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      A scent-matched but unbonded Omega-Beta pair. A Heat Seekers match with her older brother’s Alpha best friend. And a litter of newborn kittens.

      

      Nick

      My niece complained that I’m too old to still be single, so she signed me up for the Heat Seekers app. Where I matched with a pair, Fenna, my best friend’s younger sister, and Britt, her girlfriend (though they insist they’re ‘simply friends’). Seeing them for the first time in two decades and literally falling on my ass when I catch a whiff of Fenna’s scent, wasn’t how I expected to find my scent matches.

      Is this what meeting your fated mates is like? Is it always this intense?

      

      Britt

      My heart breaks watching my childhood best friend and scent-matched Omega lose her spark of joy every time she locks herself in her nest when her bond disorder acts up. Mating with her scent matches is supposed to help, but she refuses.

      She was traumatised after watching her Omega aunt forced to break the bond with her Beta girlfriend by some Alphahole, and now she won’t bond with me until we’ve found everyone in our pack.

      When Nick turns out to be our other mate, things were supposed to get easier. So why is everything unravelling at an even higher speed?

      

      Fenna

      Unlike what the doctor promised, my bond disorder is acting up more than before since finding Nick. So, I set a limit. We’re going to take things slow, starting by building a close friendship.

      That plan goes out the window the moment Nick appears in the middle of our hallway, a bag with his clothes and a cat carrier at his feet, ready to move in with us so we can co-parent a litter of newborn kittens.

      I don’t think midnight feedings and broken sleep are ‘keeping things casual’, right?

      

      Knot Simply Friends is part of the Heat Seekers Omegaverse, a shared world series featuring an amazing group of Omegaverse authors all centered around an app that Omegas use to find partners for their heats. All books can be read as standalones, but you'll find lots of character crossovers in the series.

      

      What to expect:

      MFF/AOB Omegaverse

      MF and FF (Nick and Britt are only interested in Fenna, not each other)

      Characters in their mid/late-30s

      Tall and curvy Omega

      Lovely and way too patient Beta

      Himbo Alpha who’s a full-time nanny and part-time petting zoo volunteer (of the cute animal variety, get your mind out of the gutter)

      Scents, heats, knotting, all the good stuff!

      And more!

      

      
        
        Get updates about Layla Heart’s books by signing up to the Easily Distracted Media Newsletter:
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      Not a long list for content, but I do want to list some of them, mostly to give better expectations of what you’ll get in this book.

      

      
        
        Feel free to skip this page if you want to go in unspoiled.

      

      

      

      Before anything else:

      This story contains NO bullying, SA or cheating and NO cliffhanger!

      

      Relationship:

      This is an MFF/AOB story, meaning that Nick (male Alpha) and Britt (female Beta) are only with Fenna (female Omega) and not with each other. This story has MF, FF and MFF scenes.

      Fenna and Nick are both bi/pan and not too picky about designations or genders, while Britt is almost exclusively into female Omegas. This story has many queer and LGBTQIA+ elements, some of which mirror real-world experiences. I’m a queer author writing queer stories, this is what’s most natural for me to write.

      

      Trauma and sensitive topics:

      - No animal drama or trauma, no animal death. While there’s some complications that bring the cats into the care of Fenna, Britt and Nick, it’s not high danger and everything works out well.

      - No pregnancy. Which is unusual for my Omegaverse stories, so I wanted to mention it ahead of time. We do meet a (human) baby later in the story, but there’s no pregnancy for any of our main characters within the story or the epilogue. There’s some talk about potentially things happening in the future (not detailed), but none of it happens within Knot Simply Friends.
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      This book takes place in a contemporary Omegaverse setting, or non-shifter Omegaverse setting, a multi-author shared world called ‘Heat Seekers’.

      Since Omegaverse settings can differ between authors (and even different series from the same author), I created this primer to quickly run down the specifics of this world.

      This primer only applies to the Heat Seekers books, not to any of my other series or other series from authors who’ve also written for the Heat Seekers 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 starts to appear after puberty between the ages of eighteen to twenty-one.

      In rare cases, people can have a second presentation for their secondary gender, which is different from what they initially presented as.

      ALPHAS

      Alphas tend to be taller and stronger (and more hot-tempered) than their Beta and Omega counterparts.

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

      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.

      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.

      PREGNANCY

      The Heat Seekers world follows ‘our world’ rules when it comes to pregnancy. Men (Alpha, Beta or Omega) can impregnate women (Alpha, Beta or Omega).

      The Heat Seekers world does not have male-pregnancy (mpreg) or female Alphas who impregnate people.

      SCENTS

      Every person has their own individual scent and it’s how scent matches (fated mates) find each other. Alphas and Omegas can smell the scent of everyone, while Betas can only smell the scents of their scent matches.

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

      BONDS

      When a pair or pack finds each other, they can bond with each other through a bite (often at the neck or shoulders). Once this has happened, they become bonded and can feel each other’s emotions through the bond.
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      “His mum was sitting at the table behind us!” I nearly stumble over the doorstep to our apartment as I turn around to Britt, still trying to make sense of the evening we just had. “His mum! He’s forty-two! And his mum… What?!”

      What was supposed to be a fun low-key date; dinner and a movie, was cut very short when the Alpha opposite us revealed that his mum had been sitting at the table behind us the whole time, listening to our conversation, and was going to join us for dessert.

      He seemed genuinely confused that we didn’t like his ‘surprise’.

      Britt and I have been on some weird dates since joining the Heat Seekers app a couple of weeks ago, nothing dangerous, just odd, but this one takes the top spot for weirdest one so far.

      My beautiful Beta chuckles as she hangs her jacket up, then pulls a face. “I don’t think I’ve laughed this much in a long time, my cheeks and stomach hurt. We should have figured out that something was up when he kept looking at his phone.”

      I kick off my boots. “I thought he was just awkward and using an AI bot to figure out what he was supposed to talk about on a date.” I shrug. “Wouldn’t have been the first time.”

      Britt pulls her bra through the armhole of her t-shirt, throws it into the bedroom and pulls her long black locks back into a ponytail. “True. I think I would have preferred it if it had been AI. I felt like we were interviewing to become his new mum, not his mates.”

      I walk to the kitchen. “I’m pretty sure, that’s exactly what was going on. From her questions, she was basically looking for us to replace her. She was probably tired of having him around all the time and wanted an empty nest to finally enjoy her retirement with her hubby.” I take two hard ciders out of the fridge, open them and give one to Britt. “Not the worst date we’ve been on, though.”

      She takes a sip, thinking for a few moments. “I can’t get over how she kept looking at us like we were some magical creatures who were going to make all her wishes come true.”

      “If we hadn’t fled the moment our desserts were finished, she would probably have joined us to see the movie too. Can you imagine watching some sappy romance movie on your first date with your mum right next to you, making sure that everything goes right? Would she have been there when we had sex for the first time? What about at the altar?”

      Britt bursts out laughing, tears running down her cheeks as she puts the bottle down. “Can you imagine the wedding day? ‘We are here today to join in marriage these three beautiful people, and the Alpha’s mum.’” She drops her voice, making dramatic movements with her arms.

      I can’t help my laugh. “Like, if he’d told us ahead of time that his mum wanted to meet us, it would have been awkward, but if the date was otherwise okay, it would have been whatever. If she’s that involved with the love life of a dude who’s been paying taxes for over two decades and wants to see who her boy is going on a date with, fine? Still weird, but fine.”

      “It’s the fact that he hid it for over an hour and then revealed it like it was some fun ‘surprise’, that was the worst of it.” Britt cringes and takes a sip from her bottle.

      “Yes. And she apparently expected to join us on the rest of the date. That woman is way too involved in her grown son’s life.”

      Britt hops onto the counter and pulls me between her legs, my back to her front and she wraps her arms around my shoulders, holding me close. “I know plenty of awkward guys around our age, you meet lots of them while working at the library. But I’m pretty sure none of them would agree to have their mum join them on a date. Especially not on a first date that you set up through an app that’s created to help Omegas find people to help them through their heat.”

      I lean back against her, letting her lemony scent engulf me fully. “Maybe you can do a survey. How many of your single and awkward coworkers would allow one, or both, of their parents to join them on a date.”

      “They might be awkward, but they’re socially aware enough to at least go on their own dates.” She laughs, her breath short bursts on the back of my neck, ruffling my hair, sending electricity through my body. “Well, we did get a nice dinner out of it. That place was actually pretty good.”

      “Sadly enough.” I turn in her arms, nuzzling her neck, wrapping my arms around her. “Now we can never go back there without remembering what happened. Or, even worse,” I shudder, “potentially running into them.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’s bad.” She plays with her fingers on my back. “I guess we’ll have to find some other place to eat for our next date. Or!” She lets out a hard laugh. “Maybe we should take every first date there. That way, we’ll have lots of memories of the place and even if the dates go poorly, it’s something unique to remember.”

      I pull back slightly, looking at her, at her beautiful smile and her warm brown eyes. I think I’m getting slightly intoxicated on her scent. “I don’t know exactly how that works, but at least we’ll know the food is good. Unlike some of the places we’ve been to before.” I kiss her shoulder. “Don’t you think we’ve been on enough dates lately? Can we take a few weeks off? I think I’m dated-out for now.”

      We’ve been on three dates this week and it’s only Friday evening.

      In the last four weeks, we’ve been on thirteen dates in total. All of them duds, though some of them more dud than others. And a few that were fine, just not the right person or persons for us.

      There was one pack with Alphas and Betas that was nice, but we didn’t click outside of all having gone to the same college and knowing plenty of the same people. Kind but uninteresting.

      Then there was the sweet Beta guy. Sadly enough, he was far too timid for us and we quickly realised that we were never going to work out long-term. He did send his sister my way for some graphic design commissions and I’ve chatted to him a few times since, mostly exchanging plant and craft pictures, since he’s into that too. Really sweet, just not our mate.

      My brother’s pack would probably like him, I should see if I can introduce them in a way that doesn’t feel too forced.

      “What are you so giddy about?” Britt softly taps my cheeks with her fingers, curiosity in her eyes.

      “Nothing much.” I kiss her cheek quickly, lifting her in my arms and pulling her off the counter. “Grab those bottles, will you?”

      She grabs our hard ciders and I carry her to the living room, carefully setting her on the couch —right in between the mess we really should clean— before I crawl next to her.

      I like that she’s shorter than me, so I can carry her, my cute Beta. Even though my health is pretty irregular, at least I get enough strength training in by carrying her around all the time.

      “Okay, now I know you’re thinking dirty things.” Britt hands me my bottle back.

      “Well, you are delicious, and after the shock at the restaurant, I didn’t really get to taste my dessert.” I kiss her shoulder, nibbling her neck.

      “Incorrigible.” She nudges me so I look at her and gives me a slow kiss.

      “What are you saying? Did you say you were encouraging me?” I lean over her more, making her slide down on the couch so she’s sprawled out under me, awkwardly holding her bottle so it doesn’t spill.

      “You always only hear what you want to hear.” She grins as I slide one of my hands under her shirt, touching the soft skin of her belly. She feels so fucking good, I can never get enough of touching her.

      “Well, that’s your fault for using difficult words. You can’t expect a poor Omega like me to understand hard words.” I reach behind me and put my bottle on the table next to the couch. Then I push my face under her shirt, kissing her beautiful skin, surrounding myself in her lemony smell, which is getting a sweet tinge from her arousal.

      She lets out a laughing squeak, grabbing my head with one hand, keeping me from moving up further. “At least take my bottle so I don’t spill it.”

      Without looking, I reach out and take the bottle from her, coming out from under her shirt just long enough to take a swig of the cider before putting it on the table, next to my bottle. Then I dive back under her shirt and let some of the cold liquid trickle into her bellybutton.

      She lets out another squeak as I dip my tongue into her bellybutton and suck all the liquid back out.

      “Incorrigible. Hopeless. Unruly. Beyond correction.” She can barely get the last words out, she’s laughing too hard.

      I blow a raspberry on her belly. “Well, you could have said that. You know I’m hopeless. Always have been.”

      Hopelessly in love with her. For nearly thirty years. Even though I’ve never said the words.

      I almost said them, once.

      Two days before I presented as an Omega and had my first heat.

      One day before we found out if our grades were good enough to go to the college we both wanted to get into.

      I almost said them because I was scared to lose her, scared she got in and I didn’t. I wanted some connection to her, something to hold her close, so she’d never leave my side.

      And then we found out we were going to college together.

      And then I had my first heat.

      And she presented as a Beta.

      And I promised myself I would never admit my feelings to her. Even though I know we’re scent matches, fated mates.

      But, above all, we’re best friends and I can never lose that.

      As a kid, I saw what happened to my Omega aunt and her Beta girlfriend when an Alpha used his powers to break the bond between them. Even though the bastard left my aunt anyway. He’d done it out of jealousy because he couldn’t deal with them being scent matches to each other but not to him.

      The two women were left shattered. The bond between them, their ability to feel each other’s emotions at any moment, their experience of love for each other, that they’d had for years, was gone. A part of them was missing and they could never get it back. Once a bond is broken like that, it can’t be reconnected.

      I’ll never forget the look in their eyes when they told my parents what had happened, that look of absolute devastation as they held each other, grieving what they’d lost.

      I can’t let that happen to Britt. I won’t put her through that.

      She’s too important to me.

      I can’t risk losing her.

      So, we’re best friends with many, many, many benefits, but not mates. If I don’t bond with her, that bond can’t be broken, even though ignoring it has it’s own downsides, like my bond disorder getting worse by the year.

      Still, having something and then losing it is much worse, so I can deal with it.

      But it means looking for potential mates in the Heat Seekers app and going on lousy dates until we find the rest of our pack, no matter how small the chance of that ever happening.
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      I feel sticky, very sticky. Not in a ‘sweaty from having sex’ way but more like I’ve been covered in sugar…

      Slowly opening my eyes, I blink against the sunlight streaming in through the window, and find Fenna asleep on top of me, fully relaxed, her breath warm on my chest. She’s so cute...

      Then I notice the hard cider bottles on the table next to the couch and I remember why I feel so sticky. Fenna had fun licking cider from my body last night.

      Yep, that’ll do it.

      “Fenna...” I jostle her. “I need to use the bathroom.” And then take a shower to stop feeling so icky.

      “You’re nice and warm. I don’t want to move.” She nuzzles between my boobs, very clearly not in any hurry.

      “You only have to get up slightly so I can get out, I’ll be right back.” It’s Saturday morning, it’s not like we’ve got anything to do today. No responsibilities. Just a lazy Saturday.

      “Okay. After a kiss.” She angles her face up and she looks absolutely adorable with her wavy auburn hair all tousled and messy around her round face.

      I give her a quick kiss and she lets me go, before she flops back onto the couch, nuzzling into the pillows, probably taking in as much of my scent as she can. I can’t deal with her adorableness sometimes... My beautiful Omega.

      After going to the loo, I quickly put on clean clothes, something a bit more appropriate for lounging around, and when I step into the living room, Fenna is no longer on the couch.

      “What do you feel like having for breakfast?” Fenna’s voice comes from the kitchen, together with sounds of her opening and closing the fridge and some cupboards.

      “What do we have?”

      “Basically anything. We got groceries delivered two days ago.” She leans on the counter, looking at me, no longer sleepy, clearly. “So, what will it be?”

      “Let’s start with coffee. I’ll think about the rest later.” I sit on one of the bar stools on the other side of the counter, enjoying watching her putter around in the kitchen.

      “One coffee, coming up.” She grins and starts filling the coffee maker. Then she checks the fridge again and pulls out butter and jam, before defrosting a couple of slices of bread from the freezer.

      “How are you feeling today?” She looks fine, but some days, she’s good at hiding her troubles.

      “I’m fine.” She turns around, a spoon halfway into the jam jar in her hand. “A ridiculous date and some alcohol aren’t going to get me in any trouble.” She puts down the jar and comes over, wrapping her arms around my waist and nuzzling my neck, something she loves to do. Her apple scent is normal, which is a good sign, but she usually starts to feel bad before it affects her smell.

      Her bond disorder has gotten a lot worse over the last few years, and it’s hard for me not to worry about her all the time. Her doctor said that if she bonds with at least one mate, it should relief some of the symptoms, but she won’t bond with me, not until we’ve found the rest of our mates. I understand why she won’t, not after what happened to her aunt, but that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t hurt to see her in pain.

      She nips my neck, letting out a low sound. She hates it when I worry about her.

      “That date was bad, yes.” I kiss her cheek, trying to ignore the bad thoughts. “Do you want to go somewhere fun today, or do you have plans?”

      “I was thinking of maybe painting for a while. The plants on the balcony have such pretty flowers and I’d like to paint them. Do you want to join me?”

      I shake my head, kissing her cheek again. “I’ll just sit on the balcony and read. Yesterday, the app said that the weather should be great this weekend. Perfect for reading or painting outside.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” She leans against me, her head on my shoulder. “Maybe we could watch a movie after dinner? Since we didn’t get to see one yesterday.”

      “At home or in the cinema?”

      “Home. I’ve been in public enough this week.” She laughs and goes back to preparing her sandwiches.

      Our apartment is our small slice of heaven. When we’re in here, everything is right and we can do whatever we want. But it’s also where Fenna is safest, least likely to get exhausted and nobody bothers her.

      Some days I wish I could do more for her, but until she’s willing to bond with me, I don’t have many options. So, for now, I support her as much as I can by being at her side and making her life as easy as possible.

      I love her and will do anything for her, even if it breaks my heart every time her health takes a dive.

      But spending a relaxing day in the sun, doing our own things, sounds like a great idea after everything that happened yesterday.
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      “What’s so interesting on my phone?” Fenna turns her head in my lap, looking up at me, her hazel eyes full of joy, her hair flared out over my lap like a wavy blanket, her scent soft and relaxed. “I thought we were going to watch a movie.”

      “Not much, just looking through the assortment.”

      She laughs, a warm sound that makes her eyes crinkle slightly and her boobs move under her shirt in a way that’s very distracting. “I don’t think it’s right to call the people on the app ‘the assortment’. They’re full human beings.”

      “It would be easier to think of them that way if that was how they treated us.”

      I swipe away two packs that look like they’re way too into outdoor sports, then an Alpha who looks like his monthly hair products budget is triple what we spend together, and a Beta who looks like he doesn’t spend enough on styling products, or possibly hygiene products in general.

      Nope.

      Nope, nope, nope.

      The Heat Seekers app is a good idea. It lets Omegas find people to spend their heat with and potentially form a relationship with or other arrangements. But, like dating apps, it’s also full of people who really aren’t interesting or who should spend their time and energy on therapy and not force their dysfunction on unsuspecting people they meet online.

      Like the guy from last night...

      Some people latch onto anyone who doesn’t immediately turn them down, which is way too desperate, and you always notice it when they start to message you. The clinginess drips from every word.

      I’m glad that I’m usually the one using the app and not Fenna, she would have snapped weeks ago and possibly said things that would have gotten her account in trouble... I just block and move on.

      “It would be easier to find matches if you weren’t such a Goldilocks.” I tap her nose softly when she sticks out her tongue.

      “I might be in my mid-thirties, but I do have some standards.”

      I count off on my fingers. “Can’t be too tall or too short.”

      “I’ve got to think long-term. I don’t want to hurt my back bending down or reaching all the way up.” She pulls a face like that’s the most normal response in the world. I guess it might be for an Omega that’s taller than most Betas, but her ‘acceptable height’ range is pretty limited. My height at the lower end, to about a short to average height Alpha on the tallest end.

      “They can’t have too many pictures of them out partying but also not only pictures of them at home. Or too many pictures of them out in nature.” Which is kind of hypocritical, as she’s mainly got pics of herself in the apartment, outside of a couple we took at a lake while on a walk with her brother’s pack a while back.

      She looks like I’m the one being unreasonable listing out the requirements. “We’re not into partying or going for long walks in nature. That’s not us, we’ve tried. But it’s also not good if they’re too much of a homebody, I don’t want to always be at home.”

      She’s not wrong, but also not exactly right.

      “It’s still a Goldilocks requirement. Just like that they can be into anime, but not only the most popular shounen series from the last two decades, but their favourite anime also can’t be too obscure.”

      “I like someone who’s well-rounded in their interests,” says the woman who loves seeking out the most obscure shoujo anime she can find, especially if it’s a series from the eighties or earlier.

      “They can be into music, but only if it’s not too mainstream.”

      “Again, I don’t like boring people who are only interested in what’s popular right now. They should have their own sense of style and taste, not let others control that. That’s boring.”

      I open my mouth to reply when I freeze for a moment, surprised. The face staring up at me is a blast from the past. He’s got some silver sparks in his blond hair and his light blue eyes are now framed by a few wrinkles, but I’d recognise him anywhere. I scroll through the rest of his pictures and read his profile, trying my hardest not to laugh.

      Aside from his height, he’s the ‘perfect height’ for her, everything on his profile comes point for point from Fenna’s ‘no way’ list. All his pics are of him at parties or outside in nature or with animals. His favourite things are the most popular recent shounen anime and he loves playing popular songs on his guitar. He hasn’t changed one bit since we were teens.

      Trying to keep my laughing from breaking out, I manage to speak. “When was the last time your brother had green hair?”

      Fenna frowns, thinking, a line appearing between her eyebrows, making my fingers itch to touch it. “During his last wedding, four or five months ago? Why?”

      Another thing that clearly hasn’t changed, this guy is still best friends with Fenna’s older brother, if I go by his pictures.

      “So, what would you say if I told you that I found an Alpha who’s not too tall, not too short.” At least, what I can see from the pictures. “He’s into playing the guitar, doesn’t have a boring job and is very friendly and kind.”

      She sits up, trying to see the screen, but I turn it away from her. “Why? How would you know that he’s kind. You can’t see that from pictures. Anyway, why would a guy that perfect be on the app? What’s his problem? Heavy drinking?” She seems animated, maybe a bit too animated, but I guess she might be reacting to the surprise in my scent.

      “I don’t think so.” The pictures from parties look more ‘fun with family and friends’ and not ‘drinking all night until you drop’. No night clubs, most of the pictures are from backyards or restaurants. Parties, yes, but not the type that Fenna can’t stand.

      “Obsessed with the outdoors?” She keeps angling her head, trying to look at the phone, more and more curious.

      “He likes being outside, but I don’t think he’d try to force us to come along. I think he’s got it covered.” His profile says that he volunteers at a petting zoo and most of the outdoor pictures seem to be of him at the petting zoo or in the forest with Fenna’s brother’s dog.

      She leans back on her arms, a disheartened look on her face. “He’s really, really boring?”

      “Nope. He’s pretty interesting, and a good talker.” I can’t hold my laughing in anymore.

      Fenna grabs for her phone, but I keep it out of reach. “What fabled Alpha are you dreaming up?”

      “It’s someone we actually already know.” I can’t resist her pout any longer and turn the phone her way, showing her a picture of her brother and his best friend. “Nick apparently lives in the area.”

      Her mouth drops open comically and she lightly perfumes in interest.

      “I’ll take that as a sign to swipe right.” Even if nothing else comes from it, it would be nice to catch up with him. It’s been two decades or so since we last saw him and Fenna used to have the biggest crush on him.

      Well, almost everyone at our high school did, even I did for a while, though it was never sexual. That was his charm, he could make anyone fall for him with his smile and kindness.

      Fenna is staring at me, her eyes wide, her mouth opening and closing. Well, that’s the most interest she’s had in anyone on the app, ever. Maybe meeting up with Nick will help her regain some trust in the process.

      I can only hope.
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      “Just as long as you make it clear it’s just to catch up!” I try to grab the phone again, but Britt is way too good at this. “Not for anything with like... heat... or... other stuff. Just to catch up because we’ve not seen him in so long.”

      “Sure.” The way Britt is smiling at me is making me feel like I’m fourteen all over again.

      When she would tease me when I’d sit right behind my bedroom door, waiting for my brother and Nick to pass by so that we could follow and spy on them. I was so obvious and easy to read as a kid.

      Nick, the himbo at our high school that everyone had a crush on, romantically, sexually or platonically. He made everyone’s hearts beat faster. Always a kind word for everyone, a helping hand. And he looked good to boot.

      From the picture Britt just showed me, his looks have only gotten better with age. The t-shirt he was wearing left little to the imagination of what he’d look like under that way too flimsy piece of fabric.

      Britt laughs and I look at her, alert. “What?!”

      “He seems as surprised as we are to match on the app. He’s still got a way with words, as usual.” She grins and types something, before looking at me. “I don’t think we’ve got anything to do tomorrow, right?”

      “Not as far as I know and I don’t have to work either.” The upside to setting my own hours, but also the downside as it means I something have to keep really weird hours to make a deadline. Planning out my time correctly is still a work in progress, and I’m not getting much better.

      “Would you like to meet up at the petting zoo he works at? He says he’s volunteering tomorrow afternoon, but that he’s happy to have lunch at the cafe before then.”

      “A petting zoo? How did he end up there?”

      She shrugs, her eyes back on the screen. “You can ask him tomorrow.”

      Meeting Nick again, the thought is making me excited but also makes me feel a bit strange. I’m sure Britt can sense how my scent is fluctuating.

      I had a massive teenage crush on the guy, but I thought I’d gotten over that in the two decades we’ve not seen each other. Maybe I’m not over the crush as much as I thought I’d be.

      The strange feeling in my stomach increases and I get up.

      “Okay.” I need to move my body and be by myself for a little while. “Tell him we can meet tomorrow for lunch or something.”

      With that, I flee to my office/crafting room.

      I always leave it to Britt to choose the people we go on dates with. I have no interest in finding another mate, Britt is enough for me, no matter what my body seems to think. I only go along with this whole charade of going on dates because the doctor said that finding our other mate or mates was the only long-term solution to my bond disorder. If I don’t do this, Britt will worry even more than she already does, which I don’t want.

      Sure, I’ve got my ‘Goldilocks’ requirements, but it’s not like I’m strict on them. I just want the people we meet to be decently looking, somewhat have the same interests and not be too boring. The rest is all in Britt’s hands.

      But Nick is different.

      Nick is my older brother’s best friend, I’ve known him almost as long as I’ve known Britt, the four of us spent a lot of time together as kids and teens. He was the guy everyone knew and liked, who everyone wanted to be friends with.

      Though, that was before his parents fled the town we grew up in out of shame. His older sister left her childhood sweetheart at the altar, married a scent-matched pack she’d only known for a few days and the pack took her away right after the wedding.

      It was the biggest scandal our town —and probably our whole county— had seen in decades. The betrayal, a jilted Alpha, the gossip.

      I’m not surprised his parents moved away. Even though nobody had really done anything wrong, his sister wasn’t scent-matched to her childhood sweetheart but was scent-matched to the pack, people still blamed her and by extension her family for all of it. For supposedly ‘ruining’ the life of the Alpha she left behind.

      Though, having known the guy well enough before it happened, I think that was more projection from others than how he really felt.

      That was a very strange time. One moment, people were all excited for the wedding of the ‘perfect childhood sweethearts’ and the next moment Nick’s family fled, the Alpha moved away and even my brother and I got looks of pity for having been close to them. It made me very glad to always have Britt by my side, that even if the world was weird, I had her.

      I know that Nick and my brother have always stayed close and that they get together all the time, even to this day. But I’ve not seen Nick since my brother’s graduation party two decades ago. With my poor health and his erratic work schedule, it simply never worked out.

      Now that I’ll be seeing him for the first time in so long, old feelings are rising to the surface and I don’t know what to think of them. With everything with Britt going so well and us going on dates to find our other scent match or matches lately, these feelings are confusing.

      I’m going to need a little time to myself to figure them out before I bother Britt with them. I know I’m no longer the teen girl I used to be, but this maelstrom of feelings inside me make me feel a lot like back then, and that’s scary.
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      I lean my head back in the seat, fighting to keep my eyes open, as Britt turns on some music. We left home way too early, it’s only a twenty minute drive to the petting zoo, and we’re not supposed to meet Nick until one.

      But I couldn’t stay home any longer, my body filled with way too much nervous energy. And I reasoned that we can just hang out and have fun looking around while we wait for Nick.

      I’ve not been to a petting zoo since I was a kid, so I’m really looking forward to it. I have good memories of visiting one when I was little and I’d like to see how this one holds up to those memories as an adult. I love animals, and the idea of being able to hug some goats and pet some bunnies makes me very excited.

      Not as excited as seeing Nick again, but it’s a close second.

      “Did you get any sleep last night?” Britt reaches out, putting her hand on my leg and I cover it with mine.

      After I fled from the living room, I hid in my office and worked on digital art all night, the buzz and nerves running through me not letting me calm down.

      “A few hours this morning.” Once I noticed the sun coming in through the window I carefully snuck into bed with Britt, trying my hardest not to wake her up.

      “If this is too much, I can tell Nick that we’ll meet him some other day. It’s not urgent.” Her voice is soft and she’s sending out a soothing lemony smell. She means it, she’s worried about me and is trying to protect me.

      But I don’t want to go through all this stress and anticipating again. If I get over this weird feeling and this teenage crush now, the three of us can hang out from time to time. It would be nice to talk to someone from back home once in a while, someone who’s not a family member, that is.

      “I’m fine. We’re not going to be doing something active, we’re going to have lunch and see some cute animals. I can handle it.” I squeeze her hand softly, trying to send out my own calming scent. “And if it’s too much, we can go home. It’s not like we’re on a plane for six hours, we’re twenty minutes away by car.”

      “That’s true.” Her smile grows. “It seems Nick is also pretty excited about meeting up. At least, he sounded excited.”

      I laugh. “He always does. He’s always super excited to meet people, even the scum of the earth would feel welcome around him. That’s his personality.”

      “True.” She laughs too and turns onto a gravel parking area.

      There aren’t many cars, but that’s not strange, it’s still pretty early. The weather is beautiful, so I’m sure that it’ll get busy quickly in the next hour.

      She parks the car in what looks to be the quietest section and turns to me, her eyes reading every part of my face. “Are you ready?”

      Ready? Probably not. But we’re here for fun, and cute animals, which we can only do if we actually get out there.

      “Let’s go.” With bravado, I open the car door.

      The moment I do, I’m overwhelmed by the scent of hay, poop and animals, lots of animals.

      “Okay, I don’t remember this.” I take shallow breaths as I get used to the smells.

      Britt laughs as she gets out on the other side. “I’d forgotten about the scent, yes.” She meets my eyes and grins. “We’ve clearly not been to a petting zoo in much too long.”

      “Probably.” I check to make sure I’ve got my phone and everything else and we walk up to the petting zoo.

      The building on the left is an animal-themed cafe and there’s a more office-looking building on the right, with the gate to the petting zoo area between them.

      Britt slides her hand into mine, squeezing softly, easing my nerves. “Do you want to go to the petting zoo or the cafe?”

      “Let’s go to the cafe first, we can get to the animals from there too.”

      I’m still getting used to the smells. They’re not as strong as they initially seemed and I don’t dislike them either. Good. It would be bad trying to have lunch when I can’t even breathe properly.

      Britt pauses at the side of the cafe, reading the menu, and I let go of her, walking to the outside seating area.

      There are picnic tables with colourful table umbrellas in neat rows behind the cafe. The ones on the outer edge give a great view through the fence at the animals, though they’re not too close that an animal could steal something from a table.

      I lean on the fence, curious about all the animals they’ve got walking around here. Their website said that the larger animals like pigs, sheep and goat walk around freely, and that the smaller animals like rabbits are kept inside, but that you can still visit them.

      There are super cute baby goats walking just a little while off and I kneel in the grass, reaching through the fence to pet them.

      The one closest to me comes over and sniffs my fingers, checking if I’m food or not. Apparently, that’s not enough to decide. It opens it’s mouth and nibbles on my finger.

      “I’m not food. I’ll get you something to snack later. I promise.” I laugh as I pet the little creature’s head. Then I freeze, my brain on high alert. Not from fear, but from a primal need.

      A new scent is mixed in with the petting zoo smells. It’s nutty, hazelnut, and it immediately makes my body react, making me perfume.

      Whose scent is this?

      I stand up and look around, trying to find the person the scent is coming from.

      There aren’t a lot of people around, a couple of kids and adults are feeding some goats, a mother and kid are sitting on a log, the small child nervously touching the back of a sheep. But none of them seem to be who I’m looking for.

      The nutty scent flows over me again and I turn my head, spotting Nick standing not too far off, a heavy bag over his shoulder, and my heart seems to stop for a moment.

      No way.

      That can’t be true.

      But my instincts are very clear.

      Mine! He’s mine!

      The guy I used to have a crush on well before either of us presented is my scent match.

      It feels like fate. Magical. Like a fairy tale.

      I’m about to call out to him, greet him, overwhelmed by emotions, when a young girl walks up to him, all smiles, and the two of them go into the barn building together.

      A young girl who looks exactly like him...

      My stomach crashes.

      My heart ripped to shreds.

      My chest too tight to breathe.

      Of course.

      Why did I presume he stayed single all this time?

      That he wouldn’t have started a family of his own?

      He might be single now, but that doesn’t mean he’s been single all these years.

      Of course, he’s got a kid.

      Of course.

      My vision goes blurry as I stumble back, feeling like the ground is trying to swallow me up.

      I can’t stay here.

      I can’t do this.

      I can’t.
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