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        After a night that went into very unexpected directions, Vera and her pack now have a brand new mate, a bunch of scared 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 their first mission together, Vera and Jorge would go on a movie date to keep their mind off of the danger Mathew and Riley are in and Caleb was going to get some more work done on their new living room.

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

      

      

      

      
        
        Now, 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 collection includes the seventh to ninth novellas of Her Vicious Pack (Hunted Pack, Secure Touch and Perilous Action) and follows Vera and her mates in a dark contemporary queer reverse harem/Why Choose romance (set in a sweet Omegaverse world) about a criminal found family empire with dreams of ‘expanding the family’.

      These novellas 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 series has two Omegas (one male, one female) who are very into each other and into the Alphas (two male, one female), but none of the Alphas are together. There’s also a Beta (male) in the mix. The pack builds over time, so you don’t meet everyone at once.

      

      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.

      

      
        
        Get updates about Layla Heart’s books by signing up to the Easily Distracted Media Newsletter:
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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.

      
        
        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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            OMEGAVERSE PRIMER

          

        

      

    

    
      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 second gender is also sometimes called designation or status, depending on context.

      
        
        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 able to grow a cock with a knot when their Omega is in heat, though, in all other sexual situations they simply have a slightly enlarged clit (they’re growers, not showers…).

      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 fucking 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 childcare.

      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. Their heats tend to be more intense than for male Omegas and they’re very fertile during it.

      Pheromones

      Everyone in this world creates pheromones, which are personal scent signatures. 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 unexpectedly or at high levels, it’s called perfuming, which can be awkward and 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 especially for Alphas and Omegas.

      Pair bonding/pack bonding

      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 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.

      Bonds between Alphas and Omegas are usually made official when the Alpha bites the Omega, often called a bond mark or a marking bite.

      Breaking a bonded pair causes distress for both parties involved (and in the case this happens within a pack also for the other pack members), poor mental and physical health that can last a lifetime and can in extreme cases result in death.

      Heat/rut/knots

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

      Alphas 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/pheromone masking

      There are various suppressants on the market that help people hide their second gender (often 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.

      Pheromone masking items are often used by Alphas and Omegas when they’re trying to hide their designation. These aren’t as strong as suppressants, but also carry fewer side effects.

      In general, these come as shampoo, body wash, deodorant, perfume and things like that but there are also for example pheromone masking cigarettes. People use what they’re most comfortable with.
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            VERA

          

        

      

    

    
      My head and heart are all over the place as I lean against the frame of the door 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 mate, is around the same age as Mathew, Jorge and me, just past his mid-twenties. His height is almost exactly in the middle between Mathew and Jorge —who are the same height, average height for Alphas— and me —the shortest of our pack, short even for an Omega.

      He’s got short, soft, brown hair, in that shade that’s not dark or light, a true medium, that probably gets beautiful highlights in the summer. He’s got a slim build, 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 they’ve put him through.

      Everything about him makes me want to protect him.

      Makes me want to protect my precious mate.

      Makes me 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 to him exactly, but I have some ideas, based on his reactions. Torture, of some kind. So much that it has made him fearful of his own scent matches.

      There are few things more evil than torturing someone to the point that they can’t be around their fated mates. But that’s why some people do it.

      Because it’s so effective, and will keep hurting them over and over again, both the victim and their mates.

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

      Mathew disentangles himself from Riley and Luca, 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, 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 into 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 carefully lowers himself to the floor, pulling me down with him, his face slowly regaining colour. 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.

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

      Tonight has been quite eventful.

      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.

      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.

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

      So, Mathew, Riley and the rest of the teams took the seed samples they were there for, 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 from the adventure we went through tonight, are in rooms next to his. Each guy in his own space, 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, and three guards, accompanying a group of young kids through dark and dirty alleys, well past the kids’ bedtime.

      That was the second reason I couldn’t let it go.

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

      One thing led to another, and it all ended with one of the guards dead and two of them currently in the training complex, waiting for questioning.

      The kids are now safe and 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’ll be 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 were ever 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.” He pulls me into his lap, wrapping himself fully around me. “And as long as I stay here, with 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 the soft, long strands feel 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 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 pretty  comfortable in the kitchen. I tend to go here for midnight snacks and sometimes help Eli with baking. Eli doesn’t just let anyone in here, not even his own pack is allowed to do more than sit at the table in the corner, they’re not allowed to touch anything.

      But I’ve apparently ‘proved’ myself enough 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 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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            MATHEW

          

        

      

    

    
      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.

      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 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, the world will be a little less evil.

      I’ll make sure of that.

      I promise.
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      The first thing I do when we get back to the house is to check where my Omegas are.

      Being away from them after what happened tonight was horrible, but Jorge and I were the only people from our pack who were in any state to go pick up Luca’s family. So we did what we had to.

      I’d already spotted Vera with Luca on the balcony as we drove up, so I know where one of them is, and she seemed pretty good too, though tired. She even gave me an enthusiastic wave when she caught sight of me.

      That leaves Mathew.

      The house is full of activity as I make my way to his office, generally the best place to start looking for him, and closest to the garage.

      The door to the office is open and I barge in, not wanting to wait any longer.

      Mathew is sitting at his desk, his eyes dark, his body tense and a strange scent floats through the space. It’s not very strong, but the deadly intent in it is clear, making my stomach churn.

      That’s not good, at all.

      When his eyes fall on me, they widen in surprise, his face flushing, before he seems to really focus, his mind temporarily out of whatever dark place it was in.

      I slam the door shut behind me, pulling a chair in front of it so nobody can get in, before I cross the space over to Mathew’s desk and pull him up, taking him in my arms. He tries to push me away for a moment before his arms come around me and he pulls me against him too.

      Fucking hell.

      I have no idea what happened here, but it’s clear that he’s not in a good mental space.

      “Your pack is home.” I let out soothing pheromones, though that doesn’t seem to help much, as he lets out a growl, trying to push me away.

      “I have to stop them. I have to go after them and stop them.” His voice is hard, his pheromones like knives, though luckily not directed at me.

      “We will stop them. We’ll go after them together.”

      “I have to go now. I can’t wait.”

      “Yes. You can. You can wait.” I walk him back, trapping him between me and the wall so it’s easier to keep him in place.

      I don’t have the time or the energy to talk in circles with him tonight, so I try a different strategy.

      “You promised Vera that you wouldn’t go on your own. You promised that we’d all go together.”

      “That doesn’t have to mean all the time. That just means that we have to go together when we go take them down, not when I’m only going to collect some information and maybe take out a few people.” The way his words come out, how they seem to be stuck in a pattern, it seems like he’s been having this exact same argument with himself already.

      But I’m not letting him go. “You made the promise to Vera. You’ll have to ask her if she meant only when we take them down or if she meant also for information collection and things like that.” If there’s anyone he listens to, it’s her, and he knows it too.

      “I don’t have time to ask her.” He struggles against my hold, trying to get away, and I flood my pheromones around him, showing him how much I care for him, how much I want to protect him.

      “Mathew.” I drop my voice, using my Alpha powers.

      I’ve had enough of tonight; everyone is exhausted and running on anxiety and adrenaline. I would prefer if we didn’t make things worse by making choices we can’t undo.

      He stills in my arms, his hands against my chest, his eyes closed, waiting for my next command. I hate how he starts to tremble against me when I do this, but I didn’t see another way.

      I have to get through to him.

      “Not tonight.” I take a deep breath, softening my voice.

      “Tonight, we have to make sure our pack, the people around us and the people from your organisation are all safe and sound. We can’t keep rushing ahead. If we become sloppy, we’ll start making mistakes and that could cost us our lives.”

      And more than that, if Mathew dies, the Hearts will have an easier time doing their creepy and vile shit. His organisation is keeping them somewhat in line, if that stops, things will get much, much worse.

      He slowly nods, leaning his head on my shoulder. “They hurt Luca. They used me. They used you and Vera. All to hurt him.” He growls, but it’s a sound of pain and frustration, no longer one of anger.

      I have no idea what exactly happened to Luca, but I had a suspicion that it had something to do with Vera and me, with how he reacted to our pheromones earlier. That could explain some of the strange things we found about the pack Vera was supposed to marry into, or not.

      But that’s for later, not right this moment.

      “We’ll get them for that. But all in good time. Tonight is not that time.”

      Someone bangs on the door, startling us both.

      “Why is the door closed?” Jorge’s voice sounds tight, stressed, as he bangs on the door again. “Mathew? Is Riley with you?”

      Riley?

      I glance at Mathew, who looks up at me in surprise before shaking his head. “We don’t know where she is. Why?”

      We’ve had enough to deal with tonight without one of our pack members going missing…

      “She was supposed to grab something from the kitchen for the kids, but she’s not there. Open this freaking door already!” Jorge seems to almost want to break through the door with his fists.

      Mathew glances at the monitors on his desk, before turning them off with a single movement, the way he’s holding his body changing, becoming alert. “Fuck. I’m pretty sure I know where she is. Let’s hope she doesn’t do something she’s going to regret.”

      He quickly crosses over to the door, giving me a pointed look as he pulls the chair out of the way, and then rips it open.

      This startles Jorge, who stumbles back, just in time to get out of Mathew’s way, as my Omega runs down the hallway. Luckily, Jorge recovers quickly and runs after him, while I follow the two.

      As Mathew pulls the door to the outside out of some poor guy’s hand, I realise where he’s going. He’s going to the training complex!

      Where the guys we grabbed tonight are being kept.

      Oh, no.

      I agree with Mathew, let’s hope she hasn’t done anything she’s going to regret yet.

      I tap around on my phone, connecting my earpiece just to Riley. “What are you doing?”

      It’s quiet for a while, before Riley’s voice comes over the earpiece. “Collecting information.” She sounds very calm, which I don’t know if it’s a good thing or not.

      She’s used to using dubious methods to get information out of people. And if it’s to protect her pack, I’m sure she’ll do whatever she needs to, just like what was going through Mathew’s mind earlier.

      “Location?” We’ve nearly crossed the distance between the house and the complex.

      “In the back.” She’s still calm, which is making me more nervous now.

      Mathew reaches the door to the training complex first and doesn’t seem to need any directions as he immediately rushes down the hallway, to the back.

      In the back it splits into two hallways, one leads to the shooting range, and on the other leads to rooms that are used for ‘various things’.

      In one of the first days we were here, I’d explored the complex to see what was what, and I’d noticed that the walls of these rooms were unusually thick and that they were easy to clean…

      It didn’t take me much to imagine what the ‘various things’ were that the rooms were being used for.

      My chest tightens.

      Please, don’t let Riley be doing something too extreme.

      Please, let her not do something too violent.

      I glance at Jorge, who’s very pale, bordering on green, as he’s probably aware of where we’re heading.

      If Mathew and Riley both made sure to keep him mostly out of the bloodier and more violent parts of their jobs, then it wouldn’t be unexpected if they kept the more dubious parts of the ‘information gathering’ from him too.

      Suspecting that something is being done is of course very different from seeing it being done.

      Fuck.

      As we reach the end of the hallway, just past the doors to the shooting range, I grab Jorge’s shoulders, making him stop. “Wait here. I’ll take a look first.”

      He’s seen enough blood for one night. He’s seen more than enough of his mates’ violent side for one night.

      Jorge opens his mouth to say something but then gives a quick nod and leans back against the wall, taking deep breaths.

      I walk down the hallway that goes off the main hallway, following the sounds of raised voices, until I reach a door that’s slightly ajar.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Mathew’s voice is hard and I hear metal scraping over stone floor.

      That can’t be good.

      I barge into the room, finding one of the guys we picked up, the fake security guard, on a chair in the corner of the room, half naked, his eyes wide in terror as he stares at Riley and Mathew.

      In front of him, on the floor, are what look to be the remnants of his gear, cut into small pieces.

      “I was making sure he couldn’t be tracked here.” Riley wipes her hands on her legs, picks up the knife that’s halfway across the room and goes back over to the guy. “We can never be too sure that they didn’t sew a bug into his clothes. Those Suits Syndicate bastards can be very calculating at times.”

      She reaches out to the guy’s back, apparently wanting to continue her methodical cutting away of his clothes, but Mathew grabs her wrist before she can touch him.

      “No.” His voice is quiet, his eyes dark, dangerous. “Don’t touch that fucking bastard. He doesn’t deserve it.” He slowly takes the knife out of Riley’s fingers, but when he turns to the fake security guard, his gaze not easing up, I step in.

      Why did I think that Mathew was going to stop her?

      Of course, he’s going to continue what she was doing.

      Riley and Mathew are very similar, eerily so at times.

      Mathew’s problem with what Riley was doing wasn’t the cutting away of the clothes of the terrified man, the problem was that Riley was touching the guy. Mathew was being possessive, that’s all.

      “Both of you. In the hallway. Now!” I use enough of my Alpha powers that I’m sure they’ll listen.

      They both grumble, but then hang their heads, following my orders. They know that I’m being serious and that if I have to, I will use more of my command, which will be a lot less fun for them.

      As they pass me by, I hold out my hand, motioning for Mathew to give me the knife. With an unhappy glare, he hands it to me.

      I follow them, closing the door behind me, locking it so they can’t immediately get back in.

      If I don’t keep my eyes on them the whole time, I feel like I’m going to be putting out fires like this for the rest of the night.

      Which isn’t something I feel like doing...
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      I keep the kids entertained as Luca reunites with his family. From the corner of my eyes, I watch them in the hallway, embracing, tears flowing, broken speech. They’ve been apart for years and his family has a lot of questions for him.

      Luca told me some of his story while we were out on the balcony, a very condensed version, I’m sure.

      But every word out of his mouth made me want to wrap him up in blankets more and more, keep him safe for the rest of his life, make sure he’ll never have to deal with anything bad ever again.

      Protect him with all my might.

      I have no idea how he survived for this long. The Hearts put him through tremendous horrors, all to make sure that they could keep him under control, while they were making plans how to use him to take down Mathew.

      Luca reacting to Caleb and my pheromones a year ago seems to have been the moment that they started to finalise their ideas, set things in motion. And I hope that whatever the Hearts had planned, that us finding Luca last night will set those plans back for at least a little while.

      If this wasn’t part of their plan from the start… That us finding him and ‘rescuing’ him wasn’t all part of their plan from the beginning.

      No.

      I have to stay positive.

      I have to believe that this wasn’t planned.

      I have to believe this wasn’t planned and that they’ll have to move to a plan B or C.

      Because otherwise, I don’t know how to survive, mentally or emotionally.

      I’m sure they’ve got backup plans for what to do if Luca manages to get away or if they couldn’t use him for some other reason. I’m sure.

      But not having him under their control anymore must be inconvenient for them, right?

      Right?

      “This is Vera. She rescued us.” Luca’s voice breaks through my thoughts and, when I look up, he meets my gaze, a light blush on his cheeks. “Without her, we would all have been in a much worse situation right now. Two of her Alphas, Caleb and Jorge, were the ones who brought you here.”

      An older man comes over to me, his eyes watery as he grabs my shoulders, pulling me in for a tight hug. “Thank you so much. Thank you, so, so much.” His voice breaks and I can’t help my own tears. “We had no idea where he’d been all this time. Thank you so much for bringing him back.”

      I nod, not able to say anything, as other members of Luca’s family crowd around me.

      I’m suddenly very aware how special this is, not just for Luca’s family, but for Luca too. From what Riley told us before, no matter what you’re being told, if the Suits feel like it, they’ll get rid of your family, and you wouldn’t even know about it.

      Luca finally has his family back and they have him back. Something that Mathew or Riley will never be able to get.

      “Please, let us know how we can ever repay you.” An older woman touches my arm, her voice wavering.

      Their pheromones are strong, flooding around us, their emotions so clear, so painful. Relief that they’re all reunited, darkness for all the time they’ve been apart and will never get back.

      “I’m just glad that you’re all okay and safe and that you’ve found each other again.” I push the words past the lump in my throat. “I know that this is all a shocking change. But we want you to be safe. That’s all we care about.”

      “Mum, Dad.” Luca pulls their attention. “They prepared some rooms for you. Just until they find a safe place. Shall we move to them? I’m sure Vera would like to get the kids to settle down for the night.” His voice is quiet but insistent.

      “Of course.” The older man lets me go, giving me a soft and apologetic smile that reminds me of Luca immediately, making my pheromones flare with longing. The man looks from me to Luca and back, frowning, but he doesn’t say anything. “Let’s get out of here so the kids can go to sleep. They must be exhausted too and I know how hard things get when kids don’t get enough sleep.”

      He picks up the young boy they brought with them, Luca’s sister’s son. The man looks at me, nodding. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. Again, thank you so much.”

      “Have a good night. Try to get some rest.” I give them my best smile, even though it hurts and I have no idea how much actually shows.

      Automatically, I follow them to the door, until I realise that I’m now right next to Luca.

      Fuck.

      No matter how much I instinctively want to be near him, I can’t. I really can’t.

      But, before I can move away, Luca hooks his pinkie around mine, holding me like that for a few moments. My heart races and no matter how much I try to suppress it, my pheromones flare.

      Internally, I curse myself for not paying more attention to what I was doing, wishing I could pull the pheromones back inside.

      But it’s too late.

      Luca’s face pales and I quickly step away, breaking our connection.

      No.

      Fuck.

      No.

      A whine catches in my throat, not even letting out a peep, but from the way Luca looks at me, he doesn’t need to hear it. He knows what’s going on.

      “I’ll help my family settle in.” His voice is soft, wavering, his pheromones full of pain, fear, and underneath it all, deep longing.

      I nod, blinking fast to keep my tears away, but failing as I watch him walk down the hallway, glancing back at me every few steps, as I close the door between us.

      The moment the ‘click’ of the door reaches my ears, the tears start streaming down my cheeks. I suppress the new whine in my chest, the wail I want to let out, the desperation of needing to be with my mate.

      One of the kids brings me a napkin and I give them a watery smile. “Thank you.” I wipe my eyes, though the tears keep returning.

      Luca is here.

      He’s only a few rooms over.

      It’s not like he’s far away. He’s right here.

      But right now, it doesn’t really matter, not if we can’t be in the same space.

      It might even be worse.

      So close, and so far at the same time.
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      My eyes shoot open as burned caramel reaches my nose.

      Luca!

      But when I become aware of my surroundings, I realise it’s Jorge, trying to put a shirt with Luca’s pheromones over my shoulders.

      I’m in the nest, my mates’ clothes, including the shirt that Luca gave me for the ride home, clutched against my chest. I’m gripping them so tightly that my hands are all sore.

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.” Jorge sits down next to me on the pillows, letting his cedar pheromones mix into the air, soothing me.

      “How long have I been asleep?” I look around, but can’t find my phone or other way to tell the time and it’s still dark outside.

      “Half an hour, at most.” He leans closer, kissing my cheek. “You should go back to sleep. At least one of us should get some sleep, so someone can keep everything running tomorrow.” He lets out a soft laugh.

      “I can’t. We’ve got too much to do. I just...” I glance to the room with the kids, though mentally, I’m in the rooms behind it, the rooms where Luca’s family is staying.

      “Do you have family out there?” The words slip from my lips.

      Jorge stills, his gaze guarded.

      “I’m sorry. Never mind. You don’t have to answer.” My heart races.

      I hadn’t planned on asking about it, since none of us really talk about our families. We all have less-than-great relationships with them, alive or otherwise.

      “No. It’s fine. I grew up in the area, so I see my family from time to time. When we pass each other by on the streets, things like that. But that’s it.” He lets out a long breath, his pheromones filling with something heavy, not so much pain but sadness. “I don’t talk to them. Not voluntarily, anyway.”

      I understand that feeling. I’ve not spoken to anyone from my parents’ pack since I left.

      Luckily, we’ve not been anywhere that I could accidentally run into them, so I’ve not had to think about them much. But by now, I also have no need to be in contact with them.

      After forcing me to marry Hubert and then not stepping in when he sent people after us, which they were fully aware of… They lost any rights to be considered my family.

      “You should try to get some more sleep.” Jorge plays with his fingers over my shoulder, his touch soft.

      “I can’t.” I sit up and look at the ball of shirts in my lap. “We have too much to do. I can’t sleep now.” We have so much to do that I’m trained for, unlike Jorge or Luca…

      “The kids are asleep. I think at least one of us should stay on a sleeping schedule with them so that someone is awake enough to look after them.” He smiles at me.

      “Sounds like a perfect task for you.” I grin back, grabbing his shoulder to get up, but he wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me into his lap, making me quickly cover my mouth with my hands so that my squeak doesn’t wake the kids up.

      He nips at my shoulder, letting out a rolling laugh. “I was thinking we could do it together.”

      I shake my head. “I’m sorry. I’d love to, but my skills are needed for other things. I think it would be best if Luca and you look after the kids. Luca can’t be around me, but he’s also the only adult they know.”

      I glance to where Luca and his family are staying, trying to keep my heart under control, my tears. It feels unnatural, not being able to be close to my mate. It takes over my whole brain, making it hard to think of anything else.

      “He’s not in the rooms with his family, he’s in the hallway.” Jorge’s voice is careful. “He’s sitting in the hallway right outside the kids’ room, because he can’t be away from you. When I checked on him, he asked me to bring you his shirt.”

      Jorge holds me in his arms, keeping me close, his pain at seeing our distress making my tears even worse.

      I wish I could drag Luca over here and hide him in my nest.

      Hide him in the nest until everything is over.

      Until his pain is gone and everything is good again.

      I wish I could take his broken pieces and heal him, make him whole again.

      But right now, I only bring him more pain.

      Being around me hurts him, and I don’t want that.

      So, no matter how much it goes against my own feelings, my own instincts, I need to let him keep his distance as much as he needs.

      Jorge stands up and puts me on my feet, wrapping Luca’s shirt around my shoulders. He lets out a soothing rumble that vibrates through his chest, instinctively making me lean against him more.

      I want my whole pack together, everyone in the nest at the same time. But I have a feeling that that might take a while.

      Until then, I’ll have to stay strong and be patient.

      I can do the first, I’m not so good at the second...

      But I’ll have to try. For Luca, for the pack, for our future together.

      I’ll have to try.
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      I feel like I’m being torn apart on the inside, split into two. I’m so happy that my family is safe and that they’re here and that I can see them and hold them and talk to them.

      For years, I lived with the fear that even though the Hearts told me that they were still alive and that they would stay safe, as long as I did everything they wanted me to, that those were all lies.

      For years, I didn’t know if my family, if everyone I loved, was alive or dead. I didn’t know if they were out there, living happy lives, or if they were…

      I swallow hard.

      No. No going there anymore!

      They’re here. They’re safe!

      I can finally breathe again, stop carrying the pain of the unknown.

      But also… My pack. The pack of contradictions and impossibilities.

      A pack with a dangerous but cute female Omega, a dangerous and strong male Omega, a controlled and protective male Alpha, a female Alpha who seems to understand me without me having to tell her anything and a male Alpha who looks out of place with the others, though fits in with them perfectly at the same time.

      From the moment I reacted to Mathew’s pheromones all those years ago, I already knew that if I ever found my fated mate or mates, that things would not be easy.

      Life for people who get away from the Suits is never going to be easy, never without danger.

      What I didn’t expect was how dangerous and complicated things would become.

      I never expected that I wouldn’t be able to be around some of my mates, not for some ‘expected’ or ‘common’ reason, but because of things that the Hearts did to me. I never expected that the Hearts would purposefully harm me in ways that would not just hurt me in the short-term but that would keep hurting me, years if not decades later.

      And not just me.

      That would hurt my pack, including Mathew, for a long time even if I ever did manage to get away from the Hearts.

      There are so many people caught up, so many people hurt, just so the Hearts can get ‘back at’ Mathew for leaving them over a decade ago…

      I have no idea how some people can be so cruel, I’ve never been able to understand it.

      The door to the pack’s bedroom opens and I jump to my feet, feeling awkward for sitting in the hallway like some lost puppy.

      Even though I feel exactly like that, a lost puppy who doesn’t know where he belongs, where he’s supposed to be.

      Vera steps into the hallway, her puffy and red-rimmed eyes falling on me, a short spark brightening them, until she glances away, her gaze dulling. She looks guilty, like she’s somehow the one who put me through all of this horror, when she’s as much a victim of the Hearts as I am.

      It’s not her fault.

      None of this is her fault.

      This pain I feel is not her fault…

      I reach out to her, wanting to hold her, desperate to hold her, take away the agony in her eyes.

      But when her soft honey pheromones reach me, darkness settles in my mind and my heart races in terror, my pheromones going even deeper bitter, my body shaking.

      How can I want to be with her, be as close as possible to her, and so afraid of her at the same time?

      It hurts.

      It hurts so much.

      “I’m sorry.” Her quiet words reach me, and I want to tell her again that she’s got nothing to apologise for, but no words come out. My throat constricted.

      I hope she understands that I want nothing more than to be able to be close to her, that I want nothing more than to be able to hold her, without everything going wrong.

      When we talked out on the balcony, before my family arrived, I could be near her, even if it wasn’t close enough to touch her, but it was still nice. But inside the house, pheromones are stronger, more concentrated, which means we have to keep more distance…

      We can’t even be in the same room.

      The only two people from the pack that I can be around without problems are Riley, the female Alpha who seems much too familiar with my situation, and Jorge, the male Alpha who immediately wrapped me in his pheromones when we first met.

      Mathew too, in some ways, but that’s more because he lacks pheromones. When I do catch them, they might not set my fear off like Vera and Caleb’s do, but it still isn’t good for my mind.

      Too many memories, too much pain.

      Too much trauma.

      Someone comes up the stairs and I automatically take a step back, trying to go up into the walls of the hallway —an automatic response from years of training— until I notice it’s one of the Alphas who helped my family, the less scary one of the two in charge.

      Vera goes up to him, alert. “Any more information?”

      “Not that I know, but check with Mathew or Derrick, I’ve mostly been shackled to my computer since we came back.” He looks to me, slightly smiling. “Which is why I’m here. I’ve got a new phone for you. It’s clean. All of our numbers are already on it.”

      He comes over, holding out a brand new phone, much newer than the model I used to have.

      “Thanks.” I force the word out as I stare at it, not really believing it yet. “What about...” I gave my old phone to Eli, the Omega who helped get the kids and me to the house, he said that he needed to make sure I couldn’t be tracked through it. That it was for our safety.

      The Alpha nods. “Of course, you’ll get the old one back too. As soon as I’ve got time, I’ll make sure that it can’t be used in any malicious way, and you’ll get it back.”

      I quickly shake my head. “I don’t need it back. But there are...” There are things on it that I don’t want to lose.

      “I’ll sit down with you to get anything you want from it. Does that sound good?”

      “Yes. Thank you.” I glance up, finding Vera staring at me.

      Wait, if her number is on the phone, we can talk without having to be near each other.

      I swallow hard.

      That’s actually...

      That’s actually good!

      I unlock the phone, trying to locate the messaging app, but not spotting it.

      “This one.” The Alpha points to one of the icons, then he steps past me. “I’m going to check on your family. I’ll get them clean phones as soon as possible too.”

      I nod, tapping on the app he pointed at and a whole bunch of names appear. Looking through them for Vera’s number, I spot the name ‘Timothy’ and realise that’s the name of the Alpha who gave me the phone. I should try to remember that.

      Timothy is the slightly less scary one, Derrick is the scary one. And Eli is their Omega. I think I got that right.

      Then I click on Vera’s name and then send a simple message, feeling embarrassed. ‘Hello.’

      Vera’s pheromones flare, making my hands shake, and I stumble back a step. I’d almost calmed down.

      Between Timothy’s steady cinnamon scent and Vera sending out soothing pheromones, I’d almost calmed down, but I’m now back on high alert.

      Fuck...

      ‘Welcome home.’ Her reply makes my heart skip and brings tears to my eyes. When I look at her, she’s quickly wiping at her cheeks.

      She’s so cute.

      Fuck the Hearts, for messing me up like this.

      ‘I’m going downstairs. They need me. But feel free to message me whenever you feel like it.’ She gives me a small wave before going down the stairs. Her footsteps stop and a new message comes in. ‘I want you to message me. I want to be able to talk to you, no matter how. I want it.’

      Then her footsteps fade away, just like her honey scent.

      Instinctively, I take a step after her, but then stop. It’s no use trying to follow her when we can’t be near each other. Messaging is a much better idea.

      She’s right. If this is how we can talk without things going bad, then this is how we’ll have to talk for now. It’s better than nothing, and it’s definitely better than either of us having to be in pain.

      ‘I will.’ I smile slightly, remembering how she looked wearing the shirt I just gave to Jorge. ‘You look cute in that shirt.’

      My cheeks flash with heat, and I quickly put the phone away.

      Well, no matter how badly I react to her pheromones, that doesn’t stop my body from reacting to her in much more positive ways when her pheromones aren’t involved.

      I follow Timothy to the rooms where my family is staying. My parents, two of my siblings and my little nephew.

      Before tonight, I had no idea I’d become an uncle.

      While I don’t want to bring this up to my sister, I’m pretty sure I know who the little boy’s father is.

      My sister had gotten involved with some bad people. Her kind heart abused by them, especially by one of them. I tried anything to get her out, but in the end, the only way I could was by giving myself up instead.

      That’s how I got involved with the Hearts. They had their grip on my sister, their control over her tightening day by day. And the only way to protect her, to make sure that they would never contact her again, was to offer myself up.

      Now, knowing she was already pregnant at the time, I’m more glad than ever that I did. I don’t want to consider what they would have done to her if the Hearts had found out about the pregnancy back then.

      My older brother comes over, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “I’m so happy you’re alive and look well. After all those years, I never wanted to believe that...”

      He swallows hard, letting out a tight breath. “I’d always hoped we’d find you some day. And here you are.” He pulls me tighter against him and I lean into his embrace.

      I want to tell him how glad I am that they’re all alive and that they seem to be doing well, but no words come out. Not that Leo needs words, he simply holds me tightly.

      “We looked for you everywhere. The police got involved. The media. We posted about you on social media. But nobody could find you. You were gone. Vanished without a trace.” His voice is lower, quieter, making sure only I can hear him. “What happened? Where were you?”

      No guilt. No accusations. A simple plea for explanations. For closure. For something to make sense of the situation.

      I was right here, under their noses, but the Hearts are great at making you disappear if they don’t want anyone to find you. They did station me at a few other locations over time, but most of the time, they kept me in the same place I’ve always been, the same city.

      And, once they found out I was a scent match for Mathew, they kept me in the same exact building I’ve been in for years. I was never far. Which made it all the more painful.

      I want to explain everything, but at the same time, I don’t want to relive any of it. From how Vera, her pack and some of the people working for Mathew have reacted, they know what I’ve been through.

      Or, at least enough that they don’t ask questions.

      But my family has no idea. My family doesn’t have any connection to that world. And I want to keep it that way.

      I don’t want them to know all the painful things.

      I don’t want to hurt them.

      I’ll come up with something, some explanation, a softer version of the truth. But not tonight.

      Not tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            RILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment Caleb used his Alpha powers on Mathew and me in the training complex was the final straw. I’d been running on basically no energy and even less emotional control for well over an hour.

      But Caleb ordering us out of the room with the fake guard, when I was simply trying to be productive, was too much.

      Jorge noticed what was going on and helped me to get to my room with as little interference as possible. It was kind of funny to watch him glare and growl at anyone in our way, his arm around my shoulders, as he escorted me through the house.

      I’m really glad that I’ve got my own room and that it’s on the other side of the house form our pack room. The side with our pack room is really busy right now, with the kids and Luca’s family, and I desperately need my calm.

      Once Jorge had made sure that I was comfortable in the corner of my closet, he brought over some clothes with our pack’s pheromones, especially from Vera and Mathew, and then carefully closed the doors behind him.

      Surrounding me in dark and quiet, finally letting my brain slow down.

      I was already running out of energy when we were leaving the research complex, and I wanted nothing more than to go home and hide with everyone in the nest.

      But then everything else happened.

      So, I’m well past my limit now.

      My tears won’t stop and my emotions ping-pong between anger and relief, with a constant sensation of guilt running through it all.

      My pack is out there, taking care of people, still working, even though they’re as exhausted as I am, but I’m the only one hiding away.

      I wipe at my cheeks, but it’s no use. It’s been a while since I broke down like this. But then, it’s been a very long time since I was this exhausted, that the day simply wouldn’t end, no matter how hard I wished for it.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Vera’s message lights my phone up and I smile as I reply to her.

      ‘Not sure yet. How are you?’ I don’t have energy for much else.

      As long as I stay in my little cocoon, I can be somewhat communicative with people, through messaging, but that’s basically it.

      ‘All over the place. Do you need me to bring you anything?’ While I would love to have Vera in my arms right now, get her pheromones from the source, I also know that she won’t be able to sit still and I need the calm and quiet.

      ‘I’m good. Thank you.’

      I’ve never been this frustrated about having a meltdown before.

      Maybe the time that Jorge came over after a mission that went sideways is the closest. But back then, I simply had to recharge, and I knew that the next days would be quiet and easy. That I could go at my own speed to recover.

      But, this time, I won’t be able to do that.

      Tonight is busy enough as it is, and it’s not going to end any time soon. I know that the next days, even the next week, will be filled with activity and lots of people. I won’t have the time —or space— to really recharge, so I need to do the best that I can.

      Which means, hiding away and trying to relax as much as possible and getting as much sleep as I can between doing other things. Anything to recharge myself as efficiently as possible, taking things one day at a time, and hoping that I can keep up with it until I can really relax.

      Hoping I won’t break before then…
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      ‘Do you want me to get you anything from your place? Vera asked Mum for help with the situation with the kids. I can grab a few things from your place if you want me to.’ I blink the sleep from my eyes as I stare at Nathan’s message, taking a few moments to understand what he means.

      Vera asked Nathan’s mum, Erika, Caleb’s ex, to help with the kids. Okay, that part makes sense. Erika deals with relocating people after they’ve been rescued from the Suits all the time, she’s got a whole network set up for it, so it makes sense that Vera would ask her.

      I reread the message two more times before my brain finally clicks all the elements in place. Nathan, and probably the other two guys from his pack, are joining Erika on the trip.

      And he’s asking if I want things from my apartment.

      Okay.

      I sit up straight as I push the closet door open, letting in light from my room. Someone —probably Jorge— closed the curtains last night, so it’s not too bright.

      ‘Give me a couple of minutes to wake up. How quickly do you need an answer?’

      Nathan sends me a laughing emoticon. ‘We won’t leave for another couple of hours. I don’t know the details. Mum and Logan are calling around to see who might be able to take in some of the kids. I don’t think we’ll leave until they’ve at least finished calling around.’

      Logan is one of the other Alphas from Nathan’s pack, a good kid, and a very sociable one too. He’s a lot like Jorge, always ready to diffuse any situation and try to make people smile. He’s a good counterbalance to Nathan’s intense emotions.

      Though, Nathan also relies on him a little too much at times. With their past, that’s not unexpected.

      As I watch Nathan’s messages come in, I finally feel like I’m waking up. I’ve not had enough sleep, not at all, but my stress levels have lowered and I’ve got some more energy than I did before I fell asleep.

      ‘Can you check something for me?’ Now I’ve got him anyway, I can ask him something I’ve been meaning to ask Erika for a couple of days, but hadn’t gotten around to yet.

      ‘Sure. What do you need?’

      ‘What do you know about a plant-based pheromone compound that can be used to influence Alphas and Omegas? Probably used in the clubs, but it might be used in other locations too. At low levels, it lets Alphas and Omegas feel like they’re surrounded by the pheromones of their mates, but at high levels it can be used to mate Alphas and Omegas who aren’t scent matches.’

      With how far the research was that we saw last night and how interested the Hearts have been in it, I’m sure the others from the Suits Syndicate have also been interested in it.

      ‘I haven’t heard about something like that. But I’ll ask my dads and check if there might be something in our databases. Sounds fucking creepy though.’

      ‘Thanks. It might be quite new, so I don’t know if it’ll be easy to spot. But I would appreciate it if you could send me anything you find.’

      ‘Of course. I’ll let you know anything I find. If you let me know what you want from your place.’

      I would like to get our databases synced up so that I can search both Mathew’s database and Erika’s database at the same time, but I feel like that might be too much to ask. At least at this moment in time.

      Maybe we can discuss it when everyone is here and has finally met face-to-face.

      And nobody has killed anyone…

      Nathan and the two other guys from his pack have been helping Erika more and more over the last years. Nathan grew up always being aware of what his parents did for a job, saving people from the Suits Syndicate, and he’s always wanted to follow in their footsteps.

      He met Logan when they were teens and Logan pretty quickly became part of the whole mission too. And, finally, Jace, he’s been with them for less than a year but when you see them together, it feels like it was never any different. He’s kind of their big brother.

      Erika and her pack saved me from the Diamonds and one of her pack’s family members took care of me until I was old enough to start living on my own.

      I owe my life to Erika’s pack.

      Nathan and his siblings are like cousins to me, and being the eldest of twelve, it was easy for me to fall into the older sister/cousin role.

      For years, after Nathan and Logan lost one of their other Alpha pack members —mere months after Logan joined them— I feared that they would never recover, that they would never be able to move forward again.

      But, for the last year, Nathan seems to be on a better path. And to see him interested and excited about life and the world again feels good.

      I quickly wipe at my cheeks, trying to get the tears from my eyes so I can reply to him. ‘I don’t have the energy to think what I might want or need. Sorry.’

      ‘It’s okay. I’ll take Jace to check out your apartment and see if something stands out. Don’t worry about it. You’ve got other things on your mind.’

      ‘Thanks.’ I pocket the phone and stand up, checking myself.

      First step, change into clean clothes.

      Second step, check on the kids.

      Third step, check where the rest of my pack is.

      I have no idea how much energy I’ve got today and how useful I might be, but I’ll take it one step at a time.

      Even if I won’t be able to help anyone out there, I can still take my laptop in here with me and help them out from the corner of my closet.

      It’s all about using what you’ve got, and this is what I’ve got today. My brain feels pretty clear, the main problem is that I still can’t regulate my emotions and that my body probably won’t hold up all day. But I can work with that. I’ve been working with that all my life.

      Dressed in loose pants and a blouse, both of the softest fabrics we could find but that would also not be too hot in this summer weather, I make my way over to the room where the kids are.

      Let’s hope they got some sleep.

      Though, with how stressful last night was, I wouldn’t be surprised if they didn’t get much sleep.

      The door to the room is slightly ajar and when I push it open further, I find Jorge and Luca sitting in the open doorway to the balcony, quietly chatting as most of the kids are still asleep in a makeshift nest in the corner of the room.

      Jorge has one of the kids in his lap, while Luca hands the kid pieces of fruit. Another kid is walking around on the balcony, looking out over the fields, all quiet awe and excitement.

      A lump forms in my throat and tears spring in my eyes as I take in the sight. They look so peaceful and I can imagine them sitting exactly like that, a couple of years into the future, with our own kids.

      It’s beautiful.

      This quiet peace is what I want our future to be like.

      This exactly.
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