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      After their mission and movie date both went into unexpected directions, Vera and her pack now have a brand new mate, a bunch of kids and more new information about the Hearts than they know what to do with…

      

      The previous night was supposed to be easy: Mathew and Riley would go on a mission, Vera and Jorge would go on a movie date to keep their mind off of things and Caleb was going to get some more work done on their new living room.

      It ended up very differently after Mathew found more than just the seeds they were supposed to steal when he entered the lab and when Vera snuck off to track down a new scent match, she caught people from the Hearts transporting a group of kids.

      

      Vera’s emotions are all over the place. The new scent match, a Beta man called Luca, has been traumatised by the Hearts for years, making it hard for him to be close to Vera, Mathew or Caleb. It’s even worse when all she wants to do is to hide him in her nest until he feels better again and that’s the one place he can’t be.

      So, instead, she focuses on the other things that have to happen: find safe places to live for the kids they rescued, protect Luca’s family and get information out of the three unwilling ‘informants’ they caught last night.

      

      One thing becomes clear very quickly, the Hearts have been close on their heels for a while and they seem ready to jump…

      

      This is the seventh 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, FF and group 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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        You can find an explanation of how this Omegaverse world is set up at the end of the book or on the series page on my website.

      

      

      

      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.

      
        
        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.

      Vera is an Omega, her pack will have a male Omega, two male Alphas, a female Alpha and a male Beta.

      The Omegas are heavily involved with each other and the Alphas but the Alphas are only with the Omegas, not with each other.

      

      All the sex in this story is consensual.

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

      Relationship tropes/content

      
        
          	
        ΑΩ, ΩΩ and ΩΩΑ relationships
      

      	
        MF, MM, FF, MMF, FFM and some group scenes
      

      	
        Large age gap
      

      	
        Sex toys
      

      	
        Heats and ruts
      

      	
        Knotting (by all Alphas, see Omegaverse Primer)
      

      	
        breeding kink
      

      	
        Pregnant Omegas (see Omegaverse Primer) and birth
      

      	
        Sex in unusual places
      

      

      

      Other events that happen

      
        
          	
        Very casual attitudes towards acts of violence
      

      	
        Violence
      

      	
        Kidnapping
      

      	
        Murder/death
      

      

      

      Mentioned but not described

      
        
          	
        (Child) Prostitution and trafficking
      

      	
        Abuse
      

      

      

      Things you will NOT find in this series

      
        
          	
        Bullying between any of the love interests
      

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

      	
        Cheating
      

      	
        Pregnancy related issues (no fear of loss or anything like that)
      

      

      

      

      This is a story about people who don’t live on the ‘right’ side of the law, so… Yeah… That’s the stuff you’ll get.
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      My head and heart are all over the place as I lean in the doorway to the garage, watching Mathew and Riley hug our new scent match, watch them hold him, comfort him. While I’m all the way over here…

      Luca, our Beta scent match, is around the same age as Mathew, Jorge and me, just past his mid-20s. His height is almost exactly in the middle between Mathew and Jorge —who are the same height— and me —the shortest of our pack.

      He’s got soft brown hair, in that shade that’s not dark or light, more of a true medium, that likely gets beautiful highlights in summer. He’s got a slim built, but I don’t know if that’s natural or because of how he’s been treated.

      His caramel pheromones are filled with bitter notes, reflecting the pain he’s been under while the Hearts had him. Reflecting all the shit that they’ve put him through.

      Everything about him makes me want to protect him. Makes me want to protect my precious mate. I want to hold him, keep him close, cherish him.

      But every time he catches a sliver of my pheromones, he has a panic attack.

      I don’t know what has happened exactly, but I have some idea, based on his reaction. Torture, of some kind. Something that has made him fearful of his own scent matches.

      There are few things more evil than torturing someone so much that they can’t be around their fated mates, but that’s why some people do it… Because it’s so effective…

      I swallow hard, trying not to get even more upset. Trying to stay calm.

      Mathew disentangles himself from the other two, coming over to me, his face pale, his skin clammy. Oh, that’s not good. I know what that look means, I’ve seen it plenty of times in the last weeks.

      “Bathroom?” I start walking ahead of him, checking if the downstairs bathroom is available.

      His fingers grip onto the back of my dress as he follows me. Like he’d get lost without me, even though he’s been living here for a decade. But I know it’s more out of comfort than anything else, simply needing to be near me, letting my pheromones soothe him.

      Luckily, the downstairs bathrooms are empty and I hold the braid I put in his hair only a few hours ago, as he retches over the sink. Nothing comes out, though that’s not strange, I don’t think he’s had anything to eat since last night’s dinner.

      After a couple of minutes, he slowly lowers himself to the floor, pulling me down with him, his face slowly regaining colour.

      I sit next to him and he puts his head on my shoulder, wrapping his arms around my waist, pushing his nose closely against my neck. I reach up and slowly undo his braid, rubbing my fingers over the back of his head, massaging him, and he lets out a sound that’s almost like purring.

      For a guy who’s as scary as Mathew, he’s like putty when he’s around his mates. Especially when he curls up with us, when he needs to be held and comforted, have his Omega instincts met. I have no idea how he survived for so long without his mates around all the time.

      Although, that might be why he’s extra needy now.

      Tonight has been quite the night.

      Mathew and Riley went on a mission to ‘retrieve’ —steal— some seeds from a biotechnological research complex and apparently that didn’t entirely go according to plan. Though, what I understood from slivers of conversation from the guys on the teams that went with them, there were very few casualties, fewer than expected, so that was a positive.

      But when Mathew was in the lab, things went a little differently than expected as they found a ‘security guard’ at work when the lab was supposed to be empty. Double strange was that he seemed to be doing experiments when he was wearing a security guard outfit, though one that didn’t fit him, not his own.

      So, they took the seed samples they were there to grab, the ‘security guard’ and all of his stuff, back with them. The fake security guard is currently in a room in the training complex, waiting until we’ve got time to deal with him.

      The two guys that Caleb, Jorge and I took back with us are in the rooms next to his. Each guy in his own room, for security and safety. It’s often hard to anticipate what they might do when they realise that they’re not getting out of there, not alive anyway.

      Jorge and I were supposed to go on a simple movie date, take our minds off the mission that Mathew and Riley were on and get some time alone together. With a pack, it’s hard to get one-on-one time, so this had been a pretty good idea.

      That was, until I caught wind of Luca’s pheromones and —not wanting to leave a new pack member out there in the world, especially not one whose pheromones smelled like they were in big trouble— I started following him.

      I found him, together with three guards, accompanying a group of young kids through dark and dirty alleys, well past the kids’ bed time. That was the second reason I couldn’t let it go.

      It looked wrong and I’m not that good with injustice, at least not when it’s against kids or people I love.

      One thing led to another and everything ended with one of the guards dead, two of them currently in the training complex, waiting for questioning, and the kids getting ready to go to sleep in an upstairs room.

      And, of course, Luca.

      Our beautiful, but broken, Luca.

      Our troubled and traumatised Beta.

      After he told us how the Hearts used threats against his family to keep him in line, Caleb and Jorge —together with Derrick and some others from Mathew’s organisation— immediately went over to Luca’s parents’ house and are now bringing his parents and siblings here. So they’re out of harm’s way and we can protect them, keep them safe.

      I’ve not seen my family in six years, not since Caleb stole me out of the car that was supposed to take me to my wedding to a local pack’s Alpha. But that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t try to protect them at any cost, if they ever were in danger and we could keep them safe. I might not like them, I might not want to talk to them, but that doesn’t mean I want them to be harmed.

      So, I fully understand why the first thing that Luca worried about once he realised the Hearts really had no control over him anymore, was to make sure his family was safe. That he had to be sure that the Hearts couldn’t hurt them either, couldn’t punish them for him getting away.

      Mathew lets out a soft groan, his arms tightening around me as he leans against me more.

      “You should eat something small. It will settle your stomach.” I don’t really want to get up, but staying here isn’t going to make things any better either.

      He slowly shakes his head. “Everyone’s too busy. I can wait until things settle down.” His pulls me into his lap, wrapping himself fully around me. “And as long as I stay here, close to your pheromones, everything will be fine.”

      I let out a soft laugh, turning my head so I can kiss his jaw. “I can get you something. And you really should eat and get some fluids in you. This isn’t just about you, it’s about the baby inside you too. Tonight has been stressful enough, we don’t need to add any more to it.”

      He grumbles, but then his grip on me lessens. “I guess you’re right. And I can’t stay in here for hours either. I’ve got too much to do for that.” He’s about to get up but I hold onto him, making sure he stays seated.

      “Work can wait ten minutes. You need to take care of yourself first. You’re not allowed to leave this room until you’ve had food.” I stand up, running my fingers through his hair, enjoying how soft his long hair feels against my skin. “Unless you want to join me in the kitchen? That’s the only other place you’re allowed to go right now.”

      He looks up at me with that soft smile that makes my insides melt. “I guess I’ll join you in the kitchen, if my stomach allows me to.”

      Well, we won’t know until we try.

      But I have the feeling that the moment I take my eyes off him, he’ll go back to work and he’ll forget the whole ‘resting for a few minutes and get something in his stomach to replenish his energy’ until halfway through the day, at which time, he’ll feel even worse.

      Not on my watch!

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The kitchen is quiet, as expected. It’s too late for any of the other kitchen staff to be here and Eli is upstairs with the kids we rescued from the Hearts.

      I sit Mathew down at the small table on the far end of the kitchen as I put four pieces of bread into the toaster and go through the fridge for some peanut butter. We both need to eat something that’s not going to upset our stomachs but will still give us energy.

      The others should eat too, but I can only do one thing at a time and making sure Mathew and I have food in us is the priority, especially since he’ll get really busy as soon as he steps out of here.

      I’m quite comfortable in the kitchen. I tend to go here for midnight snacks and sometimes help Eli with baking. Eli doesn’t just let anyone into here, not even his own pack is allowed to do more than sit at the table, not allowed to touch anything. But I’ve apparently ‘proved’ myself that I can be trusted in here on my own.

      To be fair, the commercial kitchen is very impressive and with all the different tools, many of them really expensive, I probably wouldn’t just let anyone in here either.

      With the toast and the peanut butter ready, I go back over to the table and put everything between us.

      “Your stomach still doing okay?” I eye Mathew.

      His morning sickness has been getting better lately, but that doesn’t mean that it’s really gone, as what happened just now made clear. It’s simply better than it was a few weeks ago.

      He nods, picking up a piece of toast and starting to nibble on it. He seems to finally relax, his shoulders no longer pulled up so tight, his eyes slowly starting to unfocus, the line between his eyebrows disappearing.

      If I —or anyone else from the pack— doesn’t step in from time to time, Mathew would work himself to exhaustion. And while he might have gotten away with that in the past, it’s not good to keep going like that now, especially not since he’s pregnant.

      We’ve got a lot of things to do tonight, way too much, really, but it’s better to do that on at least some energy from food. Running on adrenaline alone isn’t going to make us last for very long and while that could be doable for a single day, I feel like dealing with everything that happened tonight is going to be a multi-day thing.

      “We’re on our way back.” Jorge’s voice comes over the earpiece. “We’ll be home in about an hour.”

      My heart jumps and I can’t help my smile. Next to me, Mathew is smiling too, his eyes bright.

      At least something went right tonight. It might not have been something we’d planned on doing, but at least something went right.

      Mathew pulls me into his lap, his arm around my waist as he leans his chin on my shoulder. “We’re going to have a full house.”

      “Yep.” I hold a piece of toast in front of him. “So we’re going to need all the energy we can get.”

      He chuckles, taking a bite. “With you around, I don’t think that’s going to be a problem.”

      I kiss his cheek. “With our whole pack together, it’s not going to be a problem.”

      Because being part of a pack means helping each other out, and that’s so much easier than trying everything on your own, even if it means dealing with so many different personalities.

      But I guess that’s all part of it.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way anymore.
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      I’m glad I’m running on more than adrenaline right now, because I won’t have time for sleep —or really time to eat— for the rest of the night and probably all of tomorrow. The hours after we return from a mission are already busy enough normally, but with the night we just had, it’s even worse.

      I’m sitting behind my desk in the renovated office, the monitors in front of me filled with all sorts of programs as I keep an eye on everything from here. Security footage of the house, notes from people about the mission, data from the mission, all sorts of things.

      Vera is sitting in my lap, laptop in front of her, as she’s chatting with Erika.

      Erika and her pack —or, at least, some of her pack members— will be coming this way tomorrow or the day after. They have much more experience with kids who’ve been rescued from the Suits Syndicate and they’ve got a whole network set up to deal with it. From finding a safe place for them to stay while they look for any family members, to finding them a family to take them in long-term if they’re orphans, to getting them new identities, things like that.

      I’ve helped a couple of people get away from the Hearts over the years, but most of them were older teenagers or in their twenties, not young enough to still be going to primary school.

      Letting a couple of people in their late teens stay over and help them get an education so they can learn to stand on their own feet is very different from kids who still have most of their schooling, and most of their growing up, ahead of them.

      And while I’d probably be able to figure something out under normal circumstances, with what I found out during the mission, the situation with Luca and his family and finding out that the Hearts are much closer to us than I’m comfortable with, I don’t have the energy or the people to dedicate to it. Especially not if we know people who are much more knowledgeable about it, and who have systems in place for protecting and taking care of rescued kids that have been running for decades.

      I’d rather rely on Erika’s knowledge and expertise and know for sure that the kids will be in good hands than fumbling through it myself and potentially making a much bigger mess out of it all.

      A notification on my phone lets me know that the guys we captured are now all awake and not very happy, but that they’re all restrained in the training complex and that they don’t seem to have any lasting injuries. Which makes me feel conflicted.

      On the one hand, it feels like these bastards got off too easy if they’re mostly unharmed. But on the other hand, if they’re doing as well as could be expected in these circumstances, then that means we’ll be able to spend a lot more time getting information out of them, which I’m looking forward to.

      Miles knocks on the wall to get our attention as he lingers near the door. Since he’s taken on the role of head of personal security of the pack, he’s gotten a lot more responsibilities and he seems to be taking to them well. Which is good, because relying on Derrick and Timothy all the time isn’t fair on them or their family, and Miles is the first person who impressed them enough that they’re happy to give him more work to do.

      “The kids are settled in, Riley and Luca are with them.” He stands up straight, which he only remembers to do after speaking.

      Vera’s pheromones spike when he mentions Luca, a mix of longing and pain and she holds onto my shirt, her grip tight. I pull her closer against me, trying to let out a soothing rumble. It’s not as good as an Alpha’s, but I’ll try what I can.

      “Thanks for letting me know. We’ve got more guests coming. Could you make sure that a couple of rooms upstairs are ready for when they arrive? Ask Eli which rooms would be good. There should be supplies in the training complex that you can use, grab whatever they’ll need. If you see anyone not doing much, put them to work.”

      Miles gives me a quick smile before he nods. “Will do.” Then he turns around and leaves the office.

      I keep Vera close as a couple of people come in to report on whatever tasks I gave them. Usually, Derrick deals with this, but with him still on his way back here, I’m back in charge myself. It’s been a long time, but after such a chaotic evening, having something like this to ground me feels good.

      When things quiet down for a few moments, I kiss Vera’s shoulder, nuzzling her neck. “What’s going through your mind?”

      She glances up, giving me a sad smile. “Will Luca ever be able to feel safe here? Or would it be a better idea to send him away, keep him out of danger?” She’s quiet for a few moments.

      “Have I put him in even more danger than he was already in?” She shakes her head, her pheromones filling with more pain. “I should have ignored his pheromones. I should have let him be. It’s my fault he’s in danger now. It’s my fault his family is in even more danger.”

      I take her chin, making her look at me. “It’s not your fault what happened to him. It’s not your fault.” My heart hammers in my chest as I try to keep her gaze. “The Hearts are at fault. All of this,” I move my hand around, motioning to our general surroundings, “is their fault.”

      After what Luca told me about how they treated him once they realised he’s one of my scent matches and how they used him to find even more of my scent matches, I’m more convinced than ever that so much of the shit we’ve been through —the last years, but especially the last months— is fully the Hearts’ fault.

      All of it, all their attempts to hurt me, all their attempts to ruin everything around us, is because they were the ones who made a mistake a decade ago and sent me out when I was too close to my heat. They’re trying to hurt me, hurt my pack, over something that was their fault from the start.

      “He’s right.” Luca’s quiet voice is muffled. When we both look up in surprise, he moves awkwardly, rubbing his hands over his arms, avoiding our gazes. He’s wearing a pheromone blocking mask, probably borrowed it from Riley. It helps keep out most of the pheromones, though it doesn’t keep all of them out. The way his bitter caramel scent spikes with each breath, he’s clearly still struggling.

      “It’s not your fault for finding me. I’m really grateful you followed me and rescued us. The Hearts are the ones who’ve been causing all the mess and all the pain. None of it is your fault.” He finally looks up, but his voice is tight and he’s gripping onto his arms hard.

      “Without you, these kids would have had their childhoods cut short. Their lives would have turned into a living hell. But, because of you, they might actually have a chance at a somewhat normal life.” He covers his mouth and nose with a shaking hand. “I’m sorry.” And then he flees from the office.

      Vera jumps from my lap, her eyes wide, her pheromones fluctuating between pain and confusion. “Wait!”

      Luca’s footsteps on the stairs are loud.

      She glances at me, tears in her eyes and I nod in the direction of the door.

      “Go after him. See if you can maybe have a conversation with him on the balcony or somewhere else where there aren’t so many pheromones around.” It’s been clear from the start how much they want to be together, even if it hurts them.

      The Hearts may have tried to traumatise Luca so that he wouldn’t be able to be with his pack, but they clearly underestimated him. They clearly underestimated how headstrong the guy is, even if it means hurting himself. We’re going to have to keep a close eye on him to make sure he doesn’t push himself too far, that he doesn’t accidentally hurt himself in ways that can’t be healed.

      Though, to be honest, that’s a balancing act most people in our pack struggle with.

      Vera leans close, giving me a soft kiss. “You come too?”

      I touch her cheek, shaking my head. “I’ve got work to do and I think it’s more important that you talk to him first.” I’ve already heard more than enough for one night. It’s more important that Luca and Vera get used to each other first now. Explore how close they can get before things break down, so that we can help Luca get better in ways that work for him.

      “Okay. But I’ll be back soon to check on you.”

      “I know. I know that you will.” I kiss her again, longer this time, before I let her go. “See if you can talk to your new mate, get to know each other.”

      Her fingers linger on my chest for long seconds, like she’s thinking something over, but then she nods decisively and gives me a tight smile. “I won’t be long.”

      “If I need you, I’ll know where to find you.” Then I reach up, touching my earpiece. “And I’m always here if you need me.”

      She glances from me to the door and back, and I nudge her with my knee. “Go on. Go find him. His family will arrive soon and things will get a lot more hectic then. Make use of the time you’ve got, while things are still relatively quiet.”

      “Right.” She glances back at me one last time, her hand on the wall next to the door, before leaving the office.

      My chest hurts as I look after her.

      The Hearts may not have fully succeeded breaking Luca, making sure that our pack will be in a lot of pain once he joined us, but that doesn’t mean that we won’t have a long road ahead of us, before everything is settled. And in that time, I’ll have to watch my mates struggle, breaking my heart every minute, until we get there.

      I take a couple of long breaths, trying to release the tension in my shoulders and back, as I look at the screens in front of me.

      Anger keeps rising in me when I don’t make an effort to suppress it.

      With Vera around, it’s easier to control, but now I’m alone, it comes back to the surface.

      I put my hand on my lower belly.

      I’m sorry, baby. Your father is not the composed man in charge of a massive organisation that some people in the pack seem to think I am.

      Right now, I’d give anything in the world to go back to the brothel where I used to ‘work’, where they held Luca, and kill every single person there.

      Rip out the throat of every bastard there, with my teeth, making them suffer as long as possible before they die.

      Letting them know why I’m doing this, letting them know it’s because they hurt my mates, my pack.

      And once I’m done with that, I’ll hunt down every one of their family members and take them out too, take out every person connected to them, take out the roots of the evil they bring into the world.

      I’m sorry, baby. Your father is not a good person.

      I hope that you’ll never have to see this side of me and I especially hope you’ll never have to meet the person I am right now. Someone with only death and destruction on his mind, filled with fury at the vile things some people think they can get away with because nobody stands in their way.

      I want you to live a happy and good life, without knowing about any of this pain.

      But that means I’ll have to take the Hearts down first, so I’ll have to be a bad person for a while longer.

      Just a while longer.

      Just a little while longer.

      Once you’re here, I hope the world will be a little less evil.

      I’ll make sure of that.

      I promise.
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