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      Want to read about Ellie’s time on the show, My Fairytale? Then check out the free, newsletter exclusive prequel, below. This short follows Ellie’s experience and the pack she thought would be hers.

      Grab Your Free Prequel Here: https://bit.ly/KnotYourMate 

      
        
        Blurb

      

      

      Eight Packs, Two omegas, one drama filled show.

      

      When I was selected to be a contestant on My Fairytale, I was willing to give up my job, my apartment, and my social life for three months to find the pack that I could call mine.

      

      Between awful dates, sweet moments, and a lot of reflection, I finally know just who I’m going to choose.

      

      The question is, will they choose me back?

      

      Knot Your Mate is an intro Omegaverse Short to the Jaded Omegas Duet. This duet will be full of betrayal, moving on, steam, strong omegas, and will end with a HEA. 
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        The whole world watched me lose it all…

      

        

      
        After spending the last three months on My Fairytale, a show that promised I’d find my future pack and finally get my happily ever after, I realized it was too good to be true.

      

        

      
        My chosen pack humiliated me in front of the world and now the only thing I can do is outrun the spotlight.

      

        

      
        I find myself moving a few hours away, ready to start a new life.

      

        

      
        But the past isn’t ready to let me go. Family is using me for their fifteen minutes, I have interviews I still have to conduct, and it’s starting to feel like I’ll never truly get away.

      

        

      
        My trust was broken and I’m not sure if I can let anyone in again. The issue is there are several men in this town that don’t care about my past…in fact, they have skeletons of their own.

      

        

      
        Can we stop living in the past and give this pack a chance, or will this, once again, end in heartbreak?

      

        

      
        This duet will be full of betrayal, moving on, steam, one strong omega, and will end with a HEA. This is an omegaverse world that includes male omegas, a jaded pack that struggles to move on, and one omega who is tired of letting the world tear her down.
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        Ellie

      

      

      “We reject your offer, Ellie. I’m sorry, but you are not the mate we choose. If Morgan will have us, we choose her.”

      Trevor, the alpha I thought was mine, took both of her hands and I watched in horror as she preened under the attention.

      “I’m sorry, Ellie,” Morgan said in a fake sad voice. The omega I’d spent months confiding in looked at me with a face that said clearly that she’d won. How could I have been so blind? “We’ve been secretly meeting and we didn’t know how to tell you. I choose the Forrest pack. This is my fairytale ending, not yours.”

      My pulse thundered in my ears as I turned and walked away. The crew yelled after me but I ignored it all as I walked away, my heart shattered in pieces and feeling more betrayed than I ever had.

      My fairytale had turned into my nightmare.

      Each step I took away from the set further fractured my heart. This wasn’t how I saw the night going. I thought it would end in a kiss and maybe a long night of making our pack official.

      The betrayal burned within me, boiling in my veins and making me swear to myself that I’d never leave myself vulnerable again.

      Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out my phone and dialed the one person I knew would save me with no questions asked.

      “Ellie, you alright?” My brother knew what tonight was and I knew he was skeptical of this entire show. I should have fucking listened.

      “You were right,” I said as the dam broke, tears flowing and my voice choking on a sob that had him growling.

      “Come live with me, Ellie. Fuck them. Leave it all behind. You shouldn’t be alone,” he said as if it was that simple.

      Then I realized it was. I gave up my job for this godforsaken show, which meant my apartment wouldn’t be mine for much longer. There was literally nothing and no one here who was worth staying for.

      “Alright. I’ll be there tomorrow.”

      “What?” he gasped. Clearly, I wasn’t the most agreeable, he sounded shocked. The reaction pulled a strained chuckle from me as I hailed down a cab and gave him my address.

      My phone was blowing up and I saw the producer’s name on my screen but I simply shut my phone off. They could all fuck off, every fucking one of them.

      Their job was to deal with the fallout. Mine was to escape.
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        Ellie

      

      

      Cameras followed me as I ran from my apartment to my pickup truck. I’d loaded everything I owned into the back while my amazing landlord screamed at the horde of paparazzi as I organized it all in the truck.

      My disguise clearly did nothing. I’d tried to use a ball cap and tucking my hair back, throwing my hood up, and looking as generic as possible. Of course, they’d seen right through it. They were good at their job, that much was clear.

      Dodging the flash of the cameras, I threw the last box into the back and secured it before turning to the amazing beta who’d been like a mother to me for the last few years. My sweet landlord had gone out of her way to help me leave, including throwing out the lease agreement.

      “Thanks, Bridgette,” I told her as I threw my arms around her. She hugged me back just as tight and let out a soft sigh.

      “You be safe and stay low, sweetheart,” she said firmly. Her protective side was at full force right now. “I’ll make sure they let you leave.” She tapped the bat in her hand against the sidewalk for good measure and a few of the smarter photographers backed up a few feet.

      “I’ll call you,” I promised as I rushed for the drivers’ side. She knew where I was going, she was one of the few I’d told. If word got out, my life would continue to be chaos and I was looking for a break from this reality.

      “Eleanor, can you tell us why you’re leaving?” they demanded. “What happened in the finale that led to this? What can we expect? Did the pack hurt you in some way?”

      “No comment!” I yelled in frustration. “Just get out of the way!” I’d had enough after dodging these assholes for an hour while I packed my life away in moving boxes.

      Thankfully, my furniture was in good condition and Bridgette offered to keep it and offer out the apartment as fully furnished. It was a win for both of us since she’d given me my deposit back and was going to lose out on rent for the next six months my lease was for.

      “Can you give us anything? Which pack did you choose? Are they following you to your destination?”

      This time, I didn’t bother to give them any sort of answer. I knew the network was handling the media on this one, but I was sure my grand escape would fill the tabloids tomorrow. Happy packs don’t just flee their homes right after what was supposed to be a happy ending.

      The headlines would be brutal and I could already picture them.

      Did this season of My Fairytale end in heartache instead of happily ever after?

      They, honestly, should thank me. The mystery alone would have people rushing to subscribe to their streaming channel.

      Eight packs, two omegas… it was supposed to end in both of us omegas finding a pack. Instead they played me. Used me for entertainment. The pack I’d dated, had intimate moments with, and started to fall for, rejected me… and in two short weeks when they aired the finale… let’s just say my worst moment would go viral and I’d likely never outlive it.

      True to her word, Bridgette stood next to my truck and yelled a battle cry as she swung the bat in an arc, nearly taking out cameras and people alike.

      Once I was safely out of my street and past the city traffic, it felt like I could finally breathe.

      The whole fiasco was my own fault. I never should have trusted a fucking dating show to help me find my future pack. But after years of failed dates and one terrible ex-boyfriend, I was ready to hand the reins over to the supposed experts in their field.

      Trevor, Jacob, and Bear had seemed so genuine. We had what I thought was a mutual attraction and were building the foundation of something that could have been permanent.

      The entire scene replayed in my head. Me in my gorgeous dress, full of anxious—but optimistic—energy. My choice in pack was dressed in their suits and looked incredible. Morgan, the other omega and who I thought was a friend, was beaming as she stared at the pack I thought she’d pick.

      Instead, they chose her.

      Now that I was free of the set and driving hundreds of miles away, I knew I’d have to be brave and watch the show back. Seeing myself on a fucking television show would be awkward enough. But I also wanted to rip the Band-Aid off and see if I was just wearing blinders, or if they’d fooled everyone else, too.

      My phone rang and I clicked the dashboard screen to answer Micah’s phone call. My brother was my current savior and giving me a safe place to lay low.

      “How is it going, my little outlaw?” the asshole crooned before cracking up.

      “I’ve escaped. There were actual fucking paparazzi trying to stop me and question me. It was insane. My landlord stepped in and helped me get out safely,” I sighed. It sounded forlorn and hollow and my brother’s tone instantly changed.

      “Things will be different now. You’ve done city life, met some shit people, now you’re going to good, old, small-town USA,” he promised gently. “Just give it a shot. You know I always said I wanted to travel and live in big cities. But Lockwood won me over.”

      “At this point, I can’t hate on it too much,” I admitted. “Thanks again, Micah.”

      “Don’t be too hard on Tori,” he said in response. “She’s kicking herself hard for convincing you to do this. Especially now that it…”

      “Backfired?” I supplied. “Went up in flames?”

      “Yes,” he said bluntly. “She means well.”

      “She does. And I’m not mad at her. I’m humiliated and heartbroken.” The emotion in my voice had him letting out a groan.

      “You’re killing me. I’m about ready to drive down there and kick their asses for you,” he half-growled.

      “Don’t you dare,” I laughed through the tears that had started to fall. “This is just an opportunity to start over. If they could throw me away that easily, they weren’t worth it. I need change. This is it. I’ll find a job and find a place.”

      “I told you. I’m not worried about gaining a roommate,” he protested. “You’re not a damn burden. You’re family.”

      “And you’re not getting any younger,” I argued. “You’ll meet some adorable omega and betas and find your pack. Then I’ll be old news and in the way.”

      “What if I said I wanted to be a single alpha forever? Clearly, our family doesn’t have the best idea of what relationships and commitment are. Hell, our sister has had a whole string of packs she’s walked out on.”

      My chest ached at his words. We all knew why it was hard for us.

      “Well, when your parents are as… difficult as ours, you don’t exactly get a good picture of what a pack should look like.”

      “Ain’t that the truth.” Even Micah sounded annoyed. They’d given us hell for years, trying to force us to do more, be more, so they could brag on us.

      The call beeped and Tori’s name flashed over the screen.

      “I’ve got to go, that’s Tori calling in. I’ll see you in a few hours,” I told him. He gave me a quick goodbye so I could answer the call.

      “Ellie,” Tori said with a sniffle the moment I answered her call. She was definitely the emotional one of us. “I’m so sorry. Those bastards shouldn’t have done this. I can’t believe it turned out this way. It’s all my fault.”

      Here I was the one who got humiliated and she was being dramatic. If anyone had a right to freak out it was me, and I was—shockingly—keeping it together. Maybe it hadn’t hit me enough or maybe I was just too fucking jaded to let it break me. Either way, I was not in the mood to reassure her for long.

      That and there was a gas station just ahead and some guilty-pleasure snacks were my first step in leaving all this shit behind.

      “Look. I’m sad, it sucks, but I don’t blame you. It’s on them for playing me. End of story. I’ll call you when I’m at Micah’s, but I’m stopping now for gas.”

      “Okay,” she said. Honestly, she sounded dejected that I was getting off so soon but she reluctantly let me go.

      Of course, the moment I stepped inside the gas station, I was met with the magazine rack and my face plastered on several covers. The girl in that picture felt like a whole different person.

      Ignoring them completely I went to the fountain and got a drink, then grabbed all of my favorite snacks. All I needed to turn my mood around was some sweets, salty chips, caffeine, and a solid playlist.

      The lady at the register narrowed her eyes like she knew me but was easily distracted by the amount of snacks I bought. I’d gotten enough for a full pack and it was just little, old me.

      I swear this whole thing gave me paranoia. I’m downright terrified someone will recognize me now.

      The moment she handed my change over to me I rushed outside and back in my truck. In a few short minutes, music was pouring through the speakers and I couldn’t help but feel relieved to be leaving the city behind.

      If only the memories were so easy to dismiss.

      As the miles went by, I grew less optimistic and downright depressed. It was easy to put on a brave face when I had to. I’d never been one to let people in easily. I think it was living in my siblings’ shadows. Everyone loved Micah and Tori. They were outgoing and loud, charismatic and funny.

      And I was the opposite. My favorite Friday nights were spent at home with popcorn and a good book, curled in my favorite cozy chair. I’d never had a ton of friends because I learned quickly they’d use me to get to my alpha brother or hot, omega sister.

      I hated that I now truly believed friends were overrated and I was going to have to commit to being a spinster. Maybe I’d get a farm and raise a bunch of barn cats. They’d never leave me as long as I supplied plenty of treats and a warm place to sleep.

      “Damn, that’s depressing, Ellie,” I told myself as I turned the music up, willing it to drown out all the crazy thoughts swirling through my mind.

      The view outside my window slowly shifted from the suburbs, to small towns and cornfields.

      It wasn’t until I saw the sign for Lockwood coming into view that I turned the music down.

      Lockwood wasn’t exactly tiny. They were big enough to have real restaurants and stores. But small enough that me driving down the road turned a few heads. It was the kind of place that people sat on their porches chatting and watching cars drive by.

      Main Street was full of small businesses and quaint storefronts. It reminded me of one of those adorable sitcoms and I was already in love.

      Sure, I might go crazy in a few weeks, but for now I’d cling to anything to keep me afloat.

      As long as they had a good coffee shop, somewhere hiring, and wine in the grocery store, I could survive. What other choice did I have? It wasn’t like I could go invisible like I did in the city. Sometimes, it was nice to blend in and not be noticed.

      Micah lived just past Main Street. Nervous energy filled me as my GPS app told me my destination would be on the right.

      As if he could sense me coming, I saw my brother step outside and wave to me. His grin was bright and he looked genuinely excited to see me. My heart warmed at the sight and I parked quickly, practically jumping out of the truck the moment I turned off the ignition.

      I was in my brother’s arms in a few seconds and it was as if the world was right again. Sure there was a ton to figure out, but for now it could all wait.

      Tonight. Right now. I needed family.
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        Ellie

      

      

      Nothing quite says ‘failure’ like your brother waking you up with awful coffee and a cheesy greeting card telling me to keep my chin up.

      Yup. This was officially the lowest point of my existence.

      “So, I have something I want to talk to you about,” Micah started. I swear that man had way too much energy in the morning. Anyone who smiled before seven was a psycho in my book.

      “Listen. If this is one of your big ideas, it has to wait until I get some real coffee. I love you, but this coffee is horrendous.”

      He winced. “Sorry. I definitely got you instant and don’t know how to make coffee. There’s a shop about a five-minute walk away. Want company?”

      Clearly, it was one of Micah’s famous big ideas if he let it go so quickly.

      “Give me time to shower and change, then you can show me around this town,” I promised.

      To my complete shock he left without protest. Which meant whatever bomb he was going to drop was big. If I knew my brother, he’d pull out a tablet with graphs and spreadsheets.

      My stuff was all still in suitcases and boxes, which were now stacked along the back wall of my room here. Micah had a four-bedroom home and gave me the guest room with an attached bathroom. So at least we weren’t packed in here like sardines.

      The best part was that no one knew me but him. He’d escaped here after college thanks to his roommate and best friend. He’d grown up here and talked it up enough to draw Micah in. I wish I’d have joined him sooner, maybe I could have avoided all this.

      After rifling through more boxes than I’d care to admit I found a decent outfit and my bathroom stuff.

      The entire time I showered and dressed, I had to force myself not to think of them. My chest ached painfully at every mention of them. And after spending three months getting to know the guys, I’d see quick flashes of the alpha’s smile, or Jacob’s flirting smirk and touches.

      But Bear hurt the most.

      We’d connected the quickest. He was a sweet omega that loved books as much as I did and with just a few words had me talking.

      Generally, I didn’t open up easily but somehow, he helped me to.

      They were perfect. Until they weren’t.

      “Fuck them,” I muttered as I forcefully opened the door. Micah’s hand was poised to knock and his eyes were open wide.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” he asked quickly.

      “Absolutely not. Fuck that. We aren’t here to get sappy and depressed. Coffee. Now.”

      “Yes, princess,” he teased. The old childhood nickname had some of my angry mood melting away. He’d named me that not for being pampered, but for always wanting to be the main character in the fantasy stories I read.

      Lockwood was a breath of fresh air. We walked down the sidewalk toward the downtown area in silence. It was nice to relax and just take in my surroundings. Everything had been a grind since college, then in my job, and after the chaotic experience on the show, I was ready to embrace a change like this.

      “So, you have two options for coffee. The Raven’s Nest has coffee and is also a used bookstore. Then The Diner On Main is the main place to get good, quick diner food and Ezra’s coffee rivals the Raven’s Nest. It’s just not as fancy.

      “I’m hungry, let’s go see this diner. Then maybe after breakfast we can get fancy coffee,” I said. “Why pick when I can have both?”

      “No one should drink that much coffee in one morning,” Micah said. “Why do I feel like I need to force you to hydrate and eat your vegetables?”

      “Because I haven’t eaten a salad since I left home, and water is in my coffee, Micah,” I said, walking ahead a bit so I could hide my smile. His groan of exasperation had me cracking up.

      “You know, I’m a very important person here in Lockwood. One word and both Ezra and Walter would be on my side and deny you coffee,” he bluffed. I raised an eyebrow at him and waited for the telltale sign Micah was lying. A huge grin spread across my face as his left eye twitched slightly.

      “Ha! See, you’re lying. Either you’re not important or you wouldn’t get between me and my caffeine. There would be headaches, bitchiness, and a terrible withdrawal. Would you inflict that sort of suffering on someone you love and adore?” I batted my eyelashes for good measure and Micah rolled his eyes but still hooked an arm around my shoulders and led me across the street to the diner on the corner.

      It was thankfully not one of those overly gaudy retro diners with uncomfortable seating. The counter was topped with butcher block, the chairs a forest green that matched the booths which also looked carved from the same, dark wood. It very much had a woodsy vibe.

      But it was the man behind the counter that had me pausing. I had no right to even check out another guy with my track record, but I couldn’t help but stare. He was a few years older than me, his dark hair and stubble gave him a bit of a rugged look.

      Bright-blue eyes looked up at us for a moment before he was off delivering another plate and that moment nearly froze me in place. Damn, he was gorgeous.

      His diner tee and flannel was a combination that, apparently, did things to me. Or maybe it was the muscle bulging under the fabric.

      Micah snorted. “Stop drooling over the man.”

      “I’m not, it smells amazing in here,” I lied and for once, he didn’t call me on it. Instead, he led me right to the counter and took a seat. It was almost worse. Now I was only a few feet away and I could already feel my face burning.

      Micah chuckled to himself as he slid over a menu, not bothering to take one for himself. At least I had something to focus on.

      Until I heard the deep timbre of this adonis of a man.

      “What can I get you?” When I looked up he just stared at us with no real emotion on his face. It felt guarded, almost flat, yet I could see curiosity in his eyes.

      “I’ll take a coffee and the waffle with hashbrowns on the side,” I said in what I hoped was a calm voice. From my asshole of a brother’s laughter, it wasn’t.

      “Eggs?” he questioned. I wrinkled my nose at the thought but Micah ordered them for me.

      “Make them scrambled and just add them to mine. She’d waste them,” he said. “I’ll have my usual omelet.” The fact Ezra didn’t ask any further questions meant Micah was a regular. And he had the audacity to make a comment about my coffee.

      When the intimidating alpha walked away I jabbed a finger into Micah’s side, making him let out an undignified squeak that had a few patrons turning our way.

      “You get to say nothing about my dang eating and drinking habits. You don’t even have to give him a full order. He just knows it.”

      “I mean, I don’t eat here every day,” Micah tried to backtrack but Ezra was walking by and let out a deep chuckle.

      “Just six days a week,” he mumbled.

      “Ouch. Caught in your lie, dear brother,” I teased. “That means you get to buy me breakfast.”

      “Turn that up!” an older man called over the diner chatter. Ezra grabbed a remote and turned up the television. The newscaster was going on about elections coming up before it switched to commercials.

      Ezra brought over my coffee, so I didn’t notice until Micah let out a strangled sound. My face was front and center on the TV. I should have known in the weeks before the finale that they’d be everywhere.

      Even in Lockwood, I wasn’t safe.

      Ezra walked by and nabbed the remote, changing the channel and ignoring the protests as he muttered about trash TV. I didn’t think he noticed but I wanted to dive over the counter and kiss him for a whole new reason now.

      “It’s fine,” Micah promised me. I wished I could believe my brother but I knew damn well this wasn’t over. I could hide away but they’d find a way to track me down one way or another.

      “What is it you wanted to talk about?” I asked. All of our previous joking was gone and we both looked like we’d seen a ghost. But he humored me anyway.

      “I have a friend. You might remember me talking about Collin? My old college roommate?” I nodded in acknowledgement and he continued. “Well, he and I have been talking about buying old houses, rehabbing them, and then selling. Making a business of it. I mentioned my sister might be coming down and that you were really good with numbers. And if I remember correctly you built quite a few things out in that old shed with Grandpa. So, we thought you might want in on it?”

      “And what about your job?” I pointed out. “It’s not quick money, right?”

      “No, it’s not. But Collin has a bit of an inheritance and we’re finding grants and loans, buying cheap, the works. We’ve got a few buildings in mind and are meeting up tomorrow. What do you say?”

      Usually, my brother was always ready to try new things. I expected this to be another random adventure or idea that he’d get bored of. But hearing him describe it in detail had my attention.

      “I don’t know that I can put all my eggs in that basket, but I’m willing to go to the meeting and hear you out. Maybe I can nab a few freelance accounting jobs or something to pay my bills as well,” I said, mulling it over.

      We both let it drop when the food arrived. Honestly, it smelled too good to ignore and I didn’t hesitate to dig right in. The waffle was sweet and rich, the syrup warm, it was pure fucking heaven.

      “This makes all the bullshit I just went through worth it,” I said around a groan.

      “Ezra and Gabe are a pretty good duo,” Micah said as he took a huge bite of his eggs. I looked away before I lost my appetite. I had no clue how anyone could enjoy them.

      My food was polished off in minutes but Micah took his time. I wanted to reach for my phone or check my socials, but I hadn’t even brought myself to turn the do not disturb settings off yet. Micah and Tori were the only ones who could get through.

      It didn’t matter. The damage was done and I’d face it eventually. I could at least give myself a few days of peace.

      “Ezra, I need three orders of fries.” The raspy voice next to me had me pulling my head out of my ass and looking over. She locked eyes with me right away and the way she narrowed them had me ready to run. “You Micah’s sister?”

      I nodded with wide eyes.

      “Thought so. You have his eyes. He’s a pretty good guy,” she said before turning back to Ezra. “And a large soda!”

      “No,” Ezra countered. “You get a water and a salad.”

      “Only if you want to die,” she laughed with absolutely no humor in it, only a promise of pain.

      They acted with the same sort of dry humor and that was when I noticed her dark brown hair that matched his. They didn’t look similar enough to be siblings but I would guess they were family to some degree.

      Ezra grabbed a glass and went to the fountain, pouring her a water and plopping it down in front of her.

      “Drink it.”

      “Or what? You’ll brood me to death?”

      “Drink it.” He wasn’t giving in to her in the slightest. The way he stood back, arms crossed, eyes narrowed… it had me squirming in my seat.

      She slid the glass to me. “Here, water to go with that coffee. Hydrate and all that.”

      Ezra looked at me then, daring me to touch it. I don’t know what came over me but I picked up the glass, opened my mouth, and guzzled it down, not stopping until it was drained.

      My eyes never left his as I sat it down and wiped my mouth off. It was strangely exhilarating to watch his nostrils flare in frustration. Even Micah was silent in this interaction. In fact…so was the diner.

      An uproar of laughter from the girl next to me followed by her hand slapping the table as she wheezed through the full belly laugh broke the silence and Ezra snatched the glass away from in front of me and walked away, muttering something about impossible women.

      “Okay, we’re officially best friends now. I’m Serenity. And you are? Well, other than a badass…”

      “Ellie,” I offered with a chuckle. “I’m not even sure why I did that.”

      “It was epic. My cousin could use a brat like you in his life. You’re a natural. Please keep it up,” she praised, laughing even harder as he slid over a to-go soda and a container that was practically bursting with fries. She threw a few bills on the counter before getting up. “I’ll catch your number next time. I have to run before Walter kicks my ass again.”

      She was gone as quickly as she’d come. It was chaotic, insane, and probably the most I’d smiled in days.

      “Lord help us all if you and Serenity become friends. Ren is a hot mess,” Micah finally said with a shake of his head.

      “That’s an understatement,” Ezra muttered. “Don’t get any ideas either. I’ll ban you from coffee until you drink your water every time you come in if you keep it up. Day one and already causing problems.”

      He walked away but I had a feeling I’d either just made an enemy, or I’d caught his attention.

      If only I knew if catching his attention was a good thing.
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        Ellie

      

      

      The Raven’s Nest Books and Coffee was my new favorite place in the entire world. Walter was a grumpy asshole and I loved that about him. The barista working behind the counter was feisty and not afraid to dish it back.

      The crowded bookshelves and cozy armchairs made the book section perfect. The smell of coffee and dusty books filled the air and I breathed that shit in like a drug.

      “She asked for extra foam,” Katya protested as she gave the customer just that.

      “We don’t do extra anything,” Walter grumped but didn’t bother to actually try and stop her. Between her and Serenity, I had a feeling this place was never dull.

      “Yes we do. Don’t lie to yourself, Walter. We are the only real coffee place in town. This town needs us,” she said as she handed it over to the woman waiting. To her credit, the woman seemed amused and dropped a tip in the jar before walking out.

      “She didn’t ask for all those bells and whistles,” Walter said, pointing right at me where I sat in a chair, reading a smutty romance and sipping my black coffee.

      “It was a black coffee kind of day. I treat my coffee like a mood ring,” I admitted. “Some days it’s sweet, some days it’s bitter.”

      Walter grunted at my words like I’d betrayed him.

      “Don’t listen to her either then,” he grumped before walking to the back through the beaded curtain separating the kitchen from the coffee shop.

      “What’s your favorite drink of all time?” Katya called out to me. “Coffee or tea? Walter the great wants to start a line of teas.”

      “Oh, if you do that, dragon fruit raspberry blend is my favorite tea. It’s actually really good for energy levels and your immune system,” I started, cutting myself off before I could geek out over tea blends.

      “That sounds interesting,” she mused. “I wonder if we could do a DIY-type of situation with blends. Oh! Or you could come up with a few blends, like energy, antioxidants, the works. Walter, are you hearing this?”

      The old man poked his head out of the back and narrowed his eyes at me. “Do you need a job?”

      For some reason, I found myself saying yes before really processing it. “Yes, I do.”

      “Give her an application. She’s bound to talk back less than you and Serenity do,” he muttered before ducking back out of sight.

      “He’s always acting like we’re so difficult, but don’t let him fool you. We’re like the daughters he never had,” she mused as she grabbed a paper from under the register and slid it over. “It’s, honestly, a great place to work. Part time, benefits, bonuses, and the hours are awesome.”

      “You had me at tea,” I said as I took the offered pen and dove into the application. It was all of the standard questions and took me less than five minutes to fill in. “Do you want my resume?”

      “Just bring it on your first day for your file. We’ll look this over and check the schedule and get back to you,” she promised.

      “Thanks,” I said as I slid over the filled-out questionnaire. “I’ve got to run but I can’t wait to hear from you guys.”

      “We’ll definitely be stalking you soon,” she teased and waved goodbye before stepping over to help the next customer.

      My phone dinged the moment I stepped outside. I stopped on the sidewalk, nearly causing an older woman to topple over me. In the city, she’d have yelled but she just waved off my apology with a smile.

      
        
          
            
              
        Micah: Collin will be here soon, hurry up!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I’m coming. Want a coffee?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Micah: That’s the last thing I need today.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laughed at his words. Micah definitely was hyper enough on his own. He didn’t need the boost of caffeine to exist like I did.

      The walk home was only about ten minutes and it was a nice enough day that I didn’t mind the walk. The sun was shining and it was that perfect temperature that meant I didn’t have to be hot or cold. Plus, my old truck would be more trouble than it was worth on small trips like this. Between the loud clunks it let out and the tight parking spaces, it wasn’t a fight I wanted any part of.

      Already, Lockwood was starting to feel like a completely different life. I still have thoughts of the fucking show and the magazine covers haunted me but no one had recognized me yet. I knew it was a matter of time but for now, I was hellbent on ignoring the entire ordeal.

      The moment it came out I knew it would be hell. Nothing like an entire small town knowing your business and likely gossiping about it. My little safe haven would turn into a mess but I didn’t want to run again.

      At least I didn’t think Walter would allow anybody to annoy me in his shop. He seemed the type to stand up for his people, like the big brother that only allowed himself to roast you and nobody else.

      Collin wasn’t there when I arrived. Micah still met me at the door, rushing me inside. He was practically glowing, his golden retriever energy strong today.

      Before I could stop myself, I was spilling the news.

      “So, I got offered a job today.”

      I’ve never seen anyone’s face fall so fast. I held up my hand before he could downright spiral and assume the worst.

      “This does not mean I won’t be still helping you. It’s only part-time at the coffee shop and just a way for me to get out and get a feel for Lockwood. Plus, books.”

      He relaxed at the reassurance.

      “It might not be a bad thing to get out of the house once in a while,” he conceded. “We still have to convince you to join us for this house flip, right?”

      “Absolutely. I’m not exactly a contractor,” I snarked, glad he had bounced back already. “And if you think I’m going to be sledgehammering down walls and laying tile, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      He smirked. “You know what, I bet in a few days you’ll be begging to help with demo. Nothing says ‘anger management’ quite like smashing down walls.”

      I tilted my head, considering it. “You might be onto something.”

      “I’m not exactly an expert either. I’ve done a few projects around here but I’m not afraid to learn a few things. It’s been a long few years of working remotely and I want to get out of this damn house more,” he admitted. “Working alone is lonely and boring.”

      My poor brother was about as social as an alpha can be and to him, working alone, was torture. Before I’d have jumped at the chance, but I was afraid if I hid away, I’d never want to come out.

      The front door opened and Collin strode in. He was not what I expected. He was the epitome of tall, dark, and handsome. Hazel eyes zeroed in on me and I felt my chest tighten in response. He was beyond handsome. The jawline could cut glass, his dark hair only made his eyes stand out more, and his straight, white smile was perfect.

      “What the hell is up with this town?” I muttered under my breath. Micah heard me and tried to cover his laugh with a cough but failed.

      He walked over and clapped his friend on the shoulder in greeting before dragging him toward me.

      “Collin, this is my sister, Ellie.”

      “Oh, the local celebrity,” he teased with a wink. I swear that wink did things to me that no wink ever has before.

      Something had to be in the water in Lockwood. The alphas here were a different breed.

      Collin was taller than Micah, with broad shoulders and more muscles than a statue of Adonis. His jeans were practically painted on and I had to force myself not to check him out like a horny teenager.

      He smiled at me before both of us froze. I was struck by his scent. Which was strange because the most I got from other people were their subtle underlying scents or those that gave away their designation. Alphas were always a strong musk, betas calming and neutral, and omegas sweet.

      Outside of mates, more concentrated scents were unheard of.

      His was earthy and smoky, a mix of freshly-sawed wood and campfire. And from the way he was taking in deep breaths, it wasn’t just me noticing the strong scents.

      The fact I could define the notes of his scents like this could only mean one thing.

      We were mates.

      “Holy shit,” he said. “You know, you smell incredible. Like tropical fruit and spun sugar.”

      The statement was so absurd that I burst out laughing. Scents were one of those unspoken things that we all noticed but never commented on.

      Even on the show it was hard to narrow down specific scents unless we were alone, and even then it was questionable. Fated mates weren’t unheard of, but finding them didn’t happen for everyone.

      Micah stood between us with his head swiveling like he was watching a tennis match, eyes going from me to his friend and back again.

      “Wait, what?” he said. “You two?”

      We were definitely mates. That much was obvious, but it didn’t mean we had to dive into something. Mates were only official when bonded and I wasn’t going to just fall into bed with this stranger.

      No matter how badly I wanted to.

      After everything that happened, I wasn’t exactly looking for mates.

      But weren’t you? I thought to myself. Did you not just go on an entire show to find one?

      It was my Achilles heel. I wanted a pack so badly that it hurt. After the last few years of my life revolving around work, I didn’t want any more lonely nights. Quiet nights in the city with the occasional work-meetup sprinkled in was no real life.

      I didn’t want any more quiet nights in the city living alone with just some random neighbors and co-workers to talk to.

      How could I trust again so easily, though? Not to mention, this was Micah’s best friend, they had a history. I couldn’t tear his best friend away if things didn’t work out.

      I was getting way ahead of myself.

      “We were here to talk about this house project, right?” I prompted before walking away. I had to force my fist to unclench as I walked to the kitchen. While they settled at the table I busied myself preparing snacks and drinks for a reason to regain my composure. From Micah’s grin he saw right through me but thankfully, said nothing.

      Collin’s hazel eyes met mine as he said a quiet thank you, his voice was rich and I hated the way it made me feel. I guess that wasn’t completely true, I didn’t hate it, I loved it, but I didn’t want to.

      “What did you find?” Micah asked. I wasn’t sure if he picked up on my desperation for a subject change, or if he was just too excited to wait any longer. Either way, I appreciated that the conversation steered away from me.

      Collin had brought in a leather portfolio with him. He opened it and pulled out three real estate listings for us.

      Or rather, foreclosures.

      Maybe I had underestimated the work that would go into it, but all three houses looked like they were on their last legs, if they were even salvageable at all.

      “My contacts at the bank sent me these. I’m going to say that we should ignore the one on Oak Street. It looks like it’s two steps away from being condemned and if they condemn it after we buy it, then we’re responsible.”

      “Okay, nix that one,” Micah said easily as he slid the remaining two towards us, placing them right in the middle so I had no choice but to study them as well.

      “What do they look like on the inside?” I asked. The skepticism in my voice was strong but neither one seemed deterred.

      Collin shrugged. “Probably a lot like the outside. They all need a hell of a lot of work. That’s the name of the game. When these go up for foreclosure it’s usually a gamble. But I do have a contact, I’ll try to get us inside.”

      “What about electricians, plumbers, all the things we have to do in order to even sell this house in the future?” I questioned.

      “Good thing I’m licensed in both,” the alpha said easily. It wasn’t cocky, just a fact. I liked his honesty.

      “Okay, going to be blunt here. How do you benefit from this?” I hated how much I was stumbling around my words with this man but he didn’t seem to notice. “I’m an accountant and Micah isn’t exactly used to this work.”

      “Micah and I have always talked about doing this. It was one of those things that started as a college dream. We both went for business and I think that helps us get the best deals and know how to handle real estate when it comes to that. Plus, I was working with a team before this but they were an established pack. They needed my expertise but it was really fucking weird being the odd man out.”

      “He called me to vent about leaving and I proposed this idea. I need out of my current workload, have savings and good credit, it’s a good combination,” Micah defended.

      “It’s not about expertise but willingness to make this work,” Collin pointed out.

      “And, of course, I was all in,” Micah said excitedly. “They’re cheap buys, it would just be down to the budgeting and that’s where you come in.”

      “You do realize I’m an accountant, right?” I questioned skeptically. “I’ve never done a budget on a house flip or even know what all goes into it. I’ve never compared the prices of lumber and suppliers.”

      “Yet you’ll be amazing at it,” Micah said confidently. I appreciated that my brother believed in me, but at this point, I didn’t believe in me.

      Collin scratched at his stubble as he stared at me like I was a puzzle. “I don’t think the question is about your experience.”

      Micah nodded in agreement and rested his hand on mine, forcing me to look up at him. “Look. If you don’t want to do this, that’s fine. I just thought this could be something to focus on when shit hits the fan.”

      He didn’t have to say more. We both knew that when the finale aired in two weeks, my little bubble would burst and the whole fucking world would see my rejection.

      Maybe between Walter’s shop and this project, I could distract myself. Or even find myself a little bit. I’d gone to college because it was expected of me, got my degree and went to work. An omega living alone in the city wasn’t exactly the smartest move but I did what I had to do.

      My life was hollow and empty. I didn’t have friends I left behind thanks to long, grueling hours, and before college, I’d been too shy to keep friends for long. Those I did keep had drifted apart, starting their own lives with packs and careers.

      Everything could change for me now. I’d already taken a risk by doing the show, now it was time to take control back and make my life what I wanted it to be.

      Whatever that was.

      My passion had always been reading amazing books, blending tea, and living a life that I found worthy.

      At least Lockwood would be a good place to start.

      “Okay, we need a plan,” I finally said after a long pause as I thought it all over.

      “You’re in?” Micah asked, both men’s stares boring into me as I looked down at the houses.

      One was a two story that looked like it was part of the strip of shops downtown. It was definitely not just a house, but a business. Or had been at one time.

      The second was surrounded by an unruly yard and trees. It was a single story but it was impossible to tell how big it was from one picture alone.

      I’d have to see more in person to decide but I was invested enough to want to check them out.

      Instead of giving them a direct answer, I looked up at Collin.

      “Is there a way for us to drive by and see them, or even go inside?”

      They both grinned and Collin grabbed his keys, not hesitating to stand up and walk toward the front door.

      He stopped just before opening the door and turned to us. “Well, let’s go.” He walked out and Micah let out a long breath of relief.

      “This is going to be great.”

      It was definitely going to be… interesting, that much I knew.
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      The moment I met Ellie, I knew I was fucked. She smelled like heaven and looked even better. From the sassy smile to the confident intelligence she showed as we broke down our roles in the new business venture, I was already hooked.

      I’ll admit, when Micah told me he wanted his sister to join us I was a bit skeptical. He told me she was an accountant, but once he explained about the show, I couldn’t help but give in. Micah always had seen the best in everyone, but he also wasn’t the type to put his chips on the wrong bet.

      If the house didn’t work out, we wouldn’t have to work together again. In the end, it was business. Now that I knew her, at least on the surface, and she had asked the right questions, I had a bit more confidence in the situation.

      Plus, she needed a second chance at life. And if anyone knew about second chances, it was me.

      Maybe Micah realized that and knew I’d have a soft spot for her. I couldn’t blame him for trying to do what was best for his sister.

      I’d thought I’d found a pack once before, too. Looking back now, I realized that the omega I found never affected me the way Ellie did. Her scent called to me, drew me in and begged me to taste her. More than that, every smile or laugh had my entire world pausing. I wasn’t usually the ‘romantic alpha’ type, but suddenly, I wanted to stand in front of her and fight the world off for her.

      Mates didn’t have to be defined by fate, sure, but it made a difference. It was an instinctual pull that brought mates together. Just simply being near had them gravitating closer, small touches unavoidable. Scents were strong enough you couldn’t deny what you were. With her, I knew in my soul that she belonged to me.

      But scents weren’t the only thing that built mates. Chosen mates were just as important. It was a slower build, a bond built on trust and attraction. Instinct didn’t play quite the same role, you didn’t have a feral need to protect. Instead, it was more subtle, underlying, something you did because you wanted to.

      Or at least I had always thought that.

      Despite the strength that she showed just by being here and starting over, it didn’t hide the sadness in her emerald eyes. Betrayal was one of those things that could sneak under your skin and stay there, haunting you from the inside out, reminding you that you weren’t good enough at least once before.

      Which had my mind immediately going to Alexander. He was an omega that I thought hung the moon at one point in our lives. What he did do was fuck another alpha in my bed.

      Of course, I got the waterworks and misplaced anger.

      “I didn’t know you’d be home early,” were the words he chose to say to me. Not an apology but deflecting the blame to me. Like I’d asked for him to get caught, to fuck around on me.

      I stood there like an idiot, a present in one hand and flowers in the other. Spoiling him had always made me happy and when I got off early he was the first thing I thought of.

      Yet, that was what my omega thought of me.

      I packed my things that day while he cried behind me, telling me how sorry he was. A pack wasn’t something you built upon lies and betrayal. The pain I felt then was dull now, but the thought of him still hurt.

      We could have built a pack of our own. It was something we both wanted but hadn’t found. And he threw that chance away without a second thought.

      With Ellie, it felt natural. We chatted and joked around as we drove through the town but there was a small part of me wondering if it was an act.

      I couldn’t hold my past against her, she didn’t deserve that. But sometimes, my head and my heart were at war.

      She wasn’t the first omega to catch my attention, but she was the first to demand it. Not by her actions but by merely existing.

      How was I going to resist her?

      Especially when we’d be close enough her scent would taunt me every single time we worked together.

      “There it is!” Her excitement had me focusing on the town again.

      It was busy downtown today, but it always was in Lockwood. The town had roads but it was designed so that most homes were within walking distance of the town center. There was rarely street parking and the only ones who used the few spots we had were those who truly needed to get around easier.

      I pulled next to the small candy store and parked. Nerves bubbled up in my stomach and my palms started to get sweaty. For some reason, I was worried about her reaction, what she would think when she saw the whole building. The thought of her backing out of this deal because of the state of the shop had me ready to start spouting reassurances.

      At least we had Micah’s enthusiasm on our side. As soon as she climbed out of the car, he grabbed her hand and dragged her to the front door. He didn’t hesitate to open it and I was surprised it was unlocked. Then again, this was Lockwood, not exactly the most dangerous town in America.

      “This place is one of those buildings they talk about having good bones,” I said as I joined them. “It’s all brick and the previous owners had updated it piece by piece with the intention of selling. The market wasn’t exactly ideal and they couldn’t sell the investment they’d made, eventually losing it when the market crashed.

      “You can’t beat this kind of solid architecture,” Micah said. “Sturdy is a good jumping point.”

      “You sure can’t,” Ellie said as she stared around at the large, open room. “I actually kind of love the raw-brick walls. And it’s bigger than I thought in here. If we do it right, we could entice someone to buy it. A restaurant, tea room, oh my god can you imagine?” A bit of her brother was coming out and I couldn’t help but watch as she hyped him up along with her.

      “We already have a bookstore, but maybe a small studio,” Micah offered. “There could be a waiting room in front and large mirrored room in the back.”

      She frowned at that and he laughed.

      “You hate the idea of covering the brick, don’t you?”

      She agreed. “Yes. There’s just something so beautiful about exposed brick and industrial vibes if it’s done right.”

      “Come on, we’ve only seen two rooms,” Micah said, pointing at the other four doors. The first was a public bathroom. The second a small staff hallway with some offices that needed work. The third was the stairwell leading to the upstairs apartment. She stopped halfway there to glance outside through the large, hazy windows.

      “You know, I wasn’t really expecting this place to have a yard,” she said as she opened the fourth door and stepped out back. “Is this part of the property or is it divided with the other buildings?”

      Having her gaze on me had my mind slowing down for a minute before I forced myself to stop acting like a lovesick fool.

      “A portion of it, yes, but it’s also a large field. The town was tossing around the idea of building a park out here or using it for some sort of event space, but it’s never been unanimously voted on.”

      “With whatever we do have, it might not hurt to build it up a bit for an employee hangout. The break rooms I’d always had in the city were windowless, tight spaces that made you feel claustrophobic. Between the strange mix of lunch smells, pheromones, and chatting, it was nearly impossible to eat in peace.”

      She wrinkled her nose at the memory and I stifled a laugh. It was adorable and I was glad she wasn’t holding herself back. I had a feeling that she’d be one of those people you could read like a book when you got to know her.

      “I’m going upstairs,” Micah announced as if he was going to go alone, yet he grabbed his sister again and dragged her along with him. I followed behind them and had no shame in admitting to myself that I was staring at her ass. She looked amazing in those tight jeans.

      When we got to the top Micah gave me a look that was less than amused. This might be even more complicated if he went into ‘protective brother’ mode. The last thing I wanted was to ruin a long-term friendship, but if she was my mate, I couldn’t ignore that forever.

      The upstairs was quite a bit worse for wear than downstairs. You could tell someone had lived here. There was random furniture left behind but it was all broken or tattered. Holes adorned the walls like an alpha lost control of his rage. The whole place, including the shaggy carpet reeked of stale alcohol.

      “Dear god was this a frat house?” Ellie asked as she covered her nose.

      “They must have tried renting it out or something,” Micah said with a frown. “This place has been empty since I’ve lived here. Collin, what was here when you were growing up?”

      “Believe it or not it was a garden store. It’s the last one on the block so they used the side of the building for extra displays and plants. It closed down when I was a teenager. The owner’s wife died and the pack didn’t want to keep it going without her.”

      “That’s awful,” Micah muttered before letting the sad frown fall away as he turned to Ellie. “What do you think?”

      Typical Micah, moving away from any sad conversation. I couldn’t blame him for protecting his peace and I didn’t think he wanted Ellie to be any more sad than she probably already was.

      “About her dying?” she deadpanned. “That it’s sad.”

      “No, the building,” he said with a huff. From her smile she definitely knew what he meant.

      “I still want to see the second one and then I think if nobody’s going to jump at buying them, we should draft up a quick business plan including budgets, then decide,” she said. Ellie was all business now and damn, if I didn’t find that just as attractive.

      She threw her red curls in a messy bun and glanced around one last time before heading downstairs.

      I went to follow but Micah stopped me. Part of me expected him to say something like leave his sister alone, but instead, he nodded toward her.

      “See, I told you she’d be a great addition. You don’t need those assholes you worked with. No more odd man out or working with people who you don’t like,” he said. “This is going to work out.”

      “Which one are you leaning toward?” I asked, curious as to what my friend was planning.

      “Either one. I’m just along for the ride,” he said honestly before heading down to join Ellie. He was just as happy as I was to start a new path in life. All three of us needed a change and that change was currently surrounding us.

      As sassy and reserved as Ellie was, Micah was enthusiastic and outgoing. Match those with my skills and we would be a good team.

      It was honestly refreshing to see family working so well together without bickering.

      My brothers and I were never close growing up. When our parents’ pack divorced we were always strung around between five houses. It was impossible to not feel like a burden or that you didn’t have a real home when you spent only a day or two at each.

      Then as we got older and they all started moving on, we were forgotten. That wasn’t family.

      In fact, no one felt like family until I met Micah. We were assigned as roommates in college and ended up becoming best friends. He treated me like an equal and actually gave a fuck about me.

      Before I could go down shitty-memory lane yet again for the second time today, I followed them out. They were both still walking around, shooting ideas back and forth. At least she didn’t see this place and shoot us down.

      The second house was further out than I remembered but the seclusion was kind of nice. Sometimes, neighbors could halt work quicker than the inspectors. I’d seen more than a few sabotage the crew over the years.

      “Man, the pictures didn’t do it justice. This place is huge,” Ellie said as she looked up at it, craning her neck to the side so her hair fanned out and I was smacked in the face with her intoxicating scent. Never before had a scent made me feel almost feral, the alpha inside me demanding I claim her.

      That wasn’t happening so I just waited as she climbed out and took a few steadying breaths.

      Micah looked concerned when I finally got out but I just waved him off and looked over at our second prospect.

      From the pictures it looked like a small home, but in person, it was twice as big. The closest neighbor was far enough away noise wouldn’t be an issue and despite how unkempt the yard was, the surrounding trees and flowers made it not look quite so abandoned.

      “Look, I didn’t even realize they had a detached garage. That would give us a place to work outside of the elements, it can be last on our list to fix up,” Micah pointed out.

      “We’ll need to have someone take a look at the structure here,” I pointed out. “The porch looks like it’s going to give in at any moment.”

      As if to accentuate my point, Ellie stepped on the porch, her foot going right through a slat before she started to tumble backward. Both Micah and I were moving the moment we heard the wood break but I reached her first, catching her before her back could hit the concrete stairs leading up to the porch.

      She felt so good in my arms. and she smelled even better this close. I was reluctant to even move but her foot was still stuck in the wood. I helped maneuver her out of it but didn’t put her down until we were off of the porch again.

      “Okay, yeah, this one might be a bit more of a fixer upper,” she agreed with a humorless laugh. “Fuck. That hurt. Do you even think it’s salvageable or do you think it’ll be condemned like the other one?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said as I stepped onto the porch, taking small, careful steps until I reached the door. Just like the other location it swung right open. From the smell that practically stole my breath it had been completely abandoned to the point animals had taken over.

      I didn’t even bother to go any further, closing the door and making my way back to the others.

      “That bad?” she questioned as she bent down to brush the small splinters of wood from her pant leg. Just as my gaze landed on the movement something slithered over her shoes.

      She let out a scream and launched herself at me. I caught her easily and stepped back until we were free of the overgrown yard.

      Micah was losing it at her reaction but I held her close. I didn’t care that it was a harmless snake, she was scared and that was enough for me to offer whatever reassurance I could.

      “Fuck this house,” Ellie said as her nails dug into my arm. She was back on her feet now but didn’t even try to back away.

      “You big baby,” Micah teased. As if she realized who she was clinging to she stepped away with an apologetic smile and shook her hands out. I wasn’t sure if it was disgust at the snake or nerves from being close to me.

      She was so expressive, even now I could easily read her embarrassment and exasperation. It had me wondering just what she was like on the show.

      Was she a different person when the cameras were rolling or was I seeing the real Ellie?

      It was impossible to know exactly who she was yet, we’d only met a few short hours ago. But I could already tell that I wanted to know so much more.
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      The dulcet sounds of my mother’s screeching voice filled Micah’s car and I smacked my head against the dash as quietly as possible. As if that could make it stop.

      “I just can’t believe she’d disappear like this! It’s so irresponsible to run away. The finale couldn’t have been that bad,” mom scoffed like this was all a shameful thing for her specifically.

      “Mom, if she ran, there has to be a good reason. Ellie is the sensible one,” Micah argued. My mother let out a world-weary sigh like she had just been through hell and back.

      Dealing with me must be so taxing, I thought with more than a little sarcasm.

      The irony wasn’t lost on me that she had yet to seem worried about my well-being. It all boiled down to how I was making her look and if that wasn’t my mother in a nutshell, I don’t know what was.

      “If she calls me, I’ll have her call you back,” Micah promised for the fifteenth time.

      “Well,” she said with a cocky, little huff. “The producers are hounding us. They think we’re hiding something and they’re reminding us that she has obligations, contractual ones. I’m just trying to make sure she doesn’t get sued. Can you imagine? That gossip would spread like wildfire at the country club.”

      Micah mimed slamming his own head down before appeasing her. “She’s not going to get sued, Mom.” The woman was infuriating on her best days but he handled her well. He’d always been the buffer between her and us. Me because I never gave into her outlandish demands and Tori because she was too free-spirited to be boxed into the mold my mother created for us. She wanted little debutants to fawn with her friends over, but we wanted no part of that life. The rest of our parental pack was much more laid back, which was the only reason any of us came out normal.

      “I’ll let them know that I’m still searching,” she bit out, muttering again about doing an interview because, of course, my mother would want to be in the center of attention. I should have seen this one coming, I could only imagine the nightmare shit that she would tell the world. It would be more untrue than the bullshit the producers added in.

      “Mom, you know damn well Ellie would not want you to do that.” I had to put my hand over my mouth to stop myself from gasping. “You already have a rocky relationship, I’d caution you to tread carefully. I have to go. Bye, Mom.” Micah’s harsh tone had even stunned my mother into silence. For about two seconds, I had a feeling my fathers were getting an earful now.

      “I’m calling Tori,” I said, grabbing his phone since I had yet to check mine. The only calls getting through were Micah’s and Tori’s since I had the do not disturb setting on.

      There was barely a single ring before Tori was answering.

      “Oh my god, Micah, tell me you’ve done some crowd control with Mother?” she demanded, sounding exasperated. “She’s posting on every social media platform she has, saying how Ellie has disappeared and she’s calling me twenty times a day. She’s like, two steps away from missing persons flyers, though she hasn’t gone to the police, of course, it’s all theatrics.”

      “It’s because she’s all about drama,” I said. “She just threatened to do an interview in my place.”

      Tori let out a snort of laughter. “You know it’s telling that I’m not even shocked because not once has she been worried about you in our entire lives. She knows you’re smart enough to handle yourself, she’s just mad that she’s not in on the secret and can’t use you to get attention.”

      “She is using her for attention already,” Micah pointed out. “You just said she was posting and she’s doing an interview. Seriously, keep an eye on the tabloids and let us know if you see anything.”

      “Micah even got snippy with her. So, expect more drama next call,” I told my poor sister. “You need to move to Lockwood. Escape that situation.”

      “Ugh, but my job is here,” she argued. “Turn your phone back on. I hate not being able to just text. Who talks on the phone anymore?”

      “We do,” Micah laughed. “Even when she can text.”

      Tori laughed before letting out a sigh. “You know… she’s probably right about getting sued. You’re going to have to eventually answer the producers and do the interviews you agreed to.”

      “Avoidance has been doing so well for me, though,” I deadpanned.“I’m just not ready to go back into the fire so soon.”

      “I don’t think you have a choice,” Tori pointed out. “You’re literally days away from the finale. You can do this, baby sis, hold your head high and show them that they never mattered to you. Take away their power. The whole game was to humiliate you and make you look like a loser. You were the scapegoat, they saw a shy, innocent omega and capitalized on it. Show them you’re a bad bitch.”

      “That’s actually really good advice,” I said. Honestly, I was a bit shocked. Tori was usually about the big and flashy revenge schemes.

      “I’m a little offended that you seem confused why I came up with the good plan,” Tori said before we both laughed. “You know I’ve got your back and I’m sworn to secrecy. I’ll never tell mom where you are but if I had to guess, someone eventually is going to leak where you’re living. Your small town is not bulletproof.”

      “I’ll keep her safe,” Micah promised.

      Someone shouted in the background and Tori muffled the speaker before yelling back. She came back with a groan.

      “I’ve got to go, guys, the manager is getting on to me for being on the phone because Mom has called like four fucking times in the last two days. Keep me posted.”

      In true Tori fashion, she hung up before we could respond.

      “Are you ready to talk about it yet?” Micah half joked but I could tell he was really worried about what exactly went down in that finale. He knew more than the rest of the world at this point, but it wouldn’t kill him to find out the rest by watching. Reliving it was not exactly something I was excited to do.

      “Absolutely not,” I said. At least we had just pulled in at home, so I climbed out quickly and grabbed the groceries from the trunk, starting to carry them inside and avoid the conversation altogether. Honestly, if avoidance was an Olympic sport, I’d be a gold medalist at this point.

      The one thing they were all right about was that I couldn’t just pretend this never happened. I’d have to turn my phone off of do not disturb, log back into everything, and face the chaos that had been rolling in. The only real consolation was that I had probably made Candice’s life hell by disappearing. She likely was furious that her scapegoat disappeared on her but there was nowhere in the contract saying I had to stay past the filming, once the cameras were done, so was I.

      My poor brother looked like he was walking on eggshells around me and I felt bad enough that I grabbed my keys, tucked my phone in my back pocket, and yelled out a quick goodbye before heading back into town.

      I had no destination in mind, I was simply walking down the street and trying to stop my thoughts from spiraling.

      Thankfully, my resting bitch face was strong today and no one tried to approach or talk to me.

      I couldn’t shake the unease that had settled in my stomach, making its home there. Tomorrow morning I’d have to face the music.

      Honestly, I was terrified that this entire new life was about to be ripped away from me. I hadn’t even started at the Raven’s Nest, we picked the building we wanted to work on but hadn’t made our final plans or even had a second meeting. Hell, I hadn’t even decided where I’d stay beyond this. Living at Micah’s was temporary and I’d have to eventually find a place to stay.

      As I walked down the street I couldn’t stop imagining the pitying looks I’d get once they all knew. The fact millions of viewers would watch the Forrest pack reject me like it was a fun, little game was mortifying.

      Fuck them.

      They’d shown their true colors and I’d had a harsh lesson in realizing that you could never trust anyone. Especially in three short months with the cameras rolling.

      The joke was on me.

      I’d walked so far, ranting in my head, by the time I’d tuned back into my surroundings, they were unrecognizable.

      An overgrown field was on one side of the road, a graveyard on the other, and ahead was a dead end, complete with a guard rail and a giant, yellow sign.

      I spun in a slow circle, trying to figure out where the center of town was and how the fuck I blanked out long enough to end up on a random side road. Thank god I was in Lockwood and not the city because that would be the last place an omega would want to be caught alone.

      The sound of tires on gravel had my chest tightening instinctively. When the pickup truck started to slow down, my body tensed and my fight or flight kicked in. I was ready to start running and zigzagging through the cemetery if it came to that.

      The window rolled down and it was Ezra looking down at me with a look of confusion.

      “What are you doing all the way out here?” he questioned.

      “Getting lost,” I shot back. He hadn’t said it meanly, but I couldn’t help how angry I sounded. He raised his eyebrows and let out a low whistle. That was enough for me to feel like a dick.

      “Sorry, bad day,” I admitted with defeat.

      “Does it have to do with that damned show?”

      One sentence and it felt like ice water had been thrown over my head. I couldn’t respond, my mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water. He saw my panic and held up a hand. I didn’t move as he shut his truck off and hopped out, leaving his door open.

      “Hey, I’m going to need you to breathe,” he bit out, shaking me slightly. It was enough to snap me out of it.

      He took his exaggerated breaths and I tried to match them but the more I breathed in the more I could smell him, his scent, which was stronger this close. At the diner we had a counter between us, food, and people all around us.

      Now there was no way to avoid the strong scent of cinnamon and coffee. It was fitting for the man who ran a diner but it was almost a cozy contrast to his rugged nature and standoffish ways.

      As my brain cleared it grew even more intense and I found myself breathing in and leaning forward before I could stop myself. My cheeks flamed and he was so tense, staring over my head and taking a step back, that he didn’t notice me being utterly embarrassing.

      He was struggling, too.

      Even as I fought through the unsettling moment of finding another mate, all ll I could think about was that he knew about the show, about me looking desperate in front of the nation and soon he’d know about the rejection, too.

      Fuck.

      “Look, I was just trying to let you know you didn’t have to hide. I don’t give a fuck about that show. If you want to talk about it, talk to someone else, I’m not the therapist type. I don’t need your life story to serve you food.”

      It was funny that he seemed almost startled at my reaction and a bit angry. Or maybe that was just him being out of his depth and clearly not knowing how to handle people.

      For some reason that brutal honesty and the fact he wouldn’t coddle me was enough to make me like him.

      “You watched that show?” It was the only question I could manage. He let out a shrug and got defensive.

      “Not by choice. There’s a group of ladies that come by every week to watch the episodes as they aired. They’ve even got two tables reserved for the finale at the end of the week.”

      “Can you tell me who they are so I can avoid them like the plague?” I questioned.

      He laughed humorlessly. “Oh, there’s no avoiding the Biddie Brigade,” he said as he stepped away and grabbed something from his truck. It was two bouquets of flowers. “I don’t care about the show but I’m sorry you’re struggling. I’m going to drop these off at a grave. If you want a ride home, hop in and warm up.”

      “I’m not cold,” I muttered.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You are lost.”

      “I am,” I agreed as I reluctantly moved over and leaned against his car. He shook his head at my obvious refusal of his offer for me to get in. But in what I was learning was true Ezra fashion, he gave a noncommittal shake of his head and continued down the path to the gravestones.

      Good thing the street was a dead end, since he’d literally just parked his truck right in the lane. Ezra didn’t give a fuck about anything.

      My eyes tracked the alpha as he walked through the graveyard, moving his way to the back and kneeling down in front of two matching headstones. He placed one bouquet on each grave and bowed his head.

      He shifted back to his feet after a few beats and stood before them. His back was to me and I couldn’t be certain, but I had a feeling he was talking to them, not caring that I was watching.

      I’d kill for even an ounce of that man’s ‘give no fucks’ attitude.

      My phone went off, pulling me away from my creeper staring. It was a notification and I frowned down at it. I hadn’t used the social media messaging app in so long that I’d forgotten to deactivate it as well when I set up my do not disturb settings.

      The message was a group chat between me, Serenity, and Katya.

      
        
          
            
              
        Katya: Hey, it’s Kat! I was thinking that the three of us should hang out before you start so we can get to know each other. Otherwise, ganging up on Walter won’t be the same.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Serenity: Aww, ganging up on Walter is my favorite. I’m definitely down for a girls’ hangout. I can only take so much of my cousin’s glares as I pick up diner food to take and eat at home, alone with my cat.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Kat: Don’t talk about my man. Ludwig is a solid cat date.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Serenity:  Ludwig is the best.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I love that your cat’s name is Ludwig. And I’m free whenever since I haven’t started work yet.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kat: Good, I’m off in two hours. Let’s go to Sol Tacos

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I should be home by then

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Serenity: Already out on the town?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: …

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Me: I got lost

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kat: In Lockwood? That’s actually kind of impressive.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Serenity: Do you need help?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: No, some random, grumpy alpha is taking pity on me and bringing me back.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kat: No one taught you not to get in cars with strangers? Are you safe?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: They did. I’m safe, guys.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Serenity: I can’t wait for details. Live your best life.

      

      

      

      

      

      A throat clearing had me looking up, startling and nearly dropping my phone but Ezra was faster, catching it.

      “I’m done,” was all he said before climbing in and leaving me standing there. I had no choice but to stay lost, or get in the passenger’s seat. Staying was not an option, so I got in the car with Ezra.

      He was definitely not a sweet, chivalrous alpha, but I was finding the gruff nature of his a nice change. What you see is what you get.

      I just wondered what he’d think of me when the show aired the last episode. At that point, I was more terrified that everyone would find me to be a pathetic loser, an omega who deserved what she got for being stupid enough to go on the show in the first place.

      It felt like doomsday was approaching. I just wish I knew what the fallout would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 6]
        

      

      
        
        Ellie

      

      

      Ezra was nice enough to drive me into town, though I refused to go back to Micah’s place yet. He hadn’t called me yet but he knew I was safe.

      With dinner in two hours, I figured I could just browse the shops downtown. I was still learning Lockwood and the familiar faces made me feel more at home than I’d ever felt in the city.

      “Thanks for the ride,” I told Ezra as he parked in front of the diner. The scent in the car was almost impossible to endure. Neither one of us brought it up or acknowledged it, yet he looked like he was ready to crawl out of his skin. We were strangers, I was still healing, the universe sure as hell had a funny way of throwing curve balls.

      “Sure,” was all he gave me before climbing out. He wasn’t a man of many words, but I did wish he’d open up a little more, even if it was just in a friendship capacity. Maybe I needed to frequent the diner just a little bit more, see how he takes it.

      Eventually I’d bring it up but, dammit, I was waiting for the alpha to take the lead. He seemed the type to need to do things at his own pace and I didn’t want to push too soon. I was in no rush, but for some reason his lack of response was making me feel rejected all over again.

      A fact that was likely leftover feelings from that damned show kept me from saying anything for now.

      Ezra all but bolted down the street when we got out. Oddly it didn’t feel like rejection anymore, more like avoidance.

      The moment I walked past the Raven’s Nest I couldn’t help but stop and go inside. Coffee called my name the moment I smelled it in the air.

      “Hey, hey!” Katya called out. “Killing time before dinner?”

      “Exactly. And I made it back in one piece,” I joked before giving my order.

      She started making it, shouting over the sounds of the machines. “If you like music there’s a record store a few doors down.”

      “I do,” I said as she slid my drink across. “My record player is tucked away somewhere.”

      “You haven’t unpacked yet?” she teased. “You’ve been here like a week.”

      “No. I don’t know how long I want to freeload off of my brother and I haven’t even looked for a place yet.”

      “Now, Micah and I aren’t exactly friends, but he doesn’t seem the type to think you’re a freeloader,” she snorted.

      “He’s not,” I said. “But I feel kind of like a loser staying there for long. What other shops are in town?” She laughed at my obvious change of topic but didn’t outright call me on it.

      “Across the street from that is an antique shop. It’s a claustrophobic person’s nightmare, but you can find some gems in there and she spends her weekends closed and going to random estate sales and storage clean-outs, so she’s always got new stuff coming in. That could easily kill time. Then the taco place is a few doors down from there when you’re done. Honestly, anything you can do in town is on this road.”

      “I’m starting to realize that. Though somehow, I ended up in the graveyard today and didn’t know how to get back.”

      “Oh, was it Ezra that picked you up?” she questioned as she put the pieces together.

      “It was,” I said. The haunted look in her eyes as she nodded knowingly meant something big had happened to Ezra that I wasn’t privy to. Was that why he wasn’t acknowledging us as mates?

      Before I could ask any questions the after-work rush started, a line queuing up in seconds. She gave me a quick wave before jumping in.

      I slipped out of the front door as someone came in, the person behind them going so fast they slammed right into me. Hot coffee seared at my skin and I cried out as I pulled the damp fabric away to give my poor torso some relief.

      Thankfully, it was on the sidewalk and not in Walter’s shop but now my shirt was ruined, the coffee cup on the ground, and a very handsome, very angry beta glaring at me.

      His long blond hair was wrapped in a bun and his pale blue eyes were full of fury.

      “What the hell, dude, I like coffee but I don’t want to wear it,” I said as I fanned my shirt to cool it off faster.

      “You got it on my shoes!” he growled, matching my energy. I looked down to see his white shoes quickly staining brown.

      “Well, maybe if you’d paid attention and didn’t slam into people, it wouldn’t have happened,” I shot back at him. Reaching down, I picked up the crumpled cup and tossed it in the bin.

      I was wet and lost my caffeine. This day just kept getting worse.

      “Fucking ridiculous,” he groaned. “The entitlement of some people.”

      My surprised laughter at his words had the guy turning red.

      “This was not my fault,” I argued but he was stomping off down the sidewalk, done listening to me and not bothering to apologize.

      My feet were glued in place as I watched him stalk away, shocked, wet, and fuming.

      What a dick.

      Walter walked out of the shop not bothering to say anything, simply handing me a violet shirt before walking back inside. I took it, a bit confused but grateful.

      Since I’d worn a sports bra I ripped off the wet shirt and replaced it with the one Walter brought out. It was the shop’s logo in watercolor, a raven sitting on a stack of books with a steaming cup of coffee in front. I was just grateful to have something dry on.

      “Stripping on the sidewalk these days? This town sure has changed since you arrived.”

      “Of course, you’re here right now,” I groaned at the sound of Collin’s voice. Glad he found it amusing because I currently didn’t.

      “Coffee accident?” he questioned.

      “Don’t tell Micah, he already nags me about caffeine,” I said with a sigh.

      “Glad it’s not just me he nags. I think he’s just jealous he can’t drink it like we can,” Collin joked.

      “Well, jokes on me since some asshole bumped into me and spilled it all. Then yelled at me like it was my fault his shoes were covered in coffee and stomped off down the sidewalk,” I explained.

      The door opened again and Walter peeked out with a fresh cup in hand. “Fuck that guy. Here.” He practically growled but I took the offering, barely getting out a thank you before he was going back inside.

      “Aw, Walter likes you,” Collin said with surprise. “He usually would have yelled at someone to clean up the mess. And he never gives away free coffee. Ever.”

      “It’s my lucky day, I guess,” I muttered to myself.

      Collin frowned at my attitude but I didn’t have it in me to apologize. I swear this day just kept going downhill. The fact that he didn’t question it probably meant that Micah had already given him a heads-up about the phone calls this morning.

      “I’m meeting the girls for dinner, I’ve got to go,” I told him. “I’ll talk to you later.” All he got was a quick wave before I made an Ezra-style escape. Sure, dinner wasn’t for a while still but I needed time to myself. I could feel my inner bitch at full force.

      The antique store seemed like the safer choice so Collin didn’t try to follow me. I needed to decompress and get my shit together before dinner. At this rate if I didn’t, I’d piss off my future coworkers before we even had a chance.

      “Let me know if I can help you at all. There are baskets right here,” an older woman called out, gesturing to a stack of shopping baskets. She was sweet and I gave a quick hello before losing myself in the aisles.

      The shop was two of the normal shops combined, the wall knocked out in between to combine them. Every inch of the shelves and sometimes the floor, were packed with random antiques and knickknacks. Her style seemed to be just shove it wherever it fit and I loved it.

      Organized chaos at its finest.

      For some reason I talked myself out of a basket, thinking I wouldn’t find anything. Yet in the first aisle I spotted an old leather-bound journal that I couldn’t help but snag. It was in pristine condition and had an old bronze lock and key.

      The next aisle I found a golden retriever trinket tucked between a stack of gravy boats. It reminded me of my brother and I had every intention of putting it in his house somewhere. Or maybe give it to him as an apology for ghosting him for most of the day and likely worrying him. Not to mention he puts up with me in general and fields calls from mom.

      By the time I made it back to the front it was starting to get dark outside and my arms were packed full of random treasures.

      “Did you know I found this journal in an estate sale for the old governor,” she told me, giving me a mini history lesson on each item. It was impressive she could remember where she got each one. I could barely remember what I had for breakfast.

      It felt rude to rush her, but if I didn’t wrap this up quickly then I was going to be late.

      She finally got me checked out completely and I hurried outside. Serenity and Katya were walking down the sidewalk just as I left.

      “Did you just spend two hours in there?” Katya asked, eyeing my bags. “I told you that you could get lost. Or were you just avoiding the asshole that spilled coffee all over you?”

      “Who spilled coffee on you?” Serenity sounded angry for the first time since I’d met her.

      “Calm down,” Katya told her with an eye roll. “It’s just Dean being a dick again.”

      “Oooh,” she hummed. Apparently, that was enough of an explanation for her. Clearly, this was not Dean’s first shitty moment in town.

      “I guess when your mate skips town and fucks-up your relationship with your twin, it doesn’t exactly make you a nice person,” Katya told me as she opened the door to Sol Tacos.

      It was already busy but thankfully, had another booth for us. My stomach growled just seeing the waiter’s pass by with plates of food.

      “We need a round of margaritas, mango for me,” Serenity said.

      “I’ll take strawberry,” Katya said before they both turned to me.

      “Strawberry for me.” Thank fuck they were ordering drinks. I’d never needed one more in my life.

      Well, maybe during the final episode…

      I couldn’t cling to my bad mood anymore with tacos and margaritas in front of me. It was easy with Serenity and Katya. We joked and talked like old friends already.

      “Okay, we can’t avoid it any longer,” Serenity said, putting her hands in the air as if she were trying to praise the Lord for her food.

      Katya groaned and swatted at her. “No, don’t.”

      Serenity seemed undeterred and I was confused.

      “Look,” she said, leveling me with a stare. “You aren’t bringing it up but we’ve seen you. My Fairytale…”

      “Shit,” I cursed, downing the rest of my margarita in one gulp, giving myself a brain freeze in the process.

      “That bad?” Katya asked with a wince. “Guess we know how the finale went. This calls for another round of queso and drinks.” She flagged down the closest waiter to get them.

      “Okay, spill, we need details.”

      “You guys can’t post about it or I could be in serious trouble,” I warned them. At my words they both mimicked zipping their lips and throwing away the key which had me giggling before it morphed into a hiccup. Apparently, the margarita was hitting harder than I anticipated.

      “Was it just like you see on TV?” Serenity asked.

      “No, there was a ton of time in between takes so we spent half the day just passing time on set,” I explained. “But everything you saw happening, was happening. We didn’t do reshoots or anything. Though, I don’t know if they manipulated clips or anything. I haven’t watched a single episode.”

      “We’ve only seen the first two,” Serenity admitted. “We both got busy and haven’t had a girls’ night in way too long.”

      “Then you were here and I couldn’t figure out where we saw you, then Serenity found a magazine. We put the pieces together,” Katya finished.

      My stomach churned at the thought.

      “Do you think that the whole town is going to be gossiping about me after the finale?”

      They both considered it for a moment before Katya answered.

      “Between Ezra and Walter, I don’t think so. And if someone does stir up drama, we’ll kick their ass for you. We’ve got your back,” Katya said with a shrug.

      “You don’t even know me,” I pointed out.

      “We know enough,” Serenity countered. “We know good people when we meet them. Don’t go trying to push us away, we don’t care about the show and we’ll be working together anyway. You can’t avoid us.”

      She said it to be teasing but I found it reassuring. I’d barely been here a week and I had genuine friends.

      Between that and our fourth round of drinks, I wanted to tell them more. I hadn’t spoken about the show yet and the hurt was still there.

      “The finale didn’t go well. I think I’ll let you guys watch it in real time. I sure as hell won’t be watching,” I admitted. “The first time around was humiliating enough.”

      “Solidarity, sister,” Katya said. “Fuck that show. Clearly, it didn’t work out, I think that’s enough evidence needed to not watch it. Bitches.”

      “Yeah, fuck them. I hope they all become lactose intolerant and never get to eat queso again,” Serenity said as she dipped a chip and crunched it happily.

      Now that’s friendship…

      “You guys are the best,” I said as I grabbed my own chip, holding it in the air to toast them. They clicked their own chips against mine without hesitation.

      It was crazy how easy it felt being friends with them. With Morgan and other friends I thought I had in life, I was always the one going out of my way, yet when I needed someone all I got in return was silence. There was no moment of feeling like an outsider. Without even trying, they brought me in and made me feel like I belonged.

      “I get why you did the show, though. I’ve always wondered what it would be like to find a mate. Like a real one, not just a guy you find hot. All I ever find are the one-night-stand-alphas in the nightclub,” Serenity said, wrinkling her nose.

      “Well, they’re probably there for the same reason you are,” Katya pointed out. “Drinks and a quickie. No strings attached.”

      “Wait… Lockwood has a nightclub?” I questioned in disbelief. They both laughed at that and shook their heads.

      “No, but there is a city about twenty minutes away that has an actual nightlife scene, so sometimes, I sneak away and get a hotel for the night. A girl has needs and this town is way too small to have any real prospects,” Serenity said.

      “I’ve always been a hopeless romantic. I blame the romance novels. Who wouldn’t want a real-life book boyfriend? But the show was obviously a flop. Since coming here, I’ve met a few alphas. And their scents are so strong…”

      “Holy shit!” Katya shouted. We both shushed her around our laughter. At this point, it was impressive we haven’t been kicked out.

      “You found mates in Lockwood? Like, real-life mates?” Serenity asked in a much quieter voice.

      “I guess. They all are acting like it’s no big deal,” I explained. “Ezra hasn’t talked to me much. Collin has been friendly but didn’t really bring it up alone.”

      “Shut up. Ezra?” Serenity gasped. “It may take him some time.” There was that haunted look again and she didn’t even try to keep going. My only hope was that Ezra would explain to me at some point.

      “Well, I’m not exactly in the market for a mate. My dating life is literally full of disasters and I don’t know if I can trust anyone again after that fucking show.”

      “You’re better off without those men. I’ve grown up in this town, whatever mates you find here will be ten times more amazing than whatever losers let you walk away,” Katya said knowingly.

      “It doesn’t matter, I don’t think they’re interested,” I shrugged. “They haven’t treated me any differently.”

      “Can I say something without hurting your feelings?” Katya asked. “I prefer to be blunt and honest with my besties.”

      The fact that she had called me a bestie was enough reason for me to nod.

      “You look jaded, Ellie. Like you’ve been through some shit and you have an impeccable resting bitch face, which, honestly, is hot as fuck, but it doesn’t exactly give off ‘approach me’ vibes.”

      “You both approached me with no problem,” I pointed out.

      Serenity chuckled. “Yeah, but we have no boundaries.”

      “She does have a point,” Katya agreed, clicking her glass to Serenity’s.

      Before I could do something embarrassing and cry because I was drunk and emotional, I excused myself to the bathroom.

      Of course, the universe couldn’t just let a sad omega go pee. I had to run into the asshole who spilled my coffee.

      My filter was gone, so the moment he turned my way and smiled, I couldn’t hold back.

      “Hey,” he said when he saw me staring at him. I opened my mouth to speak but then the crowd pushed him into me, along with his scent. It was sweet and tangy like fresh citrus, cut with a rich spice. I’d never smelled anything like it and if I hadn’t been so angry, I would have buried my nose in his neck.

      Seriously, what the hell was with finding mates at the worst fucking time then being hellbent on embarrassing myself with it?

      This town was insane. I, apparently, couldn’t even go to the bathroom without finding another mate.

      “Oh look, I’m mated to the guy who tried to give me third degree burns then blamed it on me,” I bit out angrily.

      “Burns?” he questioned. The asshole was a good actor playing this off with confusion. “I’ve never even met you.”

      “They told me your name is Dean,” I accused. “You yelled at me for ruining your precious shoes.”

      His mouth twisted into a grimace. “Ah, so you’ve had the displeasure of meeting my twin brother. I’m Atlas, the handsome and charming twin. Seeing as how we’re meeting right now and we’re potential mates, how about a date? If it helps you decide, it will probably piss my brother off.”

      My eyes roamed over him, noting the same pale eyes and long blond hair in the same style of bun. Definitely twins, though this one was clearly much nicer.

      That was enough to convince me.

      “Now you’re speaking to the petty side of me. Count me in. How’s tomorrow night?”

      “Perfect,” he said as he grabbed a pen out of his pocket. My hand burned as he touched me, writing his number on my palm. “Give me a call. If not, I know where to find you.” He winked and pointed at my shirt then walked away.

      Holy shit. Did I really just agree to that?
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      “Are you going to tell me why you’re being such an asshole today?” I didn’t bother to give my dad a response to that. He just chuckled to himself, not even surprised at my lack of response. “I mean don’t get me wrong, you’re kind of a jerk most days but this is next level.”

      “Please continue telling me about my downfalls, Father,” I said drily. “Especially while I’m the one here making sure you are comfortable.”

      That had him sitting up a bit straighter before a coughing attack took over. I rushed over and handed him his cup of water and waited until he could take a drink. The fit lasted several minutes longer than last time and I couldn’t stop the worry from bubbling up.

      My chest ached at seeing my badass, strong, single, alpha father struggling to do something as simple as breathing, talking, eating, anything really. He’d been my rock my entire life and now I was terrified he wouldn’t make it to see his next birthday.

      He was getting worse every week and the doctors still couldn’t figure out what was causing his respiratory infections. They were baffled and that was terrifying.

      My twin brother and I hadn’t spoken in months…four months to be exact. Yet, we’d managed to work out some kind of schedule so we could keep Dad comfortable and not have to see each other. Twin intuition came in handy, I guess.

      “Is it Atlas? Do you miss him?” my dad asked more gently this time. The teasing was gone as he gave me a sad smile. “I hate seeing you boys fight like this, especially over an omega like that.”

      “You liked Morgan,” I countered.

      “Sure. Until she hurt my boys,” he said. “And that’s not entirely true, I didn’t trust her at first.”

      “You just kept that from us?” I questioned in disbelief.

      “Yes, because I’m going to tell my full-grown, adult, beta sons that they shouldn’t date this girl because I had some uneasiness?” he mocked.

      “I’m glad even when you’re sick, you can make jokes at my expense,” I said as I crossed my arms and glared down at my dad.

      “It is a talent,” he shot back, chuckling. Of course, that led to another coughing fit. After handing him his water I started for the kitchen.

      “I’m going to make you some tea,” I said quickly. After several coughing attacks in a row I knew he’d be paying for it. The medicine they’d tried over and over again had all been duds. Nothing other than pain killers helped the side effects, like headaches and his sore throat. Every cough medicine they tried was a failure.

      I hated feeling this helpless and useless.

      When I opened the pantry, I realized my other mistake. I hadn’t made it inside the coffee shop to grab the tea bags Walter had special ordered for me. They were better than the grocery store’s supply.

      Instead, I’d run into an omega, spilled her coffee, then was a complete and utter asshole in return.

      And not just any omega, likely my mate.

      It was brief, but before I stormed off in a panic I’d smelled her scent. It was a mix of sweet and tropical and something I knew I’d never get out of my head.

      And now I likely wouldn’t get a chance.

      Morgan’s last words still haunted me.

      “Your brother asked me to start a pack with him… without you. He didn’t know how to tell you and I just can’t choose. I’m sorry, Dean, I’m leaving you both,” she said with tears running down her face.

      Now I couldn’t help but wonder if they were ever even real.

      In two seconds, two years were down the drain, like I meant nothing to her. And my brother blamed me. I guess her not choosing was my fault, even though he’d always said we’d be in a pack together.

      Had I ever meant as much to him as he did to me?

      Atlas was charismatic and outgoing. Did he think of me like that annoying little brother tagging along behind him everywhere?

      Pain lanced at my chest like it did anytime I thought of him.

      Life wasn’t the same and even though I couldn’t admit it out loud, I was lost without him.

      It was pathetic.

      Even after all that and swearing off packs and mates forever, I couldn’t stop kicking myself for ruining my chances with the redheaded beauty.

      It was ironic, Morgan wasn’t my type. But this girl was. Curvy, fiery, and the red hair and freckles would haunt my best dreams.

      With Morgan it was her that initiated everything. I’d never been so intensely pursued by an omega. Especially one like her. It was easy to fall for her pretty words and sweet smiles. She’d make you feel like a million bucks.

      Yet, I missed my brother more than her.

      That was telling enough on its own.

      The whistle of the tea kettle had me jumping out of my skin. I shook my head trying to snap myself out of the melancholy mood that was trying to take hold.

      As I got my dad’s favorite tea together I realized I had to go back to the Raven’s Nest tomorrow. With him so frail I wasn’t willing to go to the store and grab any tea. At least what Walter ordered was organic and all natural.

      My dad was half asleep when I finally got my shit together and brought out his tea. I sat the mug on the table and went to sit down, not realizing he was more awake than I thought.

      “Start talking,” he challenged me. I leaned forward and picked up the mug, pressing it into his hands.

      “Start drinking, Old Man,” I ordered. He pinched his lips together defiantly. Apparently, he wasn’t taking a drink until I started giving him answers.

      “Mature, Dad,” I said. “You are entirely too stubborn for your own good.”

      “If by stubborn you mean ruggedly handsome, then yes,” he agreed, still waiting for me.

      “Fine,” I growled. “I ran into a girl at the coffee shop yesterday. She looks familiar and I can’t place where from.”

      “What’d she do to earn all this?” he said, not buying the cop out answer in the least. He at least took a drink, sighing at the warmth. That alone had me relaxing.

      “It was my fault,” I admitted. “I was a dumbass and slammed into her and then panicked because she was my mate. Made a complete ass of myself then just stormed off.”

      My father choked again, this time not from his illness but my words.

      “Morgan wasn’t your mate?” he questioned cautiously.

      “Chosen. She was never our full mate. We just didn’t want anyone to think less of her for it. Now that I’ve found this girl, I realize it was never like this before.” I stumbled over the words, unsure how to explain it. He nodded knowingly.

      “Son, there’s nothing wrong with us choosing our own mates. You just happened to choose wrong.” He started laughing at his own joke which busted me out of my self-deprecation to join him.

      “Truer words have never been spoken,” I said with a sigh. “She was wrong on so many levels. I just wish I’d seen it sooner.”

      “Well, now you have a real chance at happiness,” he said excitedly. I think he was just hopeful she could mend things between us. But that ship had sailed. Neither of us were willing to talk at this point.

      “Don’t get your hopes up. I yelled at her for getting coffee on my freaking shoes. Shoes…”

      His eyes widened.

      “You yelled at her in front of the whole town and humiliated her?”

      I cringed at that. “I did. God, I’m such a dumbass.”

      “Usually I wouldn’t say that, but yeah, I’m going to have to agree this time. This is not the son I raised.”

      The disappointment in his tone made me feel even worse.

      As my frustration and anger at myself peaked, I bent over, clutching my hands in my hair and letting out a frustrated groan.

      “I don’t even know who I am anymore.”

      We both knew I was no longer talking about the omega or the coffee shop. Ever since the breakup and my brother and I parting ways, I’d been angrier. Now I just felt like a different person altogether. I missed myself as much as I missed him.

      “You guys are both idiots,” my father supplied unhelpfully as he sipped a bit more of his drink.

      When he realized I wasn’t going to talk, my dad picked up the remote, turning on the TV, cursing when Morgan’s face showed up on the screen. The fact she’d left and joined this show was even more infuriating.

      “Sorry, that’s been happening more often. The final episode is airing in a few days, so they’ve been spamming us.”

      “You gave in and started watching trash TV? We really do need to get you out of the house, Dad.”

      He huffed out a raspy laugh. “I always knocked these kind of shows but now I’m into them. There’s nothing better than eating some chips and watching good drama.”

      We both turned to the screen to watch it flip through clips of the packs.

      “That poor girl,” he trailed off, shaking his head as a redhead in a ballgown stood on screen, smiling excitedly at the camera.

      “Holy shit, that’s her!” The yell almost had my dad dropping his tea as I jumped to my feet, waving frantically at the screen.

      I almost didn’t recognize the girl from the coffee shop at first. Her hair was much more tame on screen than it was in person and she was dressed to the nines. That mixed with the intense makeup on screen, I might have missed it altogether. But there was something in the way she smiled that instantly put it together in my head.

      “God, that means she knows Morgan,” I said, horrified at the thought.

      “Don’t hold that against her. I don’t think the two had much choice,” he pointed out. “In the behind the scenes on this show, well, let’s just say she got the short end of the stick here.”

      “I guess that explains how she showed up in our town, probably trying to escape this circus.” That was the moment they showed a few packs arguing about the omegas. “I don’t know if I want to give a girl a chance that’s desperate enough to go on a show like this.”

      Or at least I was telling myself that since I likely didn’t have a shot now anyway.

      “You wouldn’t be saying that if you watched it,” my father said knowingly. “She never fit in with the rest of them. She’s a lot more intelligent than the others and seemed to really believe in the romance of it. They made her appear so sweet and innocent. If she’s here, I doubt it ended well. Spoiler alert.”

      “Well, you better watch because otherwise we’ll never know. She’s never going to talk to me. I guess that’s for the best. Can’t get hurt if you’re forever alone, right, Pops?”

      This time, the glare my dad gave me was real. What I said was a low blow and we both knew it.

      “You need to go to the gym. You can call me later and apologize,” Dad said sharply. It was his way of telling me to leave without saying it directly.

      “Sorry, Dad,” I said as I handed him a blanket and made sure he was comfortable before walking out.

      My head hadn’t been a pleasant place to be for months but it was nothing compared to how I felt right now. At this rate I was going to die alone, even pushing my family away.

      I clearly didn’t deserve a mate. Our first meeting and I’d ruined it on astronomical levels. Plus, I couldn’t shake the feeling that a pack wouldn’t be a pack without my brother, asshole or not.

      The gym was fairly empty when I pulled up but I didn’t let it stop me. I headed straight for the locker room and opened my locker, changing and wrapping my hands in sports tape quickly.

      It was only a few minutes before I was standing in front of a punching bag. Sparring would have helped more but it was better than nothing.

      My muscles burned and sweat poured down my back as I landed blow after blow, trying to focus on breathing evenly and letting the negative thoughts leave with each punch.

      You’re worthless.

      It’s your fault she left.

      You weren’t enough, you never will be.

      She’ll never talk to you.

      Even your own twin hates you.

      The thoughts were spiraling as I pushed my body to its limits, wishing that I didn’t feel this way anymore. If this didn’t let up soon, I’d have to break down and get therapy.

      “Hey, hey, leave some punching bag for the rest of us.” I glanced over to see the owner of the gym. Reggie was a fierce fighter in his day. Now that the years caught up with him, he was running the gym. He still sparred with us every now and then.

      “I’d offer to talk about it but fuck that. You want to fight?”

      I just nodded, not giving myself a chance to even speak as we headed for one of the sparring rings. My body was already tired and I knew after this I was going to be in pain. Hopefully, I at least felt semi-normal when I walked out of here.

      My head wasn’t in it. I could barely focus on dodging his blows.

      For the first time since Reggie and I had known each other he kicked my ass. By the third time I was slammed to the mats he helped me up and shook his head.

      “You’ve got more problems than the ring can solve. Get out of here, son. Walk it off but you won’t be hurting yourself in my gym. Not today.”

      Another milestone. I’d never been kicked out of my father’s house and now I was being tossed from the gym.

      I didn’t even put up a fight, just turning and walking back to the locker room. After showering and changing I sat on the bench, staring at the lockers in front of me, dazed and a bit numb.

      I was so fucking tired of feeling helpless and alone. I lost the girl I thought I was going to marry and my brother in a single day. Then my father got sick not long after.

      How much did I have to lose before I lost myself completely?
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      “Ellie, why are you pacing?” my brother demanded after my heels clicked across the front foyer for the fifteenth time in a row.

      “I haven’t dated, Micah. I haven’t gone on anything or seen anyone since I left that show and I know it’s only been a couple weeks but what if he knows who I am? What if he finds out and makes a joke of me? What if it goes awful?”

      “What if he’s a nice guy and you have a really good time? I haven’t really talked to Atlas but he seems respectable,” my brother countered. “Ellie, I love you, but you can’t keep living your life hiding and running from the show. I didn’t really think it was going to end the way it did but I would have never encouraged you to go on if I thought that it would ruin your life like this.”

      The guilt in his voice had me softening a bit. I walked over and wrapped my arms around him, squeezing him tight. The fact he returned it had me relaxing…at least a little.

      “Don’t blame yourself. I’m just being a big baby about it all. I guess I’m still hurt,” I admitted. It was weird to say it out loud or even let the thought surface. I’d been suppressing it all since I left.

      “That or your ears are still ringing from all those horrible voicemails,” he deadpanned.

      Micah was right about that. He’d stuck by me while I turned my phone back on. It was mere seconds before voicemail after voicemail started rolling in I listened to a few of them before just giving up completely. After all of Candace’s threats I’d even gone as far as pulling out my copy of the contract. It said I had an entire year to complete my obligated interviews, there was nothing about me leaving after the show wrapped or staying through all of that humiliation.

      She could take her legal team threats and shove them.

      Candace was just livid that we’d ruined the finale.

      “If I hadn’t spun it in your favor this would have been detrimental,” my brother mocked Candace in a fairly impressive impersonation. He even had her nasally tone down perfectly.

      “I don’t miss that awful voice at all,” I said with a laugh.

      “Her voicemail kind of rivaled Mom’s,” he said. “Let’s just be glad they don’t know each other.”

      “I’m going to have to give in and do an interview soon. We only have a day and a half before my world comes crashing down.”

      “Wow, the drama,” Micah teased before pointing at the clock. “Did you say you were leaving at six?”

      “Shit,” I cursed, running for the door and snagging my purse on the way out.

      Atlas had offered to pick me up when I finally gave in and texted him, but I insisted on meeting in town. We didn’t have a ton of options in Lockwood but I told him to surprise me.

      All he told me was to meet him in front of the Raven’s Nest at fifteen after six.

      I still couldn’t get over the fact that his brother, twin brother at that, was the one who spilled coffee all over me.

      Of course, my mate would have an evil twin.

      Nerves fluttered in my stomach as I walked toward the town square. Atlas was adorable and definitely my type, but I was understandably hesitant. Betas were generally a safe bet which was likely the only reason I agreed. Hell, half the packs I knew started by the betas finding the omega first. They had a natural way of calming omegas and alphas alike

      That and I’d somehow found two other mates in the span of a week and a half. I wasn’t really sure how dating protocols went for a pack. Most of the ones I’d encountered were formed before they’d even met the omega.

      And my ex was solo… and a dick, so he wasn’t relevant.

      My phone incessantly buzzed in my pocket as I walked. I was damn near close to shutting down social media altogether. The show put in the contract we had to have public profiles for the network to tag for the duration of the show airing and six months after.

      Now that it was down to the wire, the network was tagging me incessantly and it was already driving me nuts.

      I’d avoided reading every single one of them. The last thing I needed was to read the headlines and they were only going to get worse.

      “You look amazing.” Atlas’s smooth voice called out and I looked over to see him resting against the side of the building.

      “So do you,” I told him as I took in his outfit. He was wearing dark jeans that hugged his body perfectly. It was paired with black boots and a black button-down shirt. It was just casual enough but still looked like he put effort in. It ironically matched the little, black dress I’d chosen for myself.

      “I figured one of my favorite restaurants was in order tonight. Do you have anything against Italian food?”

      Atlas looked less confident and more vulnerable now. He ran his hands nervously through his dirty blond hair.

      “I’ve never met a carb that I didn’t like,” I joked. “Pasta is definitely on my list of favorites.”

      “Perfect,” he said as he held out his arm for me. I wrapped mine through his and let him lead me down the sidewalk.

      It was crazy to think he was related to the guy who had screamed at me over coffee.

      “You’re going to love this place. The couple who owns it actually moved here from Italy. They retired and wanted to be close to their kids who’d moved over earlier. They make the best fresh breadsticks and lasagna. You’ll regret it if you don’t order it.”

      “Well, I’m sold,” I said easily. It felt effortless with Atlas. There was none of the tension or awkwardness I felt with Ezra and Collin.

      It was a short walk to the restaurant but there was already a line waiting outside. Instead of pulling me to the back of it, Atlas walked right to the hostess stand in the doorway.

      “Reservation for two.”

      The hostess grinned at him and I had to bite back a growl of annoyance.

      “Oh hey, Atlas, good to see you again! Your date is so pretty!” the middle-aged woman praised, giving me a wink that had any jealousy ebbing away. “I’ve got you down for a romantic table in the back.”

      Atlas gave her his best flirty smile. “You guys always treat me too good,” he said, blowing her a kiss. I love that he wasn’t afraid to be himself around me and didn’t dull his personality. He was flirty by nature but the entire time he talked to her his hand was on me or he’d glance my way.

      “Speaking of their kids, Natalia is their daughter. She somehow can’t cook to save her life as far as she’s told me, but she runs the front of the house and is amazing at it.

      “Keep talking those sweet words, big guy,” she joked, cackling as she dropped the menus on the table and walked away.

      Atlas pulled out my chair for me and pushed it in after I sat before taking his own. it was more chivalrous than I’d ever been treated and I loved it.

      “Did you move here from the big city?” he questioned as he pretended to look at the menu. His eyes barely shifted to the words, instead looking at me almost the entire time.

      “Compared to Lockwood, isn't everything a big city?” I joked. “Yeah, I’ve been in a few cities. I thought I could use a change of pace after life took an unexpected turn.”

      “Sounds like a story is there,” he teased. “How are you adjusting to the change?”

      I loved that he acknowledged there was more to my story but didn’t push me for information. First dates weren’t exactly a good time to explain my horror story.

      “I’m a lot happier than I thought I’d be,” I admitted. “I didn’t think I’d like how small it is. I think my favorite part is that I’m starting to recognize the locals. In the city, I barely knew my coworkers.”

      “That’s crazy,” he laughed. “I’ve lived here my whole life and I couldn't imagine not knowing anyone walking down the street.”

      “I do miss late-night diners and takeout being open, though,” I said. Even Ezra closed up shop at eight.

      “The only nightlife we have to offer here is karaoke every other Friday at Jake’s bar. Otherwise, it’s just us regulars hanging out the rest of the time and an old jukebox with far too limited of a selection.”

      “Sounds exciting,” I joked.

      “My brother and I used to talk about leaving but as we got older we started to appreciate it more. Plus, my dad’s here and he’s kind of sick now, so we aren’t…” he paused, stumbling over the words and then correcting himself. “Let's just say I’m not looking to leave right now.”

      “It’s nice that you’re sticking by your family. He must be a great dad.”

      Atlas’s eyes lit up. “He’s the best. It was hard sometimes but he never showed how much he was hurting when mom and her other alpha ran off together. They said they wanted more than this town. Apparently, that meant more than us, too. But Dad took us to games, got us through school, never let us down.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, my heart breaking for the little boys left behind. It even had me feeling bad for Dean momentarily.

      “Shit, that got darker than I meant for it to. Clearly, I’m not great at first dates.”

      “Me either,” I assured him. “If it makes you feel any better my siblings are awesome but my parents are fairly unbearable one hundred percent of the time.”

      “If things go well then we’ll be screwed in the in-law department,” he joked.

      “Nah, it sounds like I'll get an awesome Dad in the deal,” I countered.

      “True,” he said, not bothering to disagree. “What did you do in the city?”

      “I was an accountant. My last job was at a big firm. Long hours, a windowless cubicle, the works. The most socializing I did was in line at the coffee bar.”

      “That’s kind of sad,” Atlas said, wrinkling his nose. “I don’t think I could handle that life. Not just the lack of friends but having to sit and stare at four blank walls.”

      “What do you do?”

      “I’m a real estate agent. I work in the county, though, so it’s not just strictly Lockwood. Otherwise, I’d barely have any business. It’s nice, I get to drive every day and see new houses, talk to people, and the hours are flexible so no early wake-ups if I don’t want to. I love it.”

      “Sounds like a perfect fit,'' I said. Before he could say anything else, the waitress interrupted.

      “Can I offer you something off of our wine menu? We also have a full bar and soft drinks,” she said with a smile, making eye contact with both of us as she spoke.

      “Do you drink?” he questioned.

      “I wouldn’t mind a glass of white wine,” I answered. It would help to ease some of the lingering nerves.

      “I’ll have the same,” Atlas said before ordering salad and breadsticks for the table.

      My attention finally turned to my own menu, curious to see what they had. We’d been talking and I hadn’t even bothered to crack it open until now.

      Atlas’s laughter had me glancing up, raising an eyebrow as he stared at something behind me.

      “You have brothers, don’t you?”

      “A brother,” I corrected, then closed my eyes in defeat. “Dear god, tell me he’s not here.”

      “It has to be him. Somebody is glaring daggers at me.”

      I turned around, horrified to see Micah and Collin sitting at a small table across the room. It almost looks like a date. They were leaning into each other whispering and staring our way.

      “Excuse me for a minute,” I said quickly, standing up and giving him a tight smile before stomping across the room. There were a few whispers as I passed, probably because I looked crazy as I fumed and power-walked through the dining room.

      Micah, to his credit, looked apologetic, but Collin looked angry.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I questioned, crossing my arms and cocking my hip to the side to maximize the attitude thrown at them. “Other than trying to ruin my date?”

      “So, you are on a date,” Collin said, almost mockingly angry and a complete contrast to the guy I’d met only a few days ago.

      Micah tried to cut in before it could escalate.

      “I’m so sorry. I mentioned that you were going on a date and we may or may not have just wanted to make sure it was going okay. I was worried about you.”

      “And you? What right do you have to be worried about me?” I challenged Collin. My brother’s heart was in the right place but I could deal with him later.

      “Pretty sure that we both know the answer to that,” he shot back. “We find out we are mates and you go out with another guy?”

      And there it was, another alpha being possessive when he needed to learn his place.

      “So, I’m supposed to just stop living my life? You didn’t ask me on a date, so you don’t get to have any say.”

      “If I had asked, would you have gone with me?”

      “That’s irrelevant,” I said, not falling into whatever trap he was setting. “You didn’t, so it doesn’t matter. And Atlas didn't hesitate. He’s been nothing but a gentleman and I’m having a great time. Well, I was until you pissed me off with this bullshit.”

      “Guys, we’re causing a scene,” Micah hissed. Despite us keeping our voices low he was right, half the room, including staff, was watching us. “Come on. We haven’t even ordered yet, let’s go.”

      They walked away, though Collin was reluctant but Micah started dragging him out anyway.

      “We’re going on a date,” he said as if that was the end of the conversation.

      “No,” I bit back. “Not until you learn how to treat an omega. For now, it’s strictly business.”

      He looked hurt for a second but I had no sympathy for him. He’d been spying on me when he was too big of a coward to ask me out before this.

      I waited until they both walked out to go back to my own table. Atlas was talking to the waitress, looking relieved when I joined them

      “Just in time. Do you know what you’d like to order?” the waitress asked.

      I put on my best smile to try and shake off my annoyance.

      “Well, I was told I had to order the lasagna, so I’ll take that,” I said. My stomach was already growling at the salad bowl and breadsticks between us.

      “You won’t regret it,” she promised, writing it down before walking away.

      “I ordered the same,” Atlas said. “Is everything alright with your brother and the mystery alpha?”

      After that very public confrontation, I had no choice but to give him some explanation.

      “You weren’t the only mate I found in Lockwood,” I admitted. “But you were the first to ask me on a date or even acknowledge it as more than a physical reaction. I guess that rubs some alphas the wrong way.”

      “Their loss,” he said, looking proud that he was the one to ask. Honestly, I was glad he was. It was the perfect date to ease into dating at all.

      He reached over and took my hand. Something sparked between us, like a shock of electricity the moment our skin touched. I’d never experienced that with a mate. It was unnerving and terrifying, yet exciting.

      The others hadn’t touched me like this and now all I could think about was his hands roaming all over my body.

      Then Collin and Ezra popped into my mind. I was already in over my head.

      For a girl who always dreamed of happily ever after, I sure didn’t know how to handle this many mates.
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      “Aren’t you…?” the woman trailed off as Walter stumbled from the back room with a feral scowl on his face.

      He was officially the king of resting dick face.

      My entire first few days were a montage of old biddies recognizing me or trying to place how they knew me, and a plethora of awkward questions that I had no interest in answering.

      Walter, to his credit, was shutting every one of them down and they didn’t bat an eye at his hostility.

      With every single magazine, tabloid, and commercial airing it was almost impossible for people not to recognize me at this point. These were the moments I was dreading.

      As soon as the line went down I let out a breath of relief and Walter came over to stop me from grabbing a rag to wipe things down.

      “I think that’s enough for today, why don’t you head out?”

      My heart sank. “Did I do something wrong? I still have two hours left?”

      “I’m being nice to you,” he pointed out. “The bridge club is about to get out and I promise you want to escape before then.”

      “Oh, shit,” Serenity said as she glanced at the clock. “He’s not kidding. Those ladies thrive on gossip and trash TV. Run while you can or you’ll be bombarded with even more invasive questions. Take him up on the offer, we don’t mind covering.”

      “Okay, okay, if you’re sure,” I agreed. They didn’t even glance back as they waved me off. I grabbed my stuff since I had two days off. Walter knew what was coming and planned around it so I had a chance to recover.

      Just as I stepped into the afternoon sun, someone was blocking my path. I braced myself for more bullshit, especially when I saw who it was. I couldn’t mistake Dean for Atlas, the small beauty mark on the right side of his jaw gave him away.

      “I’m glad I didn’t run into you this time. Sorry about last time, I was having a really bad day, not that that’s an excuse, but…” He cut himself off and I glanced up to see Dean looking much different than he had the first time.

      Without the scowl, he looked even more like Atlas and as he stepped closer I realized it wasn’t just his brother I was mated to, but him as well. Somehow in the argument during our first meeting I’d missed it but his scent was undeniably intoxicating. Like a forest after rain, earthy and fresh. Heat flooded my body and my hands tingled as if they were itching to touch him.

      “Bad days happen,” I said casually, just a hint of ice in my tone. Grudges wouldn't get us anywhere but I also wasn’t going to set the precedent that I was a doormat.

      A little groveling was definitely in order.

      I started to walk away again but his quick footsteps followed me until he was matching me stride for stride.

      “No, really. I’m so sorry…” he trailed off, likely realizing he didn’t even know my name.

      “It’s Ellie,” I said. “I get the bad mood thing, but I really have to get out of here.” My gaze drifted back as a few old ladies walked out of the front doors of town hall. Time had run out and if I didn’t keep moving then Walter’s efforts would be for nothing.

      Dean looked freaked out as I moved from a solid power walk to a slow run.

      “Wait, are you alright?” He started glancing around like something was going to pop out at any second. I didn’t even know who the ladies were, so I doubted they were scary for him.

      “I just need to get off of Main Street. I’m heading home,” I said to avoid explaining.

      “Can I walk you home then?” he questioned.

      I stopped moving at that point and stared up at him.

      “Why?”

      “Because we’re mates and I feel like an asshole and wanted to try and make it up to you? I’m trying to be better.”

      “Is that a question?” At this point I was just fucking with him. I couldn’t help it but the moment he started to panic a bit I let a chuckle slip out.

      Dean let out an exasperated sigh and shook his head.

      “I deserved that, didn’t I?”

      “Yes, you did,” I said with a bit less ice. “How are the shoes?”

      He groaned at the question. “Listen, I don’t even like those shoes that much, I’m not even sure why that’s what I went for. I just… it was a bad day. I even forgot to pick up tea for my dad.”

      “At Raven’s Nest? They don’t even sell tea bags yet,” I pointed out, more out of curiosity and confusion.

      “I wish they had more,” he admitted. “I grab extra from the grocery store but Walter gets me the green tea my dad likes. He just doesn’t advertise it. I also try to get him hot tea. Serenity and Katya make it way better than I do at home.”

      “That makes sense. Everyone says how Walter is a grump but I swear he’s a teddy bear,” I said, appreciating the alpha even more now that I knew he was helping out Dean and his dad. “And I believe they are going to start doing tea blends. Walter and I just discussed a few details today but it’s not announced or anything.” I pointed to my work shirt to prove that I knew what I was talking about.

      I nearly stumbled as he stopped so abruptly. He did at least reach out and steady me.

      “Just like, standard tea bags?” He was so intense I had to remind myself to breathe.

      “No, loose leaf and maybe some custom bags eventually. Depends on what he lets me get away with honestly.” He was taking in every word but I couldn’t figure out why he was so intense. “Are you some kind of tea fanatic?”

      He laughed at that and relaxed. “Not even close. I think most tea tastes like dirt if I’m being honest. Like I said, it’s for my dad.”

      “He’s the tea fanatic?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “No, he’s sick,” he admitted. Damn, now I feel like the asshole, I’d forgotten about that detail from my date with Atlas. Dean and I were really killing this whole ‘mates’ thing. “He’s got a mystery lung infection that the doctors can’t figure out. Meds aren’t helpful most days and tea helps soothe the coughing and pain. I’m just paranoid about giving him cheap blends and try to find the best I can. But we’re in Lockwood…”

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be a dick and pry,” I said quietly “And I’m sorry he’s struggling. It’s hard when family is sick and you can’t fix it.”

      The amount of pain that crossed his face had my chest aching. At heart, I was also a fixer and I may not be able to cure the man, but I could help them find tea aimed for what he needed.

      “Look, let me start by saying I’m not a doctor and this is in no way medical advice. But tea is one of my nerdy passions and if you tell anyone just how geeked-out I get, all bets are off,” I warned.

      He held up his hands and a bit of humor sparked in his eyes, which was far better than the sadness that was lingering there.

      “Your secret is safe with me,” he promised as he crossed his heart. It was adorable and made me like Dean just a little bit more. I was glad he didn’t just write this off after the first, terrible encounter.

      “What are you doing right now?” I asked.

      “Well, I was walking you home and now I’m looking like a creeper, talking about tea like it’s my lifeline,” he admitted with a nervous laugh.

      “I’d say you just care about your dad,” I reassured him. My heart melted the moment he seemed worried about his dad. Not everyone had someone to care this much about them and it spoke of his character far more than the coffee encounter.

      I was on my phone then, searching for the closest shop that would have loose leaf tea. Or at least the herbs I could add to it. There was sadly only one in the area and they didn’t have much information online.

      But it couldn’t hurt to check out.

      “Alright, back to my original question, what are you doing? Do you need to get to work or something like that?”

      “No,” he said slowly. “I’m free. Are you asking me out on a date?”

      “Nope, you wish,” I teased. “But do you know where Averton is?” I questioned.

      He nodded. “Of course, I sell houses out there sometimes.” Interesting that the twins chose the same profession. That was likely messy in a town this small.

      “Perfect. My pickup truck or your car or whatever you drive?”

      The poor guy looked completely baffled but to his credit, he didn’t argue. Dean pointed to a nice red SUV parked at the curb.

      “My ride’s right here.”

      “Amazing. Because I don’t even like driving that much,” I said as I walked around the car and climbed in the passenger seat, buckling up and getting comfortable before saving the address of the store.

      “Not that I’m complaining,” he said as he climbed in. “But why exactly are we heading to Averton?”

      “I’ll explain on the way, start driving, buddy,” I ordered him. “They close at five.”

      “I’m going to need you to not call me ‘buddy.’ I don’t want to start this off on the wrong foot, so full disclosure, I absolutely do not want to be just friends.”

      In honor of full disclosure, I couldn’t keep the fact I saw Atlas last night from him. There was already a rift between the two, I sure as fuck wouldn’t be adding to it.

      “If I told you I went on a date with your brother last night would you feel the same way?” I asked. “I’ve gathered you guys are not on good terms and I’m not about to start this off by lying to you.”

      “I appreciate the honesty,” he said evenly. His jaw was clenched now but he kept his face neutral. He also dropped the subject so I did as well.

      While he drove, I pulled open my notes app where I kept my recipes and rifled through them.

      “So, what brought on the love of tea?” he asked. His voice was less tense now at least.

      “I know tea is a really random thing to be passionate about but when I was in college I was fairly lonely. It’s not a shock, I’m sure, that I was a quiet girl who did her studies, didn’t really go to parties, you get the idea.”

      “I am actually a bit shocked, you didn’t come across as shy to me,” he said. “Or maybe it was my charm that brought it out.”

      “I’m a different person now,” I admitted. “After my ex treated me like a doormat, I promised myself to start taking up space and not get bulldozed. I lost a lot of friends when I started setting boundaries and speaking up more.”

      “They were never friends then,” he said with disgust. “I’ve never understood fake friends. Like why actively treat someone like shit?”

      “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

      He shrugged. “My brother is the charming one. Let’s just say I can relate to being the quiet one. He never made me feel like less but sometimes, his friends acted like I was annoyingly tagging along.”

      “People suck,” I said, hating that he could relate. It’s a shitty feeling.

      “Sorry didn’t mean to derail. How does the quiet kid get to be a tea expert?”

      “My dorm mother tended to the gardens for the horticultural classes. My major was accounting, so getting outside was a nice break from all the numbers and programs. I’d help her out and she’d share her knowledge. She knew more than anyone I’ve ever met about plants.”

      “I’m sure that helped with homesickness,” he offered. It would be true for most, but he didn’t know my parents.

      “Homesickness didn’t exist for me.”

      His eyebrows furrowed and he turned to me for a quick glance. “But I’ve heard you’re close to your family.

      That had a grin spreading on my face. “Oh so you’ve been asking around about me.” The teasing had a warm tint spreading on his cheeks. There was a lot more to this beta than I expected.

      “Maybe,” was all he gave me as he hyper-focused on the road. Taking pity on him, I kept going.

      “My roommate in college had really severe asthma. I asked my mentor about it and she taught me how to make a salve for her chest at night that would help and this particular tea blend. Over the next few years of living together we tweaked it and perfected it. She taught me everything I knew and even after college it’s been something I enjoy doing.”

      “Do you still see her a lot?”

      “No, unfortunately. She moved out to California with her boyfriend. I sent her off with the recipe and we catch up through email every so often,” I admitted.

      “Well, I appreciate that you’re trying to find something to help. You don’t have to do this.”

      “I’m helping because I can and I want to. Hopefully, the store has even a fraction of what we need. Does he struggle with sleeping because of his coughing? If so, I think I can do a separate blend for that.” I was already scrolling for another mix.

      “He definitely does. I think that’s part of the reason he’s so weak and fatigued, he can’t really get any solid rest to heal,” Dean admitted.

      “The doctors just aren’t helping?” I asked. Omegas occasionally had to fight with doctors to take them seriously, but not usually alphas.

      “They’ve tried a few different things, but nothing’s working. Hell, they haven’t even given an official diagnosis.” I could hear the defeat and frustration in his voice. What he was dealing with was heart-wrenching. I couldn’t even imagine how I would handle the same situation with Tori or Micah.

      My hand was moving before I could fully process, resting on Dean’s in a moment of silent support. He looked over at me, blinking hard. I could tell the emotion was hitting him, so I just left my hand and turned to look out the window.

      After a few beats, he moved away long enough to turn on the radio before taking my hand again. I didn’t pull away, my body craving the connection as much as my heart did. I’d been wrong about Dean and with all this stress, I couldn’t blame him for having a moment of weakness. It didn’t excuse screaming at me but I was willing to find out if it was a character flaw, or simply a moment of weakness.

      Once we hit Averton, I finally broke the unspoken moment between us and adjusted my GPS to lead us to our destination. We drove straight through the little city and out the other side, passing fields and more trees than I could count.

      “Is this right?” he asked as we passed an older man rocking on his front porch, watching us pass by.

      “We still have a mile to go. It’s on this road, to the left,” I said, shifting my phone so he could see the screen as well.

      “I’m still shocked you’re doing all this and taking a chance on me,” he said. It was almost like he thought he wasn’t worth the time or effort, or undeserving. I had a feeling that there was a whole lot more to the breakup and the separation of the twins.

      “I’m saying this and expect no response. But you should consider talking to someone about this. It’s alright for people to help out and be nice to you,” I told him. “And I was also needing one hell of an escape from Main Street, so it worked out. We can escape together today.”

      He didn’t say anything and I let the guy think it over. Things somehow got way heavier than either of us intended but I wasn’t upset with finding out more. It seemed that we both needed a friend and despite him not wanting to be just friends, we were starting that way.

      “Oh, and before we get into some awkward moment, I’m buying the ingredients,” I told him.

      Dean scoffed at that. “Hell, no. There’s no way I’m letting you foot the bill for this.”

      “If it works then I can make more and whatever ingredients I have left, which will be plenty because I know I’ll buy more than I need, I’ll use for later.”

      “You’re stubborn, aren’t you?” He laughed. “No wonder you went on a date with my brother, he’s stubborn like you.”

      “You miss him, don’t you?” I questioned then realized how intrusive that was. “Shit, I’m just hellbent on asking and saying shit I shouldn’t today. Sorry. Don’t answer that.”

      “I do,” he answered anyway. “My dad hates it. It’s one of those things that’s gone on long enough I’m not even sure how to fix it. But he was and always has been my best friend.”

      “Sounds like he’s worth fighting for,” I said before gasping and nearly making him swerve. “There it is!”

      “Woman,” he growled as he tried to calm his breathing. “We’re going to need to work on your enthusiasm in the car.”

      “You’ll be alright,” I teased as he pulled in.

      The shop was really more of a log cabin mixed with a cottage. It had a huge garden that surrounded it and was fenced off with an adorable picket fence.

      The sign looks like it was handcrafted from raw wood and painted with little flowers. When it said nursery and herb market, I assumed it would be a business in the middle of town.

      I had a feeling that this was much better. Whatever I got from here would be of good quality. The garden was amazing and just from the care she put into the shop I knew that this was exactly what I needed.

      Dean barely parked before I was climbing out. The air out here was laced with rich, floral notes. I kind of wanted to go frolic in the flowers or nap in a hammock nearby.

      Note to self, future pack must provide me with vast gardens and hammocks.

      “You’re drooling,” Dean joked as he joined me. “Does this rival your school’s gardens?”

      “Those were gardens in the middle of the city. They’d kill for something this size,” I said. “But I’d say we’ve come to the right place.”

      As we approached the door an older omega burst out, holding it open for us.

      “Welcome, welcome,” she called out excitedly. She had long, wavy, gray hair that was tied back with a bandana. Her overalls were stained green-and-brown like she’d spent most of her day kneeling in the gardens.

      The fact she was so excited likely meant she didn’t get many customers out here, which was a shame.

      “Your garden is gorgeous,” I told her. “I love this place already.”

      She beamed at me. “Thank you. I’m very proud of it. I’m Poppy, let me know if there’s anything I can help you find.”

      “Actually, can you help me find these?” I showed her the recipe on my screen.

      “Bring it over to the counter and I’ll write them down, then I can just gather it up for you,” she said. From the way she was practically skipping to the desk it was as if I gave her the best news ever.

      Poppy pulled out a little notepad and started writing down the ingredients. She tapped her pen to her chin as if she was thinking for a moment when she finished.

      “Is this by chance to help ease breathing and coughing?” A smile bloomed on my face. Yup, this was the right place to go. It was, honestly, nice to know I had a place nearby.

      “It is,” I confirmed, glancing at Dean in time to see his surprise.

      “You know what you’re doing,” she praised. “Now I don’t have much thyme, but I’ll give you what I have. I’d also encourage you to add in a bit of fenugreek and sage. Even if you want to do smaller amounts to try it out, it will help heal as well as soothe, which I have a feeling you might need.”

      “That would be great, actually,” I said, making a note at the bottom of my recipe so I remembered later why she suggested the changes.

      Poppy grabbed a small basket before heading off.

      Now that I had a chance I took in the store. All of her herbs were stored in small barrels, shelves of them lined up against the wall. They had glass tops and a scoop to keep them from being contaminated.

      They made up most of the store’s indoor inventory, though I spotted a sign by the back door telling customers what live plants she had out back.

      Twine hung from the walls and bundles of herbs hung drying. She even had a shaded corner for those that didn’t do well in direct sunlight.

      The entire place just felt homey, from the earthy smell to all the wood and greens of the plants, to the murals of a forest painted on the front counter. I loved it all.

      Poppy hummed while she worked, pulling the tops of the barrels off and scooping them into little mesh bags. I felt a little bad not getting it myself but she was a woman on a mission, checking one thing after the other off the list with ease.

      A display of silver and bronze tea infusers caught my eye and I grabbed a few different ones for my own collection and a simple one for Dean’s dad.

      She finished at the same time I did, bringing over the loot and putting it on the desk for me.

      “Now make sure I didn’t get heavy-handed on any of these. If I gave you too much tell me and I can definitely downsize it,” she said sheepishly. “I just get excited.”

      “No need to downsize, I’ll take everything you’ve got, I trust you,” I told her. “I’d like these as well.” I pointed at the handful of infusers on the counter.

      “I’d love to see how this turned out, here’s my card, give me a call with an update in a week or so?”

      “I definitely will and I have a strong feeling that we’ll be back. I need some more for my own collection anyway but for now, this will do,” I said. The prospect of spending an afternoon making Micah’s house smell like herbs and finding the right mix sounded amazing.

      Or maybe it was a good distraction for tomorrow.

      After paying for it and heading back to the car it felt like some of the awkwardness between Dean and I had gone away.

      “I’ll need a few days to get all this together,” I told him. “I’ve got to do measurements and blending and crushing… you get the idea.”

      “Take all the time you need. I’m just floored that someone would do all this for us,” he admitted quietly.

      Needing to ease the mood I couldn’t help but let my smartass side come out.

      “I take payment in the form of coffee,” I joked. We shared a look before we both turned away. It felt far too intimate to be just strangers.

      I thought that I knew so much about the Forrest Pack during the show, but finding real mates was where the magic was. I barely knew these men and I was already forming deeper connections, learning things about them and their lives. It wasn’t just surface-level like the show had been.

      Apparently, I was just too delusional to see it at the time.
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      “Ellie?” Micah sounded worried. I’d pretended to be asleep every time he’d come in here before now and if I didn’t acknowledge him soon, I knew he’d move on to full panic mode. “Fine, I’ll call Mom.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” I grumbled as I poked my head out of my blanket burrito I was currently wrapped in. “Just let me wallow.”

      “Absolutely not,” he said. “We’ll watch it together. You don’t have to do this alone.”

      “You don’t need to watch it at all,” I argued. “Just let me have today.” The whine in my voice was even getting on my nerves.

      “No, because I know you too well to let you face this alone. Don’t make me go to desperate measures.” He was trying to keep his voice light but I had a feeling if I didn’t move, he’d make good on his promises.

      The issue was I couldn’t move. My body refused to cooperate and I hated that they had this power over me. It wasn’t simply the Forrest pack, it was everything. The aftermath, how people would look at me, what my newfound mates would think of me.

      I just wanted to hide and not come out. Was that too much to ask?

      Apparently, it was.

      Micah let out a huff and finally left me in blessed silence. My eyes shifted to the clock on the wall and I groaned.

      Two more hours.

      I was being insanely dramatic but it felt like this was counting down to my own demise.

      At some point, I must have drifted off because I woke up to voices then my door was flung open and two women came rushing in, jumping on the bed with me and nearly bouncing me out of it with no remorse.

      Katya laughed at my grumbles and they both started poking at me before simply ripping the covers away completely.

      “Look. I know the situation is complete shit, and I don’t blame you for trying to hide, but we’re not going to let you do that. Friends don’t let friends suffer alone.”

      “I see no problem with hiding in this blanket all day. I’m pretending it’s not even a thing, it’s working,” I lied.

      “Well, it is a thing, buttercup,” Serenity said bluntly. “And we brought treats. Come on, Micah is helping us get things ready in the living room. Good thing he called us and told us how bad this was.” She waved her hand at me for emphasis.

      Katya nodded. “We were already planning on stopping by. We just got extra supplies since we had an official invite.”

      “There’s nothing booze and chocolate can’t fix,” Serenity said with a forced cheerfulness. Now I was freaking out my new friends. Did I look that pathetic?

      I grabbed a pillow and stuffed it over my head to hide from them. “I don’t want you guys to see me humiliated like that.”

      “Girl, we already know it’s coming and I doubt we’re going to feel anything but anger for that pack of twats. Oh! We could stalk them on social media and make their lives miserable. I could catfish them, but not with a fake picture, just fake interest.” Her resulting evil cackle had all of us losing it.

      I had no doubt that she meant every word.

      “No, don’t. But I do appreciate the sentiment.”

      The two girls stared down at me, likely assessing whether I was going to burrow again or get my ass up. I was debating it until I got two matching glares.

      “Fine. You have….” Serenity paused and looked at her wrist like she was wearing a watch. “Ten minutes to shower and get dressed and meet us in the living room. We’ll handle the rest.”

      I knew that they wouldn’t let it go, so I forced myself out of bed and into the bathroom. Once I was standing under the hot spray of the shower, I started to feel human again.

      The more my senses came back to me, the more I realized that I didn’t want to face this alone. I mean… I didn’t want to face it at all but if I was going to, this was the way to do it.

      When had my life changed so drastically that I now had a group of people to rely on? Being independent was one thing, but the isolation I had in the city was something I never wanted to feel again.

      Dammit. I owe my brother an apology.

      Serenity and Katya’s voices yelled out, urging me to hurry, though in much more colorful words. I hadn’t even checked to see how long I’d drifted off for.

      Shit, I had less than five minutes.

      Not wanting to miss a second of the finale, I dried myself fast enough I nearly fell over, leaving my hair a tangled mess and just putting it up in a chaotic messy bun. My clothes were the comfiest I could find, refusing to be uncomfortable physically and mentally.

      They’d created something that resembled a nest in Micah’s formerly organized living room. It wasn’t like an omega’s heat nest filled with her pack, but the cozy vibes were there.

      Someone had brought out a king-sized air mattress and loaded it with blankets and pillows. It was strategically placed against the sectional so it created a giant bed. The pillows and blankets covered every portion of it.

      The coffee table was pushed aside and loaded with snacks and drinks, including champagne and whiskey. They did not come to play around.

      Nerves buzzed through my entire body. Micah was the first to notice me, rushing over and squeezing me in a bone-crushing hug.

      “You’ve got this, baby sis,” he said in a low enough voice only I could hear. I couldn’t form words.

      The door burst open and I let go of Micah and turned around in time to see Tori barreling into the room, duffel bag in one hand and a huge smile on her face.

      “Tori!” I gasped, sprinting toward her and tackling her in a hug. She burst out laughing as we fell to the floor. I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed her until she was standing in front of me. Or sprawled out in front of me, rather. “Thank god I wasn’t late and you’re not mad I crashed this,” Tori said around her laughter. “I knew you’d need me.”

      She said it so simply, like this wasn’t a huge deal. I hugged her again, whispering my thank you to her shoulder so I didn’t lose it before this damn show even started.

      Tori gave Micah a quick hug when I finally let her go and helped her to her feet before waving at the other girls.

      “These are my friends Serenity and Katya. This is my sister, Tori,” I introduced everyone quickly.

      “We have one minute before the finale starts,” Micah warned everybody. “Crap, the pizza should have been here by now.”

      “Still not cursing, little brother,” Tori teased him.

      “I’m sure we’re not the only ones tuning in and ordering pizza tonight,” I muttered. I could almost imagine everyone at home, excitedly waiting for this to start, oblivious to my world crashing around me.

      Despite the dramatics, the way I felt in this moment was terrible, yet I was glad it happened. Otherwise, I’d still be stuck in that stuffy job and tiny apartment. Coming here and meeting everyone, finding mates, it changed my perspective.

      It changed me.

      This was the last big hurdle before I could finally move on. As long as they were blasting my face at every corner and during every commercial break, I couldn’t really feel free. I wanted to get to know my mates, create a life here, without the past holding me hostage.

      Just as we had all claimed our seats the front doorbell rang. Micah hurried over and returned with a ridiculous stack of boxes.

      “Damn, do you think we can eat this much?” Serenity mused.

      Katya snorted. “Yes, we can.” Her voice was unapologetic and she was already moving toward the cheesy goodness.

      “Oh, I know these two can take down a decent amount of pizza,” Micah said. “I’ll bet there will  barely be any leftovers.”

      Tori had already turned on the TV, making sure it was on the right channel. The sitcom on before it was coming to an end. When the final commercial break hit, the front doorbell was ringing again.

      “God, tell me you didn’t invite anyone else to watch this?” I groaned at Micah. He looked equally as confused as he went for the door. A hand shoved a stack of white to-go boxes toward him.

      Ezra.

      “Just make sure she eats,” was all he said before turning and walking away. I glanced at Serenity and she looked stunned.

      “You know, in college I got mono and he didn’t even bring me soup. Ezra must really like you,” she declared.

      My chest tightened at the thought. Sometimes, when someone as guarded as Ezra did something sweet, it meant so much more because you know a lot of thought and care went into it. He wasn’t doing it because he felt obligated, but because he wanted to. It was huge.

      “What did he bring?” Katya asked curiously. Micah closed the pizza boxes and popped open the containers revealing an array of fries, onion rings, burgers, and a grilled cheese for me. His face split in a grin as he passed the grilled cheese my way.

      “He knows you already.”

      “Bless whoever that man was,” Tori said as she snagged a burger and took a huge bite. “I’m starving.”

      Everything smelled amazing but my stomach was churning. I forced myself to take a bite or two before giving up completely.

      “It’s starting!”

      Dread slammed into me as Serenity and Tori boxed me in, pressing their shoulders to mine. I wasn’t sure if it was to force me to stay or to offer a bit of comfort. Either way I was glad they did it, the warmth and pressure of their presence was keeping me from losing it completely.

      “Holy shit, is that Morgan?”

      I turned abruptly to face Kat and Serenity.

      “Wait, you know Morgan?”

      Serenity was stunned. “Dude, she grew up here. I didn’t realize she went on the show.”

      “Wait, I thought you saw the show?” I accused.

      “We watched bits and pieces of it but it was while we were at the diner. I guess we didn’t catch enough,” Katya said as she shook her head.

      “That’s crazy, small world,” I said. She must have run from this town, and I ran to it.

      “She also broke Dean and Atlas’s hearts,” Katya said reluctantly.

      “Wait, what?” I gasped. “This is the girl that put a wedge between them?”

      They both nodded in disgust.

      “She was never good for them and we knew it, but Morgan was insistent. When she wanted something, she usually got it.”

      “Some things make so much sense now,” I said to myself.

      “It’s starting,” Micah called over our gossip. Sure enough, Candace was strutting out to center stage. She started talking in that nasally voice that haunted my nightmares now. Even as dread and the pain of rejection filled me I couldn’t look away.

      “Welcome back to My Fairytale! This is the highly anticipated final episode. The one that we’ve all been waiting for. Our omegas have been anxiously waiting to see if they’ve found their pack.”

      She finished speaking and swept a hand to the wall of screens behind her, a montage of all eight packs and their names flashing across it.

      “We started with eight packs and dwindled it down to just four. Tonight we should end with just two!” She looked directly at the camera then with a knowing smirk on her face. Rage took over and I clenched my box so tightly the styrofoam cracked.

      “Okay, taking this away from you now,” Tori said with a chuckle, putting it back on the table before I covered myself in food.

      “But first, let’s see a bit of the behind the scenes to remind ourselves just where our omegas stand,” Candace continued.

      The first clip Morgan was sitting on Trevor’s lap in the media room giggling at something he said before they turned to the camera. Of course, she had to start there.

      “This all has been far too easy,” Morgan crooned. “They may have said there were two omegas but there’s really only one that matters here.”

      Tori threw an onion ring at Micah’s TV, her voice outraged as she screamed at the screen. “What a dumb bitch!”

      “We could track her down and send her one of those glitter bombs,” Serenity offered. They talked around me, conspiring, but my eyes were stuck on Trevor’s face.

      “Oh, she bought it, hook, line, and sinker,” Trevor chuckled. Something was different about him here. He’d lost his usual charming smile and all I could see was over-inflated confidence. He ran a hand through his hair, fixing a strand on camera and I saw right through what I thought were nervous ticks. It was always a show. “How she thought an omega like her could make us happy is laughable. She could barely stand her own shadow.”

      “Who wants an omega like that?” Morgan laughed. “You need someone like me.” She stood up and adjusted her breasts in the tight dress before doing a little spin. His eyes were locked onto her body, soaking it all in.

      Every interaction I spent with that pack replayed in my head. Did the entire cast know that I was being played? Did they all talk and laugh about me behind my back? If I thought I was angry before it was nothing compared to now.

      What kind of terrible person and petty pack does this kind of thing?

      “Did you get the others on board?” she asked him with a slight pout to her voice. Morgan went as far as jutting her lip out slightly for emphasis. It was so easy to see how she manipulated him.

      “Not all of us,” he said. Trever looked annoyed.

      “Some of us omegas don’t need candlelight and long talks. That’s all a scam. What we really want is a big alpha,” she purred into his ear, her fingers dancing along the muscles pulling at his thin tee.

      The cameraman made sure to get them making out for several long beats before it faded back to Candace.

      “Well, it seems it was not as cut and dry as we all thought,” she said with fake shock that quickly turned into a chuckle.

      She went on another spiel about the packs and how hard they were fighting to find their mate. The screens displayed the last four packs before doing a montage of everyone’s backgrounds, what the guys had to offer, then ending on what they wanted to find in their omega.

      The final pack was the Forrest pack, a big image of Bear on display. My heart fractured and the anger drained at the sight of him. He was the one that hit me the hardest. We’d made what I thought was a real connection.

      Did he lie?

      Off-screen you could hear the producers asking, “What do you think of Morgan?”

      Bear shifted in his chair and gave him an uncomfortable smile. “She’s alright. Morgan is a bit more forward than I’m used to but I respect the honesty. With her, you see what you get.”

      “Does that mean that you’re leaning towards Ellie more?” they asked him.

      Bear’s cheeks heated and I could see him fighting back a smile. How could he seem so genuine yet reject me so ruthlessly?

      “She’s great. We have a lot in common and I’ve had a lot of fun going on the dates. We don’t exactly get to pick in the end, it’s up to them, right. We’ll just have to see.” He seemed almost hopeful. What the hell?

      The camera shifted to Jacob and Trevor in the media room. Jacob was giving a cocky smile as he leaned back in his chair. From the lack of tan on Trevor’s skin I knew this was at the beginning of the show.

      “Oh this has just been too easy. They practically throw themselves at us. It’s day two, yet we know that we’re already the top pack here. We have the most to offer, we just have to play the game,” Jacob laughed.

      “We’ve got this in the bag,” Trevor said, giving his pack-mate a fist bump.

      “Oh, they’re humble,” Serenity said drily.

      The next thirty minutes were essentially a slideshow video showcasing the show’s progression. It started with Morgan throwing herself at the guys behind my back. It was so bad that I was getting secondhand embarrassment for her. It honestly had me wondering if she did this just because I’d staked my claim on them first.

      The clips shifted from Morgan to me, showing me in the speed dates and laughing with the Forrest pack. They were like completely different people in the clips, nothing like they were with Morgan. Either they were very good actors or they had split personalities. I dodged a hell of a bullet.

      At some point, Tori wrapped her fingers around mine and I felt somebody brush tears off my face. It was so painful watching the date nights, the talks, all the things that I’d put my heart into and thought they had, too. Now I just looked pathetic. They purposely put them next to clips of them making fun of me and painted me as naive and desperate.

      “The producers, apparently, put me on the show just to be the butt of the joke, didn’t they?” I questioned. My voice was bitter and angry. I was genuinely insulted.

      “I’m so sorry, I had no idea it would be this bad,” Micah said.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said. Micah and Tori had encouraged me to go on it, told me about the show, but I made the decision to go.

      “It’s insane how dirty they did you, and social media is blowing up. There’s even a hashtag that says justice for Ellie. You’ve got at least ten marriage proposals,” Katya told me, flipping the phone to show thousands of comments using the hashtag.

      “They were never good enough for you, the world agrees,” Serenity said. “Fuck them. They wouldn’t have brought you food.”

      I laughed through my tears. They never could have made me feel the way Ezra, Atlas, Dean, and even Collin do. Even in the moments where they stand back and act as if I’m fragile, it’s genuine concern that leads to it.

      Candace was back center stage, her overly white veneers and perfect makeup glistening under the studio lighting.

      “Now, the moment we’ve all been waiting for. The culmination of several weeks of drama.” She paused for dramatic effect. “It’s decision time.”

      Morgan and I walked out on stage to join her; at the time, the green screen didn’t give anything away but now it was showing the show’s logo.

      “Ellie, we’ll start with you. Tell us about your experience here,” Candace said.

      It was so strange to watch myself curb my real feelings and put on a happy face as I spoke to her, oblivious to what she’d just revealed to the world.

      “It’s been a huge learning curve. I was a quiet accountant and wanted to take a chance. It’s been a whirlwind of dates and meeting new people and some new friends.” I gestured to Morgan who grinned back at me. Again, I felt sick knowing what I did now. Morgan was full of lies and deceit. “But I think I know how I want tonight to go.”

      The packs filed in, standing behind Candace and smiling down at me in anticipation. She looked at them, then at me again.

      “Which pack do you want to spend your future with? Who is Your fairytale?”

      The cameras panned away from me to show the packs and Morgan before focusing back on me.

      “My choice was easy. This pack has proven to be genuine, trustworthy, and everything I could want for my own pack. I’m no longer nervous, only excited about what’s next,” I said with naivety. Part of me wished I could reach through the screen and shake my past self. “I choose the Forrest pack.”

      My face visibly faltered and I remembered the feeling that something was wrong. Morgan moved next to me and the Forrest pack was being ushered over. They all looked cold, detached now. Bear looked resigned and the others gave me fake, condescending smiles.

      Trevor went right past me to Morgan, kissing her. Ellie on screen was gaping at them, her face crumpling. I felt every bit of it all over again.

      “We reject your offer, Ellie. I’m sorry, but you are not the mate we chose. If Morgan will have us, we choose her.” Trevor took both of her hands and she acted giddy, glancing from them to the camera and dismissing me completely.

      This time, I was able to see the Sulley pack even better. They looked just as stunned as I did, heartbroken even. They’d gone from getting what they thought was her full attention to being dismissed like I was.

      “I’m sorry, Ellie,” Morgan said. This time, I thought of all the comebacks I could have said, but it was too late. The damage was done. “We’ve been secretly meeting after the happy hours and we didn’t know how to tell you. I choose the Forrest pack. This is my fairytale ending, not yours.”

      It was so surreal watching myself walk offstage. Everyone in the room with me right now was silent.

      What I hadn’t expected was the feeling of lightness after I watched it. This was the exact closure I needed. I now knew unequivocally that it was not my fault. I’d given the show and the packs everything I could. I was the only genuine one there and I had no regrets about that.

      Morgan and the Forrest pack deserved each other. I deserved happiness. It worked out in the end.
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      Ezra’s diner was packed by the time I got there. Instead of everyone staring at me no one even gave me more than a second glance or a small wave of greeting if they recognized me.

      There was one spot left at the counter and I beelined for it, picking up the pace when I saw somebody coming from the other direction, and sliding in right before they could. Ezra was laughing as he came over, watching the whole encounter.

      The old man grumbled as he walked away but didn’t call me out. I probably had Ezra to thank for that.

      “What can I get you today?”

      “First, thanks for the food last night. I’d like to say it was delicious but I couldn’t make myself eat.” I winced, that wasn’t what I intended to say. These men had words falling from my mouth without a filter in sight.

      Ezra narrowed his eyes at me. “But I told him to make you eat.”

      “Ezra, clearly, you don’t understand how the world works. Nobody can make me eat. Plus, it was a hard night. I’m fine now though and hungry.” I gave him a hopeful smile but he looked skeptical.

      “You’re fine?” he questioned

      That had me sighing but not losing the light feeling I’d been carrying around. “I am.” His eyebrows raised at the honesty in my voice. “Why waste energy on anyone who doesn’t appreciate you.” I gave a little shrug. “They deserve each other.”

      I already knew that he had women that came in to watch the finale, so I didn’t have to dance around the subject. Ezra likely watched it all unfold.

      He leaned forward, face serious. “I can hunt them down.”

      “Aw, you’re such a charmer.”

      He didn’t back away and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his. In their depths was everything he didn’t put into words. With him, I was safe and I didn’t have to question it.

      “What the hell is this? What’s the old man got to do to get his breakfast around here? Ezra is too busy flirting with every pretty omega that comes in here.”

      Annoyance flared in me and I leaned forward so he could see me. “Not every pretty omega, just me.” The possessive growl in my voice was obvious and the fire fell from the old man’s eyes. He nodded approvingly and let it drop.

      When an old alpha was being a bully you just had to give him some sass back and he was fine. It had worked on Walter and now this man.

      “Do you know what you want?” Ezra asked, giving me an exasperated look. At least he didn’t deny that I was the only one he could flirt with.

      “French toast, bacon, no eggs,” I ordered, sliding the menu toward him. “And of course, coffee.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll add water for you,” he snarked as he walked away.

      I was left with my thoughts for a few minutes while Ezra got to work. He was efficient, passing food out as fast as orders came in.

      I’d barely waited ten minutes before a huge plate was put in front of me. My eyes went wide and I glanced up at the alpha who had clearly lost his mind.

      “This is so much.”

      He nodded with zero sympathy in his eyes.

      “You better eat all of it,” he warned. “I figured since you didn’t eat last night you needed a little extra energy today. And no coffee until you drink this.” He slid a small glass of water my way.

      My eyes narrowed on him. “I didn’t order it.”

      “Don’t care,” was all he offered back. “Now drink up, omega.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled, picking up the glass and chugging it like a college kid at a party.

      “Good girl,” he said in a low voice meant just for me. My heart slammed in my chest at the words and I refused to let him see the smile threatening to break free. He smirked anyway as he stood tall, crossing his arms and nodding his head at my food. “Dig in.”

      “I’m off work today, it’s not like I have any major plans anyway. Well, other than a date with a book,” I said as I patted the messenger bag I was still wearing.

      “Alright, Belle,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Go back to work, Beast,” I said as I dug into the food. It was amazing as usual and soon I was shoveling it in faster than I expected. Apparently, I was starving.

      Ezra stopped back by with a mug of coffee before disappearing again. Apparently, I wouldn’t be getting coffee anymore without a fight. Good thing I had Raven’s Nest to count on.

      I gave my breakfast hell, but this wasn’t post heat, I couldn’t just down six slices of French toast, half a pound of bacon, and two drinks in one sitting. He’d even brought me more water to drink.

      When my stomach was so full that I was bloated, I sat back and groaned, pushing the plate away. I’d barely even touched my coffee at this point, too full to even consider it.

      Maybe that was his plan all along.

      “Hey, Ezra, can I get a to-go cup for the coffee?” I yelled down the counter. He held up a finger to tell me he’d be there in a minute and I burst out into laughter when he put a regular cup and straw in front of me.

      “You want me to put coffee in that?” I questioned.

      “No,” he said. “I want you to put the water in that.”

      “What is up with alphas always trying to hydrate us omegas. It’s like you don’t think I can take care of myself.”

      He opened his mouth to argue and I held up a hand to stop him.

      “Last night doesn’t count.”

      “So, if I called Serenity right now she would tell me that you don’t drink coffee at work, that you just drink water on your shift?”

      “Now you’re kind of sounding like a stalker, Ezra. If you want to ask me out, just do it. No need for theatrics.”

      He gave me a tight-lipped stare, clearly not appreciating the banter. I, however, loved it.

      “Can I have my check please?” I asked as I pulled out my wallet. I half expected him to argue, but he didn’t. I quickly paid before climbing down and walking out, pretending the fact he still hadn’t asked me on a date didn’t bother me.

      My full intentions were to find a place to read in town. Yet as I looked around at Main Street and the people walking around, I couldn’t bring myself to do it anywhere near here.

      If I went home I had a strong feeling I’d run into Collin and I wasn’t up for that at the moment. He’d managed to snag the property for us, so we would be starting soon.

      As I neared the end of Main Street I saw a sign for a park. It sounded like the best option, so I followed it down the street, turning twice as I followed the signs.

      Halfway down the residential street, a familiar man stepped out of one of the houses. Despite wanting to avoid Collin’s intensity, I couldn’t help but call out to one of my beta mates.

      “Atlas,” I called out, giving him a little wave. The moment he spotted me his smile was blinding and he hurried my way.

      “If you wanted another date all you had to do was text me,” he teased as he reached me. I loved his playful teasing.

      “Of course, I want another date,” I said. “Do you guys have a drive-in around here? That could be fun. I’ve always wanted to go.”

      “We do,” he admitted. The way he tried to stop his smile from spreading gave away how pleased he was that I wanted more. “They do shows every other Sunday. It’s usually older movies so it’s not anything fancy.”

      “Good, we’ll have to find a movie we actually want to see,” I said before gesturing at the house. “Is this your place?”

      “Oh no, that’s Dad’s. I was just checking in on him.”

      I gasped excitedly “Oh my gosh, really?” I reached into my bag and pulled out the tea infuser and tins I had ready for the man. “Can we go back in together or are you in a rush?”

      He winced and looked at his watch. “I really can’t or I could risk losing a client. But he won’t mind if you’re bringing in a delivery from Walter’s.”

      “Something like that,” I said, not wanting to bore him with details when he was in a rush. “Have a good day at work.”

      My breath caught as he stepped into my space, leaning down and brushing his lips over mine.

      “I definitely will now.” My heart raced and my body ached for him. His scent was clouding my head and I leaned into his lips, kissing him back even more fiercely now.

      He groaned and pulled away. “I have to go before I throw you in my car and take you home.”

      “We can rain check,” I promised. Part of me was glad that someone was finally taking a real move forward. All of us had our own issues to work through and they knew about mine at this point.

      Now all I wanted to do was move forward with this pack. I wanted them, even if it was moving slow. The last thing I wanted was to let them think I was too fragile to give them my full attention.

      He glanced at his watch again. “I’m sorry, I really have to go,” he said, giving me one last peck before jumping in his car. “I’ll text you.”

      My gaze followed the white Charger as it drove away. Heat still lingered on my cheeks and a sappy smile was on my face. Just one brush of his lips and my body was craving so much more.

      After calming myself down, I walked up the sidewalk to the house Atlas had left. I knocked on the door before someone yelled for me to come in. I guess in Lockwood, you didn’t have to worry as much about who was on the other side.

      It was silent at first as I stepped inside. I was standing in a small foyer, a staircase to my right in the small hallway, the kitchen straight ahead, a door to my right before the stairs, and a living space on the left.

      A round of coughs had me walking into the living room. A man was sitting in the corner, hunched over with a cloth pressed to his very red face. Blankets were bundled around him as he sat in the armchair fighting for breath. A sheen of sweat clung to his skin and I rushed over, pushing a cup of water into his hand, starting to worry.

      When he finally took a sip and found his air again, he looked up at me. His eyebrows drew down.

      “Who are you?” Then he paused as realization dawned in his gaze. “Wait, you're her. Ellie.”

      “I am,” I confirmed. “And you are?”

      “Grant,” he said with a smile, pausing as he waited for me to explain myself.

      “I’m sorry I don’t usually intrude but Atlas told me you wouldn’t mind me dropping this off. Dean and I went and got some teas for you and I was going to drop them by, but Dean forgot to give me his number. I, by chance, ran into Atlas outside just now, I’ve been carrying them around just in case.”

      “That son of mine,” he said in exasperation. “He really does need to get his shit together. Of course, you’re more than welcome to come in. You said something about tea?”

      I nodded, relieved he didn’t care. “I don’t know if he told you anything about this but I make some natural herbal tea blends. I had a recipe for one to help with breathing and coughing. Dean thought you’d be interested in trying it, so he took me out to the nursery and herb store and I got to work.”

      “At this point, I would try an exorcism,” he deadpanned. “Please, by all means.”

      “You look like you could use some now. Mind if I step into your kitchen and make you a mug?”

      He tried to protest but coughed, not speaking until it calmed again. “Oh, I don’t want to be a bother.” I waved it off with a smile.

      “I’m more than happy to make it. I think I saw the kitchen in the back, I’ll be right back.”

      The twins had been taking good care of him. The house was spotless and well stocked. A kettle was already waiting on the stove, clean and ready for me. I filled it with water before getting it on the fire.

      As I waited I glanced around the kitchen. It was definitely a bachelor-style kitchen. There was no theme to it but everything was clean, orderly, and semi-matching. There was just a lack of decor.

      The kitchen table was well worn like many family dinners had been served there. Through the sliding glass doors I could see a pretty big backyard that still had an old swing set. It was a lot smaller than the house I grew up in yet it had twice as much love. I could almost picture a happy family here.

      From what Dean told me they did have their hardships with his mom and pack leaving but his dad gave them his all.

      As soon as the tea kettle was whistling I pulled it off the stove and went in search of a mug. The third cabinet was full of a mismatched set and I snagged one down, smiling at the number one Dad design.

      The second the tin was open the scent of flowers and herbs filled the space. It was one of my favorite things.

      Once the diffuser was bobbing in the hot water I set the tins next to the stove and snagged a memo pad from the refrigerator, taking the attached pen and leaving a note for the guys.

      Doubting anyone liked pure, bitter tea, I stirred in a spoonful of honey before grabbing the salve and heading for the living room.

      “It’s probably pretty warm still so don’t get too hasty,” I warned him as I sat it down on the table next to him. “I put a little spoonful of honey, I hope that’s okay. I worried it would be too bitter without it. I’m fairly confident it will give you some relief, though.”

      “You’re a godsend,” he told me seriously. The hope in his eyes had my chest aching for him. I couldn’t imagine living every day so miserable. As he took the first sip, I sent a silent prayer up to the tea gods that it would work.

      After a few drinks, he eyed me. “So, I saw you on TV.”

      “It wasn’t pretty, was it?” I joked. For some reason, this man had my defenses down. “I’m alright, though, it led me here to this town.”

      “They were wrong for what they did,” he said. “I’m sorry that you went through that. Fuck them and Morgan, too.”

      “I thought she was so nice during the show, but I guess it was just her usual act, huh?”

      He nodded sagely. “She’s a good actress. I’m not sure she even has a heart.”

      “I’ll have to agree with you on that one,” I said. This time, the feeling of loss didn’t come and it had the tension that was starting to build ebbing away.

      “They won’t last. I bet it was something schemed up by the producers. They knew how genuine you were and took advantage. But you didn’t sell your soul to the network. I’m proud of you for that.”

      “I don’t think anybody’s ever told me they’re proud of me before.” I probably shouldn’t have said that out loud but for some reason, he got me talking easily. It just tumbled out.

      “Well, it sounds like you haven’t had very good people in your life,” he said knowingly. “I’ve been there. You surround yourself with the right people and that all changes quickly.”

      “My siblings are amazing and since coming here I’ve actually made a few friends. I went on a date with Atlas a few days ago,” I admitted. For some reason, I wanted him to know.

      He smiled at that. “Did my other son apologize for being a dick?”

      “Actually, he did,” I laughed. “For punishment, I dragged him to the herb store, so we’re even now.”

      He raised his mug to me before drinking even more and I realized he hadn’t coughed since he started. Maybe that was a good sign.

      As he nursed his tea, I couldn’t help but study him. Grant was an older version of the twins. He had the same dirty-blond hair and pale blue eyes they had. His jawline wasn’t as strong but age was likely a factor. He was handsome in his own right and the laugh lines made me instantly like him.

      “I’m going to be candid here,” he said, breaking the silence. “I think the worst part about all of this is that they let that girl get between them. It drives me crazy that they work it out to help me and in the same industry, but maintain radio silence. Seeing my boys go from best friends to enemies is hard. I feel like I failed them.”

      “They’re amazing men, you failed at nothing,” I told him firmly. “As someone who got to know Morgan a little bit on the show, I could see how she could easily weasel into somebody’s life and then tear it apart. Look what she was willing to do to me. Sometimes, it’s hard to spot manipulation until you’re too far in.”

      “I just hope they mend it soon.”

      “Me, too,” I agreed.

      They were both my mates and I wasn’t going to live in a split pack. If either one of them wanted to move forward they had to figure it out. This would never work if they were simply civil for my sake. I had a feeling that getting them to work past this was not going to be an easy task.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 12]
        

      

      
        
        Ellie

      

      

      The sound of hammering was starting to give me a headache. Putting down the screwdriver in my hand I stepped out on the patio to escape the sound.

      My drink was still at the table and I plopped down in my chair, taking a sip and using the free moment to check my phone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Atlas: Good afternoon, gorgeous. How’s your day?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Not bad. Working on a renovation

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Atlas: What kind of renovation?

      

      

      

      

      

      Standing up, I walked back into the empty room full of building supplies and took a selfie, making sure to get my overalls in the shot. My red curls poked out of the bandana I had covering my head and I had plaster on my arms.

      
        
          
            
              
        Atlas: Holy shit, sexy, smart, and a badass. I won the lottery

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: So sexy in my plaster covered overalls

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Atlas: You’d be sexy in anything. Even more sexy in nothing

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Well don’t I get a selfie in return?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Someone’s enjoying herself out here. What’s that smile about?” Micah teased as he joined me.

      “Texting Atlas,” I admitted.

      “Ezra bringing you food, texting Atlas, going on adventures with Dean, you’re forming quite the pack,” he said before growing serious and glancing behind us. “What about Collin?”

      “That’s more complicated than the rest. He hasn’t even attempted to really talk to me after you guys decided to crash my date,” I told him. Micah’s eyebrows rose as if he was confused to hear that.

      “Really? That’s so unlike him. I’ve never known Collin to be much of a jerk, let alone not apologize or try to make up for something he did. The fact that you’re a mate…” he trailed off and shook his head. “I just...I don’t get it.”

      “I don’t know, something’s holding him back and, honestly, I’m not going to beg anyone to be with me. I’ve been turned down enough, thanks,” I said with a hollow laugh.

      It had been a week since the finale and things had settled into a new normal. I was still working at the Raven’s Nest and loving every second of it. No one was brave enough to say anything to me there thanks to Walter’s crazy stares. Between that and the renovation starting, I was easily able to lose myself in work.

      The two alphas were fairly distant but the betas were the opposite. Both texted me often and I’d even gone out for ice cream with Dean after work the other night.

      What was truly strange was that I had heard nothing from my parents. The finale was over and they’d been radio silent. Even going as far as avoiding Tori. They had to have known I was hiding out at this point and it wasn’t like my mother to let that slide.

      “The renovations are coming along,” Micah said. It was an attempt at changing the subject and I gave him an eye roll.

      “They just started,” I pointed out. “We’ve barely cracked the surface.”

      Collin had some inspectors come out last week and they reassured us that the structure was sound. At this point, we just had to make sure everything was up to code and then put our touches on it. We’d sketched out a plan of what we wanted to happen and I ran the numbers. Budgeting for a huge project like this was different, but fun. I’d searched out the best pricing and deals, allocated funds, and got everything approved by the guys.

      It was a far cry different from the cubicle I worked in before, running spreadsheet after spreadsheet of numbers until my eyes were crossing.

      “Oh, you know the tea and the salve I gave Atlas and Dean’s dad? Apparently, it’s been helping. They said he’s actually getting sleep and getting a bit stronger. Obviously, he’s not cured but the coughing and weakness are improving.”

      Micah reached over and squeezed my hand. “That’s amazing. Tell me about it.” That was the thing about my brother. If you were excited and put your heart into something, he wanted to know all about it. He was the best support anyone could find.

      I gave Micah the details and explained about the shop I’d found as he hung onto every word.

      “He’s still coughing some, but they said it’s a world of difference.”

      “I’m glad you moved in,” he said. “You obviously have a purpose here.”

      We shared a small smile.

      “Me, too,” I admitted. “I promise to, eventually, get out of your hair and give your place back. I’m just not sure where to start.”

      “It wouldn’t make sense for you to move out now, you’re just starting to figure out a pack. By the time you sign a lease you’ll have a pack and have to figure out how to get out of it. You don’t exactly live by yourself with a pack.”

      “Nobody seems to be in a rush anyway,” I said. “Sometimes, I wonder if they’re holding back because of me.”

      “I don’t think so. You just managed to pick a complicated pack that’s just as jaded at the world as you are right now.” He said it as gently as possible in true Micah fashion.

      The words still stung a bit. I hadn’t realized just how jaded and untrusting that show and my former life left me. Was I giving off the wrong impression?

      Atlas and Dean had their own issues but hadn’t really held back completely. It was slow but I was fine with that.

      Collin was more of a mystery. He hadn’t told me much about himself or given me a chance to get to know him. Everything since the date had been strictly professional.

      Which was exactly what I said would happen until he apologized sincerely for the date crashing. I took his behavior as a sign he wasn’t ready yet.

      Then there was Ezra. We flirted at the diner a bit and he went out of his way for me on the finale night. But he had yet to do anything past that or acknowledge we were mates.

      My phone dinged and I picked it up to see that Atlas was sending me a selfie back. He was sitting at a desk, smiling, straight white teeth on display. He really was handsome.

      “He’s sending selfies now?” Collin’s voice was sharp and I sighed, setting my phone back down.

      “Yes, he is, because I sent him one first.” My voice was even but annoyed.

      “What the fuck, dude?” Micah called his friend out. “Just because you guys are mates does not mean she bows at your feet. She doesn’t have to avoid other mates or beg you for attention. That’s not how an omega deserves to be treated.” The disgust in Micah’s voice had Collin freezing.

      Micah didn’t speak up like this often, but he also didn’t let things simply slide. He didn’t have it in him. He was also an alpha, and a protector at heart.

      “She’s been through enough. I’m not going to let you string her along and treat her like trash. If you want to keep it professional, fine, keep it professional, but you don’t get to comment on her dating life if that’s the case. Don’t be a dick to my sister.”

      Micah had said his piece, so he stormed off, leaving a stunned Collin behind. I took a sip of my drink, trying to play it cool, but I kind of wanted to cheer for my brother. He’d put into words perfectly what I was feeling.

      “You know, I agree with him. I told you to apologize or keep it professional and you are. But then why are you being a jealous asshole then?”

      “You made it clear you weren’t looking for anything,” he said sharply. “I don’t exactly cross boundaries when I’m told not to.”

      “I was nothing but friendly to you that first day. Yes, I was stunned at finding a mate, but I didn’t tell you to fuck off, Collin. You made no effort to get to know me. That’s no one else’s issue but yours.”

      He sat down and crossed his arms. A million emotions seemed to flicker across his face at once. I wasn’t going to pry for answers, instead I gave him space and texted Atlas back.

      “I had a mate before.”

      “What happened?” I asked to hide my shock.

      “Alexander was my chosen mate. I thought we were happy. He was a sweet omega that I would have done anything for. Then one day, I came home with flowers and chocolates to surprise him, and found him with another alpha in our bed.”

      “I’m sorry, Collin,” I said gently. It was hard not to feel bad for the guy, but at the same time, I wasn’t that omega.

      “A lot of people asked me afterwards if we were even mates.”

      “What?” I cut him off before he could continue. “Why would that have to matter? It was your bed. That’s so many levels of disrespect, mates have nothing to do with it.”

      He gave me a sad smile. “That was my exact thought. If he’d found a fated mate, I would have understood and supported him. Chosen mates don’t need to be tossed aside like yesterday’s garbage.”

      “Except in this case. Fuck that guy,” I muttered.

      “It took me a long time to realize that I never could have meant anything to him. He did the typical breakdown, tears and then it turned to blaming me for his choices. I just packed my bags and walked out, leaving him and our life behind.”

      “I’m not Alexander. I’ve got other mates but I’m open and honest about it. We are not at the ‘forming a pack’ point yet, but when we are, I’d want you guys to be friends, not side eyeing each other. But you either want to see this mate thing through, or you don’t, Collin. That’s a choice you have to make.”

      “I’m such an ass,” he said, sighing heavily. He leaned forward and ran his hands through his dark hair. He glanced up at me, emerald eyes full of pain and frustration.

      “We can just be friends first,” I told him. “I get that trust is hard, it’s really hard for me to give anyone a chance after that brutal rejection. But I don’t want to hold myself back from happiness.”

      “Yeah, I saw that, it was pretty brutal. They definitely wanted you to look stupid but it backfired,” he noted. “It made you seem oblivious and naive but I know that’s not the case.”

      “Maybe in a way I was,” I said. “I went on that show because I’d always believed in packs and fairytales. I had to believe that there were better packs than the one that raised me. I’ve read about amazing ones in books and wanted that for myself. Yet I’d never even had real long-time friends before.”

      “You seem to be doing just fine here,” he pointed out.

      “Apparently, Lockwood’s different, or maybe I am now. Either way, I went on that show thinking that it could be my chance. Yet those men couldn’t hold a candle for what I felt when I met you guys.”

      “What if things had worked out between the pack and you came here anyway, found your fated mates?”

      “Probably expanded the pack and own my harem,” I joked. “But honestly, I could never imagine forming an emotional connection with someone and just kicking it aside. Our connection is strong and hard to ignore, but it doesn’t render me stupid.”

      “I want to try this,” he told me. “I don’t really know what I’m doing anymore but I’d like to try.”

      “I’d love that,” I said honestly, relieved we got this out in the open. It was an ‘awkward as fuck’ conversation but a necessary one.

      Micah yelled somewhere in the house and something crashed, ending our conversation. Collin rushed off and I let him handle it, taking a moment to process everything he said.

      It seemed like the more I got to know my mates the easier it was to see that we all had our own pasts to overcome. As much as I hated that they were hurting or had dealt with something traumatic, it was nice to know that we all would have to fight for this.

      Starting off at the same level would only make us stronger in the end.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Atlas

      

      

      In between showings, or really every chance I got, I was looking at the selfie Ellie sent me. She had an adorable smile on her face and dots of plaster along her skin, but she radiated happiness. Sometimes, she would look away and a shadow would cast over her face. Now it was nowhere in sight.

      I’d been mulling it over in my head for days. Knowing that she had other mates and yet none of us had communicated was bothering me. It wasn’t how most packs started. Many were already friends or had some sort of bond before finding an omega, but this… it felt slow and stunted.

      She deserved better than that.

      Before I could second-guess myself I started texting around, waiting until I’d gotten responses and all of the phone numbers I needed. I threw them all in a group chat, not giving a fuck if they were against it.

      It wasn’t about us.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: We all seem to be mates with Ellie. It’s about time we all got to know each other. I’m curious where everyone is at with it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Collin: I’m interested in her, I just told her as much.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: I’ve said the same.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ezra: Are we really doing this? We don’t need each others’ permission. It’s not a group relationship.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: It could be if you swing that way.

      

      

      

      

      

      I couldn’t help but fuck with the grumpy alpha a little. He was always too serious and he may as well get used to my personality now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ezra: I don’t.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Dean: She knows I’m interested.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Ezra? Are you in or out? It’s just as important that we are all on the same page and start with some respect. The pack is just as important as our individual relationships

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ezra: What the fuck. Are you a damn group therapist?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: No. I just think she’s been through enough and deserves better than us being at odds.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ezra: She has. I plan on talking to her soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      It felt like his answer was reluctant but it was a text, I couldn’t be sure.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dean: So what does this mean, then?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: That we are all on the same page. We are all dating her, jealousy needs to be set aside, and we need to think about where we all see this going. No one is stringing her along, she doesn’t need that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ezra: I’m not stringing anyone along but I’m not about to go out to the creek and fish with you all right now.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Dean: Hard pass on the fishing anyway.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Collin: She deserves the world. I’ll work on my jealousy. If you make her happy then I’ll be happy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Good. Let me know if anyone needs anything. We’re a pack now

      

      

      

      

      

      The group chat died after that but I knew I had one more task to do. This rift between my brother and I had gone on long enough. At first I didn’t know where to start. But at the end of the day, Dean was Dean. I knew my brother as well as I knew myself and this was a simple text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: So, we broke rule number three.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dean: Don’t let a woman tear us apart.
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        Ellie

      

      

      Nerves were rolling around in my stomach so intensely that even my head was swimming. I’d never been this anxious in my life and that was saying something.

      My heels clicked on the floor as I paced back and forth and I knew I was probably driving Micah crazy just like I did before I went on my date with Atlas. He hated pacing and it was my nervous tic.

      And this was for a much different reason.

      My first dreaded interview for My Fairytale, one of my contractual obligations I could no longer ignore.

      In my nerve-induced stupor this morning, I already had the tripod set up with my phone attached, waiting for the phone call. There was a blank wall behind me, so no distractions and I followed the instructions the network had sent me.

      I finally sat down right before the minute they said the call would start and as soon as my ass hit the chair the phone was ringing.

      The jump scare I received as I answered the video was unnerving. I was immediately met with a man smiling and far too close up. He had curly hair and a fake smile. His eyes were shrewd and I had a feeling this was about to be brutal. Nothing about him radiated kindness.

      “Here we have her, the omega that we’ve all been dying to hear from,” he said without any real greeting. I could hear the audience laugh but I wasn’t sure what the show was like. They insisted I had to go in blind with no background information. The network loved to throw me to the wolves.

      “My name is Grady Stone and we want to thank you for joining us, Ellie, for Backstage Pass!”

      I plastered an unbothered smile on my face and took a deep breath.

      “Thank you, Grady. I’m happy to be here,” I said in response. Somehow my voice didn’t even shake and I was proud of myself for my ability to fake it through these kinds of things.

      “At this point the whole world saw your rejection.” He gave a sad face that had chatter erupting. “Tell us, Ellie. What were you feeling in that moment?”

      “Terrible,” I said with a humorless laugh. “It’s not every day you get turned down by the pack you were hoping would be your fairytale ending. Then to be told every smile or flirt was a complete lie and they never wanted me anyway? Not exactly a daydream.”

      Grady nodded with mock sympathy. “Well, I think everybody in the audience can agree with that.” Another round of laughter and a few cheers echoed out behind him. It was almost as if they mixed a live audience and a laugh track. It was even more strange because I couldn’t see them at all.

      “Did you see it coming? Were there any red flags?” he questioned.

      “Honestly no, they didn’t let us see the confessionals or any footage. We had a lot of down time where we could interact and it was just like a constant dinner party you couldn’t escape from. I talked to everybody a little bit but obviously the Forrest Pack got more of my attention. Morgan and I were even fairly friendly. They put on a good show.”

      “From the clips I’d say Morgan is hardly friendly,” he said. “In fact I’d say she’s downright vindictive. She knew what she wanted and sank her claws right in.”

      “It appears so,” I agreed. There was no point in lying, we’d all seen it. “I can’t say I’m not hurt by their actions.”

      He gave me a quick sad look before his smile was back.

      “For those of you who have not caught up, here’s a clip.” He rolled the footage, it was a clip I’d never seen. Morgan in the media room talking to the camera.

      “You know, I wasn’t even interested in the Forrest Pack at first but the way Ellie kept talking them up I was wondering what I was missing out on. I was worried that they wouldn’t give me a chance,” she said. Again she was pouting at the camera, trying to convince us to believe her. “They’ve mostly been on dates with her at this point, but at the end of the day… guys will be guys, won’t they?” She gave the camera a wink that had me holding back an eye roll.

      “Wow,” Grady said in mock outrage that had the audience talking again. He quickly switched to a new clip. She looked fresh from a date, full makeup, dress that had her breasts spilling out and her heels in hand.

      She sat down and let out a breath.

      “Wow. That was one amazing date and it went on into the morning,” she said with a cute, little smile, biting her lip. “We all knew right away where we wanted this to go.” The tinkling laughter had my head throbbing.

      I wondered if she even cared about them at all. It didn’t matter either way, they weren’t my problem anymore. They meant nothing to me.

      “Ouch,” Grady’s face was right back in place, so big I startled visibly this time and it was quickly adjusted. “Did you know all this was happening behind your back?”

      “No, we weren’t allowed to watch the footage during filming. I had no way of knowing what was going on during these little confessionals. As far as I knew, the pack was interested in me and she had her own pack she was seeing. They were just as betrayed as I was.”

      “She wasn’t afraid to burn bridges,” he agreed.

      “No, and I thought she was a friend,” I offered with a shrug. Before I could finish, he cut me off.

      “You were wrong,” Grady said bluntly, letting out another laugh at my expense and the audience joined right in. My jaw tensed and my hands clenched together but I tried to keep my composure. I sure as hell wasn’t interested in being the butt of anybody’s joke. The only thing I did was raise my eyebrows and give him a judging look that had him quieting down.

      “What was it about the Forrest Pack that drew you in? Why them over all the other packs?”

      “At first, they were like all the other packs, flirty and nice. But after a few dates, it felt different. We got along well and kept things casual, but the omega and I got along well, sharing the same love for books and talked about them. It felt natural. Now I wonder if he even read the books or if he just used it as a way to draw me in.”

      “Now something I’ve been wondering since the last episode… do you think they planned this all along and everyone was on board?”

      “Who knows and frankly, I don’t care. I’ve moved on and they will be, too, soon I’m sure,” I said with a laugh. “Any pack formed on lies and manipulation isn’t going to go far. I would definitely say I won in the end, didn’t I?”

      “You won being single,” he said around laughter. I was getting really fucking tired of this man.

      “No, I’m not single,” I said. “I’m also not stuck with a pack that lies without shame. I get to live my life how I want and the show has given me quite a few things. A new confidence for once, because I was true to myself. I’m not the same girl now, any naivety I had is gone.”

      It was almost as if he couldn’t understand my words or where to go from there. This time, his laughter was a little bit awkward and I did an internal fist pump, glad I could throw him off. Grady was kind of an asshole.

      “So, how do you feel about the fact that she slept with your pack before you even had a chance or I assume you didn’t even have a chance?” he tried to goad me

      “We all have our own styles of getting to know partners. I wanted to make sure we were compatible and so did she in her own way.”

      He frowned for a quick second before he moved on.

      “Can you tell us who you’re dating now if you aren’t single?” He tried to make it seem like we were pals, sharing a secret.

      “Absolutely not,” I said. “My life is now off limits. What you saw in the show is all you’ll get from me. All I can say is that I’m happy and know what a real pack is like.”

      “So, what I’m hearing is you’re still naive, you still think there’s a happily ever after out there for you, for everyone,” he scoffed like I was a stupid, little girl.

      “It doesn’t matter what you believe or what you think of my choices. I’m happy and glad I left all this behind. I hope they make each other very happy,” I said evenly, not letting him rile me now when we were so close to the end.

      Grady looked surprised when somebody in the audience started cheering for me and then it went into a full-blown applause. It was kind of nice knowing that I was living the life that I’d always wished I could and setting an example for other omegas. We’re in charge of our own happiness. That’s something I learned the hard way and something I’ll never forget.

      “You’ve moved on well,” he said almost reluctantly. “Do you think you’ll ever talk to them again?”

      “Not unless I have to for the network,” I said honestly.

      “What if they’re sorry and they want to give it a shot?”

      I laughed at the thought. They’d surely have to grow some big balls to approach me again now.

      “Then I guess I’d be the one doing the rejecting. For now, I’ve got a new job, new town, and new life. I don’t want anything to do with them.”

      Grady asked a few more questions and I quickly answered them but I could tell that he was over the interview. I hadn’t given him the gossip to run with like he wanted.

      When I hung up, I was utterly exhausted and thankful it was over.

      One interview down.

      The fact they wanted me to do multiple interviews was crazy. I had no clue what else they thought they’d get from me. I wasn’t obligated to share anything new about my life other than vague details. I’d given my honest opinions on the others. Where else could they take it?

      I pulled my phone from the tripod and tucked it into my pocket. My heels were kicked unceremoniously to the side. They were useless since all he saw was my face and torso but they gave the boost of confidence I needed at the time.

      Micah was working in his office today but the moment my door opened, he opened his as well. His face was expectant and he must have seen my frustration because he rushed over to hug me. My brother, honestly, thought hugs could solve everything and dammit if his hugs didn’t actually make me feel better.

      “I’m going to go grab a coffee. You want one to get through your afternoon?” I questioned.

      “I don’t need coffee,” he laughed. “I’m just going to grab a bottle of water.” He took off toward the kitchen. “How did it go?”

      “It sucked, but it’s over. Everything was pretty much what I expected. Stupid questions and more fake people. He didn’t like that I wasn’t giving in to gossip or sobbing on the screen. They asked for authentic and they got it. The network must have thought I would be a sobbing mess.”

      “I’m proud of you, Ellie. This was an awful situation all around and you’ve kicked it in the dick,” he said. His phone rang in the other room before he could give me more strange pep talks.

      Instead of going toward the front door I opted for the back. I wasn’t anywhere ready to face people yet.

      I sat down on the patio swing, kicking off and letting the afternoon sun warm my face and chase away the gross feeling the interview left behind.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket and I glanced at the screen to see a new text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Collin: Is it over now? Are you okay?

      

      

      

      

      

      Instead of answering back I hit the call button.

      “Are you okay?” he asked again instead of giving a greeting. I couldn’t help but laugh at the intensity.

      “I am,” I promised. “One interview down.”

      “How bad was it?” he asked. I gave him a quick rundown of the details since he’d asked, not holding back my annoyance.

      “If I never hear another fake laugh again I’ll die happy,” I joked.

      “Being on TV sounds so weird,” he said. “Good for you, though.”

      “Kind of proud of myself,” I admitted. “I expected these to be torturous but I’m more indifferent to them now. I’m glad I get to say my piece and show that I’m not crying in my cereal every morning. If they thought it would end me after only three months then they have way too big of an ego.”

      “I’ve seen some of the clips. They definitely have a big ego,” he said. “I’m glad you never got that far with them.”

      I smiled at that and rested my head back on the swing.

      “Is it going to ruin the moment if I say I’ve had sex before?”

      “You know I had a partner, it would be pretty hypocritical if I cared about that,” he chuckled. “I’m just glad it wasn’t those assholes.”

      My laughter was unexpected but I couldn’t help it. It was nice to hear the blunt side of Collin. I guess the talk with Micah did some good after all. He’d been less formal lately.

      “I want to take you out,” he told me. “Are you free next Saturday? I have an idea.”

      “I’ll check my schedule and check back with you but I should be,” I told him. “Usually Walter doesn’t have me working weekends.”

      “Good, I don’t want to hold back anymore, Ellie. I don’t care that you have other mates. If they treat you right then that’s good with me. But I don’t want to give you any reason to second guess my intentions.”

      “Then I look forward to Saturday.”
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        Ellie

      

      

      It had been a few weeks since the finale and it was so easy to separate that part of my life from my every day. They were barely an afterthought now and I was continuing to get to know my mates.

      Or most of them.

      Ezra was not an easy nut to crack.

      The interview aired and went a lot more in my favor than the others. Every possible source was painting the Forrest Pack and Morgan like villains. It was a twist I don’t think any of them, including the network, saw coming.

      I had a feeling if there was a next season of My Fairytale it would be a completely different experience.

      Micah, Collin, and I had made solid progress on the storefront. It surprisingly became one of my favorite things to do. It was fun to knock down walls and do the destructive parts. But it was equally as amazing to see it develop from an abandoned mess into an actual storefront.

      In my own little way it felt like I was contributing something to the town that had given me more than I could have hoped for.

      The Raven’s Nest was also like a second home here. Walter was the crazy, old grandfather I never had and I give him the credit for keeping the town gossip at bay.

      I was even able to convince Walter to go check out Poppy’s shop. Now I was just waiting for him to give me the final word before I could start diving into the world of tea instead of making coffee.

      Though the prospect of coffee had me hurrying in for my shift.

      When I walked into the Raven’s Nest my jaw dropped. Somehow in my stretch of days off Walter had decided to completely change up the store.

      “It’s been fifteen years and he’s never changed anything,” one of our regulars, Dora, said with a wink and brushed past me.

      The corner that used to be a little market of treats, specialty coffee, and random mugs was now repurposed into a secondary counter. It was half the size of the normal one and the shelves behind it were now empty.

      As I stepped closer, the alcove had its own little work bench and there were boxes of empty jars and supplies stacked just out of sight.

      Had they left it so I could be the one to make it my own?

      When Serenity spotted me she let out a little squeal and disappeared behind the curtain, bringing him out with her. It was the first time I’d ever seen Walter smile this big.

      “Why don’t you come back to my office? We have a few details to talk over before we move on,” he said ominously.

      “Okay…” I questioned more than said as I followed behind him in stunned silence. I couldn’t wrap my head around it all. Walter had known me for a little over a month, this was a huge show of trust.

      “You don’t have to look so terrified,” he joked, letting out a raspy laugh as he closed the door behind us. He gestured to the empty chair across from his desk and I sat down.

      Walter’s office was cluttered but organized. He had stacks of papers and books on his desk but they were at least neatly stacked. His shelves were crammed with old binders, books, and random knickknacks. I had a feeling his late wife had a lot to do with this.

      Walter dove right in, not bothering to be patient. “I went to that shop that you told me about. You weren’t kidding about all the supplies she had on hand. We had a good long talk and she had some great suppliers and information. I’ve got some notes on your work table out there if you’re interested.”

      “Thanks, I am. Poppy’s great,” I said. “The shop is amazing.”

      “Having a local supplier is even nicer,” he told me. “A great selling point. And her prices are very reasonable. From what she said, she needed an opportunity like this so you just might have saved that shop.”

      “Wow,” was all I managed to get out. “I hadn’t realized she was struggling. She was so cheerful when I was there.”

      “Not many people like to let the world know when they struggle,” Walter said.

      “Alright, wise one,” I teased.

      He gave me a look but then was back to business. “I came up with a tentative contract. Of course, things can be changed but I wanted you to take a look at the stipulations before we moved forward.”

      “A contract?” I asked. “I’m not following.” He hadn’t had me sign anything when I started here. Walter pulled out a pair of reading glasses and slid them on his face before sliding over a stack of papers.

      “After I put in all the work coming up with a business plan I realize that this is far more than just an employee should handle. The hours you work in the shop will be your normal pay and benefits, of course. But you’ll also get paid hourly for the time you work blending teas and whatever else it is you need to do. Then when they sell, including those we make for guests in store, you’ll get a percentage of.”

      The contract was intense but I skimmed over it, stuttering when I got to the profit splitting.

      “W-w-Walter this says fifty percent. That can’t be right.”

      “It’s right,” he said with fire in his gaze. This alpha was ready to pick this as his hill to die on. “And the hourly rate will include the normal duties like closing and opening—the works. So, you can step over to the baristas if they need some help and you’ll be able to get this part off its feet once everything is said and done. When you get settled, you can also take over any contact with suppliers.”

      “Of course,” I agreed easily. The benefits alone would be amazing to have. The extra income, though, meant I could figure out a place to move to, or at least contribute to one if this pack ever got off the ground.

      Walter was still on task, not caring that my mind was going a million miles a minute trying to process this.

      “We would need to discuss if you wanted to expand at any point since our logo will be all over your tea. In fact, the person that did my logo made a little adjustment for this. I’ve got a roll of stickers made already to go on top of the order bags and printed it on all the compostable tea bags we got in.”

      He handed over a postcard sized paper that had the printed logo on it. The main store image had been adjusted to fit the new venture. Instead of the books it was a raven next to a teacup with some floral in the background. The name was also changed to Raven’s Nest Teas by Eleanor Winters.

      He chuckled to himself when I gasped. “I used your full name. It seemed more regal for this purpose.”

      “Walter,” I said quietly. “It’s too much. I didn’t expect this at all.”

      “I know you didn’t but I’m not going to be around forever, Ellie. This place meant the world to my wife and because of that, to me. I’m not the one putting in the work here. Sure, I helped you get it off the ground but you’ll be doing the footwork.”

      “I’ll put everything I have into it,” I reassured him.

      “I know you will,” he said, waving that off. “I also adjusted my business paperwork with my attorney. The girls know that they were going to get half, but they were the ones who suggested we include you when I changed all this. When I retire, or if the grim reaper comes for me, you’ll have a portion as well. And you’d get all rights to Teas by Eleanor Winters.”

      “This is incredible,” I said in utter disbelief. This wasn’t just a simple change, Walter was essentially throwing it all in for me. “You really trust me this much?”

      “I’m an old alpha, Ellie. I’ve been around the world a few times. I know good people when I meet them and I don’t make rash decisions. This has been thought through.”

      The look he leveled me with had me swallowing down any further protests.

      “Thank you,” I said as my voice cracked. That had his grumpy face back in place.

      “Now don’t you start those water works on me. That sappy shit has no place in this office. Don’t you see the sign?”

      Walter pointed to an old sign that was distressed to look vintage. It read ‘There’s no crying in business’ in big, bold lettering.

      It fit the old alpha.

      I wished I’d had a chance to meet his wife. I had a feeling she was a complete badass and took no shit from him. It would have been hilarious to see. Honestly, I think that was why he kept us around. Everyone he picked to work with him was snarky and unafraid of him.

      “I’ve got everything behind your little desk. We have a new menu sign coming next week but I figured you can get started. Now, go. See what you can do.”

      After giving him another thank you I was up on my feet knowing it was impossible to argue with the stubborn alpha and I was far too eager to see everything he’d gotten.

      Seeing my name printed on all of the supplies was humbling and so surreal. I never considered any of this and the fact that he was offering me a percentage of sales was absolutely insane.

      I wasn’t sure where to look first, there was so much crammed back there. It looked like Poppy sent over a starter box. She gave me a good amount of everything to start out. They were all in small paper bags and clearly labeled. She’d even included a master list of herbs with their purpose for me to quickly reference.

      “I need to send her some chocolate or something, this is amazing,” I whispered in shock. It was overwhelming and amazing at the same time.

      I closed those boxes and set them aside on the workbench before moving on to the next thing. There were tea infusers, business cards for my teas and Poppy’s shop, and a holder for them. The compostable tea bags he talked about along with bags for loose leaf were all the perfect sizes.

      Someone had even included a DIY recipe book that was blank and waiting to be filled in. The fact it was paired with different colored pens made me stupidly happy.

      When you get happy over things like pens and paper you know you’re officially an adult.

      I snapped a picture of everything and sent it to Dean, knowing he’d appreciate it more than anyone else. He’d seen me geek out over tea already.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dean: That’s amazing! Dad will be excited, he’s been telling anyone who stops by about you. He’s now calling you the Tea Wizard.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Aw, I love Grant. He’s the sweetest. I take it everything is still working

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dean: More than working. Dad’s up and walking around more, the coughing is getting a little better. He has a checkup today, I’ll let you know how it goes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Thanks. I’ll hopefully be able to get this running soon enough.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Dean: You’re amazing. We’ll be your first customers

      

      

      

      

      

      A smile stuck on my face the entire time I sorted through everything. Even as I started working on filling the recipe book I couldn’t help but think how lucky I was. I had real family now, and mates who genuinely cared about me in more ways than I expected. The support and genuine desire to know more about me was amazing.

      Seeing my recipes and blends written out was the cherry on top. It no longer felt like a dream, it was a reality. These recipes would be the cornerstone of making this successful. And unlike my mom and ex told me, it wasn’t just some silly hobby.

      When I left for the day I tucked the book into my bag, knowing I’d be filling it out at home later as well.

      For now, I had to meet Collin at the storefront. Right now our pack felt so separate and new, yet every time I got to see one of them I felt myself falling even more. I knew with mates it was different, faster, that everything felt more intense.

      But that was what made it exciting.
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      “Collin?” I called out when I walked inside the storefront. It was way too quiet for anyone to actually be here.

      Thanks to the recent deliveries of drywall and lumber, it was like a dangerous maze inside. I ducked between a few pallets of supplies and continued further into the building then up the stairs. When I reached the landing, I froze.

      Instead of the usual mess of drywall dust and supplies, it had been cleaned completely. The floors were still rough and unfinished but it had been swept clean.

      Someone had set up a table and chairs, covered it in a white linen and two place settings, along with a tall candle that was already lit.

      “Collin?” I called again, stunned at how sweet this was. After our talk and Micah’s not so nice pep talk, he had finally started to move past friendly to flirty.

      “Welcome, my lady,” Collin’s voice was low and sultry and I turned around to see him standing in a full suit. His dark brown hair was brushed back and he’d gone all out with a bouquet of roses in his hand.

      “This is the first time anyone has ever gotten me flowers,” I said with a soft smile on my face. “You did all this for me?”

      “You’re worth it,” he said with such conviction tears burned behind my eyes. He moved forward, cupping my face in his free hand and leaning in. He moved slow enough I could pull away if I wanted to but there was no chance of that. Instead, I leaned up and met his lips.

      The kiss was soft and sweet at first until he deepened it, his tongue teasing along the seam of my lips until I parted for him. Collin’s tongue danced with mine, tasting me as if he couldn’t get enough. I’d never been kissed until breathless before and I wanted more.

      My body arched into his and my fingers clenched into the lapels of his suit, pulling him closer and demanding more.

      Of course, that’s when he backed away. He chuckled lightly at my groan of protest.

      “We don’t want our food to get cold.”

      He walked over the table and pulled one chair out for me. I sat dutifully, letting him help push it in before he walked away.

      There was a table in the back set up and he snagged two salads and a basket of breadsticks, delivering it before grabbing two huge plates of spaghetti and meatballs.

      “You cooked this? It looks amazing.”

      “A little bird told me it was your favorite. I did my research.” He gave me a wink as he laid his napkin over his lap.

      It was like Collin was in his element. He was confident and proud of what he had done for me, but also like he was fully giving in. He’d finally given himself permission to move forward and was embracing it wholeheartedly. It made him lighter, like he’d shrugged the burden off of his shoulders.

      “Don’t worry, I even put a stack of mints over there in case we need it after this,” he joked. On the table sat a bowl of mints and a pack of gum.

      “Always a must for a date that includes garlic,” I chuckled as I dug into the food. I was starving and it smelled incredible.

      “How was your day?” I asked.

      “Well, good news, we had the plumber and electrician come in. They gave us the quotes and it was way under what we expected,” he continued on, giving me a rundown of the day’s work. “I’ve honestly never had a flip go this smooth.”

      “You better knock on some wood right now,” I told him with a playful glare. “It’s like one of those unspoken things. You never say how good things are going.”

      “Nah, I believe in manifesting for myself,” he said. I stared at him and knocked on the table for him. His laughter that followed had my own following easily. It was like I was seeing a new side of Collin, one who wasn’t overthinking.

      “Thank you for doing this. It was already a really good day and this is taking it over the top,” I said.

      “What happened earlier to make it good?” he questioned as he twirled his spaghetti onto his fork.

      I launched into a detailed recounting of everything Walter had done. Clearly, it wasn’t just me stunned by the gesture. Collin’s eyes nearly bugged out of his head when I got to the part about splitting revenue and contracts.

      “That’s amazing, Ellie. Who knows, maybe it’ll take off and you can be the one to buy this store,” he gestured around at the building.

      “I wish,” I joked as I pointed a breadstick at him.

      “You know, we’re mates,” Collin said thoughtfully. “But I know barely anything about you other than what I heard from Micah. What led you to leave for the city?”

      “If you’ve talked to Micah then you know my parents,” I said with a shrug. “It was my escape. I thought I’d have more luck in the city but I’m realizing pretty easily, now that I’m in Lockwood, that it wasn’t the city that I needed, just escaping them. I’ve only been here a few weeks and I already have friends, people I care about, and I feel like I actually fit in somewhere.”

      “That’s how I felt when I got here, too. I moved to town after college because my uncle was nearby. He’s the one who taught me about houses. When he died, I found a job doing the same thing until your brother convinced me to try and do this on my own. Well, not my own.”

      “I get what you mean. That’s huge. For what it’s worth, I’m glad you ended up here and that you guys took a chance on working with me.”

      “You’ve been a godsend. Just the budgeting and bookkeeping alone has saved me so much stress,” he praised. “If you ever decide to go freelance, I have more than a few people who have asked after my accountant.”

      I smiled. That meant he was bragging about me to other people.

      “I’ll let you know,” I said. Though, I had a feeling I wasn’t about to go back to the accounting life. I didn’t mind getting my hands dirty and working with the guys here in the storefront but I had a feeling that once things really took off with the teas that I’d be more than busy enough. Between the money from the show finally coming in, the house flipping when it’s finished, and the Raven’s Nest, I’d be in a good place.

      The conversation stayed light between us as we finished and cleaned up the dinner. I’d been on a few dates in my time, even had a serious relationship, but this was the first time anyone had made this big of an effort.

      Collin started to pass me but I let instinct take over, pulling him close and bringing my lips to his. I didn’t hold back this time, it wasn’t a soft and sweet kiss. Instead, it demanded for him to own me completely.

      “Ellie?” he questioned as he pulled away, looking down at me to make sure this was what I wanted.

      “I want this,” I promised as I pulled my shirt over my head and let it drop to the floor.

      He groaned, letting his eyes rake down my lacy bra before cupping my breasts. Collin’s eyes darkened with lust as he nipped at the nipple through the thin fabric. A jolt of pleasure ran through me and straight to my pussy.

      He moved lower, nipping his way down my torso. Goosebumps erupted on my skin and my hands went to his hair, tangling in the brown locks.

      “Fuck, I should have prepared for this,” he cursed as he looked around.

      “We don’t need a bed,” I told him as I started stripping out of the rest of my clothes. When he didn’t move, conflicted about a bed, I did the same for him. “And before things get weird. I’m on birth control.”

      That was enough for him. Collin moved forward with predatory purpose, fingers trailing over my skin. My hands wrapped around his hard cock, the thickness a bit intimidating but a challenge I was glad to take on. He was already hard as steel, precum leaking from the tip.

      I dropped to my knees, darting my tongue out to lick him clean before swirling it around him. A soft groan escaped at my teasing and he buried his hands in my hair, tightening just enough to sting.

      For a brief moment I froze, half expecting him to slam his hips forward. I should have trusted him more, he had far too much control to lose it already. Instead, he let me set the pace.

      That was all the encouragement I needed to get out of my own head. Letting any reservations fall aside I took him as far as I could. He hit the back of my throat before I pulled away, setting a rhythm while still teasing the underside of his cock with my tongue each time I pulled away.

      Hearing an alpha whisper your name with reverence was one of the biggest turn ons. Just sitting on my knees like this, naked and making him feel good, had slick running down my thighs.

      My hands braced on his thighs, nails digging into his flesh, as I gave him everything I could. His size alone had me nearly gagging and tears streaming down my face but I was determined to make him feel amazing.

      When I swallowed around him he let out a guttural cry that had me doubling my efforts. Soon he was pulling away and begging for me to stop. His knot was already swelling and that was enough for me to relent.

      “I don’t want to choke you on my knot, I want to split you on my cock,” he told me in a husky whisper that had a shiver running down my spine. Damn, this man had a way with dirty talk.

      “Holy hell,” was all I had to offer him as he scooped me up and sat me on the edge of the table. It was his turn to drop to his knees, pulling me to the edge, and hooking my thighs over his shoulders. With one wolfish grin he dove in, flicking his tongue over my clit before fucking me with it a moment later. He didn’t set a rhythm, instead drove me to the brink of insanity as he tasted me and tested what had cries falling from my lips.

      When it became too much I tugged at his hair. The answering groan had me making a mental note that he liked it. But this wasn’t for him, but my own control. I could barely hold on and I unabashedly grinded against his mouth.

      One final nibble along my clit had the pleasure that was already winding through my veins, take hold. My moan echoed on the walls and in any other situation I might care. It was hard to find a single fuck as waves of pleasure rushed through me.

      As my orgasm poured over me, my pussy clenched around his fingers while the shockwaves shook through me. He continued teasing his tongue over my clit to prolong the orgasm to the point of over-sensitivity.

      “Please,” I begged.

      He pulled away and grinned up at me, my slick coating his face. Collin leaned down to kiss me and I could taste myself on his tongue. This man was trying his best to kill me.

      Collin pulled me off of the table in one swift movement, bending me over the table and kicking my legs apart. I shuddered as he teased the tip of his cock over my pussy. Knowing he was about to take me by surprise, I wrapped my fingers around the edge of the table, bracing myself.

      Despite the warning that he wanted to split me on his cock, he pushed forward slowly, giving my body time to adjust.

      His knot was already starting to swell, making each thrust more difficult but I welcomed the added pressure, my body stretching to accommodate him in the best way.

      “Come for me again, omega,” he demanded as he slipped his hand around me. His fingers slid over my sensitive clit, setting a rhythm as his knot locked us in place. “You feel so good around me. Hot and warm, fitting me like a glove.”

      “Yes,” I breathed out as my next climax started to build. My body shook and I could barely focus on one sensation: his hands, his knots, his ragged breathing in my ear.

      “Fuck,” he cursed as he came with me, filling me with his seed and shoving it deeper into me with each thrust. It was raw and claiming, and left me feeling owned by him.

      For a moment, I almost wished I wasn’t on birth control, loving the idea that he had claimed me so thoroughly. I shoved that aside quickly. We were nowhere prepared for that stage of life.

      “You’re perfect, Ellie,” he told me, placing kisses along my spine as his fingers teased up and down my thighs.

      We may have had a bit of a rocky start, but I was glad that my alpha was finally claiming me. Something seemed to settle between us. I could sense his satisfaction along with mine. This was more than a connection created by intimacy, it was a bond settling into place.

      He was everything I didn’t know I needed in a mate and it was only the beginning.
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      I’d somehow become the designated runner for this project. Anytime we ran out of supplies at the storefront, it was my job to run out. If I stopped for coffee along the way, well that was no one’s business but mine. This time, someone forgot to order extra nails and they both turned to me.

      “I’ll go,” I said as I eyed the beam they were putting into place. Anything to avoid breaking a sweat before ten in the morning.

      Thankfully, there was a small, local hardware store just down the street. I didn’t even bother to drive and realized I was doing that more and more here. If I wasn’t careful, my old, trusty pickup was going to die out of protest.

      At that point, I knew Henry that works behind the counter well enough that he greeted me with a wave and a smirk. We also had a tab with a card on file which made it so much easier.

      In my rush to get what I needed and get back to the guys, I turned the corner a bit too quickly. My breath burst out of me in a rush as I slammed into a brick wall of a man.

      Ezra let out a grunt before steadying me with his hands. He raised his eyebrow at me which I was quickly realizing was his favorite thing to do. Somehow, he managed to steady me and not drop the few items he had in hand.

      “Where’s the fire?” he asked, looking down at me like I lost my mind. I just gave a sheepish apology.

      “I didn’t know you even left your diner,” I joked. The corner of his mouth tipped up in a smile and he shook his head.

      “Not very often,” he admitted. “I needed to grab something. One of the shelves behind the counter is loose.”

      The alpha was thrown off by my sudden appearance. He was talking more than usual and if my scent was affecting him the way his did me, then I knew he was ready to run the other way. The small space we stood in was flooded with his scent of alpha musk, coffee, and cinnamon. It had my mouth salivating and my body leaning into him instinctively.

      “You look different from out here,” I teased as I checked him out openly. “I’m glad I got to witness it.”

      He thinned his lips and glared at me. “You’re full of jokes and sass today, aren’t you?” he asked drily.

      “Yes… and I’m sorry for running into you. I need to slow down,” I finally admitted.

      “You do,” he said simply. The humor behind his voice was also a nice change. He had slowly been warming up to me more and more. I made it a point to start most of my days at the diner. Instead of giving me a menu now, he asked what I wanted. I was officially becoming a local.

      Watching the older men tease him about giving me special treatment was also one of the best parts of my day.

      He couldn’t even deny it anymore.

      “Will I see you for lunch?” he asked. He was leaning in closer now, too, even if he didn’t realize it and his voice had dropped lower. It felt far too intimate for a conversation like this.

      “Probably not today. I have to send a few emails so I’ll be running back to the house after we get done here. I’m just going to drop these nails off first, the guys can handle the hard work.” I was definitely rambling now. Between the proximity and scent, I was about to dry hump him here between the aisles of this hardware store.

      “Don’t try to underplay your job,” he said. It was an order, his voice firm and commanding. Fuck, it was not helping. “They told me you’ve been doing amazing work for them.”

      A wicked grin spread across my face. “Oh, asking about me, are we?” I kept my voice teasingly light but inside, I was hopeful he was finally going to step up.

      I swear the betas in my potential pack are more forward than the alphas.

      They’d seen me hurt on television, knew I’d had a hard time, and, apparently, thought I was fragile. Collin had finally given in. But if Ezra waited too long, I’d take matters into my own hands.

      When silence stretched between us for several beats too long, he let out a sigh.

      “Look, I have to get back, but I’ll talk to you later,” he said, giving me a tight smile.

      My mood instantly dropped and it felt like somebody threw a bucket of ice water over me. I nodded and watched as he hurried off, feeling my heart splintering little by little.

      Did he not want me as a mate?

      Tears burned behind my eyes and I had to calm my breathing so I didn’t cause a scene. I’ve been rejected before but this one hurt so much worse.

      I took a minute to regain my composure, waiting until I heard the bell over the door signaling he’d left, before finally going to the front counter to check out.

      Somehow I managed to get through the entire transaction without my voice cracking, even giving him a smile before heading out.

      When I got back to the storefront I dropped the nails on the closest pallet and texted the guys to let them know where to find them and that I was leaving.

      Having the house to myself for the next couple of hours had never sounded more enticing. I kind of just wanted to curl up into a ball and have a solid cry.

      Did Ezra have someone else already? My thoughts continued to spiral as I made my way home, barely noticing as I walked by other people on the sidewalk. When I finally closed the door behind me the tears came at full force. My chest ached and the old wounds of rejection were starting to break apart like a single day hadn’t passed.

      I felt a little bit silly for letting myself get invested in the idea of mates. Sure, I had mates who wanted me, but investing my heart before they did was a dangerous gamble.

      Atlas and Dean texted me nearly every day if they weren’t stopping by the shop on my shifts. Collin and I were already thrown at each other often and after his impromptu date, I knew where he stood.

      But Ezra continued to be a mystery.

      The rational side of me knew that we’d barely known each other for a couple weeks and that he had been a little more open with me at the diner.

      Yet no matter how many times I tried to make sense of it in my mind, I couldn’t. There was no way to know unless I asked him directly. Feeling sorry for myself wouldn’t magically help me understand.

      Taking a deep breath to calm myself, I stood up and straightened my clothes, fixed my makeup, and grabbed my keys. Now I was hellbent on confronting him and not letting him run away. If he wasn’t interested then he needed to man-up and tell me himself.

      I yanked open the front door, then froze.

      Standing in the center of the porch with a bouquet of roses in his hand was Ezra. He looked like I caught him in the middle of something, eyes wild and mouth agape. His leg was mid-stride like he had been pacing out here.

      He narrowed his eyes on my puffy face and red eyes.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I swiped a hand over my cheek and played it off. “Nothing. I was just coming to find you.” My voice came out harsher than I intended and he was taken aback, completely blind as to why I’d be upset with him.

      “What did I do?” he asked.

      “Nothing. Maybe it’s the fact that we’re mates and I barely get a ‘hi’ and ‘bye’ from you. Sure, you’re nice to me at the diner, more than others, but I get quick words and tight smiles. What am I supposed to get from that? If you don’t want me, then just fucking say it, Ezra.” My chest was heaving as I forced all of the words out. The alpha stood there, stunned.

      Ezra was at a loss for words. His mouth opened and closed for a moment before he lunged forward. My yelp of surprise was quieted by his mouth over mine. His stubble scratched at my face and a hand went to my lower back to steady me and hold me closer so we were touching, hip to toes.

      He didn’t deepen the kiss. It was purposeful, calm, collected, just like he was.

      When he finally did break the contact, I could only blink at him, more confused now than ever.

      “Look, I don’t know how to be a mate. I never had a pack to look up to. My mom was a single omega raising me and my sister. She was abandoned by everyone in her life. She’d talk shit about my father and all other men. It wasn’t exactly a shining example of how to treat an omega. I know that’s not an excuse, but I’ve never had to give a pack much thought until now.”

      “I’m sorry,” I breathed out, still reeling.

      “I was expecting to be single for the rest of my life,” he admitted. “Then you came crashing into it, smelling like tropical fruit and looking adorable. You never let my grumpiness bring you down. In fact you challenged me. I’ve never been more interested or intrigued by anyone in my entire life, Ellie.”

      “Then stop holding back,” I said bluntly, not giving him a chance to talk himself out of this. “I’m not asking you to change your ways and to spend every second of every day with me. I’m pretty sure you’re aware that I have three other mates in this town. I’m a grown-ass woman, I don’t need my hand held…well, I do like hand holding but you know what I mean...” I cut myself off before I could keep rambling.

      “I do,” he chuckled. He shook his head and closed his eyes in defeat. “I’m an idiot. I’m sorry. These are for you.” He held out the flowers and I took them, breathing in their fresh scent. The pain from earlier drained away and I finally met his gaze.

      “This is the second time in my life that I’ve gotten flowers. Collin beat you to it by two days.” I smirked up at him. He let out a low growl of annoyance but it was gone as quickly as it came.

      “I should have told you that day that I couldn’t believe I finally found you after all these years. That despite how much I told myself I didn’t care, that I did crave this connection, that I wanted somebody that I could talk to every morning, that I went to sleep thinking about. But I was scared.” He glanced down, his fingers tangling nervously in the edges of his flannel shirt. He still had one of his bar rags tucked into his pocket like he just walked straight out of the diner. “Everyone I’ve ever loved, except for Serenity and her parents, have left. Not intentionally, but…”

      “The cemetery?” I questioned when he couldn’t get the words out.

      This conversation felt way too heavy for the porch, so I took his hand and brought him inside, closing the door behind him. I didn’t stop until we’d reach the kitchen, gesturing for him to take a seat. I sat across from him and waited for Ezra to answer. He looked out the window for a moment, his eyes distant, shadowed, and then he finally answered me.

      His voice was haunted, barely more than a whisper like he was fighting off emotions. When his story unfolded I couldn’t fault him for that.

      “My mom was a single mom but we never felt like we had anything missing. She treated us like we were her world. She was running the diner with the pack and then when they left right after my sister was born, she kept it going. We did our homework at the counter and ate most meals there. It was a safe enough time that she could send us outside to play on nice days.”

      “She sounds amazing,” I said as I took his hand. His eyes wouldn’t even meet mine but I was just glad he was talking.

      “My sister was a fiery type like you. She didn’t let me get away with my grumpiness either. She had a formal dance coming up and had gotten herself a date. I told her it was dumb and she told me to shut my stupid mouth.” He let out a broken chuckle.

      “You always needed some sunshine in your life, right?” I teased him gently. This time, I earned a half smirk before he ran a hand along his stubble, collecting his thoughts.

      “You’re not wrong. They both were like that, calling me out when I was being too much of an ass, teaching me how to have a soft side. I’m afraid I didn’t get enough of that.”

      “You’ve still got time to learn,” I reassured him.

      “That night, they went dress shopping. She called me and told me how excited she was and thanked me for covering the diner. They were on their way back and it started to snow. It was that kind of snow that’s just fine enough to make the roads slippery but not enough to make it hard to see. They just happened to hit one of those spots and started to spin out. The cop said that they didn’t suffer when they hit the tree, it was instant. By the time my uncle and I were called and arrived on the scene they were in body bags. They wouldn’t even let me see them. The street was stained in blood and bits of metal littered the snow. I just remember dropping to my knees right there, feeling like the whole world was crashing around me.”

      “Your whole world did crash around you. I’m so sorry, Ezra.” With the way he was sitting at the counter, I didn’t want to hug him from behind, so I simply climbed on top and scooted until I was in front of him, then wrapped him in a hug.

      He rested his forehead against mine, his breathing shaky at first but then getting stronger as he worked past the emotions he’d just relived.

      “It was a long time ago, you’d think it wouldn’t be so hard to talk about,” he muttered.

      “Grief is not something that you simply stop having to deal with. It gets better sometimes and then there will be those days that are worse. You just learn to live with it and give it space when you need. I’m so sorry, that’s terrible.”

      “It was,” he agreed. “But I don’t want to live my life alone. I would never leave you like her pack left her.”

      “I know you wouldn’t,” I told him and I meant it. Now that I knew just what was holding him back I had every confidence he was going to try his best to keep this strong.

      Our eyes met and he leaned forward. This time, the kiss was laced with salt and sadness, full of desperation for a human connection. We didn’t rush it, I just let him know in my own way that I was here for him.

      When he pulled away his smile was a little less strained.

      “Can I take you out?”

      “Yes. When?”

      He smiled like I gave him the world. “I was thinking this weekend. I’ve been working up to this, so I’ve already got something in mind. Do you know how to dance, Ellie?”

      “There’s no way that you dance, Ezra.”

      He let out an amused chuckle. “You don’t know very much about me Ellie. But you’re going to learn.”
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      The nightlife in Lockwood was much different than the daytime. The streets were fairly empty and the only businesses still open this late were restaurants and the one bar in town. And, of course, the diner.

      Dean and I waved as we passed Ezra’s diner and to my surprise he waved back. We had plans this weekend and he’d even been texting me randomly. It seemed my pack was finally coming together.

      Dean let out a hum of surprise and pulled me closer. The scent of forest rain filled my senses and I let out a contented sigh. My mates’ scents could calm me and work me up all at the same time. “I guess you’ve got grumpy Ezra to come out of his shell a bit.”

      “He’s definitely coming around,” I said, unable to hide my smile. “I’m not sure what pushed him over the edge yesterday, but he came over and we had a really good talk. And we have a date planned.”

      “It was Atlas,” Dean admitted. “He had a ‘coming to Jesus’ moment with all of us in a group text.”

      I gasped and nearly stumbled. “Holy shit, your brother texted you?” Just from his smile alone, I could tell how happy that made him.

      “That was my reaction, too,” he said. “It was within the group chat at first and then he sent me a message afterwards. Things are still rough. We can’t just fix two years of tension in one night but we sent a few random texts here and there. It’s nice but we haven’t spent any time together in person.”

      “I’m proud of you guys, that’s amazing,” I said earnestly. It had been on my mind heavily lately. The fact that two of the people in my pack were at odds, especially two brothers with a lot of baggage, didn’t bode well for our future.

      Especially when both were too stubborn to fix it.

      He gave me a squeeze and this time, I brushed my nose over his shoulder, breathing him in without shame. Not one of them scent-marked me yet, so I was simply taking care of the matter myself. It was like I couldn’t get enough of their scent lately. I wanted to rub myself on them, pull them in and never let go. Just a touch and my body was burning for them.

      Then it hit me.

      Heat.

      Could forming a pack jumpstart a heat?

      I wasn’t due for another few months. It was hard to tell with suppressors when exactly it would hit, but I could easily narrow it down to a range. Now I had no clue what to do. Usually, I would just take the stronger doses that they give us the week of my heat or ride it out myself. Now I had a pack.

      We haven’t even been in a room together, let alone discussed how a heat might look for us.

      Yay for awkward conversations.

      “Do you want to just come back to my place for a movie?” Dean asked. “I’m kind of ‘peopled out’ today.”

      “Oh, you had that open house, didn’t you, how did it go?” I dove headfirst into the distraction. Avoiding it for a little longer wouldn’t hurt.

      He gave me a little squeeze as if thanking me for remembering. Not that I had on my own.

      “Surprisingly well. A few of them said they came from another open house in the area and were sent our way. I have a feeling my brother had something to do with that. I meant to text him and I got distracted. It was like wave after wave of families and couples coming in to see this property. I haven’t been back to the office yet, but I’d say we probably have a few callbacks at least.”

      Atlas was trying to mend the divide.

      “That’s great. And yes, if you don’t want to go sit down somewhere let’s just grab some quick burgers or something and go back to your place for a movie. I’d offer mine but Micah and Collin are working on some plans tonight. We don’t want an alpha looming over us.”

      “My place is empty,” he said quickly. “It’s nothing too impressive but…” He trailed off when I poked him in the side.

      “Stop it, it’s going to be great.” I continued snuggling into his side as I pulled out my phone to scroll through my streaming apps. There had to be something worthwhile on one of them. I wasn’t even sure what kind of movie he was into but if I found a few he could help narrow it down.

      Dean froze so abruptly that I nearly dropped my phone, barely catching it and opening my mouth to say something when a familiar scent joined us.

      Having the twins side by side I’d never noticed before that their scents complemented each other.

      Dean’s was earthy and fresh, the forest rain mixing with Atlas’s citrus and spice. Everything about them felt safe and cozy and I wished I could bottle that for later. I had to bite back a whimper as heat surged through my body.

      “Atlas,” I finally said when I’d regained composure. That and they had yet to break the intense silence between them.

      They were staring at each other, faces neutral, and I was starting to get worried.

      Atlas was the first to give in, his shoulders sagging slightly as he reached over and swept his fingers over my cheek, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear.

      “Hey, gorgeous,” he said. “I was just trying to figure out what to do for dinner. It was a long day of open houses.” He gave his brother a wink and I felt Dean relax a little bit more.

      “Thanks for the help today, my open house was busy,” Dean said. “It definitely made it successful.”

      “No problem,” Atlas said, sounding surprised at the gratitude his brother showed.

      “We were just going to grab some dinner and head back to Dean’s place to watch a movie.”

      Atlas met my gaze. “That sounds nice. Do you…?” he trailed off and shook his head, running a hand nervously through his blond hair. It was so strange to see Atlas without his confidence but they were both trying and that was huge.

      “Go ahead, ask,” Dean said as if he knew where his brother was going with this.

      Atlas met his brother’s eyes this time and took a deep breath.

      “Do you mind if I join you? I don’t want to crash your date but I was also going to grab dinner, and a movie sounds nice,” he finally got out.

      It was an olive branch. He was making the first move and giving his brother the option to turn him down. Dean had the perfect excuse because even within packs, dates were something that needed to be respected.

      Dean looked down at me like he was questioning my opinion. I didn’t want to be the one to make this decision. I wouldn’t be upset either way and months of distance couldn’t be mended by one night.

      “Sure, we were just deciding where to go. Anything sound good to you?” Dean finally asked.

      Atlas grinned. “Well, I’m assuming Chinese is still out?”

      Dean wrinkled his nose in response and his brother cracked up.

      “Look, in my defense, I don’t hate Chinese food but I swear that place puts giant onions in everything and if you ask for anything without, they’ll just double it.”

      “They did tell you onions were good for you, didn’t they?” Atlas said around his laughter. The fact they were laughing with each other had me wanting to do a happy dance.

      “Well, it sounds like I get to pick then,” I said as I tucked my phone away for now. Feeling bold now, I took Atlas’s hand in my free one. He didn’t hesitate to fall in step beside me as we walked down the sidewalk. Ezra’s diner was behind us but it wasn’t our only option.

      “I think that leaves Mexican or Ezra’s diner,” Dean pointed out.

      “Well, if we’re going to do a movie night right we need snacks, right?” Atlas asked, giving his brother a questioning look.

      “I haven’t kept as many snacks around the house since it’s just me now,” he said. There was a hint of sadness in his voice and the moment turned a little bit somber for a second, but I wasn’t going to let anything bring the night down.

      “Snacks first then. Does anybody know Ezra’s favorite? We can grab him a few things and drop it off when we order food.”

      “If all else fails, we can just get a variety of things,” Atlas said. “He’s bound to like something.”

      “We should still get our food to go,” Dean said as he glanced at his watch. “The bar crowd is about to hit the diner.”

      “It’s almost scary that you know the nightlife habits of this entire town,” I joked.

      “Well, we’re in Lockwood,” Atlas said as he pulled us into a small grocery store. He let go of me to grab a basket.

      Dean still had his arm around me but we couldn’t fit through the small aisles so he was forced to let go. I didn’t miss the way Atlas moved in as I passed to rub his cheek on mine. His scent lingered as he moved away and I knew that I smelled like both twins now.

      I’d never been publicly scent-marked before like this and it was everything. The omega inside of me was preening, loving the attention and knowing that every time we passed someone they would know I was claimed.

      “Okay, what’s that adorable smile for?” he teased with a tap on the end of my nose.

      “I was just thinking it was nice that I had mates that accepted me and wanted me enough to have their scents on me. Rejection sucks.” I gave a non-committal shrug at the last part. I needed to let it go. Life was so much better now but it still bothered me.

      “Go easy on yourself. It’s not been that long. And just remember, now you have an even better pack and they’ve got her.”

      “Fuck her,” Dean and I both said at the same time, earning a glare from the old man that ran the store. We ducked down the aisle giggling like teenagers but soon, we were piling the baskets high.

      Dean stopped abruptly, almost knocking all three of us over. “Wait. I just remembered. I once overheard Ezra talking about having a sweet tooth at the diner. You can’t go wrong with this section.

      There was a small bakery display and I grabbed a container of brownie bites and chocolate chunk cookies, two of my favorite things. I just hoped he liked them, too.

      The brothers, apparently, loved their junk food. The basket was overflowing and I barely managed to throw a few things of my own in it before it ran out of space.

      Every time we ran into somebody that knew the twins they all but froze. Someone even went as far as walking into the end cap and knocking an entire display on the floor. The woman blushed, her cheeks flaming red as she hurried away. Atlas and Dean both dropped to the floor, picking up the mess and chuckling to themselves. They knew damn well they were causing a town-wide stir.

      We managed to check out and step outside without any further incidents. Though, I didn’t think the man who ran the store was our biggest fan at the moment.

      “You guys are going to get the ‘Biddie Brigade,’ as Ezra and Walter call them, going nuts with new gossip.

      Dean snorted. “Look on the bright side, at least you’ll be old news.”

      “God, I hope so. I still get at least two comments a day when I work at Raven’s Nest. And those are just the ones that get the comments in behind Walter’s back.”

      “How’s the tea thing going?” Atlas asked. “I stopped by for coffee when you weren’t there the other day and it looked amazing.”

      “Honestly, I’m kind of blown away by it. A few of my blends have already sold out completely. My custom suggestion forms have also been piling up. I’m going to work on some new blends this weekend.”

      “You know, you’re extra adorable when you talk about them,” Dean said. The smile on his face was warm and his eyes were twinkling with amusement. I ducked my head but Atlas wasn’t having it.

      He tapped my chin and made me look up.

      “He’s right. It’s nice to have something to be passionate about, don’t ever hide it from us.”

      I squirmed under their gazes, both of them looking at me with more heat than I expected in that moment. My body reacted immediately, a warm flush blossoming over my skin.

      “If you guys keep looking at me like that there’s going to be no movie,” I grumbled, stepping ahead of them and heading for the diner.

      The bell above the door dinged as we entered and everyone looked up. There was an audible collective gasp. It was like a moment out of a cheesy movie and my laughter broke the silence that followed.

      “Look everybody, the twins are back together!” I said with the game show voice, wiggling my fingers as I gestured toward them. They both glared at me at the exact same time, which only had me cackling more. Even Ezra was laughing behind the counter and shaking his head.

      The murmur of the crowd picked up and they kept stealing random glances at us as we snagged three stools.

      Ezra came over and I dug through the grocery bags to pull out his treats.

      “We’re going to have a movie night and stopped for snacks. I thought you might want a treat. And when you get off, we’ll be at Dean’s place if you want to stop by.” I slid over the brownies and cookies.

      Ezra blinked down at them then back at me. There was an unreadable expression on his face.

      “What’s wrong? Do you not like them? We probably have something else or I can go back and get some—” Ezra cut me off by leaning over the counter and brushing a quick kiss on my forehead.

      “Stop overthinking. It’s perfect. I’m just not used to people doing nice things for me like this.”

      “Well, get used to it,” I shot back.

      He wrinkled his nose as he leaned away. “You smell like those betas.”

      “Well, if you come over you can scent-mark her later,” Atlas taunted.

      Instead of being annoyed, Ezra simply nodded his head and pulled out the order pad.

      “What do you guys want?”

      “Grilled cheese and fries,” I said, opting for one of my favorite comfort meals. “Throw a few ketchup packets in for me, please.”

      He wrote it down and then looked at the others. “Your usual?”

      Both of them answered at the same time, each giving a different change.

      “Extra pickles, no onions,” Dean said.

      “Add bacon for mine,” Atlas added on. “Fries for both.”

      “Good to see you two working things out,” Ezra said in a much quieter voice this time, giving them a respectful nod before sliding the ticket to the kitchen staff.

      “Now, we need to find a movie.”
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      We were still debating movies by the time Ezra was sliding three to go boxes our way. He wrapped them in a plastic bag so we didn’t have to carry them separately.

      “This one’s on the house. Diner’s open for another two hours. I’ll text you when I’m done here.”

      “Thanks, Ezra, I can’t wait,” I told him as I took the bag and hopped off the stool. I led the way outside but then realized we’d forgotten one important thing.

      “What’s wrong?” Dean asked, stopping and glancing down at me. It was nice that he didn’t say it with annoyance. The bar wasn’t exactly high after my past experiences but these guys were constantly blowing me away with their genuine kindness.

      “We invited Ezra and both of you are here, which leaves…”

      “One more alpha,” Atlas finished for me. “I’ll text Collin now so he can come over if he’s free.”

      “Perfect,” I said. Though I glanced at Dean, realizing we’d hijacked the date to be a group date. “Are you okay with this? Our date kind of got derailed.”

      “A pack date is overdue. We’ll find more solo time,” he promised, pulling me close and pressing his lips to mine. I deepened it just a little but ended it the moment warmth slammed into me again.

      I might have to bring this up to the guys sooner rather than later.

      They laughed as I fanned myself. “Is it hot out here or is that just me?” I joked. Dean laughed and tucked me into his side as Atlas texted the rest of the pack.

      Dean lived in the only apartment complex in town. It was only three stories and much smaller than the fifteen-story I’d lived in before I moved.

      The building itself was in a horseshoe shape. The front door sat in the middle of the cute courtyard. Someone took good care of their property.

      “My apartments in the city had nothing on this. Our keycode lock was broken on the front door and the stairs were a safety hazard,” I said as I took it all in.

      Inside, it was even better. The lobby was clean and new. Community mailboxes and a memo board lined the far wall and a small, little sitting area sat just inside the door.

      What I hadn’t expected was Dean’s apartment to be so militaristic clean. Everything was some neutral color of gray or white. The kitchen was stainless steel and shined to perfection. Not a single thing sat on the counters outside of a coffee maker and a toaster.

      The living room had no art on the walls but the furniture was well taken care of. It seemed like he’d just moved in but I had a feeling it was months ago and he was just too depressed about the breakup and loss of his twin to make it a home.

      “I know it’s pretty empty but I just never took the time to make it home,” Dean said as he echoed my thoughts.

      “I’m so sorry,” Atlas said. His head was hanging low and there was obvious shame in his voice. “This is all my fault. Look at how you’re living, Dean.” He held up his hands to gesture at the blank walls. Before Dean could protest, he continued. “I don’t mean it in a bad way, this just isn’t you. Where’s the nerdy shit?”

      “Do you guys need a minute? I can step away,” I offered. They both shook their heads no.

      “You can’t blame yourself either. I was a dick, too.”

      “Yeah, but I told you to grow up,” Atlas said. “That’s what made you Dean, though.”

      Atlas was fighting his emotions so badly that he went to the window and crossed his arms, breathing hard. Dean walked over and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “I forgive you. I’m sorry again for my part in all this. I should have said something sooner. We should have never let her get between us. I questioned it but I didn’t know how to come back, the divide seemed too big.”

      “We were both idiots,” Atlas said eventually.

      They stood for a few moments in silence. There were a lot of harsh feelings to clear between them, so I stepped away to give them the opportunity.

      The kitchen wasn’t far but laying out the snacks was the only thing I could think to do. After a few minutes, I grabbed our dinner and started laying it out on the table.

      The twins came back to life at the sound of me moving around the kitchen. Dean started making drinks while Atlas grabbed plates. I would have been happy to just eat out of the to-go boxes but I wasn’t going to stop them when they were on a mission.

      The conversation was a lot lighter as we ate our food, both of them teasing me about dipping my sandwich in ketchup as I ate.

      It felt as if the twins were just catching each other up on life and what they’d missed the last few months.

      When the conversation lulled, I couldn’t help butting in.

      “Can I ask you something that’s been bothering me?” It, honestly, felt like Morgan has been hanging over us, a shadow lurking in the corners and waiting to swoop in and break up this relationship. She’d broken their hearts but I wasn’t sure just how deeply they felt about her. Fate was an almost unbreakable bond, but a well-honed chosen bond could easily rival it.

      “You can ask us anything,” Dean said. “We’re a pack, right?”

      “Are we?” I questioned. “No one has really said it out loud. If they all come tonight, it’s the first time we’ll all be in the same room.”

      “I think everybody was just afraid to dive in too soon. We’ve all had some setbacks. We had ours. Then Ezra…” Atlas trailed off.

      It was nice and everybody was keeping his secret for him, letting him be the one to tell me when he was ready. But we’d already crossed that bridge.

      “He told me about his mom and sister.”

      “Exactly,” Atlas said. “We had our issues, too. Not just this separation, but our past with Morgan. I don’t know Collin’s story at all.”

      “I do and he’s got reason to be just as jaded as the rest of us,” I said with a humorless laugh.

      “What was your original question?” Dean asked as he sat his burger down.

      “Did you love her? And I’m not asking that in a ‘I want to be jealous’ way, I’m asking because she has a way of swooping in and taking what she wants. What happens if we form a pack and she comes back and demands that you go back to her? What then? You have a history with her.”

      I knew I was letting my insecurities talk and I was half terrified of what they would say. It wasn’t the first time I’d done something to prevent future heartbreak and I doubted it would be the last. I couldn’t find it in me to regret bringing it out into the open.

      Dean frowned but looked like he was about to get nauseous.

      “That bridge is burned,” he promised me. “Anything that I felt for Morgan is gone. All I have left for her is anger and hurt. I don’t wish her harm or anything but not only did she hurt us, she hurt our omega. She’s shown her true colors, I have no desire to be with a person who can lie so easily and wreck lives, yet hold her head high.”

      “I couldn’t have said it better myself.” He didn’t look up as he pushed his food on his plate. It had been an emotional night and this wasn’t helping. It had to be said, though.

      “We’ve always lived in Lockwood. It’s not like we had a city full of prospects at our fingertips. Morgan was relentless. She seemed so genuine and I loved that she was straightforward and honest, but, obviously, I was way off on that. There’s no nice feelings left for her.”

      “As far as the pack goes. I’m all in. I’m still sorry for how we started out but I don’t want anyone else,” Dean said, seeing right through my questioning to the root of the issue.

      I couldn’t hide the smile that spread across my face at the conviction in his voice.

      “Good, because I want this, too. I didn’t know how we’d all come together and I’m sure that it’s not going to be easy, but I’m all in, too.”

      “I’ve never felt the way I do about you with anyone else before. It feels natural, easy, you bring out the best in me… the best in us,” he said, glancing at his brother. “I’m all in, too.”

      A knock on the door put our conversation on hold. Dean got up and went to answer the door, revealing Collin.

      He’d definitely tried to clean himself up tonight. His hair was styled and he was wearing dark jeans, clean shoes that weren’t marred from all the work he did during the day, and a navy-blue henley that complemented his hazel eyes.

      “I heard there was a pack date tonight,” Collin said. He sounded more sure than he usually did.

      He gravitated toward me immediately, leaning down and slanting his lips over mine in a claiming kiss. It didn’t feel like he was inciting jealousy, simply putting his one claim on me as well.

      When he pulled away there was a wide grin on his face. “I was hoping I’d see you tonight.”

      “We were just talking about the pack,” Atlas said bluntly. Apparently, he was the official pack organizer, forcing the other men to be on the same page. “We all three just said how we were ready to move forward with this pack and weren’t going to let anything hold us back. Where do you stand?”

      “Damn,” Collin said with a laugh. “Starting off with the big guns.” He absently brought my wrist to his cheek, rubbing my soft skin against the stubble there as he scent-marked me right in front of the others, adding his scent to the mix. I breathed in Collin’s campfire-and-wood scent and sighed.

      “She’s my omega. What she wants, I want.”

      He said it so simply, like it was cut and dry now. There was no hesitation in his eyes.

      “Glad to hear you say that. Now we only get to have one more awkward conversation out before it’s in the past,” Atlas said as he headed over to the couch, dropping down. He glanced at his watch, “We’ve got about an hour left.”

      The words had barely left his mouth when another knock echoed out. Dean went over to answer it, this time, Ezra standing on the other side.

      “We thought we wouldn’t see you for another hour,” Dean said as he closed the door behind the alpha.

      Ezra walked in holding the packages we had given him earlier.

      “One of my guys covered it for me, told me to go,” he said as he added his snacks to the pile. “Thanks for the invite.”

      “Dude, we have to drop the formalities,” Atlas called from the couch. “Come join us. We were just discussing this little pack of ours.”

      “Oh good,” Ezra said drily. Collin led the way to the living area while I hung back to gauge how Ezra was feeling. I relaxed when he gave me a warm smile, taking my hand and leading me with him. It was such a simple touch but it chased away all of the lingering heaviness from my body.

      Instead of letting me sit on my own, Ezra sat and pulled me into his lap. Everyone looked equally as shocked as I felt. Ezra just chuckled.

      “Look, I just had a good talking to from Serenity today. I get it, I’m an idiot. I’ve been a hermit for so long that I’m pushing away the one good thing that’s ever happened to me.” His fingers toyed with mine as he talked and nobody spoke up letting him continue at his own pace. Ezra always had a way of commanding respect and I loved that the guys were giving him his own space to handle this.

      “I’m sure if you guys are talking about the pack, you’re figuring out if everyone is willing to be in this pack. I don’t know how that’s going to look, we’re all independent, have set jobs and lives. Combining it all will be…strange at best. But I’m willing to see where this goes. Ellie is mine.”

      Ezra said the last two words in a growl. He nuzzled into my back, making sure his scent was on my body as well. I knew he could smell the others on me and likely couldn’t help but complete the set.

      As if someone flipped a switch, everything changed.

      My head spun, blurring my vision as an overwhelming burst of heat consumed me whole. Sweat formed along my skin and my pussy ached enough that I squeezed my thighs together.

      It hadn’t consumed me completely, but I was really fucking close.

      “Guys.” My voice was wavering and they all tensed, heads tilting back as their noses went to the air, breathing in deep and cursing in unison.

      “Oh god, what do we do?” Dean was the first to speak up.

      “Now we know who handles emergencies,” I teased in a weak attempt to calm them.

      Dean barely gave me a side eye before explaining. “We can’t do this at my place. There’s not enough room and we’re in an apartment. We’ll be fighting off every alpha in the area.”

      Ezra squeezed his arms around me. “My place is above the diner, it’d be the same issue as here.” His voice was husky and it had a whimper escaping as I wiggled on his lap. He stilled me with his hands and I forced myself to stand, going to the window and throwing it open.

      The cool night air cleared my head a bit but it also blasted the guys with a fresh wave of my scent. They all froze and shifted uncomfortably.

      “I’ve got maybe a few hours. I need you guys to tell me now if you’re not going to ride this out with me so I can take suppressors or something,” I panted out.

      “Oh we’re riding it out together, gorgeous,” Atlas said. “My place is out, it’s a duplex.”

      “My place it is,” Collin said as he stood up. “Texting everyone directions.”

      Good, because I was swiftly running out of time.
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      Being trapped in an enclosed space with Ellie as she descended into her heat was pure torture. I’d always considered myself a gentleman but right now, my hands were gripping the steering wheel like my life depended on it.

      My cock was hard at the overwhelming scent of her pheromones and I wanted nothing more than to pull over and fuck her right here on the side of the road.

      Ellie groaned and rolled down the window in an act of desperation. She was practically leaning out of it as I drove through town. Reaching over, I looped my finger in her belt loop so she didn’t jump out or something in her haze.

      By the time we made it to her and Micah’s house we were both tense and ready to explode.

      Micah must have heard my tires screeching as I came to a stop because he was throwing open the front door and looking around frantically.

      That or Collin was a step ahead.

      “Ellie, are you okay?” Micah called out. She was already running toward him then past him and her poor brother looked close to panic.

      It likely didn’t help his nerves that I looked like a raging bull, breathing in deeply to calm myself down. My muscles were still tense but at least my boner was down again.

      “She’s going into heat,” I told him as I passed. “She’s grabbing a few things.”

      “Wait, Ellie!” he yelled and ran inside. “Are you safe? You’re going with them?” he tried to keep it quiet but his anxiety had him half yelling.

      Ellie let out a startled laugh.

      “First, I’m not discussing my heat with my brother and second, yes I am. I’m coherent, just struggling and close to heat. I’m going with them and we’ll be safe. I’m choosing this.”

      Hearing her say that so calmly was reassuring. Part of me had already questioned if this was too fast for her and if she’d regret it.

      That was all the time Ellie took to stop and say something to him, rushing through the house into her room. She grabbed an empty laundry hamper and shoved it in my hands before starting to throw things inside; pillows, blankets, anything soft within reach. I even saw a plush animal at one point but she was moving so quickly I could barely keep up.

      “I’m going to need some more pillows and blankets. I don’t have a nest,” her green eyes were full of panic and her breath went from calm to erratic.

      I sat the basket aside and pulled her into a hug. She melted into it and took a few calming breaths.

      “Ellie, I promise you we will make you the best nest we possibly can when this is over. We weren’t expecting this, so we didn’t have time to prepare. We’ll do right by you Ellie, even if we don’t have it perfect this time. Next time, we’ll treat you like a queen.”

      Tears started to run down her cheek and it startled me. I wasn’t used to girls crying and I didn’t really know what to say, but thankfully, I’d already given her the reassurance she needed.

      Ellie squeezed me one last time before turning back to her task. I picked up the basket in enough time to catch another round of soft items. When she was satisfied she moved on to a backpack, shoving in a change of clothes and necessities.

      She disappeared into the bathroom and I could hear the clang of bottles and something hit the floor before she was running back out.

      When Hurricane Ellie was done ransacking her bedroom and bathroom, she practically shoved me out of the door.

      “We have to go right now,” she declared before yelling a quick goodbye to her brother.

      I secured her things before putting her in the truck and strapping her in. She leaned in and breathed me in, rubbing herself against me and I swore as my cock thickened again. We were both so on edge I knew we were entering dangerous territory.

      We lived in a society where it was impossible to not know someone who was going into heat in public before, but I rarely saw someone slam so quickly into it.

      “Is this normal?” I questioned as I started the car. She didn’t answer as I drove across town and I didn’t press her. Collin lived on the complete opposite side of town, we’d be lucky to make it in one piece.

      I nearly broke off the button to put down the window, desperate to get fresh air into the cab before I had us crashing.

      “I don’t know,” Ellie whimpered as she writhed in her seat. “But if you don’t get me there soon I’m going to strip right here in the car.” I had a feeling she was being serious.

      “For the love of God, do not do that,” I begged. “This town does not want to see my ass and if you get naked that’s going to be an inevitability.”

      She let out a small chuckle that turned into a moan. The sweet, intoxicating scent of her slick hit me and I nearly swerved. It took everything in me to keep driving, my head nearly out of the window, breathing in the fresh air, as I navigated through the streets.

      Thankfully, I knew this town well enough to have no issues finding Collin’s house. I pulled in front of the ranch-style house a few minutes later.

      My cock was aching fiercely and it wasn’t easy to move but I forced myself out of the car and around to her side, scooping my omega into my arms. She nuzzled into my neck, whimpering. She was warm and sweaty and the moment she nibbled on my neck, I felt my control snapping.

      The guys opened the door and ushered us in, eyes wide at the state that she’d gotten so quickly. Nobody commented on it as Collin led us back to his bedroom. Thankfully, he had a king-sized bed and it looked like they’d stripped it and changed the sheets for her.

      “Someone go to my truck and grab her stuff. There’s a hamper and a bag,” I said as I settled her on the bed. Atlas and Dean took off at a run as our omega shifted uncomfortably on the bed, whispering pleas.

      Collin started to move forward but I held him back with a hand.

      “Just one second, let her make her nest first, otherwise it’s going to stress her out. She was hysterical about it at home.”

      Collin’s jaw tensed but he stopped himself. The twins were back in seconds and I took the hamper from Dean and dumped it on the bed right on top of her. A small giggle escaped her and the pure happiness there warmed my cold heart.

      We all watched as she arranged everything. Pillows circled the bed and the blankets were laid over it in some sort of pattern that made her happy. Then she turned around with wild eyes on us, honing in on Collin and pouncing.

      He caught her but she wasn’t there for hesitation. She started ripping the clothes off of his body and wiggling for him to put her down. She threw it into the nest before growling at us. We obediently started stripping and handing over our own clothes for her to add to the pile.

      She looked at it and breathed in before a frown marred her beautiful features.

      “Make it smell like you,” she demanded. Her words were choppy and her eyes blinked rapidly. She was barely holding on by a thread.

      Four grown-ass men dropped on to that mattress like our life depended on it, rolling around like idiots but willing to do anything for our omega. Thank fuck no one had a video camera right now.

      “Up,” she ordered again and the moment we were out of the way she dove into the nest, nearly disappearing under the covers before letting out a sigh of pure bliss.

      The sigh was short-lived. Soon enough, she was standing again, ripping off her own clothes until she was standing there naked, slick already glistening between her thighs.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a beautiful sight.

      Collin and I moved at the same time but I beat him there, scooping her off of her feet and laying her on the bed. My body hovered over hers. I didn’t care that I was naked in front of the others, all I wanted was her.

      My omega whimpered and a low rumbling echoed from me in response, the purr calming her slightly and her emerald eyes lost the cloudy haze for a moment.

      “You guys better all bite me,” she demanded.

      “We can’t do that, it’s a heat,” Collin protested.

      “The perfect time for a bite. We all said we’re in so prove it,” she demanded.

      “Don’t worry, I’ll bite you,” Dean promised her then looked at us. “This is the turning point and she’s got her wits about her still.”

      “You can bite me back anytime you want, gorgeous,” Atlas told her.

      When Collin didn’t say anything, she leaned to the side to glare at him.

      I think he was just as conflicted as I was.

      “Do you want to bite me?” she questioned. This time, her voice was even and strong.

      “Of course, I do,” he said. “But—”

      “Stop holding yourself back on my account and I’m telling you this before I lose control completely. I want this so bad.” As she finished talking, her eyes rolled back. A fresh wave of pheromones burst into the air and her tropical scent mixed with the sweetness of an omega in heat. All thoughts flooded from my mind and my cock throbbed painfully. I needed to bury myself between her legs. Now.

      “If you want me to bite you, I’ll bite you, but for now, we’ve done enough talking,” I told her in a low rumble.

      “Thank fuck. Help me, Ezra. It hurts,” she said as she pushed her lips to mine. She was so hot against my skin. Her moans and whimpers as I kissed her senseless were nearly my undoing.

      I nuzzled into my omega’s neck, breathing her in before kissing and sucking along her sensitive skin. She was so much louder than I expected but it did a lot for an alpha’s ego.

      “Fuck me, Ezra. Now,” she demanded. “Ple—”

      She had started to beg again but her words cut off as a desperate, keening cry echoed in the room As a fresh wave of her heat hit, she took my hand and shoved it downward. I knew what she needed and I could do better with my mouth.

      I made my way down her body, spreading her thighs for me.

      She was perfect. Red, swollen, and glistening with slick. Her body was begging for me to taste it.

      “Distract her, she’ll need it,” I told the others before burying my face in her cunt. I breathed her in first. She was heaven and hell, wrapped in a beautiful package just for me.

      I could hear Collin’s purr calming her as the twins kissed and tasted every inch of her skin. It was a hell of a pack initiation.

      With how worked up she was, I knew it wouldn’t be hard to make her come, but I wouldn’t be satisfied with one orgasm alone, either.

      I sucked on her clit before licking long stripes over her pussy. She bucked into my mouth and I held her hips still before sliding my tongue into her core.

      Her begging coaxed me on as I set a rhythm of licking and sucking over her clit and spearing into her core, turning her practically feral in response.

      It wasn’t long before her pussy was clenching around my fingers. I latched onto her clit and sucked hard, working her through until one turned into two. Her slick nearly drowned me but it was a hell of a way to go. I didn’t stop until she was begging for mercy.

      Her desperation was fueling mine.

      “Please.” She didn’t beg this time, but demanded with a scream. I didn’t need more encouragement than that to settle between her thighs. Lining myself up at her entrance I pushed in slowly. She fit me perfectly, her body squeezing me with a near-searing heat.

      “The smell is torture,” Dean said, his breathing ragged before he latched onto one nipple. His twin did the same, his hand tangling in her hair as Collin trailed his fingers over her torso and down to her clit, teasing her while I started to fuck her.

      My knot was already swelling inside of her. My control was completely gone as I rutted into the omega. She was captivating. The twins had to retreat as I fucked her, the movement too much to continue. Her hands clawed at the sheets and then me, leaving red lines down my skin.

      My knot had swollen completely and I shoved it deeper with each thrust, lifting her legs to take it even deeper.

      “Finally,” she breathed out with a sigh of relief. My knot stretched her, forcing her to accommodate every inch of me until it was impossible to know where I began and she ended.

      Collin was relentless, never moving his fingers from her clit. Finally, my fingers dug into her thighs as I couldn’t hold back anymore, filling her with my seed.

      Each consecutive thrust pushed it further inside of her and a deep satisfaction swelled in me. I was the first one to mark her and my alpha was reveling in that realization.

      A dazed smile danced across her face at my possessive purr. My teeth ached with the need to bite her, claim her thoroughly.

      As if they read my mind, the twins moved in, helping raise her until I had access to her neck. I didn’t hesitate to sink my teeth in the soft flesh of her neck, tasting copper for a quick moment as she screamed out with her release.

      My tongue flicked over the fresh wound, soothing it. A soul-deep satisfaction settled into my chest and I knew I’d never feel more connected to my omega, than in this moment.

      Her answering sigh felt as if she were claiming me right back. She was utterly perfect.

      By the time my knot had gone down and I had pulled free she was asleep.

      My eyes were locked to the apex of her thighs, watching my cum drip out of her. There had never been a more satisfying sight than that.
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        * * *

      

      

  




ATLAS

      I’ve never considered myself an exhibitionist but watching the alpha take care of our omega was one of the hottest sights I had seen. Even now, Ezra stood back watching his cum drip out of her.

      Ellie was now asleep and resting. The need to clean and care for her had me moving to the adjoined bathroom. I searched until I found a rag, running it under warm water before going back to her.

      She didn’t stir as I carefully cleaned her body, saving her pussy for last.

      When she was properly cleaned, my brother stepped up to dry her off. Collin settled into the bed next to her as we covered her.

      “You guys should probably go get some food ready or something. I’ll wait next to her, I doubt she’s out for long.”

      It was hard to leave her even for a second but he was right. It was our job to make sure everyone stayed fed and hydrated through this. We didn’t exactly have knots to help her out so we would need to do our part.

      That and provide interference when she needed a break. We could keep her satisfied until she was desperate for a knot. Then they could step back in.

      I couldn’t imagine what it would be like for packs going through heat with only one alpha involved.

      My brother was next to me, his arm brushing against mine in a show of support. It was something we’d done since we were kids.

      It was crazy how things had already changed between Dean and I. We said our apologies but we’d never been the type to linger on things. Just watching Morgan on TV made me realize all the red flags that we’d missed. From the snide comment she’d make about my brother in front of me to the way that she would start arguments then blame it on us. Then there was our parting. She blamed my brother, saying he wanted a pack without me, that he was kicking me out. She couldn’t bear to choose so she was walking away.

      It was the one topic we didn’t truly broach and I wanted to hear him say it now, to put it all in the past.

      He was already pulling bacon and eggs out of the fridge. Breakfast was pretty much the only thing my brother knew how to cook.

      “A Dean classic,” I commented as I started getting mugs down and making a pot of coffee. We’d be here about a week and I knew the days and times were going to blur soon. It would be down to sex and survival.

      “Can I ask you a question, Dean? The last heavy question before we can officially move on?”

      “I’m going to guess my final question is the same,” he said offhand as he started putting bacon in the hot pan.

      “Did you try to convince Morgan to leave me behind to create a pack for just the two of you?”

      He scoffed. “I should have known she was lying,” he said. “Those were her exact same words to me. She knew the exact things to tell me to break me, too. That I was holding you back and you felt like I was the third wheel. She knew I felt that way sometimes and used it against me.”

      Pain lanced through me at my brother’s words. I should have seen it sooner and I hated myself for my role in this. It was stupid of me not to fix it sooner. He deserved better, we both did.

      Even if it had only been a month before the show started recording that she left us, being apart from my twin for this long felt like years.

      “She told me that you hated me, that you despised me for always putting you in my shadow and that I was overbearing, always trying to turn you into something you weren’t.”

      “So, essentially, she was a bitch,” he concluded as he handed over the carton of eggs. “Just go for scrambled, it’ll be faster. And none for Ellie, she hates them. You’ll have to search out a bowl.”

      I held the carton but didn’t move yet.

      “You know I don’t really feel those things about you, right?” I asked quietly. “I like that we’re not the same. You’re more serious and caring, it keeps me grounded. We work well together because we have different personalities. I’ve never felt like you were a third wheel.”

      “I’ll admit that I’ve had moments where I felt like I wasn’t enough, or that I couldn’t live up to your charm. But Ellie helped me see that I’m enough on my own.”

      “You are,” I agreed. “Are we good?”

      “We’re good,” he agreed. “At some point, we should probably tell Dad.”

      “Shit, Dad,” I cursed as I frantically started searching out my phone.

      “Calm down, I already texted Clara,” Dean said. She was dad’s neighbor. she and her pack would step in when we couldn’t be there for him. Now that he was stronger it shouldn’t be too hard for them to keep him happy.

      “Thank God,” I said as I finally got to work on the food again. It felt like our lives were up in the air right now but other than a few loose ends like work and our dad, our only focus would be our omega.

      “I didn’t get to give her an update on Dad, I was planning to tonight,” Dean said as he turned off the burner and pulled out the bacon.

      “You’ll have to wait until after all this,” Ezra said as he walked in. He’d been giving us our space. “Smells good. It’s been a long time since anyone cooked for me other than the diner cooks. Is there anything I can do to help?”

      “Put some clothes on,” I joked. Honestly, I didn’t care about modesty. We’d see more of each other this week than this and he was wearing boxers.

      “There’s no point in putting on more than my boxers,” he said with a shrug as he opened the fridge. “Remind me to tell Collin sorry for us taking over his place.”

      He took out a soda and chugged it like his life depended on it. He likely needed the extra sugar and caffeine after that. Heat sex was intense.

      The smell of food was helping keep us from losing our minds over her scent but the moment that we heard them wake up and Ellie cried out, it was near impossible to focus.

      “Eat, she’s going to need us all.”
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        Dean

      

      

      We had been speculating when Ellie would be coming out of her heat. The last day had been a lot less intense and we’d sent both alphas into the other rooms to rest, one claiming the guest bedroom, the other the couch. They only went after promises to get them if she needed them.

      The fact they left at all meant we’d established some trust between us all.

      “Dean. Atlas?” Our names were barely more than a raspy whisper. She wasn’t quite as needy as before but her skin was still hot.

      Ellie’s eyes fluttered open and closed as she pressed her body into ours. We both moved closer, sandwiching her between us.

      “We’re here, gorgeous,” Atlas said.

      “Don’t worry, we’re right here. I promise we’re not going anywhere.”

      “Good,” she said as her fingers trailed over her skin. “I only feel one bite.” The pout in her voice had us both chuckling. It wasn’t that we were putting it off, we had all just been so distracted by the heat. Even we betas struggled to think of much else but satisfying her. The omega overwhelmed our senses with her scent until that was all we knew.

      “Just wait,” Atlas teased as he shifted, taking the blankets with him. The movement exposed our omega, her legs falling open. He settled between them, teasing and kissing around her pussy but not where she wanted him.

      She had started to say something but he was quicker, flicking his tongue over her clit before diving in.

      I was just as happy to press my lips against hers. My tongue teased over the seam of her lips until she parted them. She let me in happily and I lost myself in the taste of her. There was still a hint of coffee on her tongue but it couldn’t hide the sweetness that was my omega.

      We’d somehow managed to get food in her a few hours ago but it was only a few bites and sips of coffee before she was begging for more again.

      When she cried out, I moved lower, nibbling my way down her throat and across her collarbone and then over her breasts. She didn’t even have to beg me before I was taking her hard nipple into my mouth, sucking hard while rolling the other between my two fingers.

      She writhed underneath us, my brother bringing her to the edge of climax while I assisted.

      “You asked for it, gorgeous,” Atlas said. That was his only warning before he sank his teeth into her thigh. This time, her cries turned into a scream laced with lust.

      The screams turned to a moan as he went back to her pussy. I teased my tongue over her skin, tracing the swell of her breasts and ghosted my fingers over her skin, giving her a round of sensations to contend with. I hoped the contrast of the harsh bite and soft touches would help curb the pain.

      “Lay down, brother,” Atlas ordered me as he pulled away. I stretched out next to Ellie, laying on my back. He helped her to climb on top.

      His nickname for her was accurate. She was gorgeous as she rode my cock. Her breasts fit perfectly in my palms. Her hips flared out giving her the soft curves that I craved. Her ass was just enough to grab onto, her thighs strong and powerful as they squeezed around me.

      But it was her face that always drew me in. She was a perfect mix of adorable and sexy. Ellie was expressive when she needed to be and fiery if the need arose.

      I thought I had a type before but at this point, I could barely remember what it was because all I could think of was my mate.

      Fate chose well for me. For us.

      She started to move before I even had a chance, rocking herself over my hips and grinding her clit down on me. My hands immediately went to her sides, holding on as I bucked up from underneath her, meeting every movement. Her moans and cries filled the room and for once, I didn’t hold back my own.

      My brother moved in behind her. He wrapped his arms around her, palming her breasts and speaking sweet encouragement into her ears.

      When he darted his tongue over Ezra’s bite she screamed out again. It had already started to heal and was overly sensitive. She now had trigger points for us to drive her crazy and feed the bond that would snap in place between us all.

      I barely had to press one thumb against her clit before she was coming. She clenched around me harshly enough that I gasped. Our names babbled from her and I couldn’t hold back my own claim.

      I lifted her arm, finding her wrist and clamping my own teeth around her. What was one orgasm turned into two. My omega rode me frantically as I soothed the bite mark.

      She locked eyes on me and the force of my own orgasm nearly tore me apart. Her pussy fluttered around me, milking me for all I was worth.

      There was a low groan from Atlas and I realized he’d moved back enough to paint her in his own cum.

      “More,” she begged.

      Atlas pulled away from her back, ignoring his protests and rushing out.

      “He’s getting an alpha,” I promised her.

      Just as she had rolled off of me and onto the bed Collin was coming in. He was already stripping his clothes as he walked, kicking them off in the hallway and not caring where they landed.

      “I’m here,” Collin promised her as he stretched out over the top of her. My brother and I didn’t bother to move away, watching as the alpha claimed her. I was already hard again. The scent of her slick and pheromones mixing with our own unique scents was something I wanted to commit to memory.

      My cock throbbed as if I hadn’t just come for her. Heat was a beast of its own, our bodies responding to her instinctually.

      “You’ve been such a good omega, taking our knots and cocks perfectly. Our marks are marking your skin forever now,” he purred at her.

      Collin pushed her thighs toward her chest as he slammed into her fucking her relentlessly.

      “One last bite,” my brother told him. He was in the same boat as I was, his hand wrapped around his hard cock, stroking himself. His eyes locked onto the scene in the bed.

      That was enough for me to let my own hand snake down my body and wrap around my cock, stroking it and wishing I was fucking her all over again.

      Collin was far more gentle than Ezra but just as intense, moving her body where he wanted her, knowing exactly what to do to make her scream. She had already come twice since he’d walked in the room.

      She also seemed to slowly be coming out of it. Her cries were less unhinged and her own hands roamed over the alpha. Nails bit into his back as he buried herself inside of her.

      He shifted her upward, and bared his teeth before sinking them into her neck, opposite of Ezra’s. She cried out as she came and I followed right behind her, the pleasure—not just my own—clouding my mind.

      I stroked myself through the orgasm, not caring that my cum was painting the floor, only focusing on my girl. Her mouth hung open in a cry of ecstasy before they collapsed together.

      We were officially a pack. Not just that but a bonded pack.
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        Ellie

      

      

      When I woke up, I was covered in sweat and sticky from several rounds of amazing heat-induced sex. My skin held the smallest hint of warmth and I figured it was likely from the men surrounding me. All of us were naked and they pressed into me from all sides.

      It was dark outside now and I tried to remember what it was like when I last woke up. A smile ghosted on my face as my fingers skimmed over the bite marks on either side of my neck, then one on my thigh, and the final bite on my wrist.

      My mates had all claimed me. We’d solidified the bond and were connected, body and soul.

      I owned them just as much as they owned me.

      There was no more room for doubt or rejection. We were tied together and it was an incredible feeling.

      My heart warmed even further as I glanced around at the nest. I barely remembered making the nest but small snippets of memory came back to me; taking their shirts and adding to it, making them roll around and scent-mark it.

      Someone had added new blankets and pillows. One in particular stood out. It was a small quilt and from the looks of it, was handmade. Having someone throw in a sentimental item warmed my heart.

      I likely had plenty of sleep this week, but I’d also burned plenty of energy. I was bordering on that post-heat mix of tired, wired, and hungry as hell.

      Before I could go scout out the kitchen, I definitely needed a shower. Or six.

      Untangling myself from four men was not the easiest task I had ever done. I had to move two arms and two legs before I could even be free. Then I had to climb over them. Of course, that woke Collin in the process.

      I just gave him a quick smile and put my finger to my lips for him to be quiet before heading into the bathroom. For some strange reason, I expected him to go back to sleep, but, of course, my alpha followed me in.

      As I bent down to adjust the water and start the shower his finger grazed over one of the marks on my neck. A shiver raced down my spine but my body was way too tired for more.

      “Don’t get any ideas, buddy. I’m trying to clean this off of me, not add more to the mix.” I gave him a wink over my shoulder to let him know that I wasn’t shooting him down, I was simply exhausted.

      “That’s fine. Seeing it is good enough for me.” The proud rumble to his voice had a chuckle escaping me and I had to quiet myself quickly.

      I stepped into the shower and he followed, letting me wet my hair and body before he took over. He lathered up a loofah with soap before running it over my body.

      His nose wrinkled. “I don’t like that it’s changing your scent. Remind me to buy you extra soap for here,” he said absently as he washed me. He was gentle, but thorough, washing every bit of sweat and cum from my body until I felt human again.

      My brain nearly broke as he massaged shampoo into my scalp, then conditioner. He lingered longer than necessary just so I could enjoy it.

      “Marry me,” I said partially as a joke. He knew I was just teasing and laughed but the moment my hair was clean he pressed his lips to mine.

      “Don’t worry, we’ll handle that someday.” I flushed, my chest and cheeks heating as I realized he was serious. Everything was moving so fast but I had no regrets. They were already an important part of my life.

      Being the center of their world was a bit intimidating but I was equally as excited. They already treated me so well, showed me that I had no idea what love or being cared for truly felt like until now.

      My stomach let out a loud growl. The sound echoing off the walls was so intense and we had to suppress our laughter.

      “That would be embarrassing if I hadn’t already gone through a heat with you,” I joked. “I guess it’s time to feed the beast.”

      “One second,” Collin said, washing his body quickly. He shut off the shower then grabbed two towels, wrapping one around his hip before drying me off carefully. He even went as far as drying my hair.

      I didn’t bother wrapping one around myself, instead going out and searching his dresser for a pair of boxers and snatching a tee from the nest. I didn’t know whose it was until I pressed it to my nose and smelled the citrus and spice. Atlas.

      We tiptoed our way into the kitchen but I had a feeling that the rest of our pack would be joining us soon enough.

      Collin refused to let me help, telling me to sit at the table and sliding a book over.

      “Serenity dropped off some supplies, including a new book,” he explained at my confused look. It was a book I’d never had before. “Walter thought you’d like it, so he sent it with her for recovery.”

      “He’s such a sweet, old man,” I said as I opened up the book and dove right in. I heard him say something a few times but it barely registered as the world faded away.

      A hand waved in front of my face and I blinked, glancing up to see Dean. He laughed as I blinked up at him.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody concentrate on a book that hard. We’ve all said your name a few times,” he teased.

      Ezra, Atlas, and Dean had all joined us at some point. I was so far in that everyone had already showered. My face tipped into a frown at the sight of dark circles lingering on everyone’s faces.

      “Sorry, it’s a real problem I have,” I joked. “I get lost in these things.” I’d already finished a good chunk of the book and I snagged a napkin off the table, using it as a makeshift bookmark so I could set the book aside.

      Collin had cooked an entire meal while I wasn’t looking but my stomach growled again as I took in a deep breath of spices in the air.

      “I thought you could use some protein,” Collin said as he slid a steak in front of me along with a helping of asparagus and mashed potatoes.

      “You cooked all this?” I gasped, shocked that he managed to do it while I zoned out. I felt a bit bad but he looked too proud of himself to truly let it get to me.

      The best part was that they didn’t judge me for my reading. They just accepted it as part of my personality. They all grabbed their own food and joined me at the table.

      “I should probably let Walter and Micah know that I’m back from the dead. Poor Micah is probably chomping at the bit to get back to work,” I told Collin.

      “He sent me a few pictures. He’s been working on some of the stuff he can do himself to keep the progress going,” Collin said.

      “Don’t worry about Walter, your job will still be there when you’re done,” Atlas promised me.

      “How’d you keep the diner going?” I questioned Ezra.

      He shook his head and laughed. “Does everybody just think I live and breathe that diner?”

      “Yes,” we all answered at the same time. He threw up his hands in mock exasperation.

      “Despite popular opinion, I do have employees and I have a few people who are willing to help out when I need them. Now that I have a pack, I might just have to add on a few hours for each of them.”

      That had me smiling happily as I shoveled food in my face, clearing my plate before any of them had a chance to.

      The guys talked around me. It was random small talk, filling each other in about things we missed over the last week. Just seeing them so relaxed together made me so happy.

      I had a pack.
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        Collin

      

      

      Ever since Ellie’s heat our lives had all changed. It felt weird sleeping apart from her and not seeing her every day. The other guys were feeling the same. We’d been tossing ideas around in the group chat and knew things needed to change. But we needed a solid solution first.

      What they didn’t know is that I already had a plan, I just needed them in on it. I sent an address to the group chat.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me: I need everyone to come meet me here.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Atlas: That's not frightening at all…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Dean: I’m driving back to town, I’ll head your way now

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Ezra: I’ve got five minutes until the next shift comes in

      

      

      

      

      

      That was enough for me to walk away from my cell phone and ignore them, getting the few last minute things I wanted taking care of wrapped up.

      I’d just finished the last wall in the living room when I heard them pulling up. Wanting to see their reaction firsthand, I dropped everything.

      Dean and Atlas were climbing out of the SUV and eyeing the house.

      We didn’t even get a chance to say anything before Ezra’s pickup truck crunched along the gravel drive. I waited for him to climb out before saying a word.

      “Why are we at old man Stanton’s place?” he questioned curiously. I had a feeling they knew exactly why they were here but wanted me to say it first.

      “It’s not his place anymore and hasn’t been. It was abandoned for a good ten years before the family finally decided to let it go.”

      Just to build up the anticipation, I let those words linger in the air before I finally said the most important ones.

      “When my friend at the office called, I decided to buy it.”

      “Wait, you just bought a house?” Dean said incredulously. I should have probably considered that I would have offended the two real estate agents but I held my hands up in defense.

      “No I didn’t just buy a house,” I clarified. “I bought it about two years back. It was more of a passion project and something I hadn’t given much thought until recently.”

      “It’s just as big as I remember,” Dean said. “My dad used to drag us out here to help him do yard work every summer. He always paid us a couple bucks and said it was from the old man but I know he paid it himself.”

      “I know we hate how things are going,” I explained. “It has to be killing you as badly as it is me. We need a place to share and this place is plenty big enough for all of us. We can’t have our omega bouncing from bed to bed for long.”

      “It’s awful,” Ezra agreed. “That apartment has never felt so empty before.”

      “Mine’s just as bad,” Atlas said.

      “Being away from her is almost painful,” Dean agreed.

      Their eyes searched the property as if for the first time and I hoped they were thinking of how they’d like it to look. It wasn’t just mine anymore, it was ours.

      “Most of the renovations I’ve already done have been in the basic parts of the house. I kept the basement pretty minimal, concrete floors, industrial walls but everything is clean, painted nice. I was thinking of just building storage into it. The kitchen is pretty much done, it just needs appliances put in and the living room is bare but I just coated the last wall with paint. I want to add a few nicer fixtures but I didn’t touch the rest of the house.”

      “You’re willing to work with the pack on this? I feel like you’ve put your soul into it,” Dean questioned.

      “I did, but things change,” I said easily. “We have plenty left to make it ours. And enough rooms we can have the space we need.”

      “Not this much, I hope,” Atlas joked.

      “Let me show you something,” I said, waving them all in. The one piece of furniture I did buy was a large dining room table. Another pack was selling it and I knew it was perfect so they helped me bring it out here. It could easily seat ten of us and it was solid wood. I could already see our families meeting here for cookouts.

      “This place is huge,” Dean said. “The kitchen alone is the size of my apartment.”

      “Well, it has to fit a pack,” his brother reasoned. “We’d be able to treat her like a queen here.”

      “I did promise her we’d figure out a nest before the next heat,” Ezra said. “I don’t like breaking promises. What are we looking at as a timeline?”

      “We’re nearly done with the storefront we’re working on with Micah. It should wrap within the next month, but that doesn’t mean I can’t split my time here. If you guys helped me in your off time, too, it’d go even faster.”

      “We can definitely do that,” Dean said. “I’m not exactly the most handy person but I’ll do my best.”

      “You said you had something to show us?” Ezra said. His impatience was showing. The alpha was ready to take it all in and move on with plans.

      “I was thinking five bedrooms for the pack. It sounds like a lot but I’ll make all of ours smaller. I have a feeling Ellie won’t let us get far from her very often. Then there will be several bedrooms dedicated to the future kids if we decide we want them or we can use them for other reasons. Like offices or a library.”

      “Going to win her over with ‘Beauty and the Beast’ aren’t we?” Atlas said. “If we get Walter in on it, I bet he can help us fill those shelves. I definitely vote for the library.”

      “I’m with Ezra. What’s our timeline from now until move-in ready?” Dean asked.

      “You’ll never be done working on a house,” Ezra joked. “Something always breaks or needs fixed or updated.”

      “Well, I mean not have to do main renovations,” Dean clarified, not the least put off by Ezra’s words. It was nice that there wasn’t a lot of hostility or animosity between us. Ezra had always been gruff and the twins took it in stride. Sometimes, it got to me, but I hid it well and I think it was the same for him. Two alphas in a pack would never be seamless but there wasn’t the jealousy that would really tear us apart.

      “Depends on money and what we take on ourselves. It could be six months up to a year before it’s move-in ready. And that’s buying and assembling furniture, painting rooms, putting up walls, and passing inspections,” I explained.

      “That’s a long time to be apart,” Atlas said with a sigh.

      “I think our omega is waiting for us to handle it,” Dean said. “We could move into Collin’s current house and make it work until this is ready. Then it won’t be quite so bad.”

      “I’d probably still stay at my apartment on nights that I work late but I’d be willing to spend my off days there,” Ezra relented.

      “My lease is up this month,” Atlas said. “I have the option of not signing. I could always put my extra stuff in storage and any rent I would have paid can go into this. I also have savings.”

      “This is crazy,” Dean said with a laugh. “I wasn’t even talking to my brother a month ago and look at us now. And we’ve snagged an amazing omega and our alpha got us a house. Life is nuts.”

      “There’s still a way to go but at least this is the light at the end of the tunnel,” I said, gesturing around at the home. The fact they all approved had me breathing easier.

      At that point, the guys all wanted to get a closer look at the house around us. Ezra was the first to return to me, clapping me on the shoulder and sitting on the edge of the table.

      “You’ve done good work here. I think with all of us putting in the effort and extra funds, it won’t take as long as you’re thinking,” he said.

      “We’ve definitely got the potential,” I agreed. “Depends on how determined we are. There’s a few walls to knock down and new ones to build, but the bones are here.”

      “The twins have enough energy,” Ezra joked.

      “We heard that,” Atlas yelled from the other room making both of us chuckle.

      They came back in a moment later and Dean was almost in disbelief.

      “This is amazing,” he breathed out. “It has character, too. She’s going to love it.”

      “It does,” I agreed. “That’s why I couldn’t pass it up.”

      “I’m sorry,” Atlas cut in. “We don’t mean to run but we have a doctor’s appointment with Dad. It’s the lung specialist.”

      “Go, go. That was all I wanted to show you. We’ll talk later,” I reassured them. “Tell Grant we said hello.”

      “Will do,” Atlas said as they hurried out of the door.

      “Do you still have painting to do?” Ezra asked. “I’m off if you want two extra hands.”

      “Actually,” I countered. “I wanted to show you something. I have an inkling about something and want a second opinion.”

      He didn’t hesitate to follow me through the house. I led him to the master bedroom. It was easily my favorite room in the house with two bay windows and enough space for our entire pack.

      Ezra let out a low whistle. “Man, this room is huge. We are going to have to get one of those big-ass beds they make for packs.”

      “Oh, definitely,” I agreed.

      “What were you thinking in here?”

      “Well, I was working in here last week and I noticed something on the blueprint that isn’t in here. This room should extend another couple feet.”

      Ezra took the blueprints that I brought with me and started studying them. He spun in a half circle and held them up so he was centered. His finger ran over it until he found what I was talking about.

      “Was it for a closet or something?”

      “I thought so at first, but the closet isn’t as big as you’re thinking.” I walked over and pushed open the door to reveal the small space. His eyebrows furrowed and he glanced back down at the prints.

      “This is the only room that has these strange paneled walls,” I added. “Something’s off.”

      “May I?” he asked as he grabbed a hammer from the workbench I’d set up in the room.

      “Be my guest,” I said, gesturing to the wall. He slammed it down on the panel, the entire thing buckling and a chunk ripping away under the force.

      “There’s a window in there,” Ezra said. The sunlight illuminated the area just enough to show off the dusty space and the awful wallpaper that still clung to the walls. Though they were faded and peeling beyond repair.

      “We have to tear this entire wall down,” he said. “It should extend all the way down.”

      “Another thing. I never found the attic entrance. It might be back there,” I said. This felt like an adventure, excitement bubbling up in me as I grabbed a framing hammer so I could join the fun. Nothing says bonding like destroying a house.

      It took us close to an hour of hammering and pulling down the boards before we got to the framework.

      Right in the middle of the old wall that ran along the length of the house was a door. I opened it to reveal a spiral staircase. I wasn’t sure if it was stable but curiosity won out over logic. My steps were cautious as I wound my way up the wrought-iron stairs.

      Ezra was right behind me.

      The attic definitely needed a lot of work. Dust and insulation littered nearly every surface. The floor was raw wood and the whole thing needed framed and drywalled. But it was enormous and the ceilings were definitely high enough to be a full room even after the work we’d have to put in.

      “This would make an amazing nest,” Ezra said, on the same page as I was. “We could have a huge bed up here for it, couches, plenty of space to just get away from the world and to ride out her heats. If we do it right, it’ll be perfect.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. We need a few fans and plenty of ventilation, possibly some new windows. Whatever it takes to make it right for her. Hell, there may be a reason it was walled off, we may need someone to check it out.”

      “How do you feel about contracting out some help for this place? It’ll speed up the process even more and this is a bit out of our abilities.”

      “There’s just something about doing the work for your omega yourself,” I said, almost reluctant to give in. But the idea of having Ellie in my arms every night, cooking her breakfast in the kitchen, hearing her laughter fill up the rooms and starting a family… it all sounded far too perfect to let pride get in the way. “I’ll consider it.”

      “We’ve all got businesses to run as you’ve pointed out. I don’t see why we couldn’t do parts of the work ourselves, but the major updates would cut time down.” He was trying to find a compromise between our two ideas. “Are you keeping this from Ellie?”

      “I’d like us all to show her together. Or at least present it together. Until then, yes. We may need to wait until it’s further along. I want her to see the potential here.”

      “Don’t underestimate her,” Ezra said. “You know better than anyone how creative she is. One look at this place and she’ll have all sorts of ideas.”

      “I know,” I said with a sigh. “But this place is different, it’s ours.”

      “It will be,” he agreed, clapping me on my shoulder and putting his hammer down. “We’ve got some work to do.”

      Maybe it was time to put my alpha pride and reservations away and rely on my pack.

      We were one step closer to home.
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      “Hey, Tori,” I said as I answered the phone, shushing the guys. “Hang on, I can’t hear you.” I walked out of Collin’s kitchen and into the living room. When I sat down and curled up the couch I finally told her it was safe.

      “You know I love you, right?” she said. Something in her voice had me freezing. This was definitely not a simple catch up call.

      “What’s wrong?” I demanded.

      “I’m going to need you to turn on your least favorite network, aka the same one that you had your show on,” she said. Tori was rambling at this point and she never just rambled like I did when I was nervous.

      Despite the dread forming in my stomach, I reached to the coffee table and grabbed the remote. My hands started to shake as I clicked on the TV. Whatever it was, she didn’t really want to tell me, but knew she had to. What more could Candace ruin?

      The moment the screen flickered to life the dread turned into straight anger.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I yelled so loudly that the guys all rushed in to see what was wrong. At this point I was no longer curled up in the couch but leaning forward, one elbow on my knee and the other pressing the phone to my ear.

      “It’s bad, but not that bad. Fuck them.” Tori tried to reassure me but I was barely listening. I just switched her to speaker and sat my phone on the table as I watched on in horror.

      My parents were on the screen opposite of Candace. My mom was right at the center and her three mates sat around. The alpha and betas at least looked a bit uncomfortable but she was soaking up the attention like she had any right to.

      She’d dressed way outside of her price range. The pantsuit was clearly designer and her hair and makeup looked airbrushed on.

      “You know Mom couldn’t resist her fifteen minutes of fame,” Tori said bitterly. My sister was just as angry for me as I was for myself.

      “Holy shit, that’s your parents?” Collin said as he scooted in next to me. The others all dropped to the empty seats at the sound of that.

      Of course, Candace was conducting the interview. The lady that already had it out for me and treated me like shit the entire time I was on the show. She would be eating this up.

      “Was Ellie always such a shy girl? Even on screen she seemed to almost try to disappear,” Candace said. She did a good job at hiding her hate for me when the cameras were rolling.

      Bitch.

      “We have three children and she was always the quietest one. Our son is the alpha and he is outgoing and charming. Our oldest daughter is a free spirit and unapologetically herself but she’s so caring,” my mother started.

      “Then there’s Ellie,” my alpha dad supplied, giving a little chuckle. The fact my family could laugh at the mere mention of my name was insulting.

      “Uh oh,” Candace laughed along with them. “Was she the difficult child?”

      “I wouldn’t say difficult, per se,” my mother said. “She just liked things a certain way and didn’t want to listen to my advice. Perhaps that’s why she stayed single so long.”

      Again the laughter filled the air and I felt shame burning behind my eyelids. I’d worked so hard to not let her words hurt me anymore but suddenly, I felt like the teenager being told she wasn’t good enough to get a pack. I didn’t dress pretty enough or revealing enough, I didn’t talk enough, couldn’t charm them.

      An omega is only worth finding a pack, in her eyes.

      Collin reached out, clasping my hand in his and Ezra squeezed my thigh. I could feel the anger rolling off of all of them while Tori’s curses filled the air.

      “I’m done with this bitch! I’m moving to Lockwood. You can help me find a place to stay when I get there,” she thundered. “I stuck around out of duty but they don’t deserve a damn one of us.”

      “My apartment still has six months left on the lease if you want it?” Dean supplied hopefully.

      “Wait, is she serious?” Atlas said but the sound of something slamming in the background was answer enough.

      I knew my sister. “Oh, she’s already packing,” I said, knowing damn well my sister wasn’t playing around. Any obligation she’d felt was over the moment they’d gone on the show.

      They’d officially ruined that for themselves.

      My mother was still going when I turned my attention back to the TV and it had my blood boiling even further. She knew nothing about my life and nothing about me.

      My mom was dabbing at her eyes to clear fake tears. “She had a good life going here, she had a boyfriend at one point. He wasn’t her fated mate but he would have provided for her.”

      “He was an upstanding boy,” one of my beta dads added in. The other just smiled at the camera, saying nothing. His silence was fucking deafening.

      “She threw that away and moved to the city,” my mother continued.

      “Like he wasn’t some emotionally abusive asshole,” Tori growled. The sound of something shattering echoed from the speaker. I had a strong feeling it was a family photo.

      “You had an abusive ex?” Atlas asked quietly. Every one of my men’s eyes were locked onto me, waiting.

      I shrugged. “Kind of. He was manipulative and was not afraid to scream when he didn’t get his way. I’d call it more emotional tantrums than full-on ‘abusive.’ I got myself out of that shit before it could escalate to that,” I explained.

      “Good girl,” Ezra said but I could see the fire brewing in his eyes.

      Tori snorted at that before I heard her slamming things around some more while mom continued spewing bullshit to Candace.

      “She moved to the city and decided to live a boring life. Going into accounting of all things.” It was clear in her voice that she didn’t approve of my life choices, but I didn’t give a single fuck what she thought. She’d lose her mind if she knew my job consisted of physical labor and tea blends.

      My jobs and successes meant nothing to her unless she could brag about them to her rich and equally as stuck-up friends.

      “Your mom’s a bitch,” Atlas said as he blew out a breath. “I can’t believe she’d go on and talk about you like this. Honestly, I’m stunned she created you three.”

      “We question that, too,” Tori supplied.

      Candace drew attention back to herself when mom rambled on too long. “Now that you’ve seen the show, the betrayal, drama, dates, and your daughter walking off stage in heartbreak. Tell me, how did you feel watching those clips?”

      I’d give Candace one thing, she was good at her job.

      “It was honestly heartbreaking,” my mother droned on. “Seeing your children hurt is painful. There are so many things I would have done differently. Ellie likes to get to know people before she goes all in and you’ll notice that Morgan is the opposite. She gave the show her all and ended up with the prize at the end.”

      My jaw dropped at that. She was seriously saying Morgan was something to model a life around. They were both fucking psychos.

      Even Candace was stunned. She raised her eyebrows. “Are you saying you support the girl that betrayed your daughter?”

      Of course, my mother walked right into the trap. She had no clue that magazines, blogs, and most of social media had been on my side.

      Mom gave a flippant shrug of her shoulders. “I’m not saying it was a kind thing to do,” she clarified. “But she set her sights on those men and ensured that in the end, they were hers and hers alone. Those men would not have rejected my daughter if she had treated them as an alpha and a pack should be treated.”

      “Okay, I really can’t listen to this anymore,” I said, turning it off. I’d moved past hurt and annoyed to straight fury.

      “I’m going to hang up and call Micah. He needs to know I’m coming. I can’t stay in this town anymore. Plus, I hear Lockwood has all the mates.”

      I swear the poor town needed a warning before my sister arrived.

      “Are you okay?” Dean asked after my sister hung up and I’d stared at a blank screen for far too long.

      “Oddly, I am. I’m hurt by her words but also unsurprised. It’s very typical of them. They’re assholes,” I said.

      I shook it off and gave them the best smile I could. “It looks like I need to run into town and go to Micah’s house. You all have work to do,” I reminded them. Dean cursed and jumped up, the others following suit a bit less dramatically.

      They were reluctant to go but I finally convinced them. If I was lying, they would have felt it through our bond.

      Instead of heading to Micah’s, I went straight to Grant’s. The guys had gotten some amazing news on their last visit. He’d improved enough to calm the inflammation and they’d finally pinpointed the source of the infection. With treatment and a quick surgery, he was on the road to recovery.

      He was also talking me up to anyone who would listen.

      I’d promised to drop off a new batch and it felt like the perfect distraction.

      When I got to the house, he wasn’t in the living room like he usually was. I made my way out back and saw him swinging on the porch swing.

      His smile was bright and full of energy. “There’s my girl,” he said, giving me that fatherly smile that I really needed that moment. I tried to smile back and his eyes narrowed. “Spill.”

      He always called me his girl now. According to his boys, he’d always wanted a daughter and was thrilled that I was back. Me bringing Atlas and Dean together again had him convinced I was a miracle.

      “My parents just did an interview with Candace.”

      He sighed. “From that voice I’m going to guess that you’re not close to your parents?” He scooted over and patted the porch swing and I took a seat next to him.

      “That’s an understatement. My parents always thought of me as not enough. My career, choice to break off a toxic relationship, everything was my fault. They’d compare me to Micah and Tori and found me lacking every single time. Now she’s telling the world that Morgan did the right thing. Pretty much coming to the conclusion I deserve to be alone.”

      “So, they have no idea about your pack?” he asked, shaking his head. “Their loss. You’re an amazing woman and you have a pack that knows your worth. Hell, a whole town that does. We’re your family now.”

      My chest tightened and I had to fight off the tears for a very different reason. Grant was right. I had family and friends here in Lockwood. Grant, Serenity, Katya, Walter, they all had become important to me. The whole town had.

      Grant was the supportive dad I never had. He was always here for talks like this. I already felt a million times better.

      My mom didn’t get to bring me down this time. The pain still lingered in the back of my mind but I refused to let it grow.

      “You’re right,” I said, knocking my shoulder into his. “Thanks, Dad.”

      He grinned at me calling him ‘Dad’ for the first time.

      “Anytime. You know I’m always here for you,” he said. “I was thinking of going out to the garden. The boys brought over a whole thing of bulbs for me to plant. I was thinking tulips would be nice for the spring.”

      “Do you want some help?” I offered. He narrowed his eyes at me playfully.

      “You just don’t think I can make it down the stairs by myself, don’t you?” he teased as he stood and practically skipped down them for emphasis. When he reached the bottom and didn’t cough a single time my jaw dropped. His laughter was joyful and unburdened.

      He truly was healing.

      “My doctors gave me the all clear. I’ve got some scarring on my lungs and I’ll probably never be back to where I was, but you made this possible, thank you.”

      I wiped the tear that escaped away and glared at him. “You’ve got to stop thanking me,” I said. My voice cracked, betraying me. “Now, where are these bulbs?”

      Grant didn’t push me further. He started a playlist on his phone and we sat side by side in the garden, digging, planting seeds, and pulling weeds. It was probably the most mundane thing I had done in a while and I loved every second of it.

      My dads had never taught me a thing in my whole life and here Grant was giving me an entire lesson on tulips and planting. We both knew I wasn’t new to gardening but I soaked in the knowledge like I was clueless.

      Maybe my parents would never accept me but I was finally realizing that it was fine. I didn’t need their acceptance and I never had their love.

      Their girl had finally grown up, found herself, and found a place she belonged. I had a family who loved me and accepted me without hesitation.

      My parents could go to hell.
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      It was strange how quickly we’d moved from strangers, to mates, and finally to an actual pack. The awkwardness was gone and so were some of our barriers.

      Being crammed into Collin’s house most evenings wasn’t actually ideal, which is why the guys found themselves piled in Dean’s SUV, with me behind the wheel.

      We were in dire need of a night out. And I was excited that I’ve been able to orchestrate an elaborate date like this. I talked to Ezra’s coworkers and made sure there was coverage at the diner.

      I told Micah about it so that Collin wouldn’t have anything left behind and had even gone as far as figuring out the twins real estate schedule and adjusting a few things before they could notice.

      Now we had three full days to ourselves.

      The vacation home that I booked was right on the lake. It was still cool outside but I knew the view would be amazing and Ezra loved fishing. I packed up his fishing stuff while he was busy and hoped that I got everything he’d need. At least there were around ten stores in a twenty-mile radius if he needed more.

      I hadn’t seen the home in person but, from the pictures, it was just big enough for a pack. It would be the first time we wouldn’t have other beds to escape to. There was one giant pack bed and despite being spacious, the proximity would draw us even closer.

      This was our chance to check out from the world and just exist together. No heat, no obligations, just us.

      When we got back, Tori would be moving to town. She had already severed her lease and had most of her apartment packed. I told her about the weekend and she promised to wait until I was back to come down. She had what she called a few ‘loose ends’ to tie up which likely meant some men she was dating were about to be rejected.

      “So, you’re not going to tell us where we’re going?” Ezra asked from the seat next to me. The twins had taken the far back and Collin was in the middle with all of our snacks.

      I just smiled over at him refusing to give anything away.

      “Everything I’m willing to tell you I’ve told you. We need time away, I put it together, it’ll be a fantastic weekend. Not vague at all.”

      “Ha-ha,” he said drily.

      He turned his attention to the radio, giving up on me. He turned it up so we had something to listen to as we drove through the back roads. It wasn’t going to be a long drive but long enough that I didn’t want to field questions the entire time.

      An hour later, we pulled onto the narrow, gravel drive. My tires protested against the loose rock and I slowed down, winding my way to the waiting cabin on the hill.

      “Oh my god. Are we suddenly rich?” Atlas joked. I could see where he was coming from. It wasn’t a cabin at all, but a rustic manor. There were two stories and it resembled an A-frame. Large windows covered almost the entire font of the house.

      “What’s in the second building?” Collin questioned as he pointed over to what looked like a greenhouse.

      “A heated pool. And it’s lit up so we can enjoy a night swim if we want,” I said. Their excitement was amping up my own. I was just as anxious to park as they were.

      The moment the car was stopped and the ignition was off, they all flew out of the car like little kids, only stopping long enough for me to put the key code in and let them inside.

      I just stood in the foyer smiling as the twins took off upstairs toward the singular bedroom that took up the entire upper floor, including a seating area with a big screen TV, a bar, and a bathroom that could fit us all.

      “We need to take notes for our future house,” Dean called out. Even he was all smiles and laughter as he moved through the house.

      “There’s a hot tub out back. It’s the biggest one I’ve ever seen,” Collin announced as he came back in from the back porch. Ezra was still out there looking out over the lake. I let Collin head upstairs to the twins before heading out back with Ezra.

      “I brought some of your fishing things. I don’t know if I grabbed everything,” I admitted. He looked over at me.

      “Really?” he questioned in shock.

      “Of course,” I said. “I booked it so you could get some fishing in, too. Don’t worry there will be plenty to occupy me while you’re out on the water.”

      He snorted at that. “I have no doubt. Thanks, Ellie.” He leaned down and kissed me.

      “You’re welcome,” I said before heading back inside. It was a bit chilly for me without a fire of some kind going.

      While everyone was checking out the space and bringing in the luggage, I went to the huge fireplace. They left instructions so I read through them before getting a fire started. The sun went down fast and I wanted it going before darkness hit.

      It took a bit of work but soon, I had a fire roaring to life, filling the room with light and chasing away the chill that hung in the air.

      “One of you has grilling skills, right? Because I definitely do not,” I called out. That was enough to draw them all back to the living room with me. Collin went right for the fire, stoking it.

      “You did good,” he told me. “And that’s definitely not me.”

      The twins both looked at each other and shrugged.

      “Is this a real question? We all know it’s me,” Ezra said, exasperated. “I saw a grill out back, let me go inspect it. You can get the stuff prepared in the kitchen.” His eyes swept over all of us making a point that it wasn’t just me he was talking to.

      We worked so easily side by side. I gave the guys orders and we soon had steak seasoned, potatoes and veggies prepped, and Collin was mixing up brownies.

      “The steaks are done,” I called out to Ezra as I washed my hands.

      Soon, the brownies were baking and we had everything plated up and ready to go outside.

      Ezra came back in a few minutes later for the food and we helped carry it outside. The fire inside was all but forgotten when we spotted an outdoor fire pit. It was sitting in a ring of bricks with Adirondack chairs around it. The setting sun reflected off the lake beyond and it was one of the most peaceful areas I’d ever been to.

      “Remind me never to go back to the city,” I half joked as we took in the view.

      “I could get used to this place,” Atlas agreed.

      There was no stress here. No interviews looming over me. And no parents trying to stalk me and my siblings now that we’ve cut them off.

      It was just us.

      We all settled around the fire pit, not abandoning Ezra to cook alone. I snuggled into Atlas’s side to ward off the cold.

      “Do you guys want kids?” Dean’s question was so random and abrupt that it had all of us freezing.

      “What the hell, dude?” Atlas asked with a startled laugh.

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve never really had a reason to think about being a mom. Mine isn’t the best.”

      “Come on, you’re a romantic at heart. There’s no way,” Dean pushed.

      “I’m a romantic who wanted to pack. But I didn’t know how the future would look,” I admitted. “I guess I didn’t want to not be enough for my kids.”

      Atlas squeezed me. “That’s your trauma talking. Dean and I have had similar conversations before. Mom was apparently not happy and the pregnancy was the straw that broke the camel’s back. My dad was amazing, though.”

      “Grant didn’t do too bad,” Dean agreed. “I don’t know if I’m really afraid of that anymore.”

      “I never expected to have anyone else but me,” Ezra admitted. “I can’t even imagine being a dad. But I’m not exactly opposed to it either.”

      “I’ve thought about it,” Collin admitted. “I’ve always wanted a big pack, couple of kids running around, white picket fence, and a dog,” he joked. “Actually, this is the perfect time to share our little surprise. Kid-talk can wait.”

      “I’m going to need you all to keep to one subject so I can keep up,” I said, startled at the quick change. “How the hell did we go from kids to a surprise?”

      “It’ll make more sense when you see it,” Collin said, reaching out for my hand, leaving it just inches away and waiting for me to put my palm in his. I didn’t even hesitate to do so, letting him pull me inside. Ezra was already pulling the food off of the grill and shutting it down, following us inside.

      They set the table quickly while Collin made sure I was sitting at the head of the table. Instead of putting a plate in front of me, he slid a manila folder.

      My eyebrows furrowed in confusion and the tension rising was not helping me remain calm about what was hidden inside.

      “You guys are kind of freaking me out,” I admitted. “Why are you all this tense?”

      “It’s not scary. I don’t know what’s with all the theatrics,” Dean said with a strained laugh like he wasn’t just as worked up as the rest of them.

      “Just open it,” Atlas groaned. “You’re killing me.”

      He gave me a reassuring smile but despite his words I could see a little bit of worry in his eyes.

      Finally I opened the folder, staring down at an unfamiliar house. It looked like an old farmhouse that had been updated a few times. It still had the normal features but the large windows and wraparound porch were more modern than the rest.

      “Whose house is this?”

      “Ours,” Collin said. “We don’t want to live apart anymore. We’re a pack now and we should live like one. We just want to see what you think of it, too.”

      “Okay,” I said cautiously as I flipped through the other pictures. It revealed a few shots of an empty house in various stages of repair. There was also a set of blueprints and a page of notes.

      “What do you think?” They sounded worried, I had a feeling that they were invested already but tried not to let it cloud my own judgment as I studied everything.

      My fingers traced the blueprints. “I love the bay windows,” I offered. “I’m having a hard time picturing it, but if you love it, I know I will. But these blueprints may as well be a different language.”

      “We thought you might say that. We’ll go over soon and let you see it in person,” Collin promised.

      “Does that mean you’re considering moving in with us all?” Atlas asked.

      “Aren’t we already?” I questioned. “We stay at Collin’s almost every night. I haven’t been to Micah’s in close to a month.”

      “This is different. The house wouldn’t just be Collin’s, it would be our house. one we choose how to renovate and fit our pack,” Atlas corrected.

      “Our jobs and independence wouldn’t change, but it would be home,” Ezra added.

      I listened as Collin took away the folder and replaced it with a plate.

      “It has several rooms and a giant master bedroom,” Collin explained.

      “The attic is big enough for an insane nest,” Ezra added in. “Fit for a queen.”

      I’d always suppressed my heats and had never had a chance to truly nest. Sure, I had my cozy little corners but having a full room to make perfect for me? That sounded like a dream come true.

      “We’ve got time, Ellie, but this is our next step. Everything is changing and we need the space. We’re an official pack now and this is the next step to make it work.

      My throat tightened with tears and I blinked down at my food, realizing what they were giving me. This wasn’t just reassurance but total and complete acceptance. They had already decided that I was their future and were making sure I felt the same.

      It sounded like a fairytale to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Epilogue]
        

      

      
        
        Ellie

      

      

      Soft touches skimmed over my body, waking me from a sound sleep. They kept the touches innocent until I had finally blinked open my eyes.

      Ezra was on his side facing me, teasing me with his fingertips, a lazy smirk on his face. A quick glance around told me that we were the only ones in bed still.

      “Where is everyone?” I asked, my voice still rough with sleep.

      We’d spent an amazing weekend together out on the lake and now it was time to get back to reality.

      “The twins had a showing today, something about neighboring houses, I don’t know. And Collin had to meet someone for a delivery. We’re all going to meet at the diner in about,” he checks his watch, “an hour. That means we have to get up.”

      “Or we could stay. I’ve heard this bed is a fun place to be.” I patted the sheets lovingly as memories of last night filled my mind.

      They showed me the house and I loved it. One step inside and I had a million ideas of what to do to make it perfect. With the visual, all of the pictures they were painting for me now made sense.

      The future didn’t seem so uncertain knowing that I didn’t have to face it alone. We had a pack house and had fallen into pack life seamlessly.

      The moment I’d seen the property I’d fallen in love with it. There was enough space that I knew I could start growing some herbs of my own. I’d still use Poppy as a main source but there was something about planting a seed and seeing it through.

      Ezra tugged at my blanket and brought me back to the present.

      “Fine, fine,” I finally mumbled when he wasn’t giving into my advances. At least it didn’t feel like a rejection, only a rain check.

      Ezra didn’t bother to move until I was out of the bed and heading for the shower.

      “I’m going to go make coffee. You’re grumpy before coffee,” he teased as he went to the kitchen.

      With the prospect of caffeine, I managed to get showered and dressed quicker than usual.

      He pressed a steaming mug into my hand the moment I passed over the threshold into the kitchen. I didn’t even bother to test it, knowing he made it perfectly, before I took a long pull of the warm liquid.

      He didn’t bother to talk to me again, giving me time to enjoy my coffee.

      When I put the empty mug back in the sink I finally turned my attention to him.

      “Okay, I’m online now,” I promised. “Did you guys figure out who is going to be able to help me get Tori moved in? She’s supposed to be in town around two.”

      “Yeah, I got some extra help at the diner and the twins will be back by then. Collin said he’d definitely be by and we have Micah. We’ll have it covered.”

      “I appreciate it,” I said sincerely. She was my sister and her cutting off my parents was a huge deal.

      He shrugged at my gratitude. “We’re a pack now, you don’t have to thank us for being there for you. Support is part of the pack process.”

      “When did you become such a pack expert? If I recall the first time you told me you were interested you said you didn’t know what you were doing.”

      “I’m a quick learner,” he said with a smirk before smacking me on the ass. “Now get your shit together. We’re going to be late.”

      I rolled my eyes. “There’s the alpha I know,” I joked, dutifully following him out of the door, only pausing to grab my jacket.

      The fact that we are meeting at the diner was another testament to how much they were getting to know me. An uncaffeinated and unfed Ellie was not an easy person to endure.

      “There you guys are,” Atlas called out. His brother was right beside him, both men leaning against the diner, waiting for us to arrive. “Took you long enough.”

      Collin was walking down the sidewalk, only a minute behind us. We’d made it just in time despite Atlas’s teasing.

      “You know she needs a coffee before I get her out of the house and somebody was trying to entice me into staying in bed longer,” he said, calling me right out.

      “The fact that you didn’t accept kind of worries me,” Atlas quipped.

      “Morning,” Dean said as he came forward, his hand skimming down my sides and resting on my hips before he pressed his lips to mine. “Just for the record, I wouldn’t have turned you down.”

      My laughter was easy, bubbling up without a second thought. I realized that it happened a lot more lately.

      “Ellie?” My entire world froze. My pulse thundered in my ears as panic threatened to pull me under. The familiar voice had me turning around to face one of the men that rejected me.

      

      
        
        To be continued…

        Check out the final book in the Jaded Omegas Duet, here: https://geni.us/Knotyourlife

      

        

      
        Interested in more contemporary OV by me? Check out Safe Haven, here: https://geni.us/safehavenov (stand-alone)

        It includes male omegas, mm, a pregnant omega trying to find her place in the world and the unexpected pack that claims her for their own.
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      If you want more Omegaverse reads while you wait, check out my contemporary OV standalone, below!
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        Embers and Magic (Fated Dragons Duet) - Complete

        https://geni.us/embersandmagic

      

        

      
        Contemporary

        Safe Haven:
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        Fantasy RH - Complete 4 book series

        Fractured Fae - complete fantasy RH 

        https://geni.us/fracturedfaeseries

      

        

      
        Paranormal Reads

      

      

      
        
        Obsidian Cove Supernatural Academy series: (completed 6 book series)

        Call of the Siren: http://geni.us/cots

        Path of the Bear: http://geni.us/potb

        Trial of the Vampire: http://geni.us/totv

        Mark of the Psychic: https://geni.us/motp

        Power of the Mage: https://geni.us/POTM

        Vigil of the Gargoyle: http://geni.us/votg

      

        

      
        The Blood and Moonlight Series (Complete Wolf Trilogy)

        Pack Forsaken: mybook.to/packforsaken

        Pack Evaded: mybook.to/packevaded

        Pack Reclaimed: mybook.to/packreclaimed

      

        

      
        The Spirit Vlog series: (Ghost hunters, each book is a new case) (completed)

        Haunts and Hotels: http://geni.us/handh

        Parks and Poltergeists: http://geni.us/pandp

        Haunt Sweet Home:  https://geni.us/hauntsweethome

        Mines and Manifestations: https://geni.us/mandm

        ***

        The Forgotten: (Co-write with Suki Williams) (Dystopian PNR Demigods) (Completed)

        Nexus: https://geni.us/fpnexus

        Broken:https://geni.us/fpbroken

        Memory: https://geni.us/fpmemory

        Reset: https://geni.us/fpreset

        ***

        Not Your Basic Witch series cowrite with A.J. Macey: (completed)

        Witch, Please: http://geni.us/NYBW1

        Resting Witch Face: http://geni.us/NYBW2

        Witches be Crazy: http://geni.us/NYBW3

        Born to be Witchy: http://geni.us/NYBWnovella

        ***

        Academy of the Elite series cowrite with Rowan Thalia: (3 Book Series)

        Juniper’s Sight: http://geni.us/juniper

        Juniper’s Peril: http://geni.us/juniper2

        Juniper’s Trial: https://geni.us/juniper3

        ***

        Pinch of Sass cowrite with Chloe Gunter:

        http://geni.us/pinch (Standalone)

      

      

      
        
        Scifi Reads

      

      

      
        
        Chosen by the Stars: https://geni.us/SOSChosen

        ***

        Check out Saved by the Stars and Healed by the Stars here:

        https://geni.us/sosshareduniverse
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        Arranged: http://geni.us/arranged

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Once Upon A Pineapple: https://geni.us/ouap (Standalone MF)
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        Broken Silence: http://geni.us/brokens (YA)

        Battered Voices: https://geni.us/batteredv (NA)
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        Cruel Crimes: (Dark Mafia RH Romance Duet)

        Damaged goods: https://geni.us/Damaged

        Wicked Games: https://geni.us/ccwicked

      

        

      
        Twisted: (Bully BDSM Standalone)

        https://geni.us/twistedmmf
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