouble later.”

      “Did it happen before or after you met Vera?”

      “After. She was really upset when she found out. I’ve rarely seen her so angry as when she was cursing me out that day. She was furious that I’d been so careless as to put my hand into a running engine.” His voice is soft, his pheromones warm and soothing, loving.

      “I can imagine it.” I smile, pulling my legs onto the couch and leaning against him more. “She must have been quite the sight.”

      “You won’t have to imagine it for long. I’m sure it’ll happen to you plenty of times.” He laughs, moving slightly so it’s easier for me to lean against his chest. “If she’s angry, you’ll know it. She will not keep quiet.”

      I let out a soft laugh, not able to suppress my smile. “Oh, I believe you.” Vera doesn’t really hide her emotions, either because she doesn’t want to or because it’s not something she’s very good at. It’s what makes her so much fun.

      She might have been upset with me a couple of times in the last weeks, but I’m sure I’ve not seen her angry-angry yet. And while I wish I could avoid it, I also know that I’m too much of a risk-taker to not take a couple of risks that work out poorly, which will definitely anger her in the future.

      My eyes slowly slide shut, my body warm and comfortable, and I notice the soft rumble in Caleb’s chest. It’s the same rumble he always makes when Vera’s sleeping against him.

      “You’re trying to make me fall asleep.” My accusation gets lost in a deep yawn.

      “Is it working?” He rubs his hand over my arm, the motion soothing, like he’s rubbing the stress out of me. It feels good, really good, but this isn’t the right time.

      “For a moment, yes.” I sit up straight, blinking fast, trying to clear my head. “But I can’t fall asleep. Not yet.”

      “Why not? You need sleep. You can’t keep skipping sleep, it’s important.”

      “I know.” I eye him, really wishing I could just fall asleep against him, but I’ve got other things to do first.

      I stand up, going back over to my desk, and move the mouse so the screen wakes up. Even though the brightness is on the lowest setting, I still blink against the light.

      “What are you working on?” Caleb follows me, pulling one of the other chairs along with him, and sits next to me, apparently not going to sleep either.

      Well, I guess there’s no harm in telling him. Since I’ve not been able to make much sense of it on my own.

      “Jorge found these transactions between someone from the Hearts and the three from Hubert Russell’s pack. It’s how he initially found out they were connected. These are all from before you came here. I’m trying to figure out what the transactions are for. As far as I know, nobody in Russell’s pack has a business that moves these kinds of numbers.” I show him the breakdowns and the dates. “Do they make sense to you?”

      Caleb looks at the numbers, slowly shaking his head. “Do you know what the money is being used for?”

      “Normal stuff, groceries and things like that. There are no unusual expenses, they’re mostly just leaving it in their accounts. It’s like everyone’s pretending it’s not even there.” Which is confusing.

      There aren’t even any small expenses that could be gifts, either for themselves or others, or anything like that, just business as usual. Mortgages, groceries, bills, boring normal stuff.

      It would almost be too normal, but we’ve got numbers going back years and it’s all the same. This pack doesn’t seem to do gifts much, and doesn’t seem to splurge on much at all. It’s all very confusing.

      At the same time, it’s a constructed pack, so keeping things as consistent as possible is very important to keeping the peace.

      Caleb’s voice is calm, but his pheromones shortly spike in anger. “You’ve checked all the usual reasons why the Hearts might give people this much money?”

      I nod. “Hearts don’t buy their victims, they just take them. There are enough kids living at the edge of society that won’t be missed. They don’t need to take them from places where people will notice when they’re gone.”

      “Finder’s fee?” The angry growl in his voice is unmistakable and I put my hand on his knee. I know how he hates the ‘business’ that the Hearts are involved in. And every time it’s brought up, he gets furious about it.

      Before he met Vera, he helped out kids who were rescued from organisations like that, so he knows what they go through. Which makes his anger very understandable.

      “The others from the Suits Syndicate might do that, but the Hearts don’t.” It’s possibly their only redeeming quality, though definitely offset by their lack of concern about the age of their victims. “You’re more likely to end up dead if you try to pull that off than to get paid.”

      “Could they be paying for housing? Storage locations? Transport?” He takes my hand and entwines our fingers, rubbing his thumb over the top of my hand. It’s like he doesn’t even notice he’s doing it, but it seems to calm us both down.

      “Not as far as I can see in the pack’s other records. It’s all accounted for, both going back years and years and since you’ve gotten here.” I pull up a shoulder, trying to look disinterested. “The only thing out of the ordinary was a pretty fancy funeral a few weeks ago, but nothing else.”

      He shows me a slight smile, satisfaction clear in his pheromones before he suppresses them again. “Well, that might have been out of the ordinary, but wasn’t unexpected.”

      “Very true.” I scroll through a different list, this one with all the ‘normal’ transactions.

      Caleb lets out a long breath. “No other connections between the Hearts and Russell’s pack? Might they be working for a lesser known sub-organisation? Maybe from one of the other Suits?”

      “Not as far as we can see. It could be possible, but it’s not very likely. They don’t do business with many companies outside of the Hearts’ area and nothing that stands out.”

      His anger flares, his body tensing. “Could the money be for selling you out?”

      I shake my head. “I had considered that, but it doesn’t make sense. They got the money before the last three attempts that they made to get you two back. Why accept the money and then hire three different groups before hiring me? And they didn’t need the money for any of it, they already had enough money to pay them or me.”

      “Why do you feel that doesn’t make sense?” He lets go of my hand, balling his into fists as his pheromones are filled with anger and disgust. “To me, it makes all the sense in the world. The money they got might have simply been a nice bonus for some other thing they got out of the deal.”

      He stands up, stalking over to the window as he stares outside. “To be able to hire you, they have to have connections with certain other people first, correct?”

      “Correct. Russell had connections with multiple of them.” I watch as Caleb opens his mouth so I quickly continue. “He already had those connections before the three got the money. Even more confusing, he had those connections more than a year ago. So he could have hired me much earlier, but never did.”

      I stand up. “The Hearts know where I am. They know who I am. Why would they pay some random guys to hire me? Actually, why would they pay some random guys to make them make their pack leader hire me?”

      Caleb’s eyes go wide and he suddenly looks really focused as his eyes land on me. “Why didn’t anyone know that the three of them were part of Russell’s pack? Why didn’t Jorge find that out the first time?”

      He lets out a frustrated growl. “According to what Derrick showed me, they were listed as three Alphas ready to form their own pack. But they’d been part of Russell’s pack for years when I met Vera. From what I understand, they were the ones pushing him to marry her. So, why wasn’t that in the information?”

      It’s like I’m dunked into a frozen lake as my breath stops a moment and chills go through my body. “Fuckers. They’re messing with Jorge’s sources, that’s why he didn’t make the connection the first time. This goes much deeper than we thought.”

      “Not just that.” Caleb’s voice is a dangerous calm, though his pheromones aren’t. “They either suspected or already knew that you would recognise them, so they made sure to not come here. This was planned long ago. Well before you were hired.”

      “Fuck.” I shake my head, trying to calm my body down.

      What the fuck are the Hearts doing?

      Why put Hubert Russell in a position where they knew that his horrible personality would rub me the wrong way and could get him killed?

      What’s in it for them?

      And why now?

      Why are they doing this right now?
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      I stare at the screen of my laptop, trying to come up with something to do, but failing. The others are all in Mathew’s office, trying to piece together what the Hearts might or might not have been doing. I was in there with them until about five minutes ago but couldn’t deal with the stress anymore.

      They kept going between silently trying to find more evidence and then loudly —more like yellingly— discussing it with each other, arguing what was and wasn’t part of it.

      At some point, it all got too much for me.

      I hate yelling, I hate all of it. So, instead, I decided to go to the library and maybe do something for myself, like taking another look at all the online courses I could be taking. There are so many things I can choose from. Something practical like the basics of running a business or maybe I could study creative writing or something else to do with the arts.

      But with my head so filled with stress and worry, I can’t bring up the excitement to make these types of choices. Everything just feels very ‘bleh’ right now.

      I’ve been on the verge of tears for the last two hours and didn’t want to break down in front of the others. I didn’t want to add that to everything else they were dealing with. I’m not even upset, I’m mostly really tired, and stress makes me cry.

      “Hello.” A quiet voice reaches me from the door and when I look up, a young girl with long light brown hair and blue eyes is nervously staring at me.

      “Hello.” I try to keep my voice light. No use scaring the girl with my bad mood.

      “Do you know where my dads are?” She glances behind her down the hallway and slips into the library, her eyes darting around before settling on me. She’s wearing a light blue shirt with dinosaurs on the front and her jeans have dinosaur patches on the knees.

      I’m pretty sure I know who this girl is. From the stories I’ve heard of Derrick and Timothy’s kids, this must be Lily, their eldest.

      Timothy told me that the kids usually don’t come into the main house, since their Omega, Eli, doesn’t want the kids to see what their parents do for a living and things can get a little violent around here at times. Because of that, I’ve not actually met any of them, since I’ve not been out to their house yet, even though it’s on the other side of the kitchen.

      “I think they’re still in Mathew’s office. Do you want me to get them?” I’m about to stand up when she quickly shakes her head, looking bummed.

      “It’s okay. If they’re in Uncle Mathew’s office, it means they’re working. I shouldn’t disturb them when they’re working.” She glances down and I notice the tablet she’s holding in her hands.

      “Is it something I can help with?” I hate it when kids look sad. It always makes me feel like crap and I can’t help but want to solve whatever is making them sad.

      “How much do you know about prehistoric animals?” She takes a few more steps into the library, looking slightly more hopeful.

      “Not much, I’m afraid. But I do like learning about them. I think they’re very cool.” Anything that a kid gets excited about tends to be fun when you let them ramble. And you often learn something new to boot.

      “I have to do a presentation at school about my favourite animal. I chose the a-nu-ro-gna-thus.” She speaks each syllable slowly and carefully. “It’s a type of pterosaur.”

      “Pterosaurs are the flying dinosaurs, right?” I do remember some of what I learned as a kid, and with lots of siblings, you tend to learn about some things over and over again. But it’s been a long time since I last learned about dinosaurs.

      “No. That’s what a lot of people think. But pterosaurs aren’t actually dinosaurs.” She grins as she slides into the chair on the other side of the table.

      “They split off from the group of animals that would become dinosaurs before they became dinosaurs. But they did live at the same time.” She puts the tablet on the table, flashing me a toothy grin, showing off that one of her top front adult teeth is coming in. “I’m Lily.”

      “I’m Vera.”

      “I know. You’re Uncle Mathew’s Omega, it’s why he’s been so busy lately.” She doesn’t say it with anger or negativity, but like she’s stating a fact. “You’re very pretty. It makes sense that Uncle Mathew would like you.” She taps on the tablet and then climbs on the table, sitting next to it so we can both see the screen.

      I quickly close my laptop and put it aside, giving Lily all my attention. I already like this girl, she’s expressive and not afraid to say what she’s thinking.

      “At school, this will be up on the big screen, not my tablet. But we don’t have a big screen here.” Her small fingers move over the tablet at a high speed and a presentation pops up, showing the image of a small flying creature and the word ‘Anurognathus’ under it.

      “These are the a-nu-ro-gna-thus.” She keeps breaking the word up, like it’s the only way she can remember the name. “It’s a small pterosaur that lived during the late Jurassic. They’re really cute.”

      She shows me another picture, one where it’s flying with its mouth open to catch what looks like a butterfly.

      “Their bodies are really small, but if you measure from the end of one wing to the end of the other, that will be more than five times as long as their body.” Her eyes go wide. “And they’re fluffy. They have a sort of early type of feathers all over them. I think they would be really fun to cuddle, if they lived now.”

      She flips to another picture. “Oh, and do you know what their name means?” She beams at me, clearly very excited to have found an adult to share her interests with.

      “I don’t know. What does it mean?”

      “You have to guess!” She grins wide.

      “Does it have to do with that they fly?” I have no frame of reference for what anurognathus could mean.

      “Nope.” She moves to another picture. “It means frog mouth. Because they have such big mouths.” She pulls her cheek to the side with her empty hand, like she’s showing off how big their mouths are.

      “That’s very cool.” I can definitely see why someone would name it for it’s very large mouth. It does indeed remind me of a frog, just a lot more hairy.

      “I know, right?!” She slides closer to me, so I can see her tablet even better. “They did research and found that they eat insects by flying around with their mouth open.” She opens her mouth wide, moving her head like she’s trying to catch imaginary insects. “It must be hard to see where they’re going when they do that, though.” She frowns slightly, thinking.

      “Are there other prehistoric animals that you love?”

      “So many! But I had to choose one for the presentation, I couldn’t do more than one. I wanted to do hal-lu-ci-ge-nia, which is from even longer ago, but Daddy Eli thought that could be too confusing…”

      The laughter bubbling up inside me feels good. Lily is fun and bright and she seems very excited about her upcoming presentation.

      “There you are!” Eli is standing in the doorway, drying his hands on a towel. “I was wondering where you were sneaking off to.”

      Lily’s face falls and she takes her tablet, climbing off the table. “I wanted Dad Derrick or Dad Tim to look at my presentation. I didn’t mean to bother Aunty Vera.”

      I quickly glance at Eli. “She was no bother. I liked learning about anu⁠—”

      “A-nu-ro-gna-thus.” Lily helps out.

      “Those small pterosaurs, yes.” I grin, and Lily beams that I remembered they’re pterosaurs and not dinosaurs. Then I look back at Eli. “I don’t mind keeping an eye on her for a while longer, if you’re busy.”

      Eli smiles softly. “While I appreciate it, and I might take you up on it in the future, I’m actually here to tell you that lunch is ready. It’s waiting for you in Mathew’s office.” He holds out his hand to Lily. “And our lunch is waiting in the family kitchen.”

      Lily waves at me as she follows Eli. “Bye, Aunty Vera.”

      “Bye, Lily. And good luck with your presentation.”

      She nods excitedly as the two disappear into the hallway.

      Lunch, right. That’s probably a good idea.

      I stand up, stretching, as I take a deep breath. I kind of don’t want to go back to the office if everything is still doom and gloom in there.

      As I look up, I find Caleb leaning against the doorway, his eyes on me warm and filled with joy. “I heard you were hanging out with the resident dinosaur expert.” He reaches for me and I step into his arms, nuzzling his chest.

      “Prehistoric animals expert, and yes, I did. It’s like listening to a small and excitable version of Timothy. She’s very polite, if she remembers to be.” I take in his deep woodsy scent, liking this moment of calm with him. “How is the mood in the office?”

      He lets out a low laugh as he wraps his arms around me. “I’m sure it will be better once you’re there. We’re just going in circles at this point and the other two are butting heads.” He sighs deep. “I’m tempted to lock them in the nest so they can fuck it out, or fight it out, whatever they prefer.”

      That almost sounds better than when I left, but I’m not entirely sure.

      “Hey, don’t worry too much.” Caleb’s voice is soft as he kisses the top of my head. “We’ll figure it out. And they’ll figure things out too. Part of it is just the stress we’re all dealing with right now.”

      Well, yes. That, we’ve got enough around here.

      Caleb puts his hand under my knees and lifts me up bridal style. “Let’s get some lunch into you. If you’re going to grow a little person inside you, you’re going to need all the energy you can get.”

      I lean against him, smiling. “I’m pretty sure that that’s not going to be a problem. Eli has been making us very nutritious meals, so I’m sure that energy won’t be a problem.”

      Rest and stress on the other hand… That might be tricky.
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