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To all the readers who wish to be known.
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1. WELCOME TO…
ASHLEY
[image: Line art of boxing gloves surrounded by sparkles.]


Things will be a little different this week, Nic said.

A special guest is going to be using the gym, he said.

Make sure to be extra diligent with opening chores, he told her.

Well, Nic had not mentioned that the special guest would be the Cameron Thomas, AKA Axel Stevens–star of Heated, the biggest action movie franchise of the last few years. Hollywood’s newest darling “it boy.”

And here he is on the other side of my standing desk.

“H-hi,” she managed, starstruck as the omega—yes, an omega! An action star!—waited on the other side of the desk. “Welcome to All Jacked Up.”

That’s right, I’m a professional.

“Hey,” he said, smiling that red carpet smile. “I’m doing training sessions for the next few weeks with a trainer. Do I need a pass or anything to get in each day?”

Ashley nodded, snapped her mouth closed, and flushed. “Yes, let me get one assigned to you,” she said. Then she tried to remember how to do just that.

His five o’clock shadow was the perfect length, dusting his slim but square jaw. His hair was effortlessly messy, short around his temples and longer on the top, strands in every which direction.

He looked better in person than in the pictures they showed during those silly talk shows.

“And up next, is Hollywood’s new action star really as tall as he says? Stay tuned for⁠—”

Behind the cover of her monitor, Ashley grabbed the remote and switched O! News off the television to her left, shutting off one of those very talk shows.

Betrayed by my own gym.

“Sorry,” she said with a sheepish grin. “They’re automated.”

His breezy smile didn’t even falter as he shrugged it off. “No worries.”

If she could, she would’ve sighed aloud with relief.

And now that they mentioned it… he was about the same height as her, which made Cameron around five-ten, not the six-one she’d read online.

She tried very hard not to glance at him as she clicked around the screen, trying to think about anything other than Cameron fucking Thomas staring at her with big pretty hazel eyes, and a megawatt smile.

And Ashley was supposed to act like everything was normal?

Right. A pass. She could do that.

Ashley added him into the system by name only, because she was certain every other person manning the desk would know just who he was with a glimpse. First and last name, she imagined asking, and almost chuckled aloud before remembering there were indeed witnesses.

A witness.

She pulled free a plastic card and scanned it, pairing it with his profile before handing it to him.

As he accepted it, their fingers brushed, and his touch… lingered? Ashley’s hand trembled like she’d been shocked.

Actual sparks. Just like in the movies!

Ashley offered him a smile that she tried to shape as casual as possible.

His gaze dipped to her name tag. “Thanks, Ashley,” he said.

“You’re welcome,” she returned. “Enjoy the… gym.”

He chuckled softly and then he was walking away and Ashley wanted to melt into the floor. Instead she leaned against the standing desk and tried to remember how to stand like a normal person, how to do her actual job.

Well, at least the gym looks nice.

Freshly cleaned rows of machines gleamed back at her, glinting in the early morning sun shining through the spotless wall of windows. Weights were stacked and racked neatly, the water stations were sanitized to all hell, and she had made sure the mats were spotless.

After the last gym had burned down and Nic had collected the insurance money, he’d used it to furnish a new one and begged her to stay on. Ashley had been a little lost in the few months it took to open the new one, so when she was needed again, she’d happily accepted the managerial role and, well, here she was.

It’s nice to have an alpha on the team who has their head on straight, Nic praised.

Ashley deleted a row of random keystrokes and tried to keep herself from staring across the room to the padded mats, where soft grunts and frustrated sighs carried across the silent gym. Cameron had arrived alone, which Ashley had thought weird for such a famous omega, but who was she to question him?

It was empty this morning except for their special guest, which made sense, since all the other trainers and clients were scheduled for the evening.

Ever since Stellan MacKey, an MMA Champion, had made this his home gym, All Jacked Up had become quite the high profile place for private sessions.

Which made it even more silly that Ashley had been such an idiot in front of the omega. He certainly wasn’t the first famous client they’d had.

Then again, not all their clients left behind a muted aroma of something so sweet. What even was that? Vanilla? Honey? Even with the chemical tinge of suppressants, it was no wonder the public was so feral for Cameron Thomas.

She stared at the computer screen as if it could take her back in time and let her redo the interaction.

Ashley’s phone buzzed in the desk drawer, and she eyed the empty gym guiltily before sliding it open.

Her big bad marshmallow of a boss’s name reflected back at her.

How’s it going? Nic asked.

Ashley snickered, his anxiety tangible through the text. She typed out a response and decided to answer the question he wasn’t asking. Put the poor beta out of his misery.

It’s quiet. He must be practicing choreo or something.

Is he good? Nic asked immediately.

It’s Cameron Thomas, of course he’s good. His footing could use a little adjusting, I’ll admit.

Been watching, have you?

That would be weird, Nic.

Didn’t answer my question, did it?

Another text came through before she could even answer.

Maybe you should offer him some pointers.

Ashley rolled her eyes. You know better.

Please. I’ve got my own omega. You, however…

Stop trying to play matchmaker. I think I’d be better off playing the lottery.

You never know if you don’t try…

Ashley turned, staring at the gym’s camera with an annoyed expression as if Nic were watching—he wasn’t—and fired off a final text about remaining professional, since she was representing the gym and all.

But her gaze trailed back across said gym as another sigh echoed around the tidy, empty space.

Nic had been trying to set Ashley up with friends, acquaintances, and even some of their clients, which was crossing a line she’d been very stern with him about.

His intentions were pure, but annoying.

Her dating pool was slimming with every year she pushed off finding a pack. As a single alpha reaching her thirties, ferality loomed with every recycled calendar, but Ashley wouldn’t worry. She had friends to keep her in check. It would work out.

Like the gym had, getting burnt down by Nic’s omega’s ex-pack, then being relocated and built better than ever.

Nic had even paid her for the months she’d missed, keeping a roof over her head in the meantime.

She’d had a lucky streak recently, and she just hoped it didn’t run out anytime soon.

If you’re so lucky, why don’t you try your hand with this omega?

The voice in her head sounded a lot like Nic’s.

Between machines, Ashley could just glimpse Cameron, and watched as he attempted a wobbly roundhouse kick.

Ashley arched a brow.

She could do a roundhouse kick.

Where was Cameron’s trainer? According to the notes Nic had left, it wasn’t one of their own; it was someone production probably hired.

They get to work with Cameron Thomas, and they’re late?

Nic’s words bumbled around in her head, amping up her confidence.

Before she could chicken out, she stalked across the gym, the soles of her tennis shoes soft against the floor as she made her way over.

You’re an alpha. Act like it.

“Is there anything I can help you with?” she asked, announcing herself and leaning against a treadmill a few feet away. Her scent was a little more obvious, but she tried to rein it in, not wanting to overwhelm the omega.

Cameron spun, and⁠—

Ashley did not gasp, but it was a near thing.

Cameron was handsome on screen, but up close, he was downright delectable with a sheen of sweat. Lickable, some might say.

Biteable.

His cheeks were flushed from exertion, and in loose shorts and a tank, his muscled arms were on full display.

Did she have heart eyes thumping from her head?

Cameron’s expression slipped from frustration to… interest—was she imagining things?— as he lowered his arms and shrugged. “Why do you ask?”

“Because your roundhouse… is wobbly,” she hinted. “Don’t you use stunt doubles?”

“Are you telling me I suck?” he questioned.

Ashley winced, lips twitching at his bluntness, at the small smile on his lips.

“Maybe.”

“I wanted to challenge myself,” he said. “This is the first time I’m not using a stunt double.”

Hmm. Ashley had hoped for more from Axel Stevens, but she guessed that’s why Cameron was here. In her opinion, maybe they should’ve stopped after the first two, but the writers were still going, and fans were rabid for it.

“Admirable,” Ashley said, smiling softly.

Cameron tilted his head to the side. He stepped back and waved an arm at the mat, presenting it to her. “Do you want to show me how it’s done?”

The dare in his words was visceral, and the mat scrunched beneath her shoes as she took his place.

It was familiar territory, her territory, and confidence filled her as she placed her feet correctly, bringing her arms up for balance in a basic kickboxing stance.

Ashley followed through, planting her foot at the forty-five-degree angle, and pulled her right arm back for counterbalance as her tibia slammed into the punching dummy with a whack.

The silence lasted for a single beat.

“Well, you make it look easy,” Cameron drawled.

Ashley shrugged. “I don’t manage this place for nothing,” she said.

His gaze trailed over her, and she tried not to feel warm about it. “Fine. Want to show me a few pointers?” he asked.

Cameron’s scent was dim, even this close, but that hint of something sweet… vanilla, honey. It was something she wanted to sink into.

Or sink her teeth into.

“I can do that,” she found herself saying instead.

What? Oh no.

This had already gone too far. This was too much excitement for her. What she should do is turn right back around and stand behind the welcome desk, where she belonged. Working her little 9-to-5 and then going home to her empty house where she would have an uneventful dinner to close out an uneventful day.

This was the complete opposite of uneventful.

Talking to an actual movie star?

Swallowing, Ashley steeled herself beneath that glowing hazel gaze, and gestured toward the mat in front of the dummy. “Okay, show me your starting position,” she told him. “I’m Ashley, by the way.”

“I know,” he said, leaning close, tapping the metal name tag attached to her collar. Her cheeks flamed as he held out his hand. “I’m Cameron.”

“I know,” she echoed, taking his hand, but careful not to brush their wrists together. No scent marking the celebrity.

His lips twitched and Ashley was trying very hard not to be starstruck, but it wasn’t going very well.

“I was working from memory, in my defense,” he said as he stepped up and put his feet into the wrong position.

“You’ll get better,” she told him without thinking.

A single brow lifted at her and she smiled at him, contrite. “Sorry.”

He pursed his lips and she almost apologized again, but he stopped her, waving a hand. “It’s… actually kind of refreshing not being treated with kid gloves. Do your worst,” he said, holding his arms out.

“Show me your kick again,” she said.

He did, and she tsked, spying the issue. “Okay, so your first problem is you’re stepping across. It might feel natural that way, but you’re putting all your power in the wrong place. Step to the left corner with your left leg instead of the right,” she said, tapping the toe of her shoe into his left ankle to emphasize.

He followed her corrections without question, and when he kicked again, he grinned. “That already felt so much better,” he admitted.

That grin was a thousand watts and Ashley was blinded by it.

“You have all the basics. Just make sure to pivot, and open your hips. Hit with your tibia⁠—“

“Not your foot,” he finished.

“Yes, you got it,” she said.

His gaze was concentrated when he lifted his arms and found his stance. He sucked in a breath and then executed a perfect roundhouse kick.

Her lips curled in approval, and she clapped. “Perfect. See? Easy.”

“That felt great,” he said, and lifted his hand for a high five.

Ashley met him in the middle, their hands colliding with a slap that echoed around the empty gym.

“Glad I could help,” she said, and let her hand fall away. “Do it again.”

He seemed surprised by the challenge, but took his stance and completed another kick. Then another.

He was out of breath by the time he asked, “So do you accost all your new gym members, or did you get tired of watching me suffer?” he asked.

Ashley’s heart dropped before she caught the smirk on his face. He’s joking. “Just the ones I think need help,” she mused, matching his energy. “And it’s not my gym, I just work here.”

He huffed with his next attempt. “How many times am I going to do this?”

“Until you don’t have to think about it,” she told him, lightly touching his left shoulder, bringing it down to a more natural position. Their gazes locked for a split second before she cleared her throat. “Again.”

“When I heard Stellan MacKey trained here, I just knew I had to come see it for myself,” Cameron said, some of his words emphasized as he expelled a breath to kick.

“A fan?” Ashley asked, watching his form and eying the placement of his feet.

She wasn’t admiring him or checking him out. She was studying his movements, that’s all.

Sureeee.

“Very much so,” he answered, breathless, chest heaving beneath that tank top. Was it warm in here? “He kicked ass last season.”

“And he’ll kick ass this season, too,” Ashley told him. She knew, because she’d been witness to a few of his training sessions. He usually brought a pack member with him to train, and Ashley often found herself staring at them, admiring from afar how a pack dynamic like that worked.

Two omegas was a little wild. Ashley would be fucking honored if she could find one omega. Hell, she wouldn’t snub her nose at a beta. Another alpha, even!

Cameron dropped his foot back into a basic stance, glancing over at her for approval.

Her inner alpha preened at the thought, cheeks warm.

He eyed her for a moment, then cocked his head to the side. “Would you want to show me a few more things?”

She shouldn’t. She really, really— “Are there other moves you need help with?”

“I’m sure I can come up with something,” he muttered, so low she almost couldn’t hear it.

Oh. Wait, was he hitting on her? Did he mean⁠—

Her heart flipped over in her chest, playing dead, and she cleared her throat into her curled fist, hiding a smile and hoping her scent wasn’t giving her away.

“I’d be happy to,” she admitted. “Now switch legs.”

He looked disappointed, but switched his stance.

“Okay, this sucks already,” he said. “It doesn’t feel as balanced on this side.”

Ashley chuckled, pushing her thoughts away. “It will by the time I’m through with you,” she said.

His lips quirked at that and heat rushed to her cheeks. That sounded much more suggestive than she’d meant it to.

Cameron executed another kick, this one sloppier since he was using his non-dominant side, but he was a quick learner, applying the previous adjustments with only a nudge here or there. She gave him a nod of approval before he tried again, this time with a stronger frame and hitting harder than before.

The dummy squeaked in protest.

“Nice,” she told him. “Again.”

He kept smiling, and Ashley found it very distracting. His roundhouse kick was practically perfect by the time the door across the gym opened and closed with a beep of a card entry. The warm air from outside rushed in, bringing with it the scent of the city, the scent of… a familiar scent, actually. One she hadn’t smelled in years.

Ashley’s heart dropped as fresh-cut grass hit her, earthy and green, and she froze.

“There you are! Finally!” a deep voice called out, oblivious to Ashley’s entire world rocking. “We were supposed to come get your keycard together. You couldn’t wait up for me just a little— oh shit,” he said, steps coming to a stop several feet away, behind Ashley.

No way.

Ashley moved away from Cameron, putting distance between them. She tried not to note how he looked a smidge disappointed as she half turned so she could meet the gaze of the newcomer.

“Oh shit,” she echoed, softer, as she recognized the man.

The alpha.

One she knew very well.

Or at least, had known, once before. A very long time ago.

“That’ll be my bodyguard,” Cameron groaned, reminding her where she was, who she was. Her hindbrain was getting away from her, approaching Cameron like this.

“What are you—” the alpha began, but Ashley turned her attention back to Cameron.

“Your roundhouse is pretty much perfect. I think you can take it from here,” she told the omega. “I’ll be around if you need anything else. Happy training,” she said, trying to keep her voice light.

The fuck are you doing here? she wanted to ask. Instead, without even offering the bodyguard a second glance, she walked around him, giving him the wide berth the asshole deserved, and made her way back to her desk.

She felt their gazes on her and focused on remembering how to walk. Her ass had to look fantastic in her leggings and she hoped that fucker recognized it.

She bypassed her desk and went right into the back room behind it, blowing out a breath as the door shut softly behind her.

Her cheeks reddened with fury, temperature rising as half-buried memories crawled from the grave to haunt her.

Leaning against it, she let her head thump against the door and slammed her eyes shut.

Of all the gyms, of all the people, of all the actors.

And this one had to hire a bodyguard who happened to be that alpha.

Dylan.

Her best friend. Her go-to. Her confidant.

Until he’d fallen off the face of the earth, never speaking to her again.

Well, two could play at that game.

And Ashley was competitive.


2. PATIENCE
DYLAN
[image: ]


“What the fuck was that about?” Cameron bit out.

Dylan, frozen to the floor of the gym, watched Ashley—an alpha!—stalk away.

Fuck, her scent was a bolt to the chest, citrus and ginger and alpha. He felt fucking alive as she walked away. She was tall, taller than he remembered, and absolutely not even glancing his way as she disappeared into an office, shutting the door softly.

Dylan blinked after her, reeling.

“I—I don’t even know,” he answered, staring at the closed door as if he could still see her, years of memories overlapping in this present moment. Ashley in his passenger seat, much shorter, with half her face hidden behind chunky bangs.

Both of them scared of presenting as anything at all. School nights and road trips and crashing at her house more than his own.

Cameron punched his arm lightly to garner his attention, and the memories faded as the omega crossed his arms. “Way to go!” Cameron hissed. “You scared her off. Why?”

Biting the inside of his cheek, Dylan shrugged. “I don’t think that’s important right now. What’s important is…you left without me this morning. You know you’re not supposed to do that.”

Dylan wanted to strangle this little shit. Cam had been slipping through his fingers all fucking week, refusing to text him to let him know when Cam was leaving, making Dylan’s job impossible.

“I managed,” Cameron told him, attention already roaming like it always did when Dylan broached this subject.

Frustration welled up in him, and Dylan grumbled to himself, pushing a hand through his hair. “This is not about whether you are capable; it’s about keeping you safe. Don’t run off again, please. Don’t make my job harder than it has to be.” Dylan wasn’t one to beg, but he was here for one reason: to protect this stubborn, spoiled omega.

Cameron rolled his eyes. “Whatever the alpha says.”

Dylan arched a brow at that. It wasn’t the first time Cameron had thrown his designation in his face. There was a pattern here. “Seemed to be getting on with that alpha pretty well,” he said, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb.

Ashley. An alpha. Still boggled his mind. The last he’d seen her, she’d been… well. Eighteen, on her front step, spotlit by his headlights and waving goodbye as he pulled out of her driveway. Only she hadn’t known it would be for the last time.

“Well, she’s—” Cameron stumbled. “Charming. You’re not. Why’d you run her off? What was that about, anyway?” he asked, deflecting. “You clearly know each other.”

He didn’t ask it like a question.

Dylan sighed. “You’re not wrong.”

“And why does she so visibly hate you?” Cameron asked.

Throwing his hands up, Dylan huffed, “Can I have five minutes to process it myself before rehashing it with my client? One who doesn’t even like me, mind you.”

Cameron shut his mouth at that, lips thinned. “Maybe therapy is doing you some good after all.”

Releasing a slow breath, Dylan rolled his eyes. “I sure hope so, if I’m going to be putting up with you.”

“Maybe we should get you some anxiety meds. You’re like a great dane,” Cameron drawled.

Dylan’s eye twitched.

Cameron glared at him for a moment. “I already don’t like alphas. I dare you to give me another reason.”

“I’m here to protect you, for god’s sake,” Dylan insisted.

“Then tell me what all that,” he said, wiggling his finger in Ashley’s direction, “was about.”

“Give me one good reason,” Dylan demanded, and then shook his head. “It doesn’t concern you. Besides, isn’t your actual trainer supposed to be here soon? Focus on that!”

With his arms crossed, Cameron narrowed his gaze, lips pursed. “Well, now I’m more curious than ever. Tell you what,” he began, and placed a hand on his own chest. “I’ll make your job a little easier by…” Here, he paused, and Dylan got the impression he had to force the next words out. “By behaving. If! If, you tell me what’s going on.”

Dylan blinked. “You’ll… ‘behave’? In what sense?”

“In whatever sense will get me the most information? I’ll share my location with you, how about that?” Cameron went over to his bag and pulled out his phone, trailing back to Dylan as he tapped at the screen.

Cameron faced the phone toward him. “See? Done.”

Dylan tried not to take offense at the fact that his contact in Cameron’s phone was apparently “Knothead.”

His own device, tucked in his pocket, vibrated with the notification.

When Dylan didn’t say anything, mostly because he was reeling from the lengths this utterly stubborn omega would go to for some gossip, Cam continued. “And… I’ll even try to stop sneaking out.”

“You’ll let me know before you plan to go anywhere?” Dylan asked suspiciously. It seemed too good to be true.

“Yep, as long as you tell me what happened.”

“Alright,” Dylan agreed, not wanting to miss this opportunity. “We were best friends growing up.” Cameron’s eyes practically glowed. “Then I presented as an alpha, and she didn’t, and it got weird.”

Cameron’s expression melted into disappointment. “But she is an alpha. What are you leaving out? I want the whole story.”

Dylan groaned, dragging his hands down his face. “It was a decade ago—I don’t see why it has any merit right now.”

“Because I’m going to be training here for the next two months, that’s why. I do not need to be around all that negative energy,” Cameron said. “It’ll ruin the process.”

“The process, huh?” Dylan mused as a different kind of bell chimed, and he turned toward the door to find Ashley back at the desk, eying the door before she did something behind the desk to open it.

He appreciated the security, and relaxed, shifting his attention back to the omega.

Cameron’s eyes drifted up and down his body. “You wouldn’t understand,” he said.

“Oh, look, your trainer’s here,” Dylan drawled, taking the chance to escape the conversation while he could.

Cameron glared before turning his back on Dylan to greet the trainer, officially dismissing him.

Dylan tilted his head back, begging for patience.

He was going to need it.
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When Cameron predictably slipped through Dylan’s fingers the next morning, he pulled up his tracking app, and found the newly shared pin at a coffee shop right next to the gym.

Relief filled him. Then annoyance.

He knew he should track Cameron down to escort him from the coffee shop to the gym. It was what Dylan was supposed to do. The last thing he wanted on his first job after… after the previous one, was to fuck everything up.

But this was a different situation. An easier charge, lower stakes. Wes Pike trusted him, and Dylan wouldn’t let him down.

However, giving Cameron ten minutes to himself wouldn’t be the end of the world.

And selfishly, he realized this gave himself the perfect opportunity to clear some things up with Ashley without a nosey audience.

Maybe if he set things right, it wouldn’t be weird, and wouldn’t pique Cameron’s annoying curiosity.

It was as good a reason as any, so Dylan set off.

Would she even look at him? She hadn’t been inclined to the day before. What was he even going to say?

Sorry I completely changed the nature of our relationship in one stupid moment and then bailed? Sorry I left without a single word and then was too scared to contact you?

He’d been over this hypothetical situation—facing Ashley—in therapy a hundred times. But then the reflective windows came into view, and he forgot all of it.

He still couldn’t believe that of all the gyms, this happened to be the one she managed. It had to be fate, right? Hell of a coincidence.

He couldn’t see through the film on the glass, but he imagined she rolled her eyes when she saw him.

Was it hot? Was he sweating?

Steeling himself, he waved his guest card at the glass door.

A beep sounded, then the lock unlatched and he pulled the door open, feeling like he was facing a firing squad as his gaze fell to the front desk, to…

Not Ashley behind the desk.

Fuck.

“Hey there,” Nic, the owner of the gym, greeted.

“Morning,” Dylan responded, trying not to let his disappointment show on his face.

“I get that look from everyone when Ashley is off,” Nic teased.

Dylan’s cheeks flushed, but before he could apologize, Nic waved a hand.

“Don’t fret. I know she’s a kinder sight than me.”

Dylan chuckled, the awkwardness eating at him despite Nic’s casual demeanor. It made sense that Ashley wouldn’t be at the gym every single day, but he just figured…

Well, he didn’t know what he thought, but the disappointment was a stone in his chest, and he wasn’t one for small talk.

“I’ll just… be over here, waiting for Cameron.”

“Sure thing!” Nic said in that jovial voice.

He trailed across the gym to the area beside the hallway leading to the room they’d used the day before, and waited. To kill time, he pulled out his phone and found a text from Cameron.

Wow, improvement⁠—

Getting coffee. Be there eventually.

Ugh!

How was he going to spend the next six months protecting the little shit if he didn’t bother communicating? Only a few weeks on the job, and Dylan hadn’t seen any progress, except in the impressive way Cameron constantly slipped away or strung together new insults.

If anything happened to this omega…

He let his eyes shut as memories threatened to manifest, shaking his head to dismiss them.

This was a different kind of client, and if Wes trusted him to keep this omega safe, then Dylan could trust himself.

You trusted yourself last time, too.

Dylan bit the inside of his cheek and forced his thoughts in a different direction.

At least Cameron’s location was shared, so he could keep an eye on him. But this cooperation was coming at a cost. What was Dylan going to tell him? The truth?

Rolling his eyes, Dylan ran through some stretches of his own while he waited. He felt the beta glance at him a few times and Dylan averted his gaze each time.

It sucked that Ashley was off today. It was no secret he was looking forward to seeing her, though she didn’t seem to feel the same way.

Not that I blame her.

He was going to have to figure out a way to talk to her. It used to be so easy when they were younger, like second nature. They’d tease each other and accidentally hit a little too close to home. Then they’d wrestle about it or dare the other to do something stupid to make up for it.

But it was different now. They’d be in the same gym for a while—surely he could find a way to bridge the gap between them? He could start with an apology. Preferably without an audience.

“How’s it going?” Nic asked, and Dylan startled from his seat on the floor, one hand grasped around the toe of his shoe. When the fuck had he left the desk?

Dylan was so far in his head, even his awareness was shit. Idiot.

“Uh… everything’s fine. Why?”

“You’re going to pull a muscle stretching like that,” Nic said. “Want some help?”

“Well, ah—” Before Dylan could even form a denial, Nic sat across from him in the same position and motioned for Dylan to mimic him. “Okay then,” he mumbled, without much of a choice.

If there was twinkle in Nic’s eye, Dylan was too taken aback to catch it.

“Think of your back like a zipper, yeah?” Nic began, and Dylan reluctantly followed along. “One vertebrae at a time.”

It did feel nice, and Dylan grunted out an approval as he let Nic lead him into a different stretch.

“So, you’re a bodyguard?” Nic asked.

They were doing a twist, so Nic couldn’t see the way Dylan bit his cheek. He hated small talk, and it bothered him when people couldn’t take a hint. “Yeah, that’s me.”

“Sounds stressful.”

“It… can be,” Dylan hedged.

“New to the city?”

Dylan was suspicious, but this was the owner of the gym they’d be frequenting for the next few months. Ashley’s boss.

“Actually, I grew up here. It’s just been a while since I’ve been home,” he offered. See? He could play nice.

He twisted to the other side, his back popping in a few places.

“What made you come back?”

Dylan sensed nothing odd in the beta’s scent, mostly covered by the chemical lemon smell of the cleaning spray that filled the gym. “I took this, uh, job, and it led me back here.”

“You all packed up?”

Dylan was so appalled at the blatant question that he could only answer, “No?” Why did that matter?

“Doesn’t that make it hard to look after an omega? If you’re both unmated.”

Well, Cam may be unmated, but he wasn’t single. Nic didn’t know that, though, along with the rest of the world. Dylan didn’t owe Nic an answer to even one of these questions, let alone all of them. But then again, if he wanted to get in Ashley’s good graces, pissing off her boss was probably not a great start.

“Uh, no. We take compatibility tests before we’re paired with a client so there’s no issues.”

As they came back to center, Nic got to his feet and Dylan opted to follow him, but Nic, well⁠—

This fucker pressed hard against Dylan’s shoulder, and pushed him onto his back. Nic was harmless—there wasn’t a hint of aggression in his motions—but Dylan was surprised.

“Hey, what the fuck—” he snapped, a bit of a bark in his tone.

It wasn’t a sexual move, pinning him to the floor. Quite the opposite. Dylan wanted to laugh, but was so flabbergasted by the audacity that he kept his mouth shut. Nic had those good-intentioned vibes, like a cousin who was a little weird.

Nic gripped his shoe and lifted, applying pressure on his leg until Dylan’s hamstrings were singing.

“Let’s cut the bullshit,” Nic said, grinning down at him. With the overhead fluorescents casting his expression in shadow, the beta looked a little… scary.

“Ashley told me a little about you,” Nic continued, and Dylan swallowed back his growl. He didn’t sense any malice from Nic, though he was sticking his nose where it certainly didn’t belong. “You here to cause problems?”

“Not for her. I’m here to do my job,” Dylan said, studying Nic.

If he wasn’t mistaken, the beta looked… disappointed. “Well. A workout can be challenging,” he said, arching a brow at Dylan. “And usually, a little warm-up can go a long way.”

The beta was not talking about a routine.

Was he talking about Ashley, or was Dylan just so hung up on seeing her again that he was looking for hints where there were none?

“Warming up is… important,” Dylan guessed.

Nic nodded like a maniac. Dylan decided he liked the beta. “Exactly. It takes time for a muscle to adjust to a routine. Especially if that routine has been interrupted by a familiar face.”

“Right…” Now Dylan was losing the plot a bit, and obviously Nic could tell.

He huffed, stepping away, and Dylan lowered his leg to the ground.

“Just be patient,” Nic finally said, and motioned for Dylan to lift the other.

He scowled, but Nic just eyed him, and Dylan cooperated with a sigh.

Patience. Dylan was sparse on that when it came to Cameron, but for Ashley? He could manage.

He would try to catch her again the next training day. Dylan supposed he could just ask Nic when she’d be working again, but that felt… wrong, somehow. He wasn’t trying to be a creep—he was just trying to make this whole thing as painless as possible, since they were going to be using this gym for Cameron’s training for the next several weeks.

The last thing Dylan wanted was for Cameron to accuse him of killing the vibe.

Brat.

As if summoned, the omega came through the doors with a beep, and Dylan breathed a sigh of relief as Nic stepped away.

Cameron looked the opposite of relieved, though, barely greeting Nic before coming to stand over Dylan. “What are you lounging around for? We have a problem,” he said. Dylan noted the stress lines around his eyes and the sour note to his usually dull scent.

Instinctively, Dylan clocked the exits and windows, and found no physical threat, but the omega was clearly shaken up about something, clutching his coffee with white knuckles.

“What is it?” Dylan asked, ignoring the dig and getting to his feet.

“My trainer’s in the fucking hospital,” he hissed, lips flattening to a thin, unhappy line.

“What?”

“Yeah, the one we met here yesterday? He—he broke his foot!” Cameron raked a hand through his hair, and not for the first time this morning. It was already messier than Dylan had ever seen from this usually pristine omega.

“What does this mean for you?” Dylan asked calmly, trying to focus Cam’s nervous energy into a logical solution.

“There’s no way he’s going to be able to help me learn the basics of kickboxing,” Cameron said, throwing an arm out as if it was obvious. “So it means I’m fucked out of one of three fighting techniques they want from me for this film. Fuck!” Stress oozed from Cameron, bittering the sweet notes of his scent, and Dylan’s first urge was to soothe.

Instead, he decided to tackle the problem head-on. “What do you want to do?”

“I don’t know!” Cameron snapped. His arms were crossed, closed off, anxious. “I really liked that guy. He was a beta, so I felt safe with him. Production said they’d get back to me about a replacement, but it took us so long to find this guy, and⁠—“

“They’ll probably send you an alpha,” Dylan surmised.

Cameron’s brow furrowed at just the thought, and unbidden, Dylan went into problem-solver mode. Maybe this he could fix.

“We could find someone before they do? Do you know anyone that doesn’t make you want to pull your hair out?”

They tossed a few ideas around, but came to no conclusion several minutes later. Cameron was growing frustrated and his scent was practically a bruise, even dulled.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Nic called out, and Dylan realized the beta hadn’t even gone very far, wiping down an already clean machine as he listened in. Dylan refrained from rolling his eyes. “Couldn’t help but overhear,” he said, and Dylan’s lips twitched.

Dylan motioned him over, and Cameron huffed.

“What’s up?”

“I have a trainer who has an opening for new clients right now, if you’re open to suggestions.”

“Who is it?” Cameron asked.

“Her name’s Ashley,” Nic supplied.

Dylan watched Cameron’s whole posture change. He stood up straighter, arms dropping to his side, expression softening.

“She agreed to that?” Dylan asked, surprised.

Nic glanced down at his cell phone, tapping the screen to read the preview of a text. “Sure did, just now.”

“You act fast,” Dylan observed.

Nic shrugged, trying to hide a smile. “Just here to help.”

“She’s an alpha,” Cameron murmured, chewing on his lip.

Dylan arched a brow, surprise filling him. “She’s an alpha.”

“I know that,” Cameron answered. “I’m still in.”

Nic’s grin slipped free. “Perfect. Do you want to adhere to the schedule we already have you down for?”

“Does that work for her?” Cameron asked.

“If it doesn’t, I’m sure she’ll let you know,” Nic offered, still smiling, like the cat who got the canary.

Cameron’s lips curled up into a matching smile, and Dylan sighed.

It looked like he was going to get his chance to apologize after all.


3. HEADACHE
ASHLEY
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Dylan was glaring at her.

“What’s your problem?” she asked, kicking her foot up on the metal bench next to her.

“That is just so gross,” he said, wrinkling his nose at her from across the metal table.

To spite him, Ashley licked a huge stripe up the side of her ice cream tower. It wobbled precariously on a waffle cone, and a drop fell to her ripped-up jeans.

Dylan’s gaze fell to it, eyes locking onto the drop, and Ashley’s cheeks heated. She dabbed at it with a napkin before she could embarrass herself further.

“That’s what you get,” he jibed, and she stuck her tongue out at him.

At seventeen, Ashley was full of angst and easily annoyed. Dylan was usually doing the annoying.

“You’re just jealous because you won’t get anything besides chocolate.”

“Why fix what isn’t broken?” he asked. “Chocolate never fails.”

“Where’s the fun in getting the same thing every time?” she argued.

“At least I know I’ll like it every time.”

“I haven’t found a flavor I don’t like,” she pointed out.

“Yet.”

Ashley rolled her eyes and licked up another glob of matcha and cherry swirled ice cream. It did taste a little grassy, but she would die before she admitted it.

Another group of teens arrived, and had the audacity to sneer at Dylan and Ashley’s dark attire, as if they were the ones committing fashion crimes, while dressed in khakis and jerseys. Gross.

“Wanna get out of here?” he asked.

“Hell yeah,” she said, and slung her legs off the bench.

She was shorter than Dylan and it was more apparent than ever as they walked side by side, ditching the ice cream parlor and following the sidewalk through the park. No growth spurt, yet. Maybe she’d be like this forever, looking up at Dylan while he towered over her, protective.

Would that be the worst thing?

Maybe Ashley didn’t want to be another person Dylan had to look after. His older omega sister was surely enough of a handful.

For such a warm night, the walkway was mostly empty, so they trekked on in silence. Their hands brushed, and Ashley pretended not to notice.

She peered up at him through her heavy bangs and swallowed the ice cream that suddenly felt like cement.

“I think I’m a beta,” she admitted. The only information she had to base this on was that most of their class had presented so far, and they were among the few left.

“What makes you say that?” Dylan asked, glancing down at her.

Their eyes met and she averted eye contact before he could see her cheeks pinken.

Ashley had no scent coming in, but she was rife with anticipation. “I just don’t feel any different.”

“Do you want to be a beta?”

Ashley shrugged. Presenting as an omega was special. Presenting as an alpha, as a girl, was almost impossible.

“I think beta is what’s expected,” she finally decided on.

He snorted. “So naturally, you hate that,” he teased.

“Naturally,” she scoffed. Ashley wanted to be special. Who didn’t?

“Who knows, maybe you’ll be the first girl in our class to present as an alpha.”

“Not likely,” she muttered.

“Graduation is in a few months. It’s maybe just not time for you yet,” Dylan mused.

“How do you feel?”

He shrugged. “Not much different. I bet I’m a beta, too.”

“But your dad was an alpha,” she pointed out.

“And my mom was a beta, like yours,” he said. “Who knows what’s going to happen?”

Silence fell between them for a bit as they made their way to the parking lot.

Dylan’s cone was gone, and Ashley was only halfway through.

“You can bring it, come on,” he said, and motioned for her to get in the car.

“Ice cream?” she asked. “In the car?” That drop on her knee spilled through her mind again.

He winked at her over the top of the car. “You get special privileges.”

Ashley was unsure of why the ice cream swirled in her stomach at that point, but she got in.

She was extremely careful not to lose a single drop as Dylan started the car and directed them out of the lot. He merged with traffic easily and she was content to sit in the passenger seat as he turned on Chemical Imbalance, a rock band they’d both been obsessed with since they were fifteen.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“Well, if you’re so concerned about presenting, why don’t we get some tests?” he asked.

Ashley blinked. Why had that never occurred to her?

“Really?” she asked.

“Yeah, why not? We don’t have to take them now, we can just—have them on hand,” he elaborated.

“That’s a great idea,” she admitted. “Guess that’s why I keep you around after all.”

“Yeah, that and I’m your perpetual ride,” he groused.

“Onward, my faithful steed,” she declared, brandishing her almost empty cone like a sword.

“Please don’t launch ice cream at my windshield,” he begged.

“I won’t, I won’t,” she said, choking down the last of the grass and cherry and crunching the cone.

By the time she was done they were pulling up at a local drugstore. Her nerves fluttered erratically.

“You good?” he asked, glancing down at her as she rounded the car. He struck her as… hot, in that moment. With his chestnut hair swooping across his forehead like that, taller and dressed in their favorite band’s tee and his usual jeans. What had happened to awkward, gangly Dylan?

Her cheeks flushed again, and she hated it. “Yeah, lead the way,” she responded. In that moment she was thankful for the heavy bangs and many layers to her equally dark hair to hide her cheeks.

She and Dylan had been friends for years. Best friends, and nothing more. What they had was special, and she wanted it to stay that way.

Walking into the drugstore felt forbidden, but Dylan confidently made his way to the counter, and requested two hormone tests for them.

Tests were free, so all they had to do was check their IDs before bagging them and handing them over.

“Well, that was easy,” Ashley declared as they stepped outside.

“Told you,” he said. “Do you wanna take them now, or wait?”

Her stomach squirmed with nerves. “I don’t know.” What if she didn’t like the result?

“Hey,” he said, and she glanced up from her side of the car, meeting his gaze across the top.

“I’ll still be your friend even if you are a boring beta,” he promised.

Ashley rolled her eyes. “Same, dipshit.”

He crooked a grin at her and then ducked into the car, and Ashley followed suit.

“We can wait,” he decided . “Here, why don’t you just take yours home?” He dug his own out of the bag before handing the plastic over. “We can always get more if it doesn’t detect anything.”

“Thanks,” she said, frowning down at the logo through the plastic bag.

“Ready for home?” he asked.

“Yeah, I guess,” she said. “Mom will probably want me home early since it’s a school night.”

It wasn’t that long ago that Dylan would come stay with her, since his mom didn’t care. But that was… God, she guessed months ago at this point. When had that happened?

Would it be weird if she invited him?

Something kept her from voicing the option.

“Cool,” he said. “I can get home and check on Gemma.”

Gemma was the oldest, the first to fly the coop. She was also an omega, so Dylan was nervous for her first college semester.

Ashley liked to think Gemma was a strong, independent young lady—like herself—and could take care of herself just fine.

Then again, Ashley wasn’t an omega.

Dylan turned the music on, successfully distracting Ashley from all thoughts as they sang along terribly to the rock band. It felt like it always did, like Dylan was the only person she could be herself around.

Once they arrived at her house, Ashley gathered her things, opened the door and turned to look at him. “Text me when you get home, idiot,” she teased.

“Will do, jerk,” he said.

Feeling like everything was once again right in the world, she got out of the car and let herself in the house as his headlights finally splashed across the drive.

“Honey, is that you?” her mom called out.

“It’s me!” she said, and took her stuff to her room before appearing back downstairs.

“How was your day?” her mom asked.

“Oh, you know,” she mused in that teenager-y way.

Her mom smiled softly, closing the book she was reading and patting the couch. “Wanna hear about a dickhead at work?”

Ashley chuckled. “Did you put him in his place?”

“Sure did.”

“Do tell,” Ashley said.

Despite her weird feelings, looming graduation, and finals, Ashley sat and reveled in the story of her mom, a beta, putting some alpha idiot in his place.

Maybe if Ashley turned out like her, being a beta wouldn’t be so bad after all.
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Fucking Dylan.

She was still reeling.

“Wow,” Jordan said, and leaned back into the wicker couch, her alpha scent bitter with surprise. “After ten years, he just… shows up?”

“I guess!” Ashley said with a sigh, throwing her hands up. “I haven’t seen him since I was eighteen. Or heard⁠—“

“A single word,” Kenzie finished, shaking her head. They’d listened to the story so many times at this point. “The audacity of that alpha.”

Jordan’s brow furrowed. “Why was he at the gym?”

“Oh,” Ashley said, waving a hand and joining them on the cushions. She felt warm, more so from being flustered than the evening temperature. “He’s the bodyguard of a new client in the gym.”

Both of her friends looked disappointed, and she rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t like he came there just for me—he did have a reason to be in the gym.”

“Well, that’s disappointing,” Jordan muttered.

Kenzie smacked her arm. “No, it’s not, because we don’t like Dylan, remember?”

“Of course I know we don’t like Dylan,” Jordan answered. “That’s why it would be extra tasty if you ignored his ass if he was there for you.”

“Well, he wasn’t.”

Kenzie clapped. “Did it feel good to ignore him? Like you had the upper hand?”

A smile curled Ashley’s lips at their support. “Actually, it kind of did. I always wondered what I would say to him if I saw him again, and instead I was just… so pissed, I shut down. Honestly, that’s what he deserves.” Ashley covered her eyes. “I felt my face get hot, and I was so angry all over again, like I was eighteen.”

This time it was Jordan’s turn to comfort her, and she and Kenzie enveloped her in a group hug. Kenzie’s muted beta scent was just as comforting as Jordan’s alpha scent. It’s how they’d bonded when they’d first met—two female alphas at the same gym; what were the chances?

Ashley loved these two, her best friends. Maybe once upon a time, the three of them had envisioned packing up, if only to keep Jordan and Ashley’s alpha hindbrain in check, but Ashley didn’t want a pack of pals. She wanted the fantasy; she wanted bondmates.

“Hey, for the first time seeing that asshole in—what, ten years?—you handled it a lot better than I would have.”

Ashley shrugged and melted out of their embrace and into the couch. “I don’t even know. Last I heard he was all packed up and looking for an omega.”

A pang of hurt filled her and Ashley tried to tell herself it was misplaced. Dylan had left before she even knew she was an alpha. That couldn’t be why he’d left.

“What are you going to do?” Kenzie asked, leaning into her. “If he’s going to be in your gym for so long?”

Ashley groaned, and inhaled their comforting scents.

“I have a headache just thinking about it,” she muttered.

She was so… frustrated with Dylan! For showing up like it was no big deal. With herself, for feeling so young and powerless and stupid again.

Maybe she should get a personal session in before her new client the next day, blow off some steam.

Ashley loved working out, loved that feather-light feeling after a hard, sweaty workout, even loved lifting with an audience, and feeling the gaze of jealous men who wished they were half as badass as she was.

“I suppose I could cash in on some of my saved PTO…” But the suggestion did not fill her with relief.

“But you love your job. Don’t let this asshole alpha ruin that,” Jordan said.

She was right. Ashley knew she wouldn’t be using her PTO. “You’re right. I love my job, and I’m fucking good at it.” She liked being in charge, being the manager, running the gym smoothly. And of course, the perks, like using the gym whenever she wanted at no charge.

“Yes, Alpha!” Kenzie cheered.

Emboldened, Ashley nodded. “And I have a new client, too—Nic just texted me today.” Training was a good way to earn a little extra dough in her paycheck.

She hoped her client wasn’t an asshole. Lots of guys refused to take her seriously when they realized a woman would be training them—nevermind she was an alpha and could probably bench their max, easily.

“That’ll keep you busy, right? You probably won’t even notice if Dylan is there,” Kenzie pointed out.

“You’re so right. He’s not even worth it,” Ashley agreed.

She’d have to read their intake forms and see what their goals were, where they wanted to end up, and make a plan for getting them there smoothly. Busy work.

But first, relax. You can do all that stuff tomorrow.

Tomorrow.

As if she’d read her mind, Jordan leaned forward and slid a small plastic tube off the table, which contained a joint, lifting it with a questioning glance. Ashley sat up, and came to a conclusion.

“I’ll fucking live my best life, train this new client and look hot while doing it, and he can suffer, for all I care,” Ashley declared.

“Yes!” Kenzie cheered, and motioned for Jordan to continue. “It’s the least he deserves.”

She squeezed the sides and the tube opened with a pop, and the scent of cannabis spilled into the room.

“That’ll show him. See how he likes being ignored,” Jordan said with a nod.

“Chances are, I won’t even see him that often. My hours are pretty steady, but who knows what kind of crazy schedule they’d have his client on.”

Kenzie passed the now lit joint to her, and Ashley inhaled deeply, smoke filling her lungs as the three of them sat on the couch in Kenzie’s apartment. The window behind them was open, and the smoke jerked in the air as the breeze sucked it out into the midday.

“That reminds me—the guy Dylan’s playing bodyguard for. You gonna tell us who it is?”

Ashley chewed on her lip. There were no secrets between the three of them, but Ashley protected the gym’s clients, not to mention the NDA’s she had to sign for every new client.

“I can’t tell you—I can’t!” she insisted when they both groaned.

“You’re just too good,” Jordan said, shaking her head. “But we won’t press, will we?” Jordan asked, nudging Kenzie.

She rolled her eyes and nodded. “We won’t press,” she said, sounding sullen about it, before cracking a grin and winking.

“I almost forgot there was someone new on the scene, once you brought up Dylan.”

Ashley sure hadn’t. She was still a bit starstruck even now, recalling just how handsome Cameron Thomas was in person. But now it was all shadowed by Dylan’s reappearance.

Ugh.

He managed to ruin everything, even all these years later.

Maybe, if she was lucky, she wouldn’t have to see him much at all.

One could certainly hope.

“Well, the good news is, I’m going to be kicking someone’s ass as soon as tomorrow.”

“Ooh, I hope it’s someone fun,” Kenzie said, with a wink.

Ashley rolled her eyes, cheeks pinkening. Leave it to everyone around her to try to pack her up, except herself.

“Yeah, maybe they will be.”


4. NEW CLIENT
ASHLEY
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“That. Asshole,” she hissed.

She should’ve known better.

“Nic!” she growled. “I take back everything I was thinking yesterday,” she told the computer. “He’s a terrible boss. A meddling, nosy, no-good cupid wannabe.”

Turning to the camera behind the desk like she was on a sitcom, she glared at it and hoped he would see it when he ran the tapes back, if he ever even did that.

For good measure she flipped the camera off too, with both hands.

So naturally, that was when the door beeped, opening.

She spun, pulling her hands behind her back and trying to look professional.

“Everything alright?” Dylan asked, lips twitching.

Ashley’s glare glared further.

Ew.

That was another downside to this whole situation, she’d have to put up with this jerk for the next… her gaze trailed to the screen. Eight weeks!

Her eye twitched.

“Okay, I get it, still not happy to see me,” Dylan said, lifting his palms in a gesture of innocence.

Her stare returned to the alpha, her scent biting in irritation.

Dylan looked struck, mouth opening before closing. She wished his scent didn’t take her back ten years, to Sunday mornings when they were sitting outside together before the dew on the grass had even evaporated. To when she was just a sad, hurt, confused eighteen-year-old who’d lost her best friend.

“So you’re an alpha now.” His eyes widened as if those hadn’t been the words he’d intended.

Ashley blinked. “Actually, I am.” She was an alpha, and he was in her territory, and she wasn’t a teenager with a crush anymore.

Dylan’s lips parted, but before he could spout some bullshit she cut him off.

“Don’t bother,” she snapped. “I’m here to train Cameron, not you. I can be civil. Just don’t get on my nerves.”

“But I⁠—”

Her scowl interrupted him again, and she was glad, in that moment, that she’d finally gotten that growth spurt, and used it to her advantage. Even though Dylan was still taller, it wasn’t by much, so she met his gaze, a challenge.

Dylan swallowed and dropped his eyes first. “Got it. I’ll stay out of your way.”

“Good,” Ashley said. “Go wait for Cameron over there,” she said, and pointed to the corner.

“Yes ma’am,” Dylan said, and spun on his heel.

Annoyance filled her, because once upon a time that light, teasing tone would’ve made her laugh, but this time she locked it down and tried to collect herself.

So what? Dylan was here. Get over it. She had Cameron to focus on.

Speaking of… The intake forms were filled out impeccably. Cameron was serious about this.

Which shouldn’t surprise her. Axel Stevens, the character on screen, was a serious, no-bullshit kind of guy. But the Cameron she’d gotten a glimpse of yesterday was… playful. Cute.

She pursed her lips as she jotted down a few notes, comparing where they had to start and where they’d end up.

By the time she was psyching herself up for actually putting it into action, the door beeped. She smelled him before she saw him, and even dulled by his suppressants, his honey and vanilla scent made her mouth water.

He pushed his sunglasses to the top of his head and grinned that million-dollar smile. “Good morning, Ashley,” he practically purred.

She swallowed and leaned against the desk, crossing her arms, playing the cool and confident alpha, and tried to remind herself of what she was here to do.

What this omega was here to do.

Right. Despite what Nic wished, this wouldn’t be a thing.

Though it was rather convenient that the day after meeting him, she was now his trainer for the next eight weeks.

Even so, it was Cameron fucking Thomas. She wasn’t going to fuck it up.

“I hope you’re ready to work your ass off,” she told him.

He blinked, gripping his bag tighter to his shoulder. “Uh…”

“Dylan beat you here,” she said, nodding to said alpha, who’d dutifully waited.

“Go wait with him and start stretching. I’ll be there in a moment.”

Cameron nodded absently, looking a little starstruck himself, and padded across the gym. She had been charming and awkward the day they’d met—she’d been out of her depth, talking to a movie star.

Now she was his trainer, and she was going to act like it.

The two of them immediately started whispering in hushed tones, and she ignored them as she gathered her tablet and followed after him.

“Alright,” she said in her trainer voice. “There’s a lot on this schedule to learn in just eight weeks, but I’m hoping that you’re as capable as you were the day before yesterday.”

“Y-yes,” Cameron said, eyes wide as she tapped at her tablet.

It felt good to be a little intimidating. To be taken seriously. Ah, the perks of being an alpha.

“Show me how you usually stretch,” she told him. “I might have to switch it up.”

Cameron and Dylan shared a look and Ashley hid her smirk.

That’s right, I’m no-nonsense Ashley. I’m Trainer Ashley.

If Cameron had asked Nic to be on her schedule because he thought it would be a breeze, he had another thing coming.

“You aren’t gonna ask what happened to my other trainer?” Cameron asked as he began with arm and leg swings.

“Well, I’m assuming it fell through for whatever reason. It’s not really my business,” she said, eying him. “I’m here to train you. Nothing more.” Her gaze landed on Dylan when she added the last bit, and she watched his cheek dimple as he must have bit it from the inside.

“Riiight,” Cameron said, frowning. “You were more fun the other day. Is it Dylan? He can leave.” Cameron shot Dylan a pointed glance.

Before Dylan could respond, Ashley arched a brow. “He’s your bodyguard. Hard to guard you if he’s not here.”

Cameron sighed, and Ashley bit down on her own smile. Antagonizing him was too fun.

“Let’s get a good baseline of where you are physically, and I’ll be able to organize the training program for efficiency.”

He grumbled, but let her direct him through a set of stretches. He knew most of the stretches by name, including the standing straddle stretch, which was basically a wide-legged forward fold. It targeted the inner thighs and would help an athlete kick higher and harder.

Ashley only checked out his ass once.

It definitely fit his action-star physique.

“You’re pretty limber,” she noted eventually, and figured many of the basics were probably already covered.

“Well, I’m not useless,” Cameron muttered. “I actually do know some stuff. I’ve been paying attention over the years.”

“Good, because we’re gonna put it all to the test today,” she told him.

It turned out Cameron wasn’t wrong. He did know some stuff, as he’d put it. He only required a bit of correction on his placements. “Keep your elbows in tighter,” she told him, tucking her arms back into a cross. Usually she was touchier with clients, or at least maybe didn’t think so much about it, but she was overly conscious. She didn’t want to scent mark him by accident.

He listened anyway, and actually listened. He adjusted based on her critiques and with his brow furrowed in focus, he was… well. Hot.

She was a total professional though, watching Cam front kick at a stand bag over and over again.

A total professional, who found herself leaning a little closer, his scent drawing her in. “Extend—reach up with your foot,” she told him, clearing her throat.

A professional, who got so lost in watching her client she forgot about… bystanders.

“Why is he kicking with the ball of his foot? Wouldn’t it make more sense for him to land with the heel?” Dylan interjected.

Ashley glanced over her shoulder, irritation prickling again. Dylan was sitting on a padded bench that lined the wall, a thumb tucked between the pages of a paperback.

“Uh, no?” she said in that tone that definitely sounded more like what the fuck are you talking about than anything civil like she’d promised.

“Why not? Wouldn’t it hurt more?” he asked.

Cameron tried to demonstrate without even being asked, and she watched him wobble as he tried to hit heel first, toes curled back.

They shared a grin, and Ashley pointed at his extended knee, the heel that didn’t quite reach the bag. “The heel connects to the hamstring, which is tighter. With the ball of the foot, you’re reaching. Gives you extra power, extra extension.”

Cameron flexed his foot and kicked the bag gently, able to reach further with the ball of his foot instead.

Dylan lifted his hands in a gesture of innocence. “Alright, alright, I digress.”

Satisfaction pinged around her chest. Fuck, it felt good to be right.

As he lowered the book, Ashley wasn’t able to catch the name.

Not that she cared.

Dammit.

Had he been watching the whole time? Ashley tried to remember how many times she’d stopped her eyes from lingering on Cameron, or how many times she’d leaned into his scent, or halted just before touching him somewhere.

As Cameron reset his stance, she glanced once more at Dylan, and he met her gaze, all knowing and content with himself.

She felt like a teenager again, with a crush that Dylan was certainly going to tease her about until the crush faded from the force of embarrassment.

A growl slipped out, and she cut it off at the alarmed glance from Cameron. It had been low enough that Dylan hadn’t likely heard.

“Sorry,” she offered to Cam. “Don’t mind me.”

“Don’t worry, he pisses me off, too,” he whispered, and Ashley couldn’t help the way a laugh almost bubbled up.

She covered her mouth and shook her head, but as she met Cam’s stare, she saw the same mirth reflected back.

As they worked through a few more stances, Cam was further along than she thought he’d be, and she would have to adjust the training schedule once he left.

Dylan was… present. She tried to ignore him, but she couldn’t get her mind off him. Every so often she would catch a whiff of him, fresh-cut grass and childhood memories that she tried to bury so, so fucking deep.

After ten years, he was just sitting there and watching her.

All the questions she’d had all these years kept distracting her.

Why’d you leave? Where did you go? What did I do wrong?

Dylan’s attention was heavy on her form as she corrected Cameron and showed him a proper stance. Part of her wanted to overlook him, to pretend he didn’t exist. And part of her wanted to show him just how good she was at her job. That she’d become her own person in his absence, that she’d built a whole life without him, despite the fact that at one point she couldn’t have imagined such a thing.

Her chest hurt, and she battled with anger and pride and sadness, avoiding his eyes the rest of the session.

Cameron was a good distraction from her thoughts, she had to admit. He cracked the right jokes, made her laugh, though she tried not to give in, tried to remain stern so he’d take her seriously.

But it seemed Cameron had no issue with that. His brow furrowed in concentration whenever she spoke, focused squint intent and warm as he absorbed everything she said. Even when she had to correct him, he only nodded and tried again. There was no arguing, no posturing, no attempting to save face if he slipped up.

It only took one session for her to build a solid respect for him, if only for the respect he held for the craft.

Some men came into the gym and refused to listen to her, a woman. It didn’t matter to them that she was an alpha.

The bar might have been on the floor, but she was relieved when Cameron proved himself to be different than that.

And strangely competent in his ability to learn.

Once he was covered in sweat, face bright red even against his sun-kissed skin, and legs wobbly, she relented, even though what she really wanted to do was push him down to the mat and crawl right atop him⁠—

Bad alpha. No.

After they finished stretching to end the session, he practically collapsed to the mats, groaning dramatically.

“Bodyguard, I finally have a job for you,” he said, and tilted his head back.

The alpha she’d been ignoring put his book down and glanced at the omega. “And what’s that?”

“Go find a wheelbarrow, and wheel me home, because I can’t walk,” he complained.

Dylan rolled his eyes, and his gaze flashed to Ashley. Instinctively she wanted to return the smile, share the humor in this moment, and for a second she was eighteen again and they were best friends, about to have the night of their lives, and everything was perfect.

But then reality rushed in and her smile faltered and she averted her gaze from Dylan back to Cameron.

Cameron clocked all of it, his head swiveling between her and Dylan and back. Curiosity was in every line of his expression, but he had the decency not to ask. Instead he rolled to his feet, only a little less lithe than when they’d started, and groaned.

“This is going to hurt later,” he whined.

Ashley chuckled. “Go hydrate. Your nutritionist sent me your chart, so don’t forget the protein,” she mused.

Ashley shook her head. As much as she rubbed elbows with the glamorous, she found nothing glam about being told what and when to eat to keep up appearances.

Ashley wouldn’t be able to handle it, and she reflected on how unfair it was that the public held regular people to such an impossible standard.

The omega didn’t even blink, and nodded. “Yeah, we’re gonna start filming at the end of next month, and I’ve got to make sure I look consistent throughout the scenes.”

“Makes sense,” she responded. “If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to ask.”

And then, finally, Ashley handed him a card with her cell phone number penned on the back. “Do not make me regret this,” she added.

The way Cameron’s gaze lit up was downright comical, and she rolled her eyes before bidding them goodbye and turning on her heel.

Bravely, she let her attention linger on Dylan on her exit. If she wasn’t imagining it, she thought she saw a bit of disappointment in his expression.

Which was sure to keep her up at night. She hated people being disappointed in her.

Ashley stayed late at the gym, clocking out but putting the equipment to use as she ran through her favorite reps, sweating out the chaotic emotions she couldn’t help but feel around that particular alpha.

Just—ten years? With no word, after practically an entire childhood together? If anyone had the right to be disappointed, it was her. How dare he give her the most magical night of her entire life—which was sadly still true to this day—and then disappear?

By the time she was done with her reps, she probably looked no better than Cameron had after their session. She packed her stuff, and left with a wave at Nic, who she had yet to chastise for his little game.

After picking up a protein-heavy bowl from her favorite local Mexican place, she went home.

It was a blissful night in, and to avoid thinking about Dylan, she turned on the first movie of the series Cameron starred in.

Heat of the Moment.

Now that she knew him at least a little bit, it was almost embarrassing to see him on the screen. But with only a few moments into the movie, she forgot all about being embarrassed because Cameron was just that good.

The movie wasn’t your run-of-the-mill action flick. There was a surprising depth to the character that didn’t have to do with some long-awaited revenge or vendetta. He played a regular guy who’d been thrust into an impossible situation and despite all the odds stacked against him… prevailed. There was no tragic death for the love interest, which was refreshing, and she watched them both sail off into a happily-for-now.

Ashley went to sleep with a flutter in her chest—for Cameron’s craft, of course—and vowed to whip him into shape.


5. LONG DISTANCE
CAMERON
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Time was ticking. Literally.

Axel stared across the hotel lobby, the elevator chiming weakly behind him over and over again, broken.

Flipped couches and shattered glass and abandoned luggage and dirt from shattered plant pots littered the previously pristine floors of a high-class hotel, along with several dead bodies.

And on the opposite side of all the chaos, amongst the clearing smoke from gunfire and explosions, Roderick Gaven.

His hand was wrapped around the upper arm of the most perfect man in the world.

Cale Camellia, who winced as Roderick jammed the gun harder against his temple.

“Stop right there!” Roderick’s voice rang out over the discord, and Axel couldn’t think.

But he could stop. So he did.

“I’ve got your number, Axel! I told you if you didn’t turn yourself over, I’d find you. And if I can’t find you, I can find what you care about. Or who,” he growled, shaking Cale, who blinked dazedly, a wound at his head.

“Well, I’m right here!” Axel shouted, fists clenching by his side. “Come and get me!”

Roderick waved the gun. “No, no. I like this better! As long as I have him, I think you’ll do whatever I say as long as it means he’s safe.”

Axel’s breath came heavier, panic settling beneath his breastbone at the idea of losing Cale.

No. He had to figure something out.

He was out of ammo, his last borrowed gun scattered amongst the debris on the floor. He was too far away to fight, and they’d riddle him with bullets before he could get near them.

“Oh, don’t worry, Axel. I’ll take real good care of him.”

Roderick was inching closer and closer to the exit, the red sign above the door hanging half off, flickering, as if in warning.

One of his cronies, one of the only ones remaining, opened the door, the night outside beckoning.

Axel steeled himself, caught Cale’s bright green eyes with his own, and let him see his resolve.

He would find Cale Camellia.

That was a promise.
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“So they do get separated?” Cam asked. “That’s tragic.”

“I know!” River groaned. “I feel so bad. How is he going to get him back? He’s one man against an entire fucking criminal empire.”

“He’s Axel Stevens. If anyone can do it, he can.”

On the phone, miles away, River sighed. “I hate that you’re right.”

“I always am, babe, that’s why you love me,” Cameron mused.

“Yeah, yeah,” River drawled, affection clear in his voice despite the distance separating them.

Cam hummed wistfully. “It’ll be easy to drop into character, at least, since I’m missing you right now.”

“If you’re saying that just to make me feel better… it’s working,” River admitted.

Cam’s smile was secret, just for the two of them. “Good. You shouldn’t fret so much. Everyone is going to love it.”

“They fucking better,” River groused. “I just submitted the changes, and I need a break.”

“You know, you write alpha action heroes surprisingly well for a beta,” Cam teased.

“You play them well, for an omega,” he returned, voice honeyed, his irritation dissipated. “How is everything on your end?”

“It’s… eh,” Cameron admitted.

He held the phone against his cheek as he collapsed back against the pillows of his bed.

Well, his temporary bed. It was nothing like his nest at home, but the harsh opulence of this too-modern townhouse would have to do until he finished shooting this movie. All sharp angles and white paint. But at least the bed was comfy, like a cloud. He sank into the fluffy white pillows and wished there was another body sinking in with him.

“Aw, what is it, babe?” River asked.

Cameron sighed, and soaked in River’s voice.

“My trainer and bodyguard are killing me,” Cameron muttered.

“Which one? Ashley?”

Cameron whined. Ashley wasn’t his only trainer, because he was learning more than one fighting style at a time, and he felt the aches in his body anew. But she was most certainly the one he talked about most.

“Yes, Ashley.”

“She and Dylan still aren’t getting along?”

“No! And it’s been a whole week!”

River chuckled, and on the other end of the phone, Cameron heard him inhale.

“Are you smoking?” Cameron asked.

The beta paused, and his voice was tight, lungs full as he said, “No?”

“Without me?” Cameron gasped, and pulled a gray throw pillow close as he rolled over, tucking the phone against his cheek and the bed.

“I miss you, too,” River said on his exhale.

Cameron could practically smell the musky scent of River’s weed through the line. If only it were real.

“It sucks without you here,” Cameron pouted. “Guess I got used to you being around.”

“That’s what happens when you’re in a relationship. Even if it is secret,” River told him with a soft, melty chuckle.

“I know, I know,” Cameron murmured. “How are things at home?”

Cameron missed home. He missed his low-lit nest and the pillows he’d had to leave behind and his favorite coffee mug. But most of all, he missed River and his dorky mustache and his shirts that smelled like half weed and half River, all papers and smoky ink.

“Boring, without you,” River professed after a long pause, and Cameron felt a bit brighter. At least he wasn’t the only one suffering without his emotional support partner.

“Sure you can make it the whole six weeks without me?” Cameron asked.

When they’d first started hooking up, near the end of filming the first movie, it was casual.

Then a year had passed, and no one had caught wind of their situation. When River was pulled in to write the second one, they’d kept a tight lid on it, just until we’re done filming.

But in the middle of shooting the second film, they’d gotten the green light for movies three and four.

He still remembered that night, the argument they’d had, the terrible, awful week they’d spent apart before realizing being together was better, even if it was in secret.

Cameron loved him whole-fucking-heartedly.

“I feel like I should be the one asking you that,” River retorted.

Cameron pouted at the phone. “I kind of hate it,” he confessed.

“Do you think they’ll stop at four?”

Cameron heard the hope in his voice. Rolling onto his back, Cameron stared up at the ceiling. “They haven’t said anything to you?”

“Not besides the hypotheticals. I sent another revision of the screenplay to them today. Now I’m just waiting.”

“I know you hate that part,” Cameron murmured. “To be honest, I don’t know. God, I mean, what else are you gonna put my character through? Do we really need five movies?”

Sure, it meant they were getting paid, and they had a solid job on the line, especially if they kept reprising this role, but… at what cost?

“I don’t know,” Cameron admitted again. “I don’t want to be a washed-up hack in five years, you know? I don’t want to be known for just this one role. I can do more than this.”

“And you are!” River told him. “Look at you, doing all your own stunts this time. The fighting alone is going to be so impressive. I should know; I wrote it.”

Cameron hummed a noncommital response and let the words lie.

“What do you want to be in five years then? If not Axel Stephens?” River asked.

The question was one Cam wasn’t prepared for. Everyone’s least favorite interview question: Where do you see yourself in five years?

Cameron didn’t know. “You’d be there,” Cameron started with, because it was the only certainty. “We’d be public, because the franchise would be done. We’d go to cute brunches and take pictures together and wear complimentary outfits to put the fans in a tizzy.”

“We’d look good in matcha and pink,” River said.

“I’ll be pink,” Cameron said, at the same moment River said, “I’ll wear green.”

“God, we’re cute,” Cam said, sighing.

“As for work? I don’t wanna work this hard forever. Constantly traveling, shooting, PR campaigns, photoshoots, brand deals—it’s… a lot. I sound like such an omega, but I don’t wanna stop working, just… not work as much. I love acting.”

This series exploding onto the scene felt like a stroke of luck. At first it had been a rush, thrilling, something new at every turn as he learned so much so quickly. The success was addicting, too. Cameron’s contract was… shiny. He was getting paid well for Axel Stephens and everything that came with it.

“Maybe just a break,” he continued. “Or maybe we can produce one of yours, be a famous duo, screenwriter and actor. An indie movie sounds fun.”

A pause. “You’d want to do that?”

“Of course,” Cam said, excitement filling him. “I love everything you write. I’ve always wanted to be in another romantic comedy. Do you think I’m funny?”

River snorted, then chuckled, and Cam heard the shuffle as he shook his head.

“You don’t want a normal life? On a pedestal somewhere with a pack?”

“Who’s to say a pack isn’t in our future?” Cam teased. “We can find a director and a sound designer… a light guy. A PA! We can collect ‘em all, and then produce our own movie. In house.”

“A porno?” River suggested, and Cam shouted out a laugh.

River’s laughter grew richer the more Cameron egged him on, and his heart seized. He missed him!

One would think dating the screenwriter would have its perks, but not when dating on set was practically forbidden. No one wanted to deal with the fallout of a breakup on set, especially when an omega was involved. They had to sneak around, which was fun in its own right, but sometimes Cam just wanted to go to dinner with his boyfriend.

Cam sighed, rolling over, and his abs protested. “No more action movies,” Cam declared. “I’m so sore.”

“Think of the gains,” River teased. “Do you think you’ll be able to throw me around the bedroom?” he asked suddenly, and Cameron’s lips twitched. River was no sack of flour. He was muscled and strong in his own way, and Cameron daydreamed of his tattooed arm flexing against his too-tight shirts.

“Guess we’ll have to try it and see, once you get here for filming,” Cameron teased.

“That’s so far from now,” River complained, and Cameron agreed.

“Are you suggesting we have phone sex?” Cameron asked, interest piqued.

River paused. “I might be.”

Cameron let his eyes drift shut, picturing River in his mind. Smoking with River almost always led to fooling around. He just got so loosey-goosey and half-lidded and hot as fuck. That stupidly hot mustache twitching into his signature carefree smile. Pushing his messy blond hair back with one of his deft hands.

“I miss you,” Cameron said with a sigh. “Wish I was there. Or you were here.”

“Oh yeah? What would you do if I was?” River asked.

Cameron rolled his eyes, lips twitching at the question. But his dick perked up, so he went with it.

“Smoke your weed,” Cameron said, and slipped into the warmth of River’s laugh. Cameron waited for it to fade before continuing. “Then I’d wait for you to get all soft. Push you back into the couch cushions and slide in your lap.”

“I like the sound of that,” River purred.

Cameron missed being close to someone. Physically feeling their weight sink into his, pressing firmly, sharing scents.

“I wanna be as close to you as possible,” Cameron said, and gave in, working at the button on his pants, and heard a rustle suggesting River was right there with him.

“I bought a candle, the other day. Scented like vanilla.”

Cameron’s heart seized, the fist River had around it clenching right inside his chest. “And?”

“It’s a poor imitation. Nothing like you. Only made me miss you more,” he admitted.

Cameron groaned, half tortured and a bit sad, and the other half horny and needy. “I wouldn’t even have the patience to suck you off,” Cameron muttered, and wrapped a hand around himself, gathering the slick on his fingers to ease the glide.

“Go on,” River murmured.

Cameron could picture it: River’s head slumped back against the couch, lips parted with ragged breaths as Cameron pulled their cocks out to work them in one fist.

“Can’t wait for that. I want you next to me, my hand gripping us both, stroking us together.”

River hummed over the line, breath stuttering. Cameron saw his arm flexing with each stroke, the head of him peeking out of his fist with each thrust.

“Or I could push you down the length of the couch, straddle you,” Cameron continued, fist sliding up and down his cock, squeezing around the head to make his eyes flutter, the vision crystal clear.

“Hot,” River groaned. “You’re so hot. I miss that.”

Nothing as hot as being so desperate for one another. “I can practically feel it,” Cameron groaned. “Our cocks sliding together, crushed between our stomachs.”

“You’d be leaking all over the place,” River added.

“I am,” Cameron told him, just to hear the way River whined about it. His slick spilled over his fist with every stroke, and his dulled scent was slowly filling the room. River would be drunk on it if he were here.

If he were here.

“Fuck,” River bit out.

“I know,” Cameron said. “I miss it, too. The sloppy, messy grinding. Just, whatever feels good. Whatever gets us there.”

“I want to press my fingers into your hips until they bruise, dragging you against me.”

Cameron shivered. It wouldn’t be the first time Cameron had walked around with River’s secret purpled fingerprints on his skin.

The ones River had left were long faded, and he missed them, missed being marked by him.

“Please,” Cameron whined, gripping himself tighter, feeling his back draw tight like a bow as he stroked himself to the sound of River’s bitten-out breaths.

“You get lazy when you get close,” River told him, and Cameron gasped out a chuckle. “But I love it. I love taking charge for that last little bit, holding you steady. Rocking my hips up into you, god, you are so slick, I can hear it.”

His fist stuttered on his cock, cheeks flaring red at the realization.

“Don’t stop,” River told him. “Don’t get lazy. I’m not there to finish you. You have to do it yourself.”

Cameron bit his lip and nodded, though River couldn’t see it. Instead he fisted his cock again and stroked, hips twitching into each thrust, his slick making it very obvious just how desperate he was.

“There you go,” River purred, and even though he wasn’t an alpha, Cameron imagined he could feel the sound rumble from his chest against his own.

If Cameron focused—not likely, as his orgasm flared bright again—he could hear the way River touched himself, too.

“I’m close,” River admitted, and Cameron echoed him. “This is the part where you’d bury your face in my neck, leave me to do all the work.”

Cameron couldn’t even find the humor, because the image, the memories of this exact scenario were too good, too real. “Nothing to do but drag you against me, cocks sliding against each other in our mess. Thighs squeezing tight around my hips.”

God, Cameron wanted it, wished it wasn’t just their words building the picture.

His cock kicked in his grip, and he groaned, head tilting back into the pillows as the phone slipped off his chest. He scrambled for it and laid it beside his ear, imagining he could feel the hot puff of River’s breaths there instead.

“Can practically feel you pulsing against me, alongside me, grinding into my stomach,” River continued. “You tense up right before you come, your whole body going stiff for a split second before you—fuck—spill,” he moaned. “Your—Your cute little cock twitching before you let go, covering us both—fuck, come on, baby, come with me.”

Cameron whined at River’s slight degradation, following River over the edge, their shared breaths panting over the line as Cameron’s cock did twitch, and then spilled over his fist, his body tensing with it, just like River remembered.

He pictured River doing the same, his back arched and body flexed as it worked through him. Cameron’s cheeks heated as he recalled River’s words.

“My cock is not little,” he grumbled, eyes still closed in the bliss of the aftershocks.

“No, it’s not,” River agreed. “But it got you off, didn’t it?”

River’s chuckle was all wind chimes and sunshine as Cameron muttered.

Now he was sleepy, eyes gluing shut.

“If only you were here for an afterglow cuddle,” he murmured.

“I know, baby. I miss you, too,” River said.

“Just a few more weeks, then maybe I can find a weekend to fly home for a bit,” Cameron promised to himself just as much as to River.

“That sounds perfect. See you soon, then,” River said.

After their goodbyes, Cameron couldn’t find it in him to drop off that ledge into a deep sleep.

Fuck.

He got out of bed, cleaned himself up, and returned only to pout up at the generic painting across the room. It was of a stupid fucking river, of course, with pink blooms on the trees and bright green grass.

Cameron missed his stupid boyfriend.

What a fucking sap I am.

There was nothing hotter than a good frotting session, except maybe waking up next to the motherfucker.

“God dammit,” he snapped, and turned over, curling around a pillow. Once it had held the remnants of River’s scent, but now it was worn out and bare all but for Cameron’s own muted sweet scent.

He knew he sounded a bit whiny even inside his own head, but he’d allow it for the moment. Tomorrow he’d be back to normal and kicking Ashley’s ass on the mat.

He snorted.

Yeah, right.

Ashley had been practically throwing him around the room.

Turns out kickboxing was a lot harder than it seemed.

But he’d get it together. He was already leagues ahead of where he’d started, and it had only been a week. Despite Dylan’s gloomy mood and the tension that filled a room whenever he and Ashley shared one, he’d been learning a lot from the alpha.

She kicked ass.

Sometimes he just wished it wasn’t his own.

Maybe she should kick Dylan’s ass. They could work out their issues on the mat.

That’s… not a bad idea, Cameron decided, eyes popping open.

They were going to be working together for months, and Cameron couldn’t handle the tension between them for that long. They needed to work out whatever the hell was between them, and they needed to do it fast.

What better way than knocking Dylan down a peg or two, and giving Ashley a chance to make him regret whatever he’d done to her?

Cameron eventually fell asleep, visions of Ashley pummeling Dylan into the gym floor dancing through his head.


6. SHOWING OFF
ASHLEY
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Ashley winced as she stepped outside, beelining for her car beneath the bright morning sun.

Sunglasses. Coffee.

The two necessities.

Traffic was busy, stretching her short commute far too long, but she still had enough time to stop at a local coffee shop.

“Thank god,” she muttered, pulling into a parking space.

It was crowded, go figure. But she wouldn’t let a handful of other caffeine fiends get in her way.

The bell on the door dinged and she waved at one of the familiar baristas, Clarissa, who always made her coffee so perfectly, before getting in line.

The analog clock on the back wall confirmed she had a few minutes to spare, and the line was thankfully moving! Small mercies.

Her gaze trailed back down, setting on the person in front of her, whose sandy blond hair was messy and shoulders were wide. Silently, she appreciated his shape, and wondered if his back rippled with movement beneath his sweater like she imagined.

It would be so easy to reach for his shoulder, offer a dazzling compliment, and squeeze her hand to feel the muscles beneath.

But that was super alpha behavior and Ashley was… working on it.

She was a good girl and stayed in line as it moved a bit too slowly for her liking.

He smelled nice, his scent trying to break through the burn of hot espresso. She could only get a whiff—a weak suggestion of papers and ink, and maybe even a hint of smoke.

Ashley shook her head and averted her attention to the little display of breakfast foods.

A little extra protein couldn’t hurt anybody this morning, could it?

The beta in front of her moved away, and she glanced up enough to catch sight of his profile as he walked toward the pick-up counter.

Sharp jawline, mustache, and hair in that artful disarray framing his face.

She swooned a bit, but shook herself out of it as she stepped up to the counter.

“The usual?” the barista asked.

Ashley nodded. “Yes, please, a large.”

In her appreciation of a beta, she forgot to order food, and decided it was probably for the best because behind the counter was busy. She didn’t need to add one more thing to their plate this morning.

“You got it,” the barista said, and spun the device so Ashley could tap her card. “It’ll be over there.”

“Thank you,” Ashley said, and smiled brightly before scooting over to the line.

She got a few glances, as per usual. Female alphas were rare, and she was used to drawing attention. Today was no exception, and she met a few gazes, most of them darting away to avoid eye contact. Except one.

The beta, who was focused on his phone, thumb tapping at the screen as he waited for his coffee. Disappointment bubbled up, but she stomped it out stubbornly.

Oh, stop it, she thought to herself.

Ashley shook her head, and went to lean against a small spot in the wall while she watched the baristas work magic and prepare coffee.

She got lost in thought—not about the beta, thank you very much—and stood up straight, pushing off the wall when they called out a large caramel macchiato with an extra shot.

Angels practically sang as she approached, reaching for the large cup with her caffeine inside.

Unfortunately, someone else reached out as well, and Ashley was so absorbed in her own head she didn’t realize until it was too late.

She was practically holding hands with a stranger around her coffee, and ripped her touch away, startled.

“Oh, sorry—“ she began, and glanced… not up, but right across, and met the gaze of the goddamned handsome beta. “Hi,” she greeted, as if she knew this man.

“Hi, sorry,” he said, and removed his tattooed hand. “I guess we have the same order.”

“I guess so,” she agreed, and smiled, waving her hand. “Please, go ahead.”

But he was already shaking his head, lips curling beneath that mustache. “No, no. I insist. I’m in no rush.”

If that was the case…

Ashley curved her hand around the cup and claimed it. “Well, thanks. I’m on my way to work.”

He glanced at her attire and smiled. “Nice. I’m headed to a gym myself.”

Ashley arched a brow at that. “Daring move. What if I didn’t work at a gym?”

He chuckled. “With glutes like that? I decided to risk it.”

Ashley’s cheeks flamed, and she appreciated the brazenness of this beta.

“I never skip leg day,” she said, tipping her coffee at him, then managed to catch the time on her watch and cursed silently. “Gotta run.”

“Have a nice day,” he said, which was such a formal way to say such a thing, and yet it sounded so natural from him.

She felt his gaze on her as she walked away and tried to remember how to do such a simple task. It wasn’t until the door closed behind her, the bell dinging a goodbye, that it hit her.

Should I have gotten his number?

Fuck!

Ashley didn’t have time; she was going to be late.

She sought the safety of her car and beelined to work, leaving just enough seconds on the clock to complete the opening chores.

And the whole time she tried to forget the tattooed hands and that smooth voice and what that hot beta possibly looked like under his sweater.

Because she had to face something much worse: her childhood ex-best friend.
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“That’s a stupid idea,” Ashley told Cameron later that morning. “I’m not sparring with Dylan.”

“Why not?” Cameron asked, arms crossed as he stood strong on the mat.

Dylan was across the gym, sitting in one of the chairs and reading his book again.

A man with muscles like that should not also be able to use the brain behind those pretty eyes. It just wasn’t allowed. Cosmically.

And yet there he sat, flipping the pages every few minutes and doing his best to give Ashley the space she’d asked for.

Maybe she should spar with him. She bet he wouldn’t look so good all frazzled and surprised as she took him to the mat.

Warmth flushed through her and she changed her thoughts, quickly.

“He’s hardly getting on my nerves right now. There’s no reason for it,” she finally said.

“Give him about half an hour,” Cameron muttered.

The alpha himself was heading toward the other side of the gym, and Ashley focused her attention on the omega, rolling her eyes.

“Cameron, we’ve got seven weeks until you need to be a pro. We cannot slack off right now,” she scolded, imagining her career flushing down the drain because Cameron looked like a hack on set. Distantly, she heard the door chime as someone entered the gym.

“Oh, come now, I think we can make an exception this one day,” a warm, amused voice called out.

Ashley turned to find the exact same very attractive beta from the coffee shop inside the gym, hands casually tucked in his pockets, a smile tugging at his full lips and twitching the curved mustache on his upper lip. His sweater was removed, and her suspicions from the coffee shop had been correct—he was fit, with muscled arms beneath a tee tight around his biceps.

“River?!” Cameron practically shouted, and tore off across the gym at breakneck speed to launch himself at the beta.

She glanced at Dylan, the bodyguard, but he was the opposite of alarmed, watching on with something like pride at the obviously familiar newcomer as he stuffed his keycard back in his pocket.

If he wasn’t on alert, she probably didn’t have to be, and good thing, too, because Cameron collided with the tall beta—River? His sweater was thrown over the arm that was holding a takeout container of coffees. The opposite was covered in a sleeve of tattoos that curled around Cam’s hip, flexing as they embraced. River rocked back only a half step.

Ashley watched River’s expression turn utterly soft as he leaned in, clutching Cam close and dipping his head to his neck. Scent marking. Affectionate.

Hmm. Cameron Thomas was known as a single, very eligible omega.

Cameron was not hugging this guy as if they were pals, slotting together so naturally. She glanced around the gym, noting the few other clients were busy with their trainers, paying no mind to their corner, before allowing herself to study them more.

They were quite the sight. Where Cameron’s hair was just long enough to run fingers through, River’s was shoulder-length and unruly, a dirty blond to match the slightly darker mustache on his upper lip.

They hugged for a solid fifteen seconds before Dylan spoke. “Good luck getting him to do any work now,” he called out.

“You don’t seem surprised he’s here,” she remarked.

Dylan shrugged. “He texted me last night about flying in.”

A surprise for Cameron, then? And Dylan had helped?

A knot formed in her brows to pair with the one forming in her chest. For some reason, the idea of it was… touching?

Cameron muttered something to River, and even though he was facing away from her, she could tell he rolled his eyes.

Mirth danced across River’s expression as Cameron led him over, their hands breaking apart only as they approached.

“Ashley, meet the, uh, screenwriter, River,” he announced, and put a half-step more space between them, as if remembering. “River, this is Ashley.”

“We met this morning,” she said.

“Now I know why you never skip leg day,” River said, lifting the coffees.

Her lips twitched. Cute. “Nice to meet you officially, I suppose.”

“Charmed,” he said, and held out a hand, the same one that had been around Cam’s waist. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Is that so?” she asked, and shook his hand, since he’d offered first. The contact lasted only long enough for her to notice his handshake was firm, because Cam leaned into River, and she dropped it.

If she wasn’t an alpha tuned into the nearest omega’s needs, even subconsciously, she might not have noticed Cam was marking his territory.

Here in close quarters their scents melded, both muted but complimentary to Cam’s sweetness.

“All good things, I assure you,” River drawled. “I won’t get in the way, so I’ll go wait over by Dylan.”

Calling him by name, proving they all knew each other.

Cameron pouted at his announcement before catching himself and clearing his throat, leaning away from the beta and motioning to the chairs.

“Actually… we’re gonna move to a private room,” Ashley said.

If Cam and River wanted to make eyes at each other that were not reading casual, it would be best to do it behind a closed door. She hadn’t heard anything in the media about Cameron getting shacked up with a partner, and maybe that was the point.

Ashley led the four of them to a private training room down a short hallway. The room was smaller, but contained mirrors and mats and everything else they’d need.

If Cameron had a beta, did that mean he had a pack?

No, he didn’t have an alpha. They wouldn’t have let him come here to be trained by one.

Unless…

Her gaze landed on Dylan, and she dismissed the suspicion before it could truly form. No. Dylan wasn’t Cam’s alpha. They hardly liked each other.

And if she wanted to get real about it, Cam had no bite marks, and he didn’t smell like anyone else. No alphas had marked him.

That knot loosened a bit more in her chest, and she scowled until Cam turned to face her on the mat.

His eyes were gleaming with a determination she hadn’t seen in days. He lowered his voice. “Show me something impressive,” he hissed.

Amusement filled her. “You wanna show off?”

He nodded, short and quick.

Oh, to show off for a crush.

Like you showed off for Dylan last week?

No. No. She’d wanted to show off for Dylan to prove something, not entice him.

What would entice this beta?

If he was dating an action star, an omega, this beta must be something special. She wanted to know more about them. Their dynamic. Omegas weren’t known to shack up with betas, especially solo, simply because they didn’t possess the biology to please an omega. No lock or knot.

She supposed these days there were ways around it, like toys and— wow, Ashley should really stop there.

Get a hold of yourself.

“Are you asking me to go easy on you?” she clarified.

Cam shook his head and Ashley’s grin was sharp.

“Good.”


7. SACRIFICE
RIVER
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River sat beside Dylan on the plastic chairs and waited.

And watched.

And appreciated.

“Wow,” River murmured, and not for the first time, as Ashley led Cameron through a series of very intense stretches.

“Didn’t know he could bend like that, did you?” Dylan mused, and flipped a page in his book.

“Of course I did,” River answered, and shifted in his seat. “I just haven’t seen him do it in a while.”

Dylan offered little more than a hum, and River wanted to rip the book out of his hands. “That explains why you’re here. Booty call.”

“Am not,” River said, even though that was part of why he’d come. “I missed him,” he admitted a moment later. “We talked on the phone last night, and I certainly don’t have anything going on besides Zoom meetings and rewrites. What was stopping me from showing up?”

In fact, River had just submitted another round of corrections on the screenplay to the team, and wanted something to distract himself as he waited on their feedback.

Cameron was his favorite distraction.

“What a good little housewife you are,” Dylan teased.

River rolled his eyes. “What are you even reading? A self-help book? You need plenty of it.”

Dylan chuckled, and River hated that it was attractive, the way he could laugh off an insult. It wasn’t that River disliked Dylan—quite the opposite, actually, since he was there to protect River’s partner—he was just fun to annoy.

“Sure, let’s go with that.”

River yanked his attention away from Ashley and Cameron to stare at this alpha. “I don’t believe you,” he sang, and leaned forward in the chair, gripping the back so he wouldn’t fall off and make a fool of himself. He tilted his head to get a glimpse of the book title and almost fell out anyway.

“It’s a romance?” River asked, a little struck. That’s not what River thought this big alpha would be interested in.

“You have a problem?” he asked, finally lifting his gaze from the page.

River leaned back in his chair. “No, no problem. Just surprised, is all.”

Maybe there was a bit more to this alpha than River had thought.

Silence settled and River only heard the sound of Cameron’s heavy breathing, a few curses, and the flip of those damned pages.

“What’s it about?” River asked, finally cracking.

Dylan shrugged. “I picked it up because it was at the trending table of the bookshop. Ironically, it’s about a queen and her bodyguard.”

River snorted. “Of course it is.”

“It’s quite the read so far. Lots of politics and stolen moments,” Dylan admitted. “And I’d quite like to keep reading, so if you don’t mind…”

“As long as you don’t get any ideas,” River said. The last thing he wanted was for this alpha to secretly pine over River’s boyfriend, secret or not.

Dylan arched a brow at him and River met his eyes bravely. “Believe me. The last person I’m interested in is Cameron.”

The nose wrinkle was a step too far, but River believed him, and mimed zipping his lips shut.

So he turned his attention to the pair on the mats, and tried to keep most of his gaze on Cameron… who hit the mats with a thump as Ashley swept his feet out from beneath him. She was not going easy on the omega, that was for sure, and it made River smile. Damn, Ashley was downright gorgeous, competent, and a badass.

“Come on,” Cameron whined at one point, and Ashley just grinned, feral in her intensity.

“Again,” she told him as she ran him through another drill and corrected his placement. She tapped his lower back and abs, directing him to tighten up, and River snorted as Cameron groaned.

“Please, god, deliver me from my suffering,” Cameron muttered.

“You got this!” River called out, encouraging.

Ashley shot him a grin, and Cameron offered a wobbly thumbs-up.

“You know, if you guys are going to remain a secret, you’ve gotta be more lowkey,” Dylan grumbled.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I mean, he ran to you like a long-lost love when you walked in the gym. It was a good thing no one was paying any attention, because the other celebs here would’ve clocked it.”

“They’d mind their own business,” River said, waving a hand. Internally, he realized Dylan was right. “But I’m aware. I just missed him.”

“Save it for the apartment.”

A snappy response was on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed it. Despite how much Cam complained about Dylan, he was only there to look out for Cameron. Dylan didn’t deserve his ire.

Dylan knew, of course, that River and Cameron were a secret item. Something about needing to know everything about the client he’d be guarding so there were no surprises.

River tried to ignore the bit of giddiness that reared its head every time he remembered someone knew. Another person he didn’t have to lie to about the best part of his life.

That privilege only extended to a few people, like Cameron’s management, recently Dylan, and probably soon, Ashley.

Speaking of…

River was watching closely, and among finding peeks of the moves he’d written come to life, he noticed something else.

Every few minutes, Ashley’s gaze shot in their direction—no.

In Dylan’s direction.

And each time, the bodyguard was buried in his book.

River leaned over. “She keeps looking at you, y’know.”

For the first time, River watched the alpha go on alert. He tensed, stilling in an unnatural way, and River knew he suddenly wasn’t seeing a damned word on that page. “No, she’s not.”

“Hmm. But she is, though, is the thing.”

River watched it happen once more. “There it is,” he said.

Dylan lowered the book for a moment, cheeks flushing, and River smirked. “Cameron mentioned some… tension between the two of you.”

“There’s no such thing,” he answered far too quickly.

“That so?” River questioned. “Doesn’t seem like it. It seems like she keeps glancing over here, wondering if you’re watching.”

“And I’m not. Because she doesn’t want me to watch.” As if reminded, he picked the book back up.

“Them’s not the vibes I’m getting,” River murmured.

“Well, you just got here. You don’t know the vibes,” Dylan hissed, lifting his book higher. His scent went a little dry, burning with irritation, and River wrinkled his nose.

“How’s the book, buddy?” River asked.

“It’s fine,” Dylan growled, almost a bark in his voice, but River smirked.

He reached over, grabbed the bottom of the book, and flipped it right side up.

“There ya go. Enjoy.”

His growl was low and rumbly, more annoyance than anything threatening.

River sat back in his chair and grinned when Ashley risked a peek once more. “What’s going on there?” he asked quietly.

“Nothing.”

“Liar,” River sang. “Did you kill her pet fish? Total her car? Oh! I know. I bet it’s a secret love affair.”

“That’s more your style, not mine,” Dylan drawled.

“Ouch,” River replied, and tried to let it roll off his shoulders.

Dylan placed his bookmark and shut his book. “It seems I’m going to get no reading done while you’re here. When are you going back?”

“Hmm, I don’t know,” River mused. “Seems more fun here.”

Dylan rolled his eyes again and it brought River great joy to poke at this intense alpha.

“Just watch,” River suggested. “Give it a minute.”

Dylan was a tense brick fucking wall next to him as they waited, and River noticed Dylan’s dark eyes flash as he watched Ashley kick Cameron’s ass.

She was a main character, like Axel. Could even be an asset to him. The two of them would team up, take down some big, corrupt organization with ease.

The script was writing itself.

Dylan was… an obstacle. Someone from her past that she needed to confront to move on, to give her motivation before the final battle.

He wondered how close to the truth that was, before remembering these were real people with feelings, and not characters on a page.

A spectacle of a character, at least in Ashley’s case.

And so was Cameron, don’t get River wrong. He’d stand in his man’s corner all fucking day, but this tension between the two alphas was particularly intriguing.

So River was watching when Ashley’s gaze flitted to them, noticing Dylan’s attention. She flushed, if not in color then in demeanor, and turned back to Cameron lightning-fast.

“See?” River said.

“I don’t see anything,” Dylan said, but he sounded slightly less convinced than he had moments ago.

“She wants you to watch. How curious,” River hummed.

“I doubt that,” he argued. “She practically hates me.”

“Why’s that?”

Dylan grumbled something. “I’m not talking about this with you.”

“Why not me?”

“Boundaries. I have a therapist for that.”

“Oh, so it’s serious,” River said, sitting up a bit more. “Now I’ve got to know.”

Dylan sighed. “If I told you, you’d just tell Cameron, and then he’d be mad that I didn’t tell him first, and also—” he said, as if realizing something— “this is absolutely none of your business.”

“I’m making it my business, because Cameron has a wittle cwush,” he said, and walked his fingers along Dylan’s arm.

The alpha scowled at him.

It shouldn’t have been so attractive, and yet it was.

Dylan sighed, the sound spilling from deep within, and River had a moment of sympathy.

Then it faded.

“What happened?” River asked.

“I hurt her once. I was young, and stupid, and I ran from it. She’s right to be angry, and I refuse to manipulate her into anything else.”

River turned the words over in his head, noticing how Ashley pointedly didn’t glance their way, not even once more, now that she might risk meeting Dylan’s gaze.

“Have you talked to her at all?”

“I tried to apologize. But it’s too late, and that’s alright. Things don’t always work out.”

“They could, though,” River pointed out.

“Not without forcing it. And I’m not going to hurt her even more by doing so.”

“Well, I think we should let her kick your ass,” River mused. “That would probably bring her great joy.”

Dylan paused, dropping his crossed arms to his lap. “Do you think so? I know she could put me in the ground, just from watching her train Cam these past few days.”

“I mean, I don’t know. You ever had an ex you just wanted to punt the shit out of? Just for fun?”

Dylan frowned. “No.”

River rolled his eyes. “Therapy is doing you too much good.”

“Thank you,” Dylan said, lips twitching.

“It wasn’t a compliment,” River returned.

Cam had been keeping River apprised of his least favorite bodyguard since they’d started working together, so River had some insider information.

“Clearing the air would be a good start, but conversations are hard,” River said. “Believe me,” he murmured, gaze falling to Cameron.

River didn’t want to hide with Cameron anymore—he wanted to walk beside him on the sidewalk and hug in the gym without fearing who’d see.

But River found it harder to bring up each time Cameron had to deny him.

His agent and publicist were really pushing the whole most eligible bachelor image, and no matter how many times Cam and he broached the subject with them, they shut them down.

Most days, it didn’t bother him.

“My therapist has said something like that before,” Dylan offered.

“They’re onto something,” River told him. “Maybe she needs to kick your ass, get all those emotions out before she can talk to you.”

Dylan snorted, and with a tilt of his head he studied the sparring pair with more intensity.

“I’d happily sacrifice my dignity to talk to her,” Dylan said, so softly he maybe didn’t intend River to hear it.

But he did, and as River stared at his partner, he wondered what Cameron would sacrifice for their happiness.


8. FORBIDDEN
ASHLEY
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Move on, she told herself, annoyed that after all this time, maybe, possibly, there was a piece of herself who liked Dylan’s patch-of-grass scent and wanted to forgive him of all sins to roll around in it.

Ugh.

She was painfully aware of Dylan, and even more so when he finally put his damned book down. It wasn’t until that moment she realized how much she’d been glancing over at him.

Why?

Looking for his approval or something?

It certainly didn’t help that River was there, too, watching right with him.

Of course the hot guy from the coffee shop turned out to be Cameron’s partner.

She was only a little devastated.

Friendly certainly didn’t mean flirty, but Ashley had thought there was a slight connection there over coffee, and until the moment he’d walked through the gym door, she’d wished she’d been brave enough to give the cute beta her number.

Now she was glad she hadn’t.

Awkward.

They were far enough away on the mats that the other two wouldn’t be able to hear them, so the next time Ashley had Cameron in close quarters, she murmured to him, “He’s cute.”

Cameron’s cheeks went a little brighter, and he grinned. “Right?”

Cameron dodged a mildly slow right hook—they were working on his reflexes—and shook his head. “I can’t believe he’s here. We talked on the phone last night, and now…”

He blocked properly when she tried a knee-high kick and gave him a nod of approval. “That’s a really sweet surprise,” she said.

What must it be like to have someone like that? Who wanted to make you happy just for the hell of it? What must it be like to be that for someone? Like an alpha, she supposed.

“It’s not totally selfless,” Cam said. “I mean, he’ll certainly be getting something out of it.” Then he winked.

She hoped the pink in her cheeks would be mistaken for exertion, and laughed it off.

“So you are together?” she questioned.

Cameron hesitated before nodding. “It’s not public.”

Ahhh, that explains it.

“Your secret stays with me,” she said.

“Am I warmed up yet? Can we do something to impress him now?” Cameron asked.

Ashley arched a brow, then glanced over Cam’s shoulder to find both Dylan and River’s gazes locked on the pair of them. She ignored Dylan’s stare, though she felt it on her body like a blast of warm air.

“I guess you did pretty good blocking,” she muttered.

“Come on,” he said, adding “Please?” with big eyes, and Ashley’s chest caved in from how cute it was. Her hindbrain was certainly rearing its head to give this omega whatever he wanted, but she shoved it down deep and promised herself an extra taxing workout after he left.

“Fine. Let’s go from the top. I’ll double the speed,” she told him.

Cameron bounced on the balls of his feet as they took their places once more and then… action.

Ashley went at him at a pace that was still slow for her, but was certainly faster than anything they’ve attempted thus far.

She didn’t know what she’d expected, but once again she was floored by the competency of this omega. Cameron was a quick learner. He dodged and blocked in all the ways she’d taught him, and was meeting her beat for beat.

Surprisingly, she found herself even dodging a few improvised fists from him, and she grinned as she got into the flow.

“Harder,” she told him. His blows weren’t landing against the punching mitts with the enthusiasm she knew he was capable of. “You won’t hurt me,” she promised.

Cameron’s brow furrowed, and she studied him. With new boxers, it was often clear what their next move would be because they were so in their head.

Ashley witnessed this with Cameron, watching each attack go through his head before he followed through, and met him with a mitt each time. She swiped at his head and he dodged, ducking so she met thin air, and she smirked. “That’s it.”

It was almost like a dance, once they found the rhythm of it. Everything fell away but their steps on the mat, each tuned into the other, primed for what move they would make next. Her long hair tickled her back as her high ponytail danced, and sweat gathered on the short hair of the undercut at the nape of her neck.

When she advanced, Cam stepped back, and when she closed the distance between them, Cam removed himself from her reach. They were in sync, dodging and moving together even though they were acting as opposing forces.

She didn’t even realize they’d sped up as they went, the mitts solid against her palms, each hit to them smacking with a dull thud as Cameron accepted her challenges with confidence.

This was a proper sparring session, and Ashley wanted to gush over him, tell him how proud she was, but she didn’t want to ruin the flow, so she kept at it until both their lungs were burning and her abs were sore from focusing her core to stay on her feet, figuratively and literally.

The smile on Cam’s lips grew and she watched pride take shape on his face, and reveled in it with him.

At least until she finally broke the flow, sweeping his legs out from under him.

He hit the mat with an oof and laid there, starfishing.

With a grin on her lips, the rest of the world still distant, she leaned over him, resting the mitts on her knees to catch her breath as she stared down at him.

“That was our first actual sparring match. And you kept up!” she said.

Cameron lifted his arm briefly before glaring at his glove and then letting it flop to the mat. “That was supposed to be a thumbs-up,” he panted.

Ashley chuckled and stripped off her punching mitts before offering him a hand. “That was highly impressive, and I don’t say that often.”

With only a handful of training sessions under his belt, it was a bit remarkable that he’d kept up with her. Maybe he knew more than he was letting on. Maybe she should go harder on him.

All the ideas she was brewing came to a halt as she pulled him to his feet.

Their arms brushed, and her gaze fell to where she’d scent marked him. She pulled her hand away as he began to strip off his sparring gloves.

Her first thought was: good.

The more rational side of her was embarrassed, an apology on the tip of her tongue—until he ran that same hand through his sweaty sandy-blond hair as if it was nothing. As if her scent wouldn’t linger on him until he showered, carrying her with him wherever he went. A purr threatened to crawl up her throat, but she strangled it at the base.

“Sorry,” she said, cheeks pink again as she lifted her wrist and wobbled it back and forth.

“No worries,” he said softly, a grin curling those lips like he dared her to do something about it.

His honeyed vanilla scent was strong despite his suppressants, filling the immediate area around them, and Ashley had to clear her throat, lest she lean forward and lick the sweat dripping down his neck.

Those hazel eyes were downright gleaming, and for just a second it was hard to catch a breath.

Damned movie star.

“Thank you,” Cameron said. “That felt…”

“Badass, right?” she offered, and chuckled as his wide eyes landed on her.

He nodded, and stripped off his last glove.

“Throwing in the towel already?” she teased.

He pouted up at her. “Haven’t I earned it?”

And now Ashley was thinking of what else he could do to earn much filthier things, and she needed to scrub her brain with soap and⁠—

“Fine,” she said, super cool about it and not at all horny. “I guess we can call it a day,” she mused, a twinge of disappointment filling her.

She noted movement out of the corner of her eye and it was only that moment she recalled their small audience of two, and she stepped back as River clapped, breaking her out of her internal displeasure.

“That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen,” River said, and launched himself at Cameron, who rocked back a step with an armful of beta. Did that include me? she wistfully thought.

“I’m covered in sweat,” Cam groaned, and that didn’t seem to deter River at all.

“Oh, I know,” River said, and licked a stripe up his neck.

Ashley’s cheeks flamed if only because she’d had that exact same thought just a moment ago, and ignored the pinch of jealousy in her chest, averting her eyes.

Coincidentally, in Dylan’s direction, who stopped mid-step as their gazes met.

As if he’d also stood to join them on the mat before remembering he wasn’t welcomed in the same way.

Ashley offered him a nod—very graciously, she thought—and clapped her hands together. “Alright. Well, I think we can call it a day. You two clearly have plans, and I think I’ll be reworking our schedule,” she told Cam with a raised brow.

He groaned. “So no more going easy on me?”

“Not a fucking chance.” She crossed her arms for good measure, leaning into her height. “I’m going to make your life hell, so enjoy it while it lasts,” she promised.

Cameron pursed his lips. “You can try. Bet it’ll be just as much fun as today was.”

And… Ashley was not prepared for that response. He was supposed to whine about it, and Ashley would double down and they’d laugh it off and part ways. Instead she floundered, because Cam was flirting.

“I’m—I’m not going to lead you through stretches again,” she said, with a pointed glance at River. “Looks like you have someone to help with those.”

“Oh, I will,” River said, and if betas could purr she bet his chest would be rumbling.

Cam’s cheeks heated and Ashley chuckled before lifting her hands and stepping away. “You are not fucking in the training room, so get out of here,” she ordered.

“But that’s on my bucket list,” River whined, and Ashley rolled her eyes so hard it was a wonder they didn’t get stuck in the back of her head.

“Not dignifying that with a response,” she said as she grabbed her towel and wiped her face, then the back of her neck where the short hair was damp.

When she cleared her vision they were still staring at her, and she paused. “Did you need something?”

Seemingly caught, they stuttered into motion, grabbing their things with scattered nope’s and never mind’s. In a handful of moments they were heading toward the door and Ashley was watching them go, amusement tickling through her, along with the worry that she’d missed something.

“See you tomorrow,” Cameron called out.

“See you then!”

Dylan lingered, like he wanted to say something, and Ashley practically dared him.

Unlike with Cameron, she had to look up at Dylan, if only a little, and the difference was dizzying.

She wondered if Dylan, another alpha with all his supposed bodyguard training, would be a challenge. She wondered what it would be like to pin him to the ground, to prove herself as better. To roll around on the mat with him, sweat and bodies mingling and⁠—

Stop.

“Better catch up to them. Something tells me they won’t wait.”

His lips twitched, and she couldn’t read the expression on his face, though she stared long enough she felt she should’ve been able to decipher it. In the end, he kept his words to himself and offered her a simple nod before following his charge out the door only a second later.

She deflated like a popped balloon as soon as they were gone, and went about cleaning the room, erasing the mixture of their scents and trying not to mourn it.

Warmth coursed through her blood and she knew she’d be relishing such a good sparring session the whole day.

And even into the evening, when she gushed to Kenzie on the phone about it, leaving out all the names as always. Into the night as well, once she was beneath the sheets, all of it replaying in her head.

The scent of Cameron, all sweet and heightened from his sweat. The way they’d flowed together. The way he’d looked under the lights after they were done, all flushed and panting.

Ashley groaned and rolled over, pushing her face into a pillow and trying to force the images away.

Having such thoughts about a client was disastrous, and even more so because Cameron was a celebrity. And an omega.

Plus, he had River.

Super-triple-doubly forbidden.

Unbidden, flashes of the two of them entered her mind in fictional positions.

She wondered if Cam had really done his stretches like he was supposed to. If River helped. What else they’d gotten up to after the sesh.

“Noooo,” she whined into her pillow.

She’d managed to stamp down the thrum in her veins all day, but here, alone in her bed with nothing but her thoughts to keep her company, it was rearing its head again. It trickled through her blood before settling south, and she huffed an annoyed breath.

I won’t think about him, is what she told herself as she slipped a hand under the covers.

When was the last time I hooked up with someone? I’ll think about that.

But that one beta a few weeks back wasn’t very inspiring. And alphas that only wanted to prove themselves were depressing.

River’s inspiring, a secret little voice whispered in her ear, accompanied by that image of him licking the sweat off Cameron’s throat.

Ashley buried the memory deep, unseen, and tried to focus on other things while she touched herself to a slow rhythm.

That one beta had eaten her out particularly well, and he’d done it on his knees, which always made her blood run hot. She stuck to that imagery, remembering how she’d gripped his hair and ground her hips to him, much in the same way they were rising to her own touch now.

Pleasure swirled through her, sinking low and making her stomach tense.

And suddenly, vividly, the man on his knees was replaced with Cameron.

Ashley shook her head against the pillow and removed her fingers.

“Absolutely not,” she said to the empty silence of her bedroom, her orgasm fading away.

Fact: She was attracted to her client.

Also fact: It was totally inappropriate to have those thoughts.

Ashley was a professional! So she shoved the thoughts away and tried to suffocate herself with her pillow.

She huffed. She’d just have to get used to ruined orgasms and sexual frustration.


9. CATCHING UP
CAMERON
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“And this is the nest,” Cameron said, pushing open the door.

“Wow, look at this,” River said, and stepped inside.

Cam followed as he stepped down into the plush comfort of the dip in the floor, the bed-sized hole where usually an omega would sleep.

This nest, however, still had that hotel feel. Undisturbed bedding, vacuum tracks in the carpet, perfectly fluffed pillows.

Cameron usually slept in the other room, all the way across the apartment, exactly one door down from Dylan.

In Dylan’s words, “If anyone comes in, they’ll have to get through me.”

Paranoid much?

But this nest was nice, painted a moody navy blue—a shock compared to the sterile white of the rest of the apartment—and filled with a startlingly slight number of pillows and blankets.

Not that any of them had seen much use.

Until now.

River rolled over onto his side and propped his head up with an arm. “I ran into your trainer this morning, at the coffee shop. We ordered the exact same thing.”

Cameron arched a brow. “A caramel macchiato with an extra shot?”

“You remember?” River asked, the lines around his eyes softening.

“Of course I do. It’s sweet,” Cameron remarked. “The drink.” Too sweet for an alpha. His gaze went distant as he realized it surprised him. He wouldn’t have expected Ashley to get something so sweet, and he filed this new information away in the Ashley box. Did she have a sweet tooth? Or was coffee her only treat?

I smell sweet.

Did Ashley like his scent?

“Earth to Cam,” River said, and Cam’s attention came back into focus on the curve of River’s amusement.

“Sorry,” Cam said, shaking his head.

River pursed his lips, peering at Cam a bit closer. Cam recognized this look, similar to one he’d get when he was trying to figure out a plot twist.

Then he laid down, crossing his arms behind his head.

…His toned arms, the left one covered in a sleeve of tattoos. Cam was sufficiently distracted when he said, “You know, she’s an alpha.”

Cam took River’s old pose, rolling to his left side, turned towards the beta as he reclined his head in his hand.

“Yeah?” Cam questioned.

River shrugged. “You don’t like alphas.”

“I don’t like most alphas,” Cam clarified. “They’re knotheads who like to throw their weight around.” He was surrounded by them in the film industry, and they all left a bad taste in his mouth.

“But she’s different?” River guessed, and a light bulb went off in Cam’s head.

“Oh. Oh,” Cam said eloquently. “I mean, yeah. Ashley’s cool. She’s awkward sometimes, and I find that charming. Refreshing.”

“That all?” River said.

Cameron rolled his eyes. “I know what you’re getting at.”

“Do you?” River asked. “You have that look in your eyes.”

“What look?”

“You know,” River said, and waved his tattooed arm and hand at Cam. “The one you get when you read a script you really like. Or when your favorite Indian food truck has samosas.”

Cam’s eyes fluttered shut, and he let his head fall back as he groaned in desperate need. “Christ, I would kill for a samosa right now.”

“Don’t change the subject,” River said, though his eyes had darkened just the way Cam liked to see.

“Fine. Yes. Ashley is, like, very cool and intimidating and hot and she can kick my ass. So.”

“Classic Cam bait,” River mused. “Does she know you’re into her?”

They hadn’t talked about it, about what they’d do if Cam wanted a pack one day, if he found someone else he was interested in. Hell, trying to keep River a secret was hard enough.

“Of course not,” Cam said. “She’s my trainer, and I get the vibe that she’s very serious about her job. I think she’d take the client-something rules to heart.”

“Dylan doesn’t apply to those rules,” River said, and Cameron’s gaze shot to him as his stomach flopped.

“What?”

“The way she was glancing at Dylan all day? There is something totally unresolved there.”

“Oh,” Cam said, relaxing again. “Definitely. Dylan’s tight-lipped about it, but there’s history for sure.”

“Do you think they dated? Hooked up?”

Cam shook his head. “No—I feel like if it was something as simple as that, they would’ve worked it out already. I think this goes deeper.”

River hummed. “Are you willing to get all caught up in that?”

“You’re talking so seriously about this when she doesn’t even know I have a crush,” Cam said, suddenly nervous. “It doesn’t have to be a… thing. It can be… casual.”

River’s lips twitched. “Alphas and omegas don’t really do casual. You know that. Besides, casual worked out so well for us, hmm?”

They’d met on set, and had started out as a fling, a way to blow off some steam between shoots. Low commitment, no pressure—until Cam realized what a big heart River had, and nestled right up.

Cam pressed up into his palm before throwing a leg over River’s waist and straddling him. “It worked very well, didn’t it?” Cam asked, daring him to say otherwise.

“So that’s your play, huh?” River teased. “Be sweet and adorable and fuckable until she folds?”

“Worked on you,” Cam mused, and shifted his hips until their groins were nudging together. He’d felt high ever since the sparring with Ashley, and it had nothing to do with the joint he and River had smoked once they’d gotten home. Now it was melting into something warmer, stirring low in his gut. “It can’t be that terrible a plan.”

Cam’s hands rested on River’s sternum, a chaste touch despite it all, at least until River propped his knees up, jostling Cam forward.

He smoothly planted a hand on either side of River’s head, heat striking sharp as they were pressed together.

“I missed you,” Cameron said softly.

“I could tell,” River said, tugging him close, hands smoothing down his sides, over the loose tank he still wore from the gym. “We need to be more careful. I got a talk from Dylan about it.”

“I know,” Cameron groaned, and laid himself down on River’s chest, head over his heart, nuzzled there.

He heard the steady thump of his heartbeat and took comfort in it.

“I was reacting instead of thinking,” Cameron admitted. “I was just so excited. Didn’t expect you to just… show up!” he sighed happily.

Cam supposed he hadn’t expected to react so strongly, either.

“I missed you, too,” River said, and hugged him.

“Keeping it a secret sucks,” Cameron muttered.

“I know, I know. I don’t like it either. And if you ever want to…”

Cameron pushed up into his palms to meet River’s gaze. Those green eyes were so pretty, and—as they always were when broaching this subject—intense. So easy to get lost in, to make Cam want to walk right out to the balcony and shout about how much he loved River, consequences be damned.

Dozens of camera flashes interrupted his fantasy, the bite of his management’s rules sharp on the back of his neck.

Here, in this nest that felt more like home every moment that River’s scent sank into the fabrics, there was no room for any of that—only soft blankets beneath his knees and the pillows that River could easily push him down into until he was surrounded by the scent of late-night writing and smoke.

It was safe here, in secrecy.

“I want to,” Cameron swore. “But management keeps insisting, and⁠—“

River cut him off with a kiss, a chaste, easy one, and the intensity faded. “I know, sorry. I know why we can’t. It just sucks, like you said.”

“Maybe Ashley will keep putting us in that private room, and you can come to training with me.”

“Yeah? You told her pretty easily,” River said, hesitation in his voice.

Cam’s cheeks flushed. “I think I jumped the gun a little. But she’s good people. I can tell.”

He didn’t regret telling her. He’d just been so ecstatic to see River, he’d let himself slip, and the way she’d rolled so casually with it made him want to confide in her. But that wasn’t very fair to River.

“I’m sorry,” Cameron said again, drawing a pattern into River’s chest with his finger. “It’s not fair that I got to tell someone so willy-nilly and you don’t get to.”

River smiled softly up at him, but he couldn’t quite disguise the disappointment in time. “Babe, it’s okay,” River said, sliding his hands up Cam’s thighs. “It wasn’t willy-nilly. I know she signed an NDA,” River drawled.

“And that,” Cameron agreed, nodding his head.

“You don’t like your other trainers like this,” River mused.

Cam shrugged. “Karate is really intense. I feel out of my depth there, but boxing feels… more fun.”

“How is crossfit?”

“Oh my god,” Cam groaned, and felt every muscle protest just at the thought. “I’m discovering muscles I didn’t know I had.”

“My poor, poor, overworked omega,” River teased.

Cameron whined and buried his head in River’s neck, inhaling deep. He smelled like the office at River’s house, an all-nighter. Ink and paper and smoke and coffee.

Just traces of it, in that beta way, not overwhelming like an alpha’s scent could be.

Though there wasn’t much that was overwhelming while Cameron was on suppressants. His own scent was dulled, his sense of smell barely existent—even his sex drive suffered, for christ’s sake.

Or at least, it normally did, when he didn’t have anyone to tempt him.

But River was here, beneath him, looking very sexy with that half-lidded expression he knew drove Cam insane.

“You’re not gonna make me work even more, are you?” Cam teased, grinding into him.

River rolled his eyes before flipping them, and Cam sank into the plush carpet.

Warmth coursed through him as River crawled atop him. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”


10. HOME
RIVER
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River pressed Cameron down into the soft cushions, ready to break in this apparently unused nest.

It smelled only faintly of the omega, the blankets still smooth and pristine.

Why hadn’t he been in here? Why now?

He hated the thought of Cam staying in a guest room instead of allowing himself the pleasure of nesting.

“You don’t like the nest?” River asked, interrupting the way Cameron was pressing tender kisses at the wrist beside his head.

Cam nipped at his skin, making River’s pulse leap, before rolling back to center. “I tried it out. Dylan said it would be safer if I took the other bedroom. I didn’t feel strongly enough about it to care.”

“Do you want to go to your room, then?” River asked, even knowing that’d put them sharing a wall with the alpha. The thought made him bristle, and he leaned down to bury his nose beneath Cam’s jaw, his scent strongest here.

Even as a beta, even with Cam on suppressants, if River really tried—like he often did—he could hunt down the scent until it was heavy on his tongue, honey drenched vanilla.

“No. It feels better here now,” he said, voice rumbling against River’s lips.

The admission was a kick to the chest.

“Because of me?” River dared to ask, nibbling up the length of Cam’s neck, burying his nose in his hair.

This was so much better than a voice on the phone. Having Cam here, beneath him, candy between his teeth.

Cam’s breath hitched as River caught his lobe, nibbling.

“Y-yeah,” Cam said, hands clutching his shoulders, dragging down his back before returning, rucking up his shirt. “More like home.”

River paused, huffed, his breath ruffling the hair at Cam’s temple, and felt like his heart was trying to claw from his chest to get closer to him. He was so glad he visited.

“God, I missed you,” River said, voice deep, and pulled back to meet Cam’s gaze, hazel eyes darker than usual and pupils round.

The kiss was desperate, biting, and River cupped his face and held him still, tilted him for his purposes.

They sank together, Cam’s hips parting, cradling him. Chest to chest like this, Cameron seemed to bloom beneath him, his scent sweetening like syrup.

Their cocks nestled against each other, instincts pushing them to grind, desire taking over as the contact inspired sparks, heat.

The hair at the nape of Cam’s neck was still damp, sweaty from his workout, and visions of him on the mat flashed before River’s eyes.

Cam standing strong and tall and intense, ready for anything that alpha would throw at him.

Ashley.

At times she seemed careful not to scent him, pulling her hand away at the last second, as if catching herself. Other times, like today, she was hands-on with her corrections.

River broke the kiss with a gasp, dragging his lips lower, on the hunt. He could tell, catching traces of her citrus along Cam’s chest, his arms and wrists. River didn’t know if he wanted to erase it, replace it with his own scent on the omega, or roll around in it so he smelled like her, too.

He sat up when he reached Cam’s waistband, need striking him like one of the hits that’d taken Cam to the mat.

He hooked his fingers over the fabric and tugged his underwear and slutty little five-inch inseams off at once. They already had a damp spot.

“I think Ashley liked your shorts today,” River said, searching for the color to his cheeks, a blush—there.

“Did you?” Cameron asked, hips bucking up as River barely ghosted his hand over his hard cock, slick pooling at the tip.

“I think I like them better off,” River murmured, wrapping a hand around him, grip smooth and wet. “You don’t dress up for me,” River reminded him. “You dress down.”

It was a dig, a little mean, but Cam’s annoyed whine melted into a moan as River stroked him. As punishment, Cam dug his nails into River’s arm, but it felt more like a reward.

A mark of any kind from this omega, he’d wear proudly.

Cam bucked up into his fist, one hand dropping to clutch at the blankets, the other falling from River’s arm to his waist, tugging at his linen pants.

He grinned, releasing Cam’s cock and reveling in the disappointed groan before stripping his own clothes off. Cam tore his tank off, and snagged River’s shirt to bury in the pillows.

River’s chest rattled and he figured if he was an alpha, he might have purred.

He scooped Cam up and took him to the center of the nest, placing him gently down into the cloud-soft depression in the floor.

The afternoon light streaked through the blinds, casting yellow lines across them.

Cam’s skin downright glowed in it, and River filed the vision away to have as his forever.

If he was an alpha, he’d mark this omega as his own, with teeth and blood and bond, and then there’d never be a question as to who he belonged to, and who River belonged to in return.

But River was a beta. Such was life.

“Mine,” River found himself saying, following Cam down and pressing close, as if they could become one through osmosis.

“Like the idea of that,” Cam said, sighing wistfully into a slow and sweet kiss.

River liked the idea of it, too, and soothed his hands possessively down Cam’s chest, thumbing his nipples. He arched into the touch, muscles alight and cock slotting alongside River’s own to grind lazily.

Cam spilled fresh slick into his palm when River’s fist circled him again, and he broke the kiss to follow the same path his hands had, mouth watering at the heightened scent of him.

He traded his hand for his lips, Cam’s taste bursting across his tongue as he trailed slick fingers to his hole.

Cam whined, knees spreading further, curling his hips to give River easier access.

It nudged the head of him against River’s lips, and he grinned once, sharply, before swallowing him down again.

“Christ!” Cam yelped, hips bucking. River held him down with one hand on his hip, Cam’s knees squeezing on either side of his ribs.

“You taste so fucking sweet,” River told him.

His fingers spread the slick and pressed, teasing, until Cam welcomed at first only a knuckle.

River loosened his lips around Cam and let the arousal spill down his body, coating his hand and fingers, working Cam open.

Cam’s fingers twisted in his hair, tugging while he panted, hips trying to buck up into him, to chase his finger, take it deeper.

River let him have the second, an easy glide, coated in his own slick. Cam was squeezing tight, a vise around his fingers, and River hummed around the head of his cock, earning a moan.

“River,” Cam moaned, dragging out his name. “Please, come on.”

River loved the sound of his name on Cam’s lips, and aimed to make up for the past weeks he hadn’t been able to hear it.

“Just one more,” River said, voice rough, and began working the tip of his third finger at Cam’s entrance.

The omega arched beneath him, the head of his cock nudging at River’s face, and he smirked before taking him in, hardly pausing at the back of his throat before continuing. His lips brushed Cam’s skin, and River swallowed around him.

A curse ripped from Cam’s lips, and his hand tightened, dragging River up his length before his hips chased him a second later.

His third finger made it in to the second knuckle, and as Cam’s hips returned to the ground, River pressed in the rest of the way.

The weight of him kicked on River’s tongue, another yelp fucked out of Cam’s mouth. “River!” he cried, and spilled down River’s throat.

His ass fluttered around River’s fingers, and he worked them back and forth minimally, just enough to guide him through the first orgasm.

River drank him down like syrup, a honey vanilla caramel in the center of a truffle.

When he was done, when Cam was a puddle in the middle of the nest, he pulled away, rewarding him with a nip to his thigh before sitting up, removing his fingers.

The whole nest smelled like him now, and something like pride nestled down in River’s chest.

Cam blinked up at him, practically drowsy. “I want you,” he whined, letting his knees fall wide, and River wished he had a purr to answer it with.

Here, between them, the rest of the world didn’t exist. No cameras, no producers, no assistants or management or alphas. Just Cameron, in his purest form. At ease, letting River see who he truly was.

Cameron trusted River with this. With himself.

Hollywood’s action hero, reduced to a puddle at River’s hands… a beta.

The thought was electric, shooting up his spine and going right to his head.

He stroked his cock with the hand still coated with Cam’s arousal, slicking himself up.

Their breath exploded in tandem as River leaned over him, cocks brushing before he notched it lower.

Cam reached him before River could, his hand wrapping tight and stroking before leading him where he wanted him.

A kiss of heat, pressure, followed by an audible gasp from Cam, as River leaned down to taste the sound on his lips.

Beneath him, Cameron arched and wiggled excitedly, trying to take him deeper.

“Want it that bad?” River asked, shameless.

“Yes,” Cam moaned, hands pawing at River’s shoulder. “Please, come on.”

River grinned, wide and smug at the sound of desperation in his voice.

And even though Cam had already come once, River couldn’t deny him even if he wanted to.

River drew the few inches Cam had taken of his cock out, and as Cam parted his lips to complain, River thrust.

Cam’s fingers dug into River’s shoulders, mouth falling open in a moan as his hips rolled, attempting to take him even deeper.

River nudged his hips, sliding further inside, the squeeze of him impossibly tight, clutching at him.

They both groaned when River’s hips met the curve of Cam’s ass.

River took his mouth, Cam opening easily for him, their tongues twining. It was messy and lazy and they were both distracted by the same thing.

“Will you just… stay?” Cam asked, lips barely parting for him to get the question out.

River’s heart leapt, and he pressed into his palms so he could see Cam’s face. “Here?”

“Yeah. We’ll start shooting eventually anyway. Just stay here until then.”

Cam was so, so sweet. River loved him.

“If you thought I had any intention of leaving, try again,” he said, and pulled his hips back before plunging in.

River studied the shape of his lips, the way he was jostled with the thrust, how his eyes went half-lidded.

“G-good,” he said, the word hiccuped as River picked up the pace.

Between them, Cam’s cock, already hard and leaking again, brushed River’s stomach with each movement, and he angled his hips down. His sweetness spilled between them, filling the space, River’s head, coating his abdomen.

He hoped Cam’s scent bonded to his skin and never came out—and then wished there was a world where he could let it stay that way, instead of the shower they’d both find themselves in before leaving the apartment.

But that was for later.

For now, River let himself sink into Cameron, chasing the sounds of his moans with each roll of his hips.

He swallowed the scent of him down like a drug, knowing he was already addicted.

Cam’s cries increased in volume, his hips attempting to crash into River on each thrust, cock leaking against his stomach.

“Do you want to come again?” River asked.

Cam nodded, and River reached between them, circling his cock with a fist.

His arm flexed and burned as he balanced himself with it, continuing to thrust. And even if his rhythm was sloppier, Cameron didn’t seem to notice, not with the way his back was arching, nails dragging down River’s arm and shoulders, cock pulsing in his grip.

“Say my name when you come,” River told him.

A split second later, Cameron obeyed as he spilled over his fist in the same fashion River’s name spilled from those lips.

When he was finished, River paused, much to Cameron’s whining dismay, and made a show of licking his release off his hand.

Cam’s ass clenched around River’s cock as he watched, dick attempting a weak twitch on his stomach.

“Be grateful I’m giving you a break,” River drawled before releasing a finger with a wet pop. “Because you’re going to come again when I do,” River said.

Below him, Cam shivered and arched like a cat, grinning.

“You spoil me,” he moaned.

River leaned down to kiss him, sharing his candy-sweet taste, and Cam combed his finger through River’s hair, holding him to lap at his mouth and clean him of the flavor.

River grumbled, and felt the smile against Cam’s mouth.

He knew how to knock that smile off, and withdrew his hips before surging forward.

Arousal stroked down his spine, settling low in his gut and making him groan. He shoved his now clean hand into the nest on the other side of Cam’s head, giving himself better leverage.

His pace picked up, jostling Cam with each thrust, until he reached up to press against the wall of the nest and kept himself still. Little noises escaped Cam every time their skin crashed together, and each one only spurred River on.

“Missed you so much,” River grit out.

Pleasure bore down on him, need striking him hard, a spark alighting amongst an inferno.

“Stroke yourself,” River said, and Cam’s hand squeezed around his cock, knuckles bumping River’s belly with each stroke.

“That’s it, baby,” River said, voice deep with desire, and he watched the effect it had on Cam, a shiver dancing up his spine, a cry bitten back by teeth on his bottom lip.

“I wanna hear you,” River told him, “Come on.”

Each little pant and moan told River just how close Cameron was again. Each smack of their hips was loud from the slickness, Cam’s last release dripping between their legs, soaking into the nest. And each thrust was a testament to River’s control, dragging him closer and closer to the edge.

He had to fight to keep his rhythm steady, but it was a losing battle.

“Come with me baby, come on,” River gasped, hips swinging to plunge his cock deeper, feeling Cam squeeze around him as if trying to keep him inside.

Cam’s noises were loud and unhinged, and his scent was sweet and thick, not only in River’s nose but on his tongue, and he leaned down to nudge his nose against Cam’s neck. He lapped up the length of it, swallowing his taste once more.

He thought of Ashley, the way her scent paired with Cam’s now, even overpowering the sweetness with her citrus. They went as well together as he’d thought, maybe feared.

He thought of the way Cam didn’t even like alphas—except her.

He didn’t know if he hated Cam’s affection for her or wanted to encourage it.

Mine.

River’s pace stuttered, and Cam cried out as he tilted his hips, hitting particularly deep, and that was it.

Lightning struck, and River practically growled, biting hard at Cam’s shoulder as he came, spilling inside Cam with his pleased cry in his ear.

Mine.

River rocked his hips slower, feeling Cam quiver around him, his third release dripping freely between them, messy and perfect.

Cam’s head dropped to the nest, eyes fluttered closed, mouth rounded with each breath.

They collapsed together, and River framed his face, nipping and plucking at Cam’s lips with his own.

Eventually they floated down together and Cam’s eyes blinked open again, a lazy grin on his face.

“Well. I’d say this nest smells pretty nice, now.”

River was far too pleased to hear that, and buried a suddenly shy grin in Cam’s shoulder.

When he lifted up again, he noticed a reddish-purple bruise on Cam’s shoulder, cheeks flushing.

“Oops,” River said, brushing a thumb over the mark. “Sorry,” he said, but it felt like a lie.

“Don’t be,” Cameron said, smug in his own right, and shrugged that same shoulder. “We’re not shooting right now.”

Something in River rose up, possessive and curious and… needy.

Cameron may not be shooting, but there would be people who would see. Dylan, Ashley.

This omega bearing his mark proudly in front of those alphas…

The pressure behind his breastbone at just the thought made him lower his head, the desire to see Cameron covered in his marks taking over.

“Well,” River said, leaning down to nip at the other shoulder. “Don’t mind if I do.”

They’d make it to the shower eventually.

Later.

After.


11. PERMISSION
CAMERON
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Cam had a photoshoot.

His palms were sweaty and his stomach rolled. He really hated eating breakfast so fucking early, but his nutritionist was intense and he was paying for it now.

All the people, the posing, trying to impress the right producers. And dealing with his unforgiving management.

Lifting his collar to get a whiff of River was keeping him sane, surrounded by all this chaos. It wasn’t as good as the real thing. How long did it take to get coffee?

Makeup and hair swarmed around him, stylists trying to pick the right colors.

It was like being doted on, he supposed, but he couldn’t fool his hindbrain enough to fucking relax.

“Okay, so. This is Axel’s third movie. He’s an established character. People are familiar with him, they adore him,” Christian, an alpha, one of his managers was reciting. “We’re going to filth you up, real explosion-style, before bringing in the product. I hope you haven’t had coffee today because you’re going to have to drink some pre-workout on camera. How do you feel about a few takes with Cale?”

“His name’s not Cale,” Cameron pointed out. Cale was the character. Lane was the actor.

Christian waved a hand. “Whatever. You good getting cozy with him?”

Cam’s soul sighed. “Yeah, it’s fine.”

Christian actually sighed, and lowered his tablet. “What’s the matter? You’re oozing upset.”

River still wasn’t back, and if Cam was going to broach the subject, he needed to do it now.

In for a penny… “I’ve been wanting to talk to you. About my image.”

Christian sighed. “Is that why you smell different?”

Cam’s hackles bristled, and he tried not to sound petulant as he answered, “Maybe.”

Christian dismissed the few crew still surrounding them with a less-than-polite tone.

“We’ve been over this, Cameron,” Christian said in that dismissive voice.

“I know, I know! But things can change! Things do change. What if I didn’t want to be the ‘anyone’s omega’ bachelor anymore? Things are serious with…” He glanced around to confirm there was no one still lingering. “River.”

Christian’s brow furrowed. “Oh, River? Right, you told me about that. We’re not concerned about him. Do what you want,” he said, and waved a hand.

“What?” Cameron snapped. “What does that mean?”

Christian lowered the tablet and spoke to Cameron as if he was dense. Maybe Cam should’ve waited to bring this up with Denise. She was usually the nice one.

“I can happily tell you that no one gives a shit if you’re messing around with River.”

“What do you mean?”

“River’s a beta,” Christian said, slower. It set Cam’s teeth on edge. “No one is going to take his claim seriously. Think of it this way: all of your fans, which include a high demographic of alphas and other omegas, aren’t going to see River as a threat. So we won’t either.”

Cam shut his mouth at around the same moment he heard a throat clear behind them.

“Good to know, Christian, thanks,” River drawled, a smile on his face. It felt out of place, and Cam wanted… well, he wanted to snarl and stand up for his partner.

Christian raised both hands, tablet clutched in one. “Hey, man, just speaking logically. Management isn’t concerned, but since you’ll be on set together I would definitely give it a bit more thought before going public, if that’s what you want.”

“You can go, Christian,” Cam muttered.

“But—“

“Give me a minute,” Cam snapped, scent flaring with frustration.

Christian arched a brow, and turned away, but not without one last smart comment. “Maybe we should up your suppressant dosage.”

Cam wanted to tear his hair out, and spun to River, who was already setting an extra coffee and water down on the table to his side.

“I cannot stand him,” Cam began.

River shrugged, sipping his coffee before staring down at its contents. “He’s not wrong. I’m just a beta.”

“You’re my beta,” Cam said, and stepped closer. His lingering scent on Cam’s collar, the ache in his shoulder wasn’t enough; he wanted to bury himself in this beta. “Put your coffee down.”

But River dodged and glanced around. “There’s too many people around that will talk.”

“I don’t care,” he whined.

“You don’t care right now,” River corrected. “We can think on it, talk more later, when we’re not just reacting to that asshole.” He grimaced, the first crack in his facade.

“River…” Cam practically whined.

“I know,” River said gently. “Believe me, I’m just as frustrated as you. But reacting rashly will not help the situation. It’ll just give people reason to talk.”

He was right, and Cam hated it.

He sank back into his chair and tried to bury his irritation. He just felt sorry for himself. For River, too.

“I love you,” he said, catching River’s gaze.

The lines around his eyes softened, and Cam committed each one to memory. Too many late nights squinting at a bright screen and lines of text.

“I love you, too,” River said, softly.

Cam believed him. He just hated the way River’s gaze had darted around to see if anyone was near before he answered.


12. FIGHT
DYLAN
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For only the second time, Dylan arrived with Cameron. River wasn’t with them; he was hung up in a meeting with producers.

As soon as they walked in, Ashley peered up from the front desk and greeted them with a smile.

“Hey guys,” she said, and next to her, Nic smiled.

“Hey, welcome!”

Dylan offered polite nods, as was the bodyguard style, leaving the small talk to Cameron. Especially after his first and hopefully last encounter with Nic.

It wasn’t often that the gym was filled at the same time they trained, but today it was busy. Other celebrities he recognized were being trained by other employees, and there were several faces he didn’t recognize.

Their grunts and the metallic clang of the machines filled the air.

He maybe should’ve paid more attention to what was said, because when he dragged his gaze away from Ashley moments later, it was because she was leading them through the gym, past the corner Dylan had unknowingly named theirs.

Instead she directed them down the hall to the room they’d used in the previous session.

“It’s a little loud in there today. I figured we’d be more comfortable in our own room.”

“Awesome. Can we do that? Just claim it?” Cameron remarked.

“Yeah, they’re usually reserved for classes, but just as often we train clients back here, too.”

“Hey, why do they get a room?” someone asked, and Dylan turned, the aggression in the voice putting him on alert.

Ashley was beside him in a flash, hiding Cameron from view.

The alpha who’d spoken—a big, muscled meat of a man—glared at their group and took a step forward.

Dylan tensed, but Ashley stepped up. “You must be new here. I’m the manager,” Ashley said calmly. Too calmly. Her scent flared, spicy ginger filling the air.

Dylan clocked the exits, then watched Nic eying the situation from the desk, seemingly unconcerned.

“Oh, yeah? Is that all? A little name tag?” he mocked, leaving behind his bench and approaching.

“Do not take another step,” Ashley barked, her voice low and dangerous but the command landing all the same. Even Dylan’s muscles seized at the demand.

The other alpha grunted, the veins in his neck protruding obnoxiously as he was forced to obey. His face went red with rage.

“You little bitch,” he bit out, and flung a pointed finger over her shoulder at Cameron, who was oozing stress behind them. “Just because he’s an omega, he gets special treatment?”

“I think you should mind your own business. Go back to your set,” Ashley told him—far too kindly, in Dylan’s opinion.

This was Ashley’s territory; he wouldn’t step in unless necessary.

With the bark released by her suggestion, the alpha took his chance. Spittle flew as he growled, and Dylan tensed, but he didn’t even need to act.

A lot of things happened at once.

The angry alpha trying to prove himself rushed forward.

Ashley calmly waited until he was within reach and jabbed her hand forward to hit him in the throat, which made him cough and sputter. Then she slammed her elbow into his stomach and tossed him over her shoulder like an empty wrapper instead of an alpha twice her size.

Dylan swelled pride, a purr spilling out of his lips.

Behind him, Cameron whined, his scent sweetening with arousal.

Dylan stepped back, seeking his gaze, and as their gazes locked, they stopped both sounds.

When he turned, Ashley was barking down at the alpha. “I suggest you get your things and find another gym. You’re no longer welcome here. Now, have I put you in your place enough, or do you want to go for round two?”

The alpha’s face was still red, still angry, but he was holding his throat and… nodded.

“Good,” Ashley spat with one last grumble, and pushed up from the ground.

She stood at the mouth of the hallway, in front of Dylan, protective and fierce and such an alpha that Dylan couldn’t separate the pride and arousal coursing through him.

Dylan stepped back and pulled the door to the room open, ushering Cameron inside. His pheromones were sweeter than usual and it was filling the hall. “Inside,” Dylan said.

He glanced to see Ashley still standing strong, and watched her wrap things up. The alpha gathered his things and did the walk of shame. He didn’t even pause at the door to turn in his key card.

That was when Dylan noticed River, eyes wide, at the display. He moved out of the way, giving the angry alpha a wide berth.

With a huff, Ashley brushed her hair back and motioned for River to join them.

They finally entered the room together, and the tension was so thick you could’ve cut it with a knife.

“Sorry about that,” Ashley said. “Rest assured Nic’s already deactivated his key card. That guy won’t be back.”

“Okay, fine, I’ll say it,” Cameron said, throwing his hands up. “That was so hot!”

Ashley’s cheeks flared, and Dylan caught the twitch of her lips. “I’ve just got to get the mats—hold on,” she said, and made her way across the room, avoiding eye contact with any of them.

Dylan stood awkwardly, eying the mirrors in the room and the weird cork floor. In the reflection, he watched Ashley push on a flat panel in the wall, which opened a small closet where apparently the mats were stored.

“Here, we’ll help,” Dylan said, and made his way over to grab the end of the mat she slid out of the closet. Her scent was smoothing out, the bitter note leaving it, and he couldn’t get the sight of her throwing that guy over her shoulder out of his mind.

“Thanks,” she said, and offered him a polite smile.

It was one she’d offer a stranger on the street, probably, but it made his chest sing all the same.

He laid the mats out where she wanted them, and soon the floor was covered.

“No coffee today?” Dylan mused once he joined River at the benches.

River shrugged. “It’s Wednesday. Wednesdays are always the intense day.”

“You can say that again,” Ashley muttered.

“But what about my sweet treat?” Cam whined, and Dylan stifled a laugh.

“Sorry, babe, you have to settle for me,” River said.

Cameron pouted, and Ashley clapped her hands together. “River did you a favor, Cam. Wednesdays are intense, and today, even more so. Come on,” she said, and motioned him over.

Cam sighed, stripped off his jacket, and revealed the shirt underneath.

Dylan noted he was wearing a full shirt today instead of his usual tank, and wondered if that’s because he’d learned his lesson last time.

Even Ashley had struggled to focus when he’d shown up with hickies and marks all over his shoulders. River was the only one who’d looked smug about it.

He wondered how many marks warranted a whole shirt, and decided it was none of his business.

Dylan took a seat on one of the benches along the wall, beside River.

“Bring work?” Dylan asked as Ashley and Cam began.

“Yeah, they liked the changes, so I’m off the hook for now. Figured I can get ahead on the next one,” he said, and didn’t sound too happy about it.

Dylan cocked his head to the side. “Are you not happy with it?”

“No,” River said, and then shrugged. “How’s your bodyguard romance?”

Dylan shushed him and glanced over at Ashley and Cameron.

“Oh, Cam knows,” River said, not even looking up from the laptop he pulled out.

Dylan groaned and leaned his head back.

“Dude, it’s just romance. Chill out.”

With a glare, Dylan let the silence lie for just a moment, and River was oblivious the whole time. Finally, he sighed. “It was great. I loved the ending.”

“Did they end up together?”

“Of course,” he muttered. “I don’t like it when they don’t end up together.”

“Hm. Telling,” River said, tone dry.

Dylan stared at him and tried not to read too much into that comment, and… failed.

So what if Dylan didn’t like to read about the love interests not ending up together? So what if that happened to reflect how he felt about his own circumstances with Ashley?

The cadence of her voice was comforting to have in the background as she trained Cameron, and Dylan pulled out his phone just to have something to do with his hands.

He found a text from his sister, with some photos attached of her on a trip with his former pack. It looked like she was happy, and while it had taken him a bit to come around to the fact that his college pack had been into his sister, ultimately it was for the best.

Dylan belonged here, anyway.

“—like Dylan,” Cameron said, and Dylan lifted his head at the sound of his name.

Ashley was standing with her arms crossed as she and Cam went back and forth about something. Neither of them looked particularly happy.

“What happened?” Dylan whispered.

“Cam is throwing a fit. He wants you and Ashley to spar.”

“What?” He sat up a bit straighter just at the prospect.

He’d been watching her kick Cameron’s ass for days now, stretching into weeks.

“I’m not sparring with Dylan,” Ashley returned, voice hushed.

“Why not?” Cam asked, throwing his hands up. “He’s competent!”

“He’s not my client.”

“So? Like we’re gonna tell on you. I know what it feels like to get pummeled into the mat. I wanna see what it looks like instead. It’ll help me focus.”

Ashley huffed a sigh, and finally glanced over at Dylan. Her eyes widened as she realized he was watching, and he shrugged as if to say, I’ll take one for the team.

“Fine! Fine,” Ashley said, and shook her head. “But I’m not sparring with him until after we finish your session. No slacking,” she reminded him.

Cameron looked rather proud of himself as he agreed, and Dylan… well, Dylan’s heart was racing.

He was going to spar? With Ashley.

Ashley.

He didn’t know if he wanted to purr or growl.

“Don’t freak out,” River said, voice hushed.

“I’m freaking out,” he said softly.

“It’ll be fine.”

“You don’t know that, River.”

“What’s the worst thing that could happen?”

Pop a knot when she pins you? his subconscious kindly supplied.

“I don’t know that, either,” Dylan lied.

“It’s just a sparring session. She’ll throw you to the mats a few times and Cam will be happy. No harm, no foul.”

“Right,” Dylan said, and nodded, making himself believe the fib.

Yeah, it was just sparring. No big deal.
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It was a huge deal.

Dylan stood on the mats across from Ashley, gloved up, and he couldn’t breathe. Mostly because every breath was filled with her scent, citrus and ginger zapping him to life, and partly because Dylan couldn’t believe he was standing this close to her. Making eye contact.

“Cam wants to see what a few of the moves that I’m teaching him look like, that’s all.”

“I’m just a demonstration dummy,” Dylan said, and her lips twitched before she got her expression under control.

“Exactly. I’ll go easy on you.”

“I thought he wanted to see a sparring session.”

“We’ll get to that,” she said.

“Come on, we’re gonna run out of time,” Cameron called out.

“You’re my last client of the day, so no worries if we go over,” Ashley said, surprising Dylan.

“Nic won’t mind?” Dylan asked.

Ashley arched a brow. “Have you met Nic?”

“Right,” Dylan agreed with a shake of his head.

“Ready?” she asked a moment later.

“As I’ll ever be.”

“Alright, so,” she said, projecting her voice as Cameron stepped closer, at the edge of the mats. “This is what you’ve been learning,” she began.

Ashley was so knowledgeable. So capable.

She told Dylan what move she was going to make and how he was likely to respond, and while Dylan had of course taken his share of defensive and offensive courses with the company that hired him, it was so intriguing to have it broken down so simply.

She’d sweep his leg out and push on his shoulder to send him sprawling, and Cameron would ooh and aah from the edge of the mat.

She threw him over her shoulder at one point, almost making his nightmare a reality. He had to talk himself down.

They traded slow punches until they got used to the rhythm and could pick up the speed. Dylan was tentative at first, afraid he’d accidentally hit her, but Ashley was…

Terrifying was one word for it.

She knew so much about the body and its reactions. How to hit him where to make him move a certain way so she could finish him.

Dylan was usually instinctual about that kind of thing. Ashley had it down to a fucking science.

She’d aim for his left side, knowing he’d shift to defend, and then go for his right at the last second. Where she saw a weak spot, she showed no mercy, and Dylan knew he’d be sore the next day.

Maybe this was good for him, too. He didn’t think he was so out of practice.

“That’s the thing about alphas,” Ashley said as she pulled him up from the mat. “They depend too much on being an alpha, think it’s all reactive—that it comes naturally.”

His pride was bruised, but that was the least of his worries. “It’s probably situational,” Dylan said. “Sure, here on the mat with a professional, instincts won’t do much good, but try to get between an alpha and their omega, and I think it’s a different game.”

“Oh, yeah?” Ashley asked, gaze darting to Cameron and back to Dylan.

“Not like that,” Dylan said. He didn’t want her to get the wrong idea about them.

“Ouch,” Cam said, and Dylan rolled his eyes. Of all the sparring today, he knew this was one fight he couldn’t win.

“How about one true sparring session, then we can call it?” Cameron asked.

“You haven’t seen enough?” Ashley asked, brushing sweat from her brow.

It wasn’t fair that she looked so downright attractive with her face flushed and glistening beneath the lights. What were supposed to be harsh fluorescents instead cast a lovely glow on her.

She was in her element.

It looked good on her.

“Call me curious,” Cameron said.

“Fine, you up for it?” she asked.

“Sure,” Dylan said, because for the first time in weeks she was speaking directly to him, meeting his eyes, and he wasn’t all that eager for it to end.

“Alright, places then,” she said, and he met her in the middle of the mat, tapping her gloves together.

He sucked in a breath, full of her electric scent, and tried to calm his pulse.

“Don’t go easy on me,” she said. “It’s the least you could do.”

He hated the thought of possibly hurting her, but—well, he had a feeling he wouldn’t get that close.

“Alright,” Dylan agreed. “Okay.”

Cam counted down, and Ashley… came alive.

He watched a determination and calmness settle over her that was honestly a little scary.

He went defensive right away, because he had no choice. Ashley came right at him, no beating around the bush or drawing out the moment. He managed to deflect a few of her hits, but a couple landed, and while they smarted, they didn’t truly hurt.

“Now who’s going easy, huh?” he panted as he got some distance between them.

Ashley grunted and came at him again, no holds barred.

Fuck, he thought.

It was disjointed at first, sloppy, the way he was dodging and attacking. He was thinking too hard about where she was and where she’d be and how he didn’t want to hurt her.

He stumbled back and caught himself before he went down, sucking in gulps of air as they stared at one another across the mat.

Everything around them fell away, except where his feet were planted on the mat and where Ashley was.

Looking gorgeous even while red-faced and sweaty and Dylan was such a fucking idiot.

His frustration with himself leaked into his movements, and suddenly it was… fluid, the way he and Ashley went at each other.

Feeling that emotion, raw in his chest, made him fight better. Ashley stopped holding back, and so did Dylan, and they circled each other.

At some point Dylan was distantly aware of the door closing, but he was too lost in the moment to connect the dots.

Ashley came at him again, always on the offensive, and Dylan magically dodged her, again and again and again, their wrists and gloves glancing off the other.

Her scent leaked in the room, trying to overpower his own, and it was sharper than usual, aimed like a strike.

“You’re fighting like you’re mad,” he panted after a long stretch.

“Of course I’m mad, Dylan!” she spat, teeth gritted. The next words landed like a blow. “You left!” she growled, full alpha.

It was then that Dylan realized they were inches apart, breath sawing between them.

She was pissed. Finally. An emotion.

He could kiss her.

He knew that wasn’t the right move.

“You have a right to be mad,” he said.

She huffed, groaning loudly, and it turned guttural a split second before she came at him.

She went for his middle section, and Dylan dodged wildly, already off balance, and he’d known he’d end up losing this battle before it’d even begun.

She aimed for his face and he blocked it at the last possible second. Then she repeated a move he’d seen a hundred times that day alone, sweeping his leg out and slamming into his shoulder at the same time.

He went down with an oof, and… stayed there, staring up at her. Her teeth were grit and she was glaring down at him, daring him to get back up.

But he didn’t want to keep fighting her. Dylan tilted his chin up, baring his throat to her, another alpha.

Her gasp was loud, before silence roared between them.

A moment later he felt the mat decompress as Ashley collapsed next to him.

The room was quiet except for their breaths.

The fight was over.

And Dylan had never stopped loving her.


13. ABSENCE
ASHLEY
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Boxes and boxes and more boxes filled her vision. On the coffee table, on the floor, even in the chairs.

Photos.

Hundreds of photos of Ashley, her mom.

There were no photos of her dad, for good reason.

Ashley sat on the floor between the coffee table and couch, spreading photos out on the surface until they blurred.

She blinked the tears away, but more welled and fell.

It’d been like that for a few days now.

Which she supposed was normal when one lost their mom.

With a hole in her chest, she wanted nothing more than to pick up the phone and cry to her, to be held.

Any second, Ashley expected her to walk through the door, ask her about this ridiculous mess, and gather her up in a hug.

It carved her heart out every time she told herself that wasn’t possible anymore.

Ashley let out a pitiful sob and buried her face in her hands.

Her cheeks were hot to the touch from all the crying, but she couldn’t stop, didn’t know if she ever would.

How did people walk around with this much grief in their heart? Ashley couldn’t fathom going back to work, acting normal again.

It just hurt too much right now.

The pile of photos grew as she tried to pick her favorites for the funeral, a slideshow of memories flickering behind her eyes as she watched herself grow in the pictures, watched her mother age, watched their lives together.

They both had long dark hair, and Ashley was partial to hers because of how much she looked like her mom.

In the moment it was thrown up in a messy ponytail, but she pulled it over her shoulder and raked her hand through it only for her fingers to catch in the tangles.

She paused, touch hovering over the next photo in the stack.

They’d gone as matching witches one Halloween, their faces painted green and their hair wild. Next to each other, they looked so similar, and Ashley hoped with her whole heart that she carried the best parts of her mom within her even now.

That Halloween had been so silly. As were all the holidays. With just the two of them, her mom had tried to make them all special in some way, so Ashley wouldn’t feel like she was missing something. Their home wasn’t filled with a pack of alphas to care for and look after them.

It’d been them against the world.

And apparently… Dylan.

He appeared in so many of their photos, like he was another part of the family. His Frakenstein’s monster makeup matched the green of their witchy faces, and a wet chuckle spilled out of her at some of the pictures. Dylan holding her broom over his head where she couldn’t reach it. Their spread of candy, even though they’d been just on the verge of too old to trick or treat.

Dylan’s makeup melting off because he’d been sweating so much.

They must have traded who was behind the camera, because it was all a mixture. Her mom picking out candy out of the pile, ruffling Dylan’s hair, braiding Ashley’s when its length had gotten on her nerves.

The photo of all three of them made her chest hurt, and she stared at it for a long, long while before she finally picked up her cell phone.

She hadn’t heard from Dylan.

Not since the concert three fucking years ago.

Even if they weren’t speaking, even if he hated her for whatever reason, he had loved Lorie, too. He deserved to know.

She scrolled to the bottom of her messages. The very bottom, the graveyard of their friendship. She didn’t hate herself enough to reread them, so she typed a new one.

And deleted it.

And typed it again.

She went around and around until she was crying fresh tears, and finally hit send.

Ashley felt like she was drowning. She couldn’t catch a breath because her mom was gone, and her best friend had left years ago, and she felt so alone.

How did people heal from something like this?

Ashley stared at the phone, expecting a response, because it was her mom, and if she needed anything right then, it was Dylan.

Even if he was miles away, even if it had been years, she felt like some part of him still cared.

But her phone remained silent, and as the light outside faded, so too did her hope.

She felt crushed all over again, and tossed her phone across the room, wrapped her arms around her knees, and tried to ignore the pang of hurt clawing its way through her chest to her heart.

A knock at the door sounded, and Ashley groaned. She did not need another casserole from the neighbors. At this point she felt guilty, because she knew so much of it was going to go to waste.

The last thing she wanted to do was eat when she felt nauseous from grief.

But she got to her feet, and tried to remember how to smile, dashing the tears from her cheeks as she opened the door.

“Oh,” she said, and blinked up at the pair before her. “Hey, guys.”

Kenzie and Jordan stood on her step, a huge bag of the greasiest fast food balanced between them.

Kenzie’s lip wobbled as she took Ashley in, and stepped forward and scooped her in a big hug.

“I’m so sorry, Ashley.”

It was just the smallest touch of kindness that Ashley needed, and it broke whatever dam was remaining.

She wrapped both arms around Kenzie and hid her face in her neck, letting the tears flow.

Jordan followed them inside, shutting and locking the door, before she ushered them towards the living room. At the last second, as she saw the mess of photos and the sloppy attempt at a bed that Ashley had made between the couch and coffee table, she redirected them to Ashley’s bedroom.

They held her while she cried and she realized that this was how people continued on in such pain. With the crutch of others, with people who cared.

Ashley cried, and they cried with her, and then they ate soggy fries and greasy burgers and made her shower and took care of her when Ashley didn’t have anyone.

Ashley had them, her best friends, and she’d never been more thankful for the gym in her life, that she’d met these two, and that they’d come when she needed them most.

Maybe one day she wouldn’t compare everyone to Dylan.

But if she did, in that moment, it felt like they were winning.
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Catching her breath on the mat, Ashley lay against it, chest rising and falling as her pulse raced.

Dylan lay not far from her. In fact, their hands could brush if she allowed it.

She didn’t. But the thought was there.

Now that they’d kicked each other’s asses, she felt like some huge wall had been broken down. Like her anger was righteous. Like she didn’t have to be afraid to ask all the questions she had.

“You know,” she began, breath sawing in and out of her lips between words, “the last time I heard, you were all packed up with a bunch of alphas a few hours from here.”

Ashley kept her eyes trained on the ceiling for as long as she could, but she felt the weight of Dylan’s stare fall on her, so she gave in, turning her head.

For the first time in what felt like years, she met Dylan’s gaze, and didn’t shy away.

His brow was furrowed, dark eyes deeper than she remembered, and he was still breathing hard, too.

Good.

“I was with a pack of alphas for a while. We were looking for an omega. They found one. In Gemma.”

Ashley lifted an arm and covered her mouth, rolling her head back up to stare at the ceiling.

Humor bubbled up in her, and she couldn’t help but chuckle behind the barrier of her palm.

“You’re kidding,” she managed.

“I wish I was,” Dylan said. “I removed myself from the equation pretty quickly. That was… shit, a couple years ago, I guess.”

“Do you still talk to them?”

“Of course I do. They’re good to her, so I visit when I can.”

“That’s good of you,” she said, and the conversation lulled.

Her breathing was almost back to normal, and now she was out of words. Maybe she was still too scared to ask the questions she wanted to know the answers to most.

Why did you disappear?

Was it my fault?

How come you never texted? Called?

What the fuck is wrong with you?

Instead she let the silence lie and wondered if she’d ever be brave enough to ask them.

“How’s your mom?” Dylan asked suddenly, quietly.

Ashley’s breath caught in her chest, and a pang of hurt bloomed, fresh and bloodied, like a knife in her ribs.

She turned her head to him again, wondering if the pain she felt was visible in her eyes.

“How can you ask that?” she asked, sitting up, ribs hollowed out once again with the spade of a simple question.

In flashes, she remembered all the times Dylan had come over, had stayed with them, had let her mom love him when his own family had failed to.

Her throat was tight as she said, “Dylan, you know my mom died years ago.”

She watched the grief cross his face as he flinched back from the information. He dragged a hand down his cheeks, wiping the sweat away, and Ashley pushed to her feet, intending to stalk off.

This was a mistake.

Of course it was.

She didn’t know what had happened to make Dylan so different from the kid she’d grown up with, but she wasn’t interested in entertaining whatever had taken his place.

“This was a mistake,” she muttered, and waved a hand off.

She hadn’t taken the first step when a hand reached out to circle her wrist, holding her in place. The instant she tugged back, Dylan released her, and he lifted his hands, expression pleading.

His scent was on her skin.

She wished she didn’t like the idea of that.

“Ashley, wait. What do you mean, ‘I know’? I don’t know anything!”

Her breath was like shards of glass in her throat. “I reached out to you when she died, Dylan. If only to let you know.” What she’d wanted was her best friend during the worst time in her life, a raft in churning waters, and he’d left her to drown. “And you ignored me.”

“Don’t run,” he said, taking a step towards her when she shifted as if to walk away once more. “We can’t…” He shook his head. “Do this again.”

“We?” Ashley growled, and backtracked, pushing a finger into his chest. “You are the one who ran away, not me.”

Her chest was rattling with so many emotions, anger and confusion and grief that would never fade.

He winced at her words, but met her gaze with all of his regret in his dark chocolate eyes.

“It’s possible you texted my old number. I had to get a new one not too long after I… left.”

Ashley drew her arm back, crossed it with the other.

“I wouldn’t have received any messages you sent.” His eyes flicked over her face, and something like sorrow rooted there.

“You reached out?” he asked, voice impossibly soft.

It was the same softness he’d had even as a kid. The same gentleness she’d loved about him.

“I did,” she said, and tried to keep her voice even.

She saw it cross his mind, the idea that she’d reached out to him in a time of need and he hadn’t been there.

She hoped it hurt him as much as it had her.

She’d spent years feeling so stupid, wishing she hadn’t put so much of her heart into him. Wishing she hadn’t been so vulnerable with him. That she’d been meaner.

“Would you have even answered?” she bit out.

Dylan rocked back on his feet. “Of course I would have. Of fucking course I would have. Fuck, Ashley. I’m so sorry.”

She ground her teeth together. “Sorry for which part?”

“All of it,” he said, chasing her words with his own. “Leaving the first time, freaking out, and not being there when you needed me.”

He pressed the heels of his palms against his eyes, and even in her anger Ashley could tell this hurt him, rehashing the past.

Good. Maybe he’d have just a tiny taste of how she’d felt all these years.

“How did she die?”

Ashley cleared her throat and averted her gaze. “Heart attack. She was here one day and gone the next.”

Dylan swallowed, and she watched every nuance of his expression. She refused to allow the words that swelled to cross her tongue, but they crossed her mind.

She wasn’t the only one.

“I’m sorry, Ashley,” he said, and his voice was as soft as she’d ever heard it. “Sorry you had to go through that. She was so young.”

Ashley nodded, choking back the hurt she’d been shouldering for years. “She was. And healthy, except for the stress of holding down two jobs to support a whole-ass teenager.” Her eyes clouded with bitterness for a moment, and she blinked it away. “There was no one to blame, so.”

“How old were you?” he asked.

Part of Ashley didn’t think he deserved this information because he hadn’t been around. Another part of her realized maybe he did deserve it for that same reason.

Look what you missed.

“I was twenty-one. Still at home with her while I worked.”

Dylan raked a hand through his hair. “Shit. What’d you do?”

She paused, wondering if he had any right to ask the question, if she wanted to even go there. “Kenzie and Jordan were a huge crutch for me,” she said, glossing over the darkest time of her life. “Still are,” she admitted, and cleared her throat.

“A pack?” he blurted, and then his cheeks colored.

He blushed.

Part of Ashley wanted to lie. To make him realize that yeah, his actions had consequences, and this particular consequence meant he’d missed his chance.

Meant he’d fucked it up. Irreparably.

But Ashley was a grown adult with a conscience.

“No. Just friends. Not that it’s any of your fucking business,” she said, low and slow.

Dylan swallowed. “I deserve that. I’m sorry.”

Ashley nodded once, because if she kept going it would only hurt the both of them.

Why did she have to be the bigger person?

This was her territory, and everything was fine and dandy until Dylan showed up. He just had to come and disturb her peace with his stupid face and his scent.

His dumb, familiar, lovely scent.

“I need to get going.”

“We need to talk more,” Dylan said, and almost reached out.

Ash glanced him up and down. “I’ve still got several weeks left to train Cameron. I’m not going anywhere.”

The look she gave him was sharp enough that she might as well have said the words on the tip of her tongue. I’m not the one who runs.

Properly cowed, he stepped back, and dipped his chin at her. “Alright. See you tomorrow then, I suppose. You’ve got a client to chase down.”

His head jerked toward the empty room, which River and Cam had vacated a while ago. “Shit,” he hissed, and dipped his head at her. “See you next time?”

Ashley busied her hands while he walked across the gym, collected his stuff, and left.

She didn’t bother turning to see if he looked back; she didn’t bother turning to watch him walk through the door.

Even though she wanted to.

When the door hissed shut, she leaned against the wall and groaned.

His scent still filled the room, along with Cam’s, all mixing together until they were as jumbled as her thoughts.

She reached up to tighten her ponytail—a nervous habit—and paused halfway, her wrist lifted to her nose.

Notes of fresh-cut grass and dew met her senses, and she hated that she liked it, that it helped center her.

Annoyance burst in her chest even as she inhaled deeper, chasing every bit of him left behind.

Her first instinct was to chase him down and coat herself in his scent because it was just… so good.

With a snarl she lowered her hand, fists tight as she grabbed the scent-erasing cleaner.

She cleaned every inch of that room, until every trace of Dylan was gone.

Cam, too.

Until it was a perfectly blank, lemony slate.

Ashley was the only one remaining.

It didn’t feel half as satisfying as it should have.


14. PROGRESS
DYLAN
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Nic offered him a friendly glance that Dylan didn’t have the wherewithal to return as he left. Dylan was processing. He stalked to his car and sat inside.

Lorie had passed?

Once upon a time, Dylan would have gotten lost in the sudden grief that clutched his chest. Would have floundered and made the entire moment about himself and how he felt with this new information. Once upon a time, maybe he would’ve tried to run from these emotions.

But he’d run once, and it hadn’t gotten him very far.

So Dylan let the guilt seep into him, let it weave through his ribs and grip his heart.

If only he hadn’t taken that job; if only he hadn’t busted his phone that year.

If only he hadn’t run.

He hadn’t just left Ashley behind. He’d left Lorie too, who had been there for him when his own mother hadn’t. Fuck.

Maybe he should’ve considered it a possibility—it just hadn’t occurred to him. His own mother was still around, though they didn’t speak much. She had a beta now who, last time he’d heard, made her very happy.

Dylan could run himself in circles about it. Instead he thought of what he could change.

What did he have control over?

He could be there for Ashley. Like he hadn’t years ago.

But he also had a job⁠—

A job which he was slacking on royally.

He pulled out his phone and… found a text from Cameron.

Don’t freak out, River drove me straight home. Here’s a ping for proof of life. Don’t fuck this up.

Fuck.

He knew he should rush after Cameron. It was literally why he was here—to protect that stubborn omega, no matter how much he hated it.

But he was… home. And the ping was right where it was supposed to be. The security system was excellent, and Cameron wasn’t alone. He had River.

There was no immediate threat to Cameron. He didn’t constantly have to look over his shoulder for shadows… not on this job.

Cameron would be fine.

Just this once.

Nothing will happen. He’s safe.

The glass doors to the gym opened just as Dylan put his phone away. Ashley walked out, bag over her shoulder, a frown on her face, her brow furrowed.

It looked like much more than the small duffle was weighing her down.

It felt like he should look away, like he shouldn’t see her without the mask she maintained in front of him.

But she’d already bared part of herself on the mat with him, opened up to him a little, told him how she felt. At the very least, he could meet her halfway.

Before it was too late, he pulled on the car door, realized it was locked, and cursed as he fumbled for the locks. His shoes met the pavement and he cleared his throat as he closed the distance between them.

His hands were sweating.

She heard him, and glanced up from where her attention had been locked on the ground. He caught the surprise in her expression before she hid it behind her indifference, that visage she protected herself with.

With the evening sun glaring down on them, he steeled himself. Her lips parted to question him, but Dylan got there first.

“I would’ve been there,” he told her.

Her head cocked to the side. She used to do the same exact thing when they were younger, and the memory overlaid the present like a punch to the gut.

“What?” she asked.

“I would’ve been there, if I’d gotten your message about Lorie. I would’ve been there for you. I just wanted you to know that.”

The lines around her eyes… softened.

“I know things are… weird. But no matter what, I would’ve been there for you through that. I wish I’d gotten your message, and I’m sorry. I loved her, too.”

Ashley’s espresso gaze darted away, and she closed her eyes for a split second before they leapt to his.

“Would you like to see some photos of her?”

Dylan nodded before he could think twice.

Ashley sighed and adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “Do you remember where I live?”

She still lived there?

“Of course.”

As they walked through the parking lot together, she seemed to glow even amongst the street lights. In the gym, she seemed so larger-than-life. Here, just walking, she was… Ashley.

“Guess I can’t tease you for being short anymore,” he said softly.

Ashley shrugged. “Sucks to suck.”

Dylan bit down on his smile and shook his head, a familiar affection blooming in his chest. He tamped it down as he walked her to her car, and Ashley gave him the address just in case, but he didn’t need it.

The drive was smooth, and she was easy to follow… toward a place he once knew like the back of his hand.

Dylan sucked in a deep breath as they pulled in. It was the same house.

The house he’d practically grown up in.

It hit him like a sucker punch to the solar plexus, and he had to get it to-fucking-gether before he got out of the car.

Ashley was waiting for him by the door, and he just knew she was watching his reaction. It was like stepping right into the past. Not a damned thing had changed.

She flicked on the light in the foyer, and besides a few more modern pieces of furniture that she’d clearly added for convenience—like the small table she deposited her keys on, or the new couch—everything was exactly as he remembered from their childhood.

“I didn’t expect you to still live here, in my head, I guess,” he rambled.

“Mom left it to me.” She paused. “I’ve been thinking about selling it.”

“You shouldn’t sell it,” he blurted, a gut reaction.

Dylan glanced over at her, saw her eyes flicking around the room, and he wondered what she was seeing. If it was different from his perspective.

He saw a house filled with love. A rocking chair they used to fight over as kids until they squeezed in next to each other and passed out, only for Lorie to carry them to bed.

Carpet that was worn out, with tracks made from years of tiny feet stomping a familiar path, trailing all the way up the stairs.

He saw love. And memories.

But Ashley had lived a whole life since those memories; his opinions had no place in them. He shook his head. “Sorry. Ignore me.”

“It’s not big enough for a pack,” Ashley murmured, so quietly he almost didn’t hear.

The thought rocked Dylan. “What? You want a pack?”

Ashley’s gaze caught him for a moment before drifting away. “I mean… yeah. I’m an alpha. I want a pack to call my own. A pack to protect.”

Dylan didn’t know why the information surprised him. Ashley was clearly a very capable alpha, a badass. The way she’d put that other alpha down at the gym? Impressive.

She deserved a pack. But he imagined her at the center of a pack, being spoiled beyond measure. Not doing the spoiling.

“Anyway,” Ashley continued, and Dylan realized he’d never responded. Ashley’s stare lingered for a split second before she made for the stairs. “Stay there,” she said. “Or make yourself comfortable or something. I’ll go grab the photos.”

As she made her way upstairs, he glanced around and for the first time… ever, he felt uncomfortable within these walls.

The last time he’d been in them, he’d… well. He’d been picking Ashley up for the concert.

Dylan scrubbed a hand over his face and went to wait in the living room. He didn’t know why it felt wrong to take a seat on the couch, but it did. He leaned back, throwing an arm across the upper cushions, and then leaned forward, elbows on his knees, attention turned toward the floor.

Above him, he heard the floors creak as she returned, and he sat up straighter, eyes on the open doorway, anticipating.

With a medium-sized plastic tote in hand, she stepped into the living room, pausing for a beat upon finding him there, as if surprise he hadn’t left.

Dylan was already at the left end of the couch, but he scooted over even more to make room for her as she took a seat in the middle. She plopped the box down like the weight was too much to handle.

Ashley cleared her throat, one hand placed atop it.

“I’m gonna be honest for a moment. Is that okay?”

Dylan nodded.

“I’ve already been through these, and it was the darkest time in my entire. Fucking. Life,” she began, and Dylan swallowed. “So I’m going to go get a glass of water while you open it and begin, and then I’ll be back. Would you like anything?”

“Water is fine,” he answered.

“Great. I’ll be just a minute,” she said, and patted the top of the box gently before she got up and left the room.

Dylan watched her go, and then stared at the box.

Damn. He couldn’t believe this was all they had left of Lorie. That she wasn’t going to come down the stairs and say his name and hug him like she used to.

His chest hurt, and he braced himself before popping open one side of the plastic box, and then the other.

Stacks and stacks of photographs were inside. Polaroids and faded developed photos. As far as he could tell they weren’t in any kind of order, but they were stacked carefully.

Some had the dates on the back, but most were blank.

Lorie’s face was visible in photos on the very top.

Standing outside, by the tulips she’d been so proud of planting, hands still dusty with dirt. A photo of her and Ashley, dressed in matching paint-splattered smocks.

He wondered if they’d put the camera on a timer for that one.

A few photos down he found one of her and Dylan. It was wintertime, and Dylan chuckled at the giant puffy coat he had on, looking like a blue marshmallow next to Lorie. Snow was falling in the photo, and he remembered playing with her and Ashley in it until she’d made them come inside to warm back up, and then sent him home.

Ashley must have taken this photo.

God, Dylan had practically been here more than he’d been at his own home. He doubted his mom had photos like this.

“Holy shit,” he whispered, and pulled out a photo of him and Ashley. They had to be… what, nine? Ten?

They looked so small. So cute.

So completely unprepared for the big bad world.

He rubbed at his face as he heard Ashley’s steps returning, and shook his head.

“You okay?” Ashley asked, placing a glass of water on the table in front of him.

“Yeah. Yeah,” he said, sipping the drink to wet his throat. He cleared it once more. “I can’t believe she’s gone.”

“Me either,” Ashley said, and reached forward for one of the photos. “I think I’ve been through this box a hundred times.”

Dylan’s heart lurched. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

Ashley… shrugged. “Kenzie and Jordan were there to pick up the pieces with me.”

“I wish I’d gotten your message,” he said. “I would’ve come back.”

“You say that like it would’ve been easy. To come back.”

Her fingers were tapping at the glass in one of her nervous ticks. He could hear his heartbeat. A clock ticked somewhere.

“It would’ve been,” he told her.

It would always be easy to come back to her. The question was whether he deserved to come back.

Ashley turned to look at him, confusion evident in her expression, the knot of her brow. “If it would’ve been so easy to come back, why leave in the first place? Why totally drop off the face of the earth?”

Dylan sat his glass down and rubbed his hands on his shorts. When he’d been eighteen, he’d been so sure running was the right move. It was almost… embarrassing, how sure he’d been. How wrong he’d been. He just needed to tell Ashley—to let her in, to be open, like his therapist suggested.

Let her in. “I… freaked out. I was becoming an alpha and I had all these fucking feelings and I didn’t know how to handle it. All I knew was that I didn’t want to turn out like my dad.”

Ashley grimaced. She knew all about his family, how his alpha dad had dipped once he’d found an omega and left his beta mother behind to struggle on her own. How she’d been so preoccupied with an omega daughter that she hadn’t had time for a son.

Ashley waved a hand in front of herself, the motion gentle, slow. “So you left… because you didn’t want to turn out like your dad… who left.”

Dylan froze and stared at a spot very far away, past Ashley, past the living room, past the present moment.

“I…” Dylan floundered. He hadn’t seen it like that; he’d seen it as… “I thought I was protecting you, I guess?” he mused.

He’d been over this with his therapist several times, but in this moment, facing the person he’d hurt most, he couldn’t remember a single fucking bit of it.

“I’m not saying I didn’t hurt you,” he corrected. “I’m saying I didn’t leave thinking, ‘this is how I’ll hurt Ashley.’ I left thinking, ‘I have to go before I hurt you.’” He shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s all fucked up. I’m sorry. I’ve been in therapy about it.”

Ashley cocked her head to the side.

“Regardless of your intentions, the damage was done. If it wasn’t for this job, with Cameron, would you have come back?”

Dylan nodded. “I wanted to figure my shit out first.”

“Ten years wasn’t enough?” Ashley asked.

“I was just… freaking out,” he said. “I was presenting as an alpha, and I was so young. I panicked.”

Ashley nodded, the ginger in her scent practically burning. “So you were a kid. Just like I was a kid.”

Dylan slumped back into the cushion. “Yeah.”

Ashley stood up. “Well, even as a kid,” she practically growled, “I wouldn’t have just left with no warning. No messages, no answers. Because even so young, I had the sense that it would’ve hurt you. Or at least, I thought it would. Maybe I was wrong.”

Dylan leaned forward again. This was all going so badly.

“I deserve that,” he said. “I fucked up. I went about it all wrong. I should’ve just… talked to you.”

“Exactly!” Ashley whirled on him. “What was so scary that you couldn’t talk to me?” she said, and motioned to the box full of photos of them growing up together.

She was right. And yet, even now, Dylan didn’t have the guts to look her in the eyes and tell her he’d bolted because he realized he… he’d thought alpha equals bad dad. Bad partner. Bad person. He didn’t want to subject Ashley, the girl of his dreams, to that.

So he’d gotten out early, tagging on with his sister to “protect” her venture into the bigger city, and he’d made himself never look back until he could be something good for her.

He wanted to control it.

And this… this emotion in his chest was just something he didn’t think he’d ever be able to control.

“I feel like I’m still not getting it,” she said, and crossed her arms. “And I’m still so…” She uncrossed them and flexed her fingers in a wringing motion. “…So fucking mad.”

“You deserve to be,” he said softly.

“Stop that!” she said, raising her voice a bit before clearing her throat. He wanted to tell her he didn’t mind. “Stop being so understanding and calm!”

Dylan stood, because he felt silly staying seated. “I do understand, though,” he offered.

Ashley groaned and raked her hands through her hair, messing up her ponytail. “I’m so mad at you, and I was so hurt when you left, and then mom died, and you didn’t answer my messages, and all this time I thought you just didn’t care. And now here you are, and I’m having to rewrite the last seven years simply because you couldn’t bother to reach out to let me know your number changed! Do you know how fucked that is?” she asked.

He nodded. “Really, really fucked. I messed up. And I want to fix it,” he said, meaning every word of it, hoping. “If you’d be up for that.”

Ashley shook her head. “I don’t even know where you’d start.”

Dylan shrugged. “Like this? Apologizing, looking at pictures. You can yell at me some more, if you like. And I’ll… stay. I’m not going anywhere.”

“What about when the job is over? When Cameron doesn’t need you to be his bodyguard anymore?”

Dylan shrugged. “I don’t have a pack. My sister is fine. I can go where I please.”

Ashley narrowed her eyes at him. “And it pleases you to be here?”

“It does,” Dylan said, and tried to put every ounce of emotion into the phrase. “Just because I left, it doesn’t mean I stopped thinking about you, wondering how you were, or regretting my decision in the first place. I convinced myself Gemma needed my help, my protection, because she was an omega going to a big, scary city. And for whatever reason, that seemed less scary than staying here and facing what was happening. So. Now is my chance to fix it. And I want to do that, however you’ll let me, for however long it takes to be your friend again.”

Ashley stared at him for a long, long moment, and Dylan felt like she could see right through his little glass house of lies he’d told himself.

“Please,” he added, because it never hurt.

Her lips pursed, and she crossed her arms. “Fine. But I’m gonna make you work for it,” she said, lifting her hand when he let his excitement bleed into his expression. She patted the tote. “That's enough emotional turmoil for one night. Take these with you. So you can take your time.”

His first instinct was to tell her they could do it together, like they should’ve done all those years ago. But that offer served him more than it ever would her.

He laid a hand on the lid. If she’d had to go through them alone, he could, too. Why give her one more burden to bear? Maybe one day, in the future, they could revisit them together, when the wounds weren’t so raw.

“I’ll take good care of them.”

Like he should’ve been doing when she’d needed him.

Ashley cocked her head to the side to study him, and Dylan felt like a bug under a microscope.

“You better,” she said, and Dylan knew a social cue when he saw one, so he made his way to the door.

“I’m sorry, again,” he said, once he was standing on the other side, like so many other times, dropping Ashley off after their late-night hangs, saying goodbye on the doorstep, his headlights splashing across the garage.

“I know you are,” she said. “See you next time?”

A hundred memories overlaid the moment, those exact words having fallen from her lips countless times as kids.

But this time was different. He would prove to her that he meant it, that he was sorry, and that he could be better. It would take time, and he had a lot of groveling to do.

She was worth it. Once, being an alpha terrified him. But now he was going to show her that he was a worthy alpha.

One worthy of her.

“Yeah,” he said, heart full and head fuller. “See you next time.”


15. CASUAL
ASHLEY
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The following days were… suspiciously lovely.

She saw Dylan at the gym, and while she still harbored confusion and hurt over his actions, she no longer wanted to punch him in the fucking face.

Progress, you know?

Cameron made excellent strides in the next weeks, and he even managed to get her down on the mats one time, though she was reluctant to let him gloat about the victory.

“You’ve still got four weeks to go,” she told him. “That’s a long way from now.”

But she could admit to herself that Cam’s growth was downright impressive. He’d thrown himself entirely into the art of kickboxing, and she saw improvement every time he stepped inside the gym.

River was like his shadow, tapping along at his laptop while Cameron got his ass kicked. He was focused on a screenplay, and he hadn’t shared much of it with the group, but he worked diligently. She wondered if he’d been making changes based on what he’d been seeing them do on the mat over the past weeks, or if production was way past that point and he was on a different project.

And you know, Ashley didn’t mind his attendance when he showed up with a whole tray of coffees in hand. Every time, Cameron complained about the calories, and every time, River told him he’d gotten a version that wouldn’t piss off his nutritionist.

When they left, Dylan usually trailed behind, sometimes shooting her finger guns or waving awkwardly.

It was… endearing. All of them. If it wasn’t too bold of her to say, it was almost like they were a… pack.

But that was crazy. Dylan was just their bodyguard. In a few weeks, when Cam was on set shooting for his big movie, they’d move on and forget all about her, and her job would be done.

She’d see him on the big screen when his movie came out.

Ashley tried not to let that get her down, but it was the theme of the day, apparently.

While Cam was taking a water break, Ashley’s phone buzzed, and she found a text from Kenzie. Jordan’s family had an emergency and Kenzie was tagging along to support her. The two of them were on their way out of town.

We’re already missing you, the text said. Happy birthday love! Check your email!

So Ashley tabbed over and found a gift card to treat herself to dinner with that weekend.

She wished them well and told them to call her if they needed anything, but in the meantime Ashley sparred with Cam as usual.

It wasn’t until they were about to leave the gym that Friday, the day before her birthday, that Cam said something.

Bag in hand, he walked over, all sandy-blond attractiveness with a cute smile on his face.

“So, since we finished a whole month of training… would you want to celebrate with dinner? With us, in case that wasn’t clear.”

Ashley cocked her head to the side. She wasn’t one to mingle with clients outside of the gym, but…

Cam had that sparkle in his eye, and he was shuffling his feet as if prepared to run away at her dismissal.

River waited over by the door, looking expectant, and even Dylan seemed a bit hopeful.

And Ashley was maybe a bit bummed about spending her birthday alone.

“Alright,” she said, finally, after making him sweat. “Dinner sounds nice.”

“Really?” Cam asked, face lighting up. Even his light scent perfumed a bit sweeter.

“Where to?” she questioned.

“Uhh… I didn’t get that far,” Cam said. “We’ll talk about it and let you know. Can I text you?”

“Of course,” she said.

“Great!” Cam said, a bit too loudly, and lowered his voice. “Great,” he said again, and nodded.

River snorted and covered the lower half of his face with a hand, and Ashley tried to ignore it, but humor bubbled up inside her.

“See you tonight, then,” Cam said, and practically skipped to the front door.

Ashley watched them go, and offered them a wave as they left the gym, shaking her head as the door closed.

“What was that?” a voice asked behind her, right as Ashley turned to tidy up their corner of the gym.

She jolted and placed a hand over her heart. “Jesus, Nic. Give a girl a warning,” she muttered.

The beta didn’t look the least bit sorry. “Did you just get invited to dinner?”

Rolling her eyes, Ashley moved past Nic and began collecting the towels and training equipment they’d used.

“Are they taking you out for your birthday?” he asked.

Ashley shrugged. “Didn’t tell them it was my birthday. They just want to celebrate a whole month of training. No big deal.”

“You, Ashley, never accept dinner invites from clients.”

Ashley averted her gaze. “There’s no rules against it…right?” she asked, just in case something had changed and she’d missed the memo.

Nic was quick to shake his head, even waving a hand. “Of course not. You can do what you want on your own time. I’m just nosy, give me a break,” he whined.

“Great,” she said, and nodded once in a dismissal.

Stubborn Nic of course did not pick up on it, or chose to ignore it outright. Wouldn’t surprise her.

“You and Cam seem to be getting on nicely,” he hedged.

Ashley came to a stop, arms full of equipment. “Nic. Remember those boundaries we talked about?”

He downright pouted at her. This grown-ass man, her boss, pouted at her.

“I just haven’t ever seen you really put yourself out there. I’m excited for you, that’s all!”

“This is not like that,” she told him. “We’re not courting or anything,” —her heart raced at the thought— “this is just a casual dinner where we celebrate Cam’s accomplishments. In case you missed it, he’s kind of been kicking ass.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Nic said. “And that’s all thanks to you!”

“Which is probably why he’ll buy dinner,” Ashley guessed, even though a small part of her wanted to buy dinner instead.

Her hindbrain was all, Provide for omega!

And Ashley was all, Be a reasonable person!

“All I want to say is keep your mind open. I mean, I got all packed up when I least expected it. Maybe the same could happen for you.”

Ashley sighed and nodded, if only to appease him. “I’m not keeping my hopes up, but I will keep my mind open,” she parroted, and Nic seemed happy with her answer.

He patted her on the shoulder. “I’ve always wondered what kind of pack you’d end up with. I hope I get to see it happen in real time. Love you, kid.”

Rolling her eyes, Ashley refrained from reminding Nic that she wasn’t that much younger than him. “Yeah, yeah. Now let me get back to work.”

He lifted his hands in a gesture of innocence and made his way back to the front desk.

She tried to ignore his words, and the weird stirring in her chest they caused, but as she went home to her house—her house that was definitely not large enough to be a pack house—and awaited Cam’s text, she couldn’t quite get it out of her mind.

Not the way that the three of them—Cam, River, and Dylan—looked like a pack, or the way Nic had suggested she needed a pack.

Not the way her and Dylan’s easy truce had bloomed into something resembling a friendship that felt as comfortable as it always had. Not the way he cheered for her on the mat, beaming with awe every time she taught Cam something new.

Not the way her pulse went up from way more than just the sparring when she and Cam were on the mat.

And not the way her heart softened a bit every time there was a fourth coffee on River’s tray, her order already memorized by the sweet beta.

“This is casual,” she reminded herself, standing in front of the mirror in a dress that she almost never wore. “Casual,” she repeated, and then grimaced at her image before changing.

She laid on the bed and awaited the text. She could decide what to wear when she figured out what restaurant they were going to.

For a casual, friendly, trainer-client celebration dinner.

That’s all.
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This is not casual, Ashley told herself as she handed her keys off to a valet.

She’d heard about this place—from her other celebrity clients, mostly. According to people like Lyric, this was the most exclusive place in town.

Boulevard was displayed in big block letters over the brick building, framed by a display of real flowers. Tall planters guarded the doors and string lights lit up the sidewalk, where only shiny dress shoes seemed to tread.

Ashley never thought she’d have a chance to eat at such a place.

Was this Cameron’s version of casual? He was a Hollywood star, so it wouldn’t surprise her if the omega only ate at high-class establishments.

It just felt different from the Cameron who wore sports shorts and ate meal prep from bento boxes.

Her stomach fluttered with nerves as she floundered, phone clutched in her hand displaying an I’m here text.

As she scanned the crowd, a dark figure came through the carousel doors, and Ashley… froze.

It was Dylan, clad in a suit, of all things. He skimmed the crowd, but it barely took him a glance before his gaze locked on her.

Warmth kissed her from head to toe as he studied her. Then those long legs were striding her way, and Dylan offered her his arm as he got closer.

“Cam sent me to retrieve you,” he said. “And by that, I meant he threatened physical violence. You look… lovely.”

She was glad she went with the dress from the back of the closet, because it was about the only thing she owned that allowed her to blend in.

It was black, of course, like most of her clothes, and fell to just above her knees, with straps that made it impossible to wear a proper bra, but it showed off her arm and back muscles.

Something she usually was proud to show off, but in this moment, with sparkly, dainty omegas and packs around her, she felt out of place.

She slipped her arm into his, and hoped her cheeks weren’t pink. “Wow, really searched your vocabulary for that, didn’t you?”

“Take the compliment,” he muttered at her, and Ashley rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t deny it did make the butterflies in her stomach a bit more active.

“Thanks,” she returned, and Dylan offered her a smile, one that reminded her of the carefree Dylan she used to know, the one that had slowly been emerging these past few weeks.

“He’s gonna shit when he sees you. I can’t wait.”

“Don’t tease me,” she grumbled, and punched his arm. As soon as her fist made gentle contact, she wanted to take it back. It was too eerily similar to how they were as kids.

And as his dark gaze met hers with a lick of heat, she suddenly remembered how much older they were.

“I’m not teasing,” Dylan said.

He led her inside.

Boulevard was all dark, moody tones. Colorful, elegant flowers hung in baskets and huge displays over the bar and sat in crystal vases, and it was just as beautiful as all the photos she’d seen on social media.

They were almost the same height, and Ashley felt like there was a spotlight on her as she walked through the low lighting of the restaurant. A few glances landed on them, lingering on her tall form, her sharp build.

“Come on, I know you know,” Dylan murmured, leaning into her and lowering his voice. “His big, obvious crush on you?”

Ashley’s steps almost stumbled, and she was embarrassed to admit that it was Dylan’s easy stride and her arm in his that kept her steady.

“His what?” she hissed.

Dylan rocked his head back, eyes a bit wide and lips parted.

A realization occurred to her in that moment: Dylan was still handsome.

And apparently her client had a crush on her.

Now that he mentioned it…

Ashley thought back on the past few weeks through a new lens. Cameron’s smile, his teasing. He never minded getting thrown around the mat.

Ashley’s lips pursed as a smile tried to slip free.

Well. What a development. A movie star had a crush. On Ashley.

She couldn’t pretend a little thrill didn’t dance through her at the possibility.

“Oh shit,” Dylan said. “Pretend I never said anything.”

They rounded a corner, and Ashley would’ve addressed the subject more, but a private corner booth came into view and she didn’t get a chance to.

Because Cameron and River were there in said booth, and looking every part the movie star and boyfriend.

Her heart dropped. Right. Boyfriend.

Even if Cameron did feel some kind of blooming affection for her, he had a partner. A serious one, even if it was a private kind of secret.

Omegas usually had more than one partner, so it wasn’t out of the ordinary if Cameron really did feel something for her.

Her cheeks flamed at the bold thought, at imagining Cameron opening up his world for her.

Yeah, right.

River was the most casual, wearing a loud floral-patterned shirt by a very specific, very expensive designer. It probably cost more than what Ashley made in a day. Behind him she noticed a suit jacket thrown over the booth, and next to him…

Well, Dylan hadn’t been wrong.

Cameron stared at her for what might have been too long, a bit frozen, and it reminded her of the way she’d been struck when she’d seen Dylan.

His messy blond hair was still artfully mussed, but he was in a wine-red suit, almost burgundy, and it fit him like a glove. It might’ve been a bit tight around the arms, but Ashley only attributed that to his gains, and felt a bit of pride glow within her.

“Ashley, you made it!” River said first, and slid out of the booth to greet her.

It was the first time he’d ever greeted her with a hug, and his scent was so pleasant and light and his presence such a comfort that she had no choice but to return it.

She caught a whiff of something familiar at his collar and shared a private grin with him.

“I smell that,” she told him, and tapped her nose.

He shrugged, his smile reaching his slightly glazed eyes, and Ashley couldn’t help but chuckle.

Cameron slipped out of the booth next and he followed River’s lead, enveloping her in a hug. She returned it, and amongst honeyed vanilla, she smelled the same musky weed on him.

“It’s weird seeing you outside the gym,” he said, and pulled back. “It’s a good look on you.”

Ashley plucked at the hem of her dress and shrugged. “Thanks. This is the only dress I own, so. I’m glad I never threw it out.”

River and Cameron shuffled in next to each other, so that left Ashley on the other side of Cameron.

Dylan was… standing next to the table?

“What are you doing?” she asked, motioning to the empty seat.

“I’m the bodyguard,” Dylan reminded them.

Even Cameron rolled his eyes. “Have a damned seat, Dylan. No one at this restaurant is going to rush the table.”

“You don’t know that,” Dylan returned, but eyed the empty spot by Ashley.

Just to be a little shit, she patted it and made big, round eyes at him.

His gaze narrowed, as if he knew her game, but he dropped into his seat, shooting a paranoid glance at the rest of the venue.

The low-lit chandelier draped with flowers over their table was far too intimate, and Ashley suddenly realized that she was on what some would call a dinner date.

Especially in this type of setting. With other packs around them.

Was it warm in here?

Ashley pushed her hair off her shoulders, but it did little to help the warmth, since she was squeezed in between two of the most handsome men.

Remember, this is casual.

Yeah, right.


16. THE ASHLEY EFFECT
CAMERON
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Maybe Dylan was right and this was a bad idea.

Seeing Ashley almost every day was hindering him enough, his crush growing every time she pinned him to the mat.

But here, now, in this restaurant with the romantic lighting and that dress on her frame?

The way the fabric hugged her curves and showed off her muscles at the same time?

She looked beautiful. Elegant. Gorgeous. And not a single person who dared gaze at her as she passed knew how strong she was.

But Cameron did.

He felt downright faint, and it had nothing to do with the way he and River had hotboxed the bathroom like a couple of teens before Dylan drove them.

That was the effect of River. The beta kept Cameron from growing into just another bitter movie star. Instead he kept him young and excited for… well, everything.

The Ashley effect?

Was somehow different and yet the same. He felt like a schoolboy around her, harboring this crush and half afraid he was going to say something wrong.

River was all natural and breezy, going in for that hug like it was nothing, while Cameron’s pulse would’ve been sky-high if not for the weed.

Instead he was in the middle of a panicked calm, and he sipped his water to alleviate his dry mouth. That was from the proximity of the alpha, not the cannabis.

“Have you been here before?” Cameron asked.

Ashley scoffed and shook her head, a piece of long dark hair falling over her shoulder. “I don’t think I would’ve ever come someplace like this on my own.”

“No?” River asked, leaning around Cameron. With his head on his hand, he looked like the epitome of casual. Cam envied him. “What kinda places are Ashley’s style?”

“I’m more of a… fries in a basket kind of girl,” she said, and waved a hand. “But this is lovely, I mean…” She motioned to the honest-to-god chandelier overhead.

I knew it was overkill!

He’d wanted to impress her, but he should’ve known a fancy place like this wasn’t the way to do it.

“This place is… popular,” he said. “I figured, special occasion and all, might as well celebrate.”

“A whole month of training,” she said, and elbowed him. “How’s it feel?”

Cameron pursed his lips. “Sore,” he finally answered.

It pulled a laugh from her, and Cam wanted to give himself a high-five, because he loved that sound.

“There’s only more where that came from,” she responded in a sing-song voice. “But you have the weekend off, so enjoy it while you can.”

She tapped her fingers together like an evil mastermind and Cam worried for his future.

“It sounds like she’s going to bury you beneath the mat,” Dylan said.

Ashley gasped playfully, and smacked his arm. “I am not. I’m a good trainer,” she said defensively.

Dylan lifted his hands innocently. “I just call it like I see it.”

Dylan had been tight-lipped for several days, except around Ashley. Cameron knew something had changed. They were no longer downright glaring at each other with unsurety across the mat. Now they shared shy glances and chuckles, and it was killing Cam inside not to know.

He and River were the reason they’d worked anything out in the first place! The least the alpha could do was share the details.

But he didn’t want to bring any tension to the table, so he kept himself from asking about it.

Thankfully they were interrupted by the waiter, who brought a carafe of water over to refill their glasses and offer them menus.

They huddled over them once he was gone and pointed at different appetizers and entrées, and snickered when Dylan didn’t know the names of some of the dishes.

The grateful glance Ashley kept shooting the alpha’s way whenever he did so made Cameron want to pull them all from the restaurant and find the first diner just so she felt at ease.

Maybe one day she would feel at ease. With exposure.

Cameron could take her out every weekend. He could shower her in fancy restaurants and dresses that showed off her arms like the one she wore now.

She reached forward to feel the display on the table, rubbing a flower petal gently between her thumb and forefinger. If she liked the flowers so much, he’d buy her some.

Next time.

Because there would be a next time, he was certain of it. In fact, Cam refused to entertain a future that didn’t have more of Ashley in it.

Once they finally decided on food, the wine was brought out and they all sipped a glass and told the waiter it was lovely, so they could be left alone again.

I’m being a brat. It’s fine. She’s allowed to give her attention to whoever she wants.

Self-awareness was important; he remembered Dylan parroting that at him from those therapy sessions he’d been attending.

How dare the alpha be so well-adjusted while Cam felt like a fish out of water?

Cam wanted all of her focus, but this was a celebration. River squeezed his knee under the table, and when Cameron glanced his way, River’s lips were twitched in a knowing smile.

Don’t look at me like that, Cam tried to say with his eyes.

How can I not, when you’re so stupid and cute, River probably meant.

Cam loved him.

Fucker.

“Oh, I don’t know,” Ashley said, and Cam came back into the conversation.

“Don’t know about what?” Cam asked.

“My birthday is this weekend,” she said.

“What?!” Cameron blurted, and almost turned completely in the booth to stare at her.

She seemed taken aback by his response, eyes wide as she blinked at him.

“Yeah, tomorrow.”

“Are you doing anything? We should do something!”

Over her shoulder, Dylan was making a cutting motion across his neck, and stopped right when she turned to glance at him, running a hand through his hair to cover.

Cam hated that he looked hot while doing so.

When she spun back to Cam again, she shrugged. “I did have plans, but my friends had a family emergency and had to leave at the last minute. No big deal. I’m gonna get dinner and have a quiet night in.”

“Would you… want to do something with us?” River asked. “I know birthdays don’t mean the same to everyone, but we’d be happy to celebrate you.”

Ashley tilted her head at them. “Birthdays used to be my favorite thing.” She shot a glance at Dylan and god the curiosity was eating Cam alive.

“Are you going to bring me to another place like this?” she asked, and motioned at their empty chandelier-lit plates.

Cam shrugged. “We’ll go wherever you want. It’s your day.”

Ashley hummed. “And what if I said I wanted to go on a short hike and smoke weed at a waterfall? What then?”

River clapped his hands together and pointed at her. “That’s my kind of day. Let’s fucking do it.”

“I’m in,” Cam agreed, and grinned.

“Really?” she asked dubiously. “There won’t be any Michelin-star granola bars.”

Cameron leaned a bit closer, and he felt his heart pound as their thighs touched. “What makes Michelin stars so scary?” he whispered.

She arched a brow, eyes sparkling in the low light. “The… pretentiousness of it all.”

Cameron patted his chest. “Do you think I’m pretentious?”

Ashley laid a hand on his knee. “No, absolutely not.” Her lips twitched as she pulled away. “Spoiled? Yes.”

“I like to spoil myself. Is that such a bad thing?” Was it too soon to tell her he’d like to spoil her, too?

She pursed her lips, her gaze dancing to the beta over Cameron’s shoulder. “I suppose not.”

“I’d like to spoil you for your birthday, too,” he admitted.

“Money doesn’t impress me,” she told him softly.

“Maybe I’m not trying to impress you,” he responded, a total lie. “Maybe I’m just trying to show you how fun it can be.”

“How fun what can be?”

Cameron reached for his wine glass, lifted it to his lips, and noticed the way Ashley watched him. “Being a celebrity.”

Ashley’s smile curled, and she’d never looked at him quite like that. Something in his chest lurched.

“You impress me plenty on the mat, Cam.”

“I just thought, since we finally got you out of the gym, that⁠—“

A hand landed on Cam’s shoulder from the other side, and River’s smooth voice was in his ear. “Quit while you’re ahead.”

Ashley chuckled, a hand covering her lips as laughter sprinkled out.

Cam hung his head dramatically, which made her laugh a bit more, and his embarrassment was totally worth it if it pulled such adorable sounds like that from her.

Her scent surrounded him, all lemongrass and ginger, and Cam tasted it heavy on his tongue.

“Fine, fine. No more fine dining establishments,” Cam declared.

“So a hike? You’ll all go on a hike with me tomorrow?” she asked, eyes darting between the three of them.

Dylan… well, Cam noticed Dylan looked a little… subdued as he nodded. “If you want us there,” he said.

He and Ashley shared a look that Cam couldn’t decipher from his spot at the table.

“I haven’t seen any of the local beauty—besides the one at this table, of course,” River interjected. “So let’s go see a damned waterfall!”

Ashley rolled her eyes, but that cute smile was still molding her lips. “Fine, you’re all invited.”

“An honor,” Cameron said.

“Sorry your wax-stamped invitation got lost in the mail,” she quipped, and Cam shrugged.

“I’ll overlook it this once.”

“We should probably start early while it’s cool, then we can get to the waterfall by the time the heat is ramping up,” Ashley mused.

“Good plan,” River said.

“How early are we talking?” Cam asked, suspicious.

“I don’t know… it isn’t a very long hike. Nine a.m.? Ten?”

“Oh, that’s not too bad. I was worried you were thinking, like, six a.m.”

“Aw, do you need your beauty sleep?” she teased.

“Duh,” Cam answered. “How else do you think I look this good?”

Ashley grinned. “Through dedication to your many training instructors, and eating well?”

Cam shook his head in a very serious manner. “Nah, it’s all about the sleep.”

The food was amazing, and Ashley eventually relaxed, because in this corner where it was just them, it was easy to block out all the other diners.

“Dessert?” the waiter asked, and Cameron agreed before anyone else could. He never wanted this night to end.

As the waiter walked away, a young woman in a sparkling pink dress approached the table.

Dylan sat up straighter, moving to the end of the booth, ready to intervene. She looked harmless enough, though, as she earned all of their attention.

Her cheeks flushed. “I’m so sorry to interrupt, and this is probably really rude of me, but I just had to ask.” She lowered her voice. “Are you Cameron Thomas?”

Dylan stood up. “We’re in the middle of dinner right now⁠—”

Cameron knocked on the table once. “It’s fine.” He addressed the girl. “No photos tonight, but I can sign something for you, if you’d like,” he offered with a smile.

Her blush deepened and Cameron tried not to feel awkward about the way Ashley’s gaze lingered on him.

“Sorry, I know it’s a bad time. I just couldn’t miss this chance to tell you how much I loved you in Omega’s Valentine. I’ve got a slip of paper here somewhere,” she said, and began rummaging around in a small purse.

Cameron blinked. “Really? That one?” That was one of the first movies he'd done when he was just breaking into acting. It had been a terribly cheesy rom-com, but he’d had fun making it.

“Yeah, it was just so sweet. It’s one of the movies my pack and I tend to watch on rainy days.”

Cameron’s chest felt funny about that.

“That’s really sweet of you to say,” he said, and accepted a small piece of paper, torn from a tiny notebook, and a pen. He signed it with a flourish and added a little heart, a tiny thanks for watching, and handed it back to her.

“The Heat of the Moment movies are great, too, of course, but I’m a romantic at heart,” she gushed. “Oh my god, thank you again. I’m so sorry to bother you. Have a great night with your pack,” she said, and scurried off to join a pack of alphas waiting not too many feet away.

His cheeks heated at the assumption she’d made, and felt everyone at the table recognize it, too.

He cleared his throat. “Sorry about that,” he said, and rubbed a hand over the back of his neck.

“Does that happen a lot?” Ashley asked, and sipped her wine.

The tension fled as she led the conversation. “Not too often,” he said. “Usually I’m wearing a hat or a mask or something to disguise myself.”

“You do look red carpet ready,” she said, glancing over him, eyes shining.

“That’s a high compliment,” he told her. “You look like you could stand right beside me.”

Her cheeks turned pink, and Cameron wanted to cheer.

“Alright, smooth talker,” River drawled. “Dessert is here,” he said as the waiter approached with a few little trays of beautiful crème brûlée.

The night ended far too soon, and Cam wished they could order dessert ten times over just to keep Ashley at the table.

He liked spending time with her outside of the gym, beyond running drills and sparring.

Tomorrow, he told himself.

“So we’ll see you tomorrow morning, then?” he asked as they awaited the valet.

“Yeah. Are you guys cool meeting at my place, and we can go from there?”

“Of course.”

“I can drive,” Dylan announced, and Ashley shrugged right as the valet arrived with her car.

“Perfect. Tomorrow morning,” she said, and lingered as if she didn’t want the night to end, either.

Cam was not going to miss his chance, and scooped her up in a hug.

She giggled as she let him, and Cam felt higher than any cannabis would ever take him when her arms wrapped around him.

Her scent invaded his senses and Cam didn’t care how embarrassing it was to cling to her, breathing it in. He hoped it stayed with him.

She cleared her throat when they reluctantly parted, and he didn’t think he was imagining that they were both reluctant.

A blush colored her face, and then River was moving in to get a hug, too.

Bastard, he thought playfully.

Cam grinned as they embraced, Ashley’s cheeks coloring even more when she caught his gaze.

Then it was Dylan’s turn, and that was the weird one. It was like they didn’t know what to do with each other, so it was a brief, short embrace before Ashley was waving goodbye and settling into her car.

Then she was gone, and it was quiet between the three of them.

Cam felt like he was about to burst.

“Breathe, babe,” River leaned over and said softly.

Cam tried to follow the advice, but he felt like a kid with a field trip planned the next day.

He practically vibrated the entire way home, barely noticing the way Dylan was oddly quiet. Well, quieter than normal.

Cam waited until they were back in the safety of their apartment before he finally cracked.

“So, we have a date with Ashley tomorrow. Did you know it was her birthday?” he asked Dylan.

Dylan huffed, and spun at once. “Of course I did! I even had a plan, and you two fucks ruined it!”

“What?” Cameron asked, brow furrowing in confusion. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Why would I tell you two? We’re not friends,” Dylan scoffed. “I’m a guy your rep hired to keep you safe from dramatic fans.”

Ouch.

The alpha groaned and raked his hands through his hair. “I finally made a breakthrough with her and I thought—“ He shook his head. “Nevermind. It’s fine.”

“No, what is it? You have to tell us now,” River said, and hopped over the back of the couch to sink into the cushions.

“It doesn’t concern you,” Dylan tried.

Cam scoffed and circled one of Dylan’s big arms with his hand, tugging him to the other side of the couch before pushing him down onto it. “Sure, my rep may have hired you, and you may not see us as friends, but at the very least we’re more than strangers. And we’ve all got it bad for the same alpha.”

He looked properly cowed and averted his gaze. “Sorry. You’re right. But my past with Ashley is my business.” Dylan turned an amused glance up at him. “You’re not very good at playing it cool around her.”

Cam shrugged. “No, I’m not. I think it’s part of my charm,” he teased, and took a seat between them.

Cam practically felt Dylan’s eyes roll, but chose to think it was offered with the tiniest bit of affection.

“Come on, tell us your plans,” River told him.

Dylan sighed dramatically and Cameron had a momentary thought of, But I’m the actor? and had to stifle his chuckle.

“Ashley’s eighteenth birthday was the last time we saw each other,” he said.

Cameron’s eyes widened and he wanted to turn and share a look with River, but thought it would be considered rude.

“Wow. That’s a long time ago,” Cam said.

“I know. So I wanted to plan something big and cool and show her that I’m sorry.”

“All hope isn’t lost, my guy,” River said, and leaned over to pat Dylan on the thigh.

Cam made note of that casual touch. “Why don’t you pivot? Bring some stuff tomorrow to surprise her.”

“Like what, a picnic? Isn’t that cheesy?”

Cameron shrugged. “I think a picnic is romantic. Think of all the planning it’ll take. She’ll know it wasn’t a spur-of-the-moment thing.”

“Exactly,” River chimed in. “You’ll have to put thought into it, which I think is the most important part.”

Dylan was coming around, his expression shifting. “Okay. Okay. I could find, like, a small… you know one of those personal cheesecakes? She used to love the shit out of those. And I’ll bring a candle.”

“See? That’s so sweet. Still impressive.”

“Besides, if it’s too big and showy, it won’t feel… genuine,” Cameron added, thinking of his own disaster with the fancy restaurant.

“I mean, babe, I could’ve told you that place was too nice,” River said. “I think I still have hives from being in there.”

Cam rolled his eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. It was nice!”

“Too nice,” Dylan muttered.

“You, too?!” Cam asked, a whine slipping into his voice. “I just wanted to impress her!”

“She knows you’re wealthy already, because you subscribe to the gym she works at,” Dylan pointed out.

“Right,” Cameron said, and crossed his arms. Full-on pouting. Why hadn’t he thought of that?

“Well, next time we can get burgers and fries in plastic baskets with checkered wax paper,” Cameron said. “It’s not the place that matters, it’s the people. It was just our first… outing with her. Seeing her outside the gym, I wanted it to feel different than when we’re on the mat.”

“It was certainly different,” River purred suggestively. “She looked divine in that dress.”

“Aaaand that’s my cue to go,” Dylan said, slapping his thighs and standing up.

“What? Why?” Cameron asked. “You were looking, too.”

“I have a picnic to plan,” Dylan said, voice all gruff and grumbly, and yet something told Cam that he was… excited.

He stood there with his hands on his hips. “You won’t go anywhere if I run out to get some stuff?”

Cameron held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor. I’ll stay right here.”

Dylan arched a brow at him. “Were you a scout?”

“Absolutely not,” Cam said with a grin.

The alpha rolled his eyes, and how dare he look so attractive in that all-black suit Cam had helped pick out?

“Please just go to bed so I don’t have to hunt you down.”

River threw a hand over Cam’s shoulders. “I think I can come up with a way to distract him.”

“Thank god I’m leaving, then,” Dylan muttered. “I heard enough of you two last night.”

Cam’s cheeks heated, and he felt suddenly shy that Dylan overheard them. “Sorry. I forgot how thin the walls can be here.”

Dylan stared at him a moment too long and waved a hand. “Don’t be embarrassed. I put my headphones in and didn’t really hear that much. I was just giving you a hard time.”

River grinned evilly. “Which is what I’ll be giving you, too, in just a⁠—“

“Okay, I’m going,” Dylan drawled. “At least wait until I’m out the door.”

“Waiting,” River sang, and Cam couldn’t help but chuckle as Dylan made his way to the door and slipped out. The lock rattled as he checked it, and then the security system beeped as it was armed.

“As annoying as he can be, I like him,” River said, all teasing gone from his voice.

“I think I do, too,” Cam said slowly.

As much as Cam enjoyed annoying the alpha, Dylan would still do everything he could to protect them, and Cam didn’t think it was just because of the paycheck he was getting.

It was… nice, knowing Dylan was there.

Before Cam could look too far into that, River kissed his neck, and drew his attention back to the present moment.

“Ready for bed?” River asked.

Cam nodded. “With you? Always.”


17. NERVOUS
DYLAN
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Dylan wiped his hands against his pants and cursed his sweaty palms once more.

He didn’t even know why he was so nervous. This was Ashley.

The door opened before him and he grinned sheepishly at her mom. “Hey, Ms. Lorie.”

“Dylan, come on in. She’s almost ready,” she said, and stepped back, pulling the door open. “And as always, stop calling me that. It’s been years.”

He shrugged. “Hard habit to break.”

Her eyes rolled affectionately and she reminded him so much of Ashley in that moment it made his chest hurt.

“Want anything to drink?” She eyed him. “She’s been talking about this concert nonstop since you got her the tickets. She’s so excited.”

“Me, too,” he said honestly. “We’ve both liked this band for a few years. It’s about time we got a chance to see them.”

She glanced up the stairs before motioning for him to follow her to the kitchen, where she got him a bottle of water despite his protests. As she handed it to him, she slipped a crisp bill into his hand.

His face flushed, and his stomach dropped. “Ah, Ms. Lorie, I’ve actually been picking up a few extra shifts at the mall, so I don’t⁠—”

“Just in case of an emergency,” she said. “If you want to give it back when you drop her off later, you can. Otherwise, consider it yours.”

Lorie was a single mom, so he knew this extra cash wasn’t any easier for her to come by than his own. “I can’t just⁠—”

“Dylan,” she said softly, and caught his gaze. “You’re taking my baby across state lines. Take it.”

It pained him to stuff the bill in his pocket, but he did. “Fine. Expect it back later tonight, then.”

“Fine,” she echoed, and squeezed his arm.

The steps squeaked beneath feet and Ashley practically skidded into the kitchen. “I’m so fucking ready,” she said, face glowing with excitement.

“Language,” Ms. Lorie reminded her reflexively. They both knew she hadn’t cared about their use of curse words in years.

Lorie was the coolest mom ever.

“Ready?” he asked.

“As ever,” Ashley responded, and patted her pockets. “I can’t believe this is happening.”

“Believe it, kid,” Ms. Lorie said, and gave them both a stern look. “Now, drive safely. And make it back to me, both of you.”

Dylan’s throat hurt suddenly, and he nodded. “Of course.”

“I’ll be quiet coming in,” Ashley said, and waggled the key. “I think it’ll be late.”

“Alright, you two,” she said, and pulled them into a group hug.

Ashley chuckled and Dylan tried not to cry. God, what was up with him? He was never this weird around either of them. “Love you guys. Now get out of here.”

“Love you, too, Mom!” Ashley said, and dragged Dylan toward the door. He awkwardly raised a hand in a wave, a poor declaration but the closest he could get to returning the sentiment.

The door shut behind them and the crisp air filled his lungs. “Do you have the tickets?” he asked.

Her eyes widened, and she dropped his hand before pushing him toward the car. “I’ll be right back.”

Dylan snickered as she ducked back in the house, and made his way to the car. “Dude, chill the fuck out,” he muttered to himself.

It did not help him chill the fuck out.

He started the car and turned the headlights off so he wouldn’t blind Ashley as she returned, and then she was spilling out of the house again, hectic energy making her jittery.

She looked cute, he realized. Her eyeliner was sharp as ever, her hair perfectly straight. She was wearing her favorite ripped black high-waisted jeans and a cropped shirt with the knock-off leather jacket he’d gotten her for her birthday last year.

“Okay, I have the tickets this time,” she said, breathless as she yanked the door open, pulling him out of his thoughts and sinking into the seat.

“That would’ve been a nightmare,” he teased.

“Yeah, yeah. Well, lucky me you’re here to remind me.”

“Lucky you,” he drawled, and pulled the car onto the road once she was buckled and settled.

“So I made a playlist of the setlist. Can I play it or would you rather be surprised?”

Surprise or not, they both knew every word of the band’s discography, so he told her to decide, but asked her not to tell him.

The trip went relatively quickly, the car filled with angsty rock music that they both sang along to. Traffic got intense closer to the venue, but Ashley was surprisingly a huge help, turning down the music so he could focus and cursing out the cars that cut him off on his behalf.

He found his lips twitching more than once at her antics, and something big filled his chest that he just couldn’t recognize.

By the time he was parking in a huge gravel lot down the street from the venue, they were both squirming with nerves and anticipation.

“God, this is so crazy. I can’t believe this is happening,” Ashley said as they met around the hood of the car. He double-checked that it was locked before stowing his keys away.

It went smoothly until they were walking into the venue and someone bumped into them, shoving Ashley ahead a step or two. Dylan jerked his head around to glare at the person behind them. His gaze fell down to a twig of a guy with dyed hair, who blanched as he clocked Dylan’s height.

Dylan bared his teeth and steadied Ashley, wrapping an arm around her shoulders as they waded through the crowd. She stiffened under him, and he leaned down. “Just until we get to our seats,” he said. “Fuckers.”

She glanced up at him through her bangs, eyes wide as she clutched her bag closer.

That feeling in his chest flared and he swallowed against it. God, it was like he wanted to… fucking put her in a bubble. Stuff her in his pocket. Keep her safe.

Kiss her.

Dylan blinked as the thought rocked him, and turned his attention to the crowd around them, ushering them through the other couples—not that he and Ashley were a couple. Fuck.

He scrubbed the thought from his brain and lowered his arm from Ashley’s shoulders as soon as they located their seats, which weren’t terrible. They had a great view of the stage even on this upper level, and he spied the logo of the opening band on the drum kit.

“Okay, since we know where the seats are now… do you wanna go check out the merch table before it gets crowded?” he asked.

Her eyes went even wider, downright sparkly amongst all the lights in the venue. “Oh my god, of course!” she said.

Dylan grinned, and then they were off. He was hyper-aware of all the people around them, practically stalking behind Ashley like a guard dog as she led the way to the table.

“Why are you following me? Walk beside me, idiot,” she muttered, and tugged him up next to her.

“Just looking out. Lots of people here.”

A frown and she glanced up at him, brushing her bangs out of her face so she could see him clearly. “You hate crowds, don’t you? How’d I forget that? Are you okay?”

“No, no, I’m fine,” he said, unsure how to tell her he was only anxious because of… her.

Not her, but making sure she was… safe. And maybe a little bit her, but he didn’t know why, or how to articulate such emotions, even in his own head. “I’m excited to be here, promise.”

“Alright,” she said, lips pinching. “If you start freaking out, let me know, okay?”

She squeezed his hand and it was like she’d reached into his chest and squeezed his heart instead.

“I will, promise.”

“It’s only fun if you’re having fun, too,” she told him.

“I know, I know. Once we get back to our seats I think I’ll chill out,” he admitted.

“Okay, bodyguard,” she teased. “Then let’s look at this merch super-fast,” she said, and dragged him through the crowd and to the line. It wasn’t terribly long, since the show hadn’t started yet, and he watched her attention dart from shirt to shirt to hoodie to hat to poster and watched the indecision eat away at her.

“Which one do you like?” he asked. “I’m undecided.”

“I think…” She chewed on her lip. “Okay, it’s gonna be too hot for the hoodie and the sweatshirt soon, so…” She clapped her hands together and closed her eyes. “Pick a number between one and three.”

A smile tugged at the corner of Dylan’s lips. “Two.”

She opened one eye and squinted at the hanging merch. “Okay, pick again.”

“One,” he decided.

“Great! That’s the one I wanted anyway,” she said.

Dylan bit the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. When they got to the merch table he was already prepared with his card, and swiped it before she could even consider pulling her wallet out.

“Dylan!” she warned.

“Happy birthday,” he said, and grinned down at her.

The height he’d grown into was an adjustment for both of them, and he wasn’t sure if he’d ever get used to seeing her from up here, looking so fragile and small, and he wanted to protect her, god dammit. And also spoil her a little.

It was her birthday, after all. That was his excuse.

“Well, thank you,” she said softly, and accepted the shirt from the guy as Dylan scrawled his signature on the slip of paper and passed it back over.

Then they were on their way back to their seats, only stopping for two outrageously overpriced bottles of water before finally sinking into the plastic chairs.

“You good?” she asked as they sat.

Dylan sipped his water and nodded. “Yeah. When does the show start again?”

Ashley pulled out her phone and checked the time. “Another twenty minutes.”

She shrugged off her leather jacket and passed it to him. “Hold this,” she said, and Dylan did as he was told.

Ashley tugged the new shirt over her head and crop top and grinned at him once she pulled her long hair out of the neck. “Well?”

“Looks great,” he said, secretly pleased she was so excited about something he’d provided for her. Paired with the leather jacket that he’d also gotten her, he was weirdly elated.

What the fuck is up with me?

He was more afraid of the answer than he wanted to admit, so he turned his attention to the stage, where people were rushing back and forth to get the equipment ready.

“This is so cool,” Ashley said, leaning over to him so she could be heard over the loud murmur of the crowd.

“I know, right?”

The energy in the venue was electric, practically floating through the air.

“I would’ve gotten general admission tickets,” he said, and nodded toward the packed crowd inching closer to the stage. “But I figured you might not have been able to see,” he added, and elbowed her side.

She pursed her lips and tried to look annoyed, but her smile was breaking the illusion. “Well, as much as I hate to say it, you’re probably right.”

Dylan reeled like he’d been smacked. “What?!” he cried out.

Ashley was already waving him off. “I know, I know⁠—“

“You just said I was right?” He placed a hand against her forehead. “Are you alright?”

She shoved his hand away. “Shut up,” she whined, and they chuckled together. “That was thoughtful of you. This whole thing was. So… thanks,” she said.

Dylan’s heart did another one of the flip and spins like it was at a skatepark, and he didn’t know what to make of it.

“Anything for the birthday girl,” he said.

She was eighteen today, technically a few months older than him.

“Seriously, what are the chances that this band comes to this city on this day?” she asked, turning to him with a wide grin.

“Fate,” he mused. “Must have been meant to be.”

“Must have,” she agreed, meeting his gaze. Time seemed to pause, and Dylan was stuck in the moment, suspended, before finally she turned back to the stage to await the show.

He felt like he was waiting, too… but not exactly for the band to walk out. He didn’t know what it was. Something momentous, something weird and trapped beneath his skin, making him itchy and a little paranoid of all the people around them.

He shuffled closer to Ashley, knees brushing as he threw an arm over the back of her chair.

Casual. Cool. No one is going to fucking grab her or anything. Chill out, man.

He couldn’t shake this instinct to protect her, to be close to her.

When she leaned against his arm, all the voices went quiet.

She smiled up at him and Dylan’s heart stopped, and so did the weirdness bubbling in his chest. Having her close was… good.

It always had been, but never to this degree.

He just didn’t know what to do with this information.

Or what it meant.


18. HISTORY
ASHLEY
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Ashley once again checked her pack to make sure she had everything.

Water, electrolytes, sunglasses, sunscreen.

She hadn’t chosen a long or very difficult hike, but… Cameron was going to be there. Her hindbrain was irritatingly active, obsessed with protecting the omega, even from the sun’s rays.

A knock sounded at the door and she startled.

“Okay,” she whispered to herself. “It’s fine. Just spending my birthday together. No big deal.”

A heady mix of nerves and excitement swirled through her, a fluttering in her stomach that she couldn’t tamp down. Mixed with it all was a sense of dread. The last time she’d spent her birthday with Dylan, everything had gone all wrong. A piece of her couldn’t help but hold onto that anxiety even now.

With a sharp inhale, she collected herself and pulled the door open.

“Happy birthday,” were Dylan’s first words that morning to her, and he greeted her with a smile.

“Thanks, hi,” she said, and was taken back an entire decade, rushing down the stairs to meet him for the concert, and everything that followed.

“All packed?” he asked, and motioned to the car.

From the sunroof of their car, Cam waved wildly before disappearing, making room for River to do the exact same thing.

She chuckled, shaking her head as something sweet and warm curled up in her chest at their antics. Affection.

“I think I’ve got everything,” she said, and lifted her bag by the handle. “Snacks, drinks, sunscreen. What am I missing?”

“Are we swimming at the waterfall? Do you need a towel?”

Ashley snapped her fingers in an aha! moment. “Yes. That’s it! Hold on,” she told him, and let him take the bag while she ran back upstairs.

After grabbing one from the linen closet, she leaned around the banister and called out, “Do I need to grab extras for you guys?”

“No, I packed them one!”

Her lips quirked as she imagined Dylan readying the bags for Cam and River. Were his alpha instincts on overdrive, too?

When she made her way back down, she grinned at him.

“I thought you were a bodyguard, not a caretaker,” she teased.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “River was a big help. Cam was less so.”

That didn’t surprise her, and somehow endeared both of them to her even more. “Alright, I think I have everything,” she said, and carefully folded the towel before slotting it amongst the other items in her backpack.

“Ready?” Dylan asked, meeting her gaze.

If she wanted to, she could linger in that moment, the déjà vu so strong she felt dizzy.

“Yeah, ready,” she said, softer. “I sent you the pin on the map. Do you know where to go?”

“Already plugged in,” he said, stepping back to make room for her.

Ashley locked the door and jostled the knob a few times before she was happy, and stashed her key in a small pocket in her bag before following Dylan to the car.

Cam was grinning at her from the sunroof once more. “You can have shotgun!” he called.

Ashley slid into the front seat and stashed her bag on the floorboard before leaning around to eye Cam and River, who were cozy in the spacious backseat. “What, I’m not allowed in the cool kids’ club?”

River snickered, but Cam was the one who said, “Trust me, I’d love nothing more than to be all squished up with you back here, but we figured you might be able to help Dylan with navigation more from there.”

“I have a GPS,” Dylan muttered softly, though a smile twitched at his lips.

“Listen, I get it,” Ashley teased, turning back around in her seat. “The map can be confusing. All those lanes,” she tsked, shaking her head.

Dylan groaned softly and it just… it was weird, right? Being so normal, so casual? On her birthday. Again? After the last time, when he’d disappeared?

But I missed him, she thought, and pushed her thoughts away.

Once they were all buckled and promised to be on their best behavior—paired with a muffled laugh from River—Dylan put the car in reverse and backed out of her driveway.

He did that thing, the one where he kept his left hand on the steering wheel and placed his right hand on her headrest in order to look out the rear windshield.

She was struck a bit silly for a moment, because Dylan was so goddamned attractive.

It wasn’t fair.

How was she supposed to move on and get over him when he consistently made her… want him?

Is that what I want? To get over him?

Once the front tires bumped off the driveway and onto the asphalt, he turned back around, and they were off.

“You know, as passenger princess, you’re in charge of the music as well,” River said.

Dylan picked up his phone and unlocked it, typing numbers in a pattern that seemed… familiar. “Have at it,” he said.

Ashley scrolled through his music as if she was trying to unravel some grand mystery, and in a way, she was.

What did these songs say about Dylan? When had he added them to the list? How did they correspond with his life? Once upon a time, she would’ve known the answers to her own questions. The lack thereof hit a nerve in her, something that made her stomach flip. She didn’t know Dylan well enough anymore to read him through his music.

She hit shuffle to distract herself. Maybe he was a completely different person now⁠—

“Oh my god,” she said, because a song by the band they’d seen together on her eighteenth birthday began playing.

“You’re kidding,” Dylan said, and glanced at her. She didn’t know a singular word to describe the look they shared. Bewilderment from her, but something… sadder on his face.

“What is it?” Cam asked, leaning forward between them, and breaking her gaze.

“Uh, just haven’t heard this song in a while, is all,” Dylan said.

Ashley read the message loud and clear: he still hadn’t told Cam about their past.

“It’s so… angsty sounding,” Cam said.

“We used to listen to it all the time,” she told them with a chuckle. “You should’ve seen our style that went with it.”

River’s mouth dropped open and he leaned forward conspiratorially.

“Oh shit, were you goth kids?”

Ashley nodded, and River leaned back to cover his mouth before laughing. “I can’t say much. I hung out with the skaters.”

That image merged perfectly with the River sitting in the seat with tattoos scattered up his arm. “And now you’re a screenplay writer?”

He shrugged. “Exactly. I find inspiration where I can get it,” he said, and nudged Cam, who held up his hands innocently.

“It’s all you, I just answer the random-ass questions you ask me all the time.”

“And I’m forever grateful,” River said. “You’re the one with experience on the other side of the script.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Cam said, and Ashley caught a flush to his cheeks before she spun back around to face the road.

Their conversation carried on in low murmurs, and she shared a look with Dylan before settling into her seat.

The drive wouldn’t be more than an hour, so they had a while to go.

It wasn’t awkward like she’d feared, and as the song changed, she wondered how often that same band would play.

Ashley didn’t listen to them very much anymore, because of the memories it would bring back.

Like the night that changed everything.
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Birthdays were her new favorite thing. Especially if they all turned out like this.

The lights went down, and the crowd around them came alive, yelling and screaming. The pure energy that infused the venue brought her and Dylan to their feet, and she couldn’t help but grip his arm and shake him with excitement.

“It’s happening!” she yelled.

She felt like she had helium in her chest, like if she didn’t stay latched onto him she’d float right off.

He didn’t shake her off, and she gripped tighter.

Dylan wasn’t embarrassed to be seen here with her; he was just anxious about the crowds.

He had certainly grown into his growth spurt the past few months, but he wasn’t growing out of their band.

A thought he proved true only a few moments later, when the stage glowed red and the band came out. He whooped and hollered with the rest of the crowd, and Ashley already knew they’d be croaking through bruised throats by the end of the night.

She knew every fucking word.

And so did Dylan.

They sang them together, turning to grin at each other as they shouted the lyrics and pumped their fists and danced and acted like absolute fools.

She’d never seen a musician live outside of a coffee shop or open mic night, but this was certainly a different realm. There were pyrotechnics and lasers and LED screens that matched album artwork.

“Oh my god,” she cried as the lead singer stood in the crowd, a hundred hands holding him up as he sang.

Then they jumped, and she swore she could feel the venue shake beneath their weight as the crowd raged with them. When he brought a stool out to sing some of the slower, more heart-rending songs, it gave her pulse a chance to slow down, too.

The whole time she kept thinking about how they just had a handful more songs to go, and then this night would be over.

She swayed to the music, and the venue was aglow with lighters and cell phones. Her arm hurt by the time the song ended, only for the band to go right into the next one.

Dylan swayed with her, and she glanced up at him just to see if he was as entranced as she was.

It was too dark to see the color of his eyes, but she knew they were soft. Softer than they usually were when he looked at her.

His arm was around her shoulders and she was squished into his side, her arm around his waist, and a moment ago she’d thought nothing of it. But now, with him staring down at her as they sang the song to each other, it felt… like so much more. So much bigger than anything had ever felt, settling in her chest and barely making room for her ever-beating heart.

Was this⁠—

Were they⁠—

Did she⁠—

Ashley had read her fair share of YA books, alright, and she knew this chest-squeezing feeling was something maybe she’d recognize later, but right then all she knew was that…

Well, it was no secret she loved Dylan. Ever since they were kids.

But maybe, just maybe, she loved Dylan.

The venue faded away. The echo of the crowd, the strum of the guitar, the thousands of people around them became background noise as her and Dylan’s gazes locked.

She watched the thought occur to him, felt his eyes dance from one side of her face to another. She tilted her head up, just a hint, and bravely—considering she’d never been kissed before—waited.

Dylan’s head lowered and she sucked in a sharp breath seconds before he followed. Their lips pressed together and her heart stopped and she gripped his side tighter because it felt like the whole world came out from beneath her feet.

This is really happening.

She perked up on her tiptoes, pressing into the kiss with a confidence she didn’t really know how to feel yet, and Dylan steadied her, his other hand rising to frame her cheek.

I’m practically living a romance novel right now.

Her cheeks split in a grin against the kiss, and her lips wobbled with nerves because, let’s be real, she had no clue what she was doing.

Dylan was a constant, an anchor for her in this suddenly topsy-turvy world, and then his lips were moving and she followed like an echo.

Then it was a real kiss, and Ashley’s heart leapt into her throat and her stomach was fluttery in the best way. She was warm and safe, and Dylan was kissing her, and⁠—

The song ended and the crowd came alive again, startling them both away. Her gaze darted toward the stage, where sparks were flying as the music ramped up again.

The electric tension was still alive all around them, but when their gazes met she didn’t find a weird, new elation in Dylan’s eyes.

She saw something she’d one day realize was… fear.


19. LONG TIME COMING
DYLAN
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Realizing you’re in love with your childhood best friend at a concert on her birthday was maybe a bit awesome. Kissing her seconds after that earth-shattering realization? Magical.

In that same breath, popping a knot and also learning that, yes, everything you feared was true? Much, much less wondrous.

As the music came alive again, so, too, did he and Ashley out of their frozen romantic moment. As they shuffled apart, awkwardness now tinging the air between them, he tugged his shirt out of his waistband so the oversized fabric would cover his waist.

Dylan did not want to be an alpha. Anything but an alpha.

This is so fucked.

The concert was almost over, and he hated that he was wishing it away.

Well, at least all his weird feelings around Ashley lately had an explanation.

He was an alpha. Of course he was protective of her. Of course he wanted to take care of her. Of course he wanted to… kiss her. And put this stupid, godforsaken knot to use.

Dylan scrunched his eyes shut and tried to shake the feelings away. Ashley deserved better than that.

He tried to remain there, next to Ashley and singing all the words to the songs he knew by heart, but he was in his own head.

He swayed and sang and threw his fist into the air when required by the rock gods, but he was a million miles away.

His dad had been an alpha. His dad was the reason why Dylan’s mom was raising an omega—and now an alpha—all by herself. His dad was the reason his mom had spiraled through his childhood.

And apparently, Dylan was doomed to follow in his footsteps.

Ashley knew everything about his dad, and in turn, he knew her own dad had fucked off once he’d found an omega with a pack to keep his knot warm.

Would she see him with the same disdain he knew she felt for alphas?

“Dylan?”

He blinked, realized the band was leaving the stage and the concert was over and Ashley’s hand was soft on his arm.

“Yeah,” he said, shaking himself back into the moment. “That was awesome,” he said, as if he even knew what the last three songs had been.

She looked like she didn’t believe him, but nodded, and dropped her hand. “Ready to get out of here?”

He swallowed and nodded, and suddenly her scent, a barely-there citrus, was a bit stronger to him, though it had always been faint.

He stalked behind her as they left the venue, keeping an eye out for any assholes stumbling drunkenly out of the building. Thankfully they made it to the car without any events, and the silence felt oppressive once they shut the doors.

His ears were ringing and he couldn’t tell if it was from the concert or the new revelation.

“I can hardly hear anything,” Ashley said, probably a bit louder than she intended.

“Good, it’s not just me, then,” Dylan replied, trying his best to sound normal and not like his entire world was turned upside down.

It was late, and they wouldn’t be back for another two hours. Which meant he’d have to sit here. In the car. With Ashley’s light scent swirling around them.

“Can I play the setlist again?” Ashley asked, already fiddling with the cord that plugged into the cassette tape converter.

“Of course,” he said, and scrambled for anything so his response didn’t sound so short, so uninterested when in fact, it was the opposite. “Especially since I didn’t recognize it the first time.”

Her grin was sly as she restarted the playlist, and the thump of the electric bass filled the car, matching the beat of his heart.

The car ride lasted far too long and not nearly long enough. And as the dotted lines of the road disappeared behind them, Dylan realized he and Ashley had spent way too long avoiding the future.

Like what would happen now that they’d graduated. Now that summer was almost over and the college that Dylan’s omega sister applied to had accepted her, and even though he hated school enough as it was, he wanted to follow and keep her safe.

Like how Ashley was going to the community college nearby because she didn’t want to leave her mom.

How they’d assumed they’d keep in touch. How hard it was going to be to say goodbye.

Maybe that’s why they hadn’t talked about it, because they both knew the answer, and were dreading it.

Dylan knew he was.

That’s why this night was supposed to be so important. Celebrating Ashley, seeing their favorite band.

One last hurrah for them to remember until they could see each other again on some school break.

If they even made it that far. What if Ashley presented as an omega, like she secretly wanted, and got scooped up by some alpha?

His chest ached at the thought.

He replayed that kiss in his mind, and for a split second he almost convinced himself that the alpha supposed to scoop her up could be… him.

I’ve been an alpha for five minutes and I’m already convinced I could make Ashley mine.

God, this is why he hated alphas.

No. Dylan needed to figure his shit out first. He couldn’t spring something like that on Ashley right away. Not when they were about to part ways for the first time in years.

He felt so young just then, floundering with his new designation and all the feelings now bumbling around in his body and brain.

Eventually the headlights splashed across Ashley’s house, and he glanced over to find her asleep, head resting against the window. In that instinctive sense everyone had, she blinked her eyes open when the tires bumped over her driveway.

“Oh my god, sorry I slept the whole way. Shitty passenger much?” she mumbled and rubbed her eyes tiredly.

She was so cute he wanted to just hold her tight and squeeze. The affection was so strong he couldn’t breathe.

“No worries,” he managed to say. “Easy drive.”

He watched the moment she remembered the kiss, her eyes widening before dropping from his own, avoiding.

Dylan shut the car off and the silence was loud, louder than the concert had been. “Ready, sleepyhead?” he asked.

Ashley snapped into action, grabbing her bag and water bottle and looping the former over her head.

He got out and walked her to the door, because he always did. He was hyper-aware of where their arms brushed as they walked, and they came to a stop far too soon.

“I had so much fun.” She squeezed her eyes closed, still grinning. “Literally the best night of my life, I think.”

“Glad I was there for it,” he said, both wishing she would open the door so he could get this goodbye over with and also aching for the night never to end. If only they could go back to that one perfect moment where their lips met, before everything went sideways, and live there.

“You look tired,” she said. “Thanks for driving. Get some sleep.” She squeezed his arm and he cupped his hand over hers.

“You, too,” he responded, unsure of what to say because in his newly alpha brain, with nothing but hormones buzzing around, he couldn’t exactly find the correct words to describe just what was going on in his chest.

For a moment, she lingered, and if he wasn’t so in his own head he would’ve seen how she swayed toward him, eyes studying, waiting for a moment that never came.

And then the moment was over, and she pulled away and opened the door and the light of the lamp her mom had left on spilled onto the concrete step.

“Goodnight,” he said softly.

“Night, Dylan,” she said, gaze just as sweet as ever. “Text me?” she asked.

“Yeah, I’ll text you,” he said, and waved as she tiptoed into the house, a shy smile on her lips before the door closed.

He stuffed her mom’s money in the mailbox with a hastily scribbled thanks, and left.

Dylan did not text Ashley.

Not when he got home. Not the next morning. Not the following days as he packed his shit and moved to the campus near his sister and found a job at a coffee shop for criminally low pay and shitty tips because all the customers were equally broke students.

Not as he found some alphas to buddy up with, failed out of college in his second year, and used their connections to get hired into a security program. For the first time ever, he had insurance, got therapy, and talked his shit out.

His pack found an omega, his own damned sister, so Dylan left, on his own once more.

Then once he finished training, he bounced around from place to place depending on where the security company needed him.

Dylan tried not to think about the biggest mistake of his life.

But the texts he received went ignored, until he broke his phone on a job and then they… stopped.
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Some things would never change, no matter how much time passed or how much distance was between them.

It had occurred to Dylan before, of course, that he shouldn’t have run. That he shouldn’t have moved with his sister without saying goodbye. That he shouldn’t have left Ashley behind.

All of it was for nothing, because what he was running from was something he’d never escape.

And it was never more obvious than when Dylan was back at that house.

Ashley opening the door, running over her checklist, forgetting something last-minute—like she always had and likely always would.

Sitting in the driver's seat while she buckled herself into the passenger’s side felt like it used to. When they were seventeen and running around town just to fill the hours after school because they had nothing more fun to do than hang out with each other.

He’d never be able to stop loving Ashley.

And he didn’t know why he’d tried running from it in the first place.

I was scared.

And then that damned song had come on.

The one from the concert.

The one he’d kissed her to.

The one that had played as he’d had a full-on crisis about presenting as an alpha.

The one that haunted him, because he’d made a decision in that moment.

A decision to leave, to try starting over in a new city with his sister, leaving behind their shitty family. To try to adjust to being a fucking alpha, the thing he hated most.

He regretted it. Because even after all of that, he’d still hurt Ashley when he’d left to avoid hurting her in the first place.

He wanted to go back in time and tell his younger self to stop being an idiot, to stop panicking, and tell him that he wouldn’t turn out like his dad.

And now here Dylan was, with Ashley still in his passenger seat, a person who meant the world to him.

He had a second chance.

And Dylan knew he wouldn’t get another.

He couldn’t fuck this up. Ashley needed to know everything. She needed to know how he felt, why he’d left, how much he regretted it.

Was it selfish? To bring all this up, to apologize again? It was her birthday.

The day he’d fucked up so royally, all those years ago.

And Cam and River were here, singing along to some pop song he’d reluctantly added to his list because Cam had enjoyed it so much when it had come on one day.

As Ashley began singing, too, the sun streaming in and turning her dark hair a vibrant mahogany, he decided… it was worth it.

These things needed to be said. Maybe if he’d been brave enough to say them ten years ago, they wouldn’t be here right now, inches apart but years away.

He’d just have to find the right moment.

They put the windows and sunroof down and the morning breeze flowed through the car. Ashley’s hair was tucked in a high ponytail or else it would be flying everywhere.

Once Ashley directed him to the correct parking area—it turns out her assistance was needed, because he lost service not too far into the mountains—they arrived.

“I didn’t realize all of this was so close to the city,” Cam murmured as he got out of the car.

“You’d be surprised what you can find up here,” Ashley said. “There’s tons of trails and water holes besides the one we’re going to today.”

“Maybe if Cam doesn’t die, we can plan another hike,” River said, and nudged the omega.

Cam pouted, and it was adorable, as he often was. “I will not die. I’m not that dramatic.”

“I wouldn’t put it past you,” Dylan drawled, because he never passed up a chance to put that look on Cam’s face.

That one. The pinched one with his eyes all narrowed and lips in a line. “Poke your fun now.”

“Nah, I’ve got all day to amass ammo,” Dylan teased.

“I brought a small first aid kit,” Ashley chimed in. “You know, just in case.”

Cam groaned, “Not you, too!” and threw his hands up in the air before storming off. “I’m going to be the best hiker today, just you see,” he called out.

“Wrong way!” Ashley shouted, and Cam paused, came to a complete stop, and hung his head.

Dylan bit the inside of his cheek so hard to keep from laughing, he was surprised he didn’t draw blood.

Ashley shared a grin with him, and he swore his heart skipped a beat right before she adjusted her backpack straps and followed after Cam, clapping him on the back. “Just follow me,” she said, and began leading them towards a bright orange arrow sign nailed to a tree. A few other trails were marked at the edge of the lot with other colors like blue and yellow and pink.

Dylan held up the back of the line, keeping an eye on Cam and River as Ashley led the way.

It was a pretty easy hike, all things considered. The trail was visible, well-manicured and kept-up, not like Dylan had imagined it at all.

As the morning went on, the sun filtered through the trees and warmed them, the dew drying and the birds singing even louder.

Cam handled it like a pro. There weren’t crazy inclines or giant logs or rocks in their way, but he was an active, strong guy.

Hiking was still certainly different from cardio in the gym, and all of them were suffering because of it.

Well, everyone except Ashley. She was the real professional here, barely breaking a sweat.

But she didn’t hesitate to pause or take a breather at the slightest hint, and was the first to make sure everyone had water.

Dylan recognized it not only as the kind, caring person Ashley was, but also… the alpha in her.

She was watching after Cam especially, and Dylan wondered if she even realized it.

“Did we put sunscreen on?” she asked, squinting at each of them.

Dylan’s lips twitched as he nodded. “It’s not time to reapply yet.”

“Okay, okay,” Ashley said, and held up her hands. “I get it. I don’t think we’re that far out anyway.”

The heat of the day was catching up with them as they continued on, the sun beaming down through the trees.

The humidity was unbearable, like walking through a wet blanket, and Dylan felt the past several weeks of the air-conditioned cushy life of a movie star catch up to him.

Not all of his clients were as kind as Cameron, who still disliked the necessity of a bodyguard.

Cameron, however, was the best client he’d had… ever. Even if he did tend to run away from protection instead of toward it most days, making his job redundant and impossible.

“Are we there yet?” Cameron whined, and Dylan swallowed a chuckle, glancing ahead. Bringing up the rear, Dylan had a perfect view as Cameron dramatically leaned against a tree. They were on an incline, but Dylan could already see the peak a few yards away.

“We’re so close,” Ashley called back. “You can hear the water already!”

Cam snapped his head up, staring in her direction as Dylan caught up. He clapped the omega on the back before motioning for him to go forward. “She’s right, you can hear it.”

Cam sighed and finally pushed away from the tree.

River and Ashley were chatting up ahead, pointing at certain trees and laughing.

“They’re cute,” Cameron mused from beside him, hinting.

“Don’t ask for much, do you?” Dylan teased, keeping his tone light.

Cam nodded. “I usually get what I want.”

“Spoiled.”

“Never said I wasn’t,” he replied, his grin a little feral.

“Not that much further, come on,” Dylan said, and quickened his pace.

Cam groaned. “I never thought I’d miss the treadmill.”

“You have to admit this is better,” Dylan said, and pointed up above them at the sunlight scattered through the canopy of trees.

“It’s pretty, don’t get me wrong,” he said, and slapped his arm. “But there’s bugs. And it’s humid.” He patted at his hair self-consciously, and Dylan chuckled before rubbing his hand through it, messing it up further before taking off.

“Hey!” Cam grumbled, and Dylan glanced back to make sure he was following.

“I’m gonna push you off this damned waterfall,” Cam called out as he caught up.

They reached the peak of the incline, only for a skinny trail to lead them down the other side, which, in Dylan’s opinion, was almost worse.

As the sound of water grew louder, they made their way down carefully. They were catching themselves on tree trunks to keep from slipping, and eventually the forest gave way to a patchy, grassy area to the left.

“Oh my god, look at it!” Ashley said, and rushed ahead.

They followed after her from the copse of trees and Cam’s gasp was totally worth the trouble as they all stared to the left.

The water was loud, crashing in white foam against the natural pool.

They could feel the mist from the edge of the rocks, and as the light struck through the trees, bits of rainbow were visible from it reflecting off the mist.

“Okay, well. This was worth the hike,” Cameron said.

Ashley beamed. The waterfall had nothing on her.

“You wanna jump?” Ashley asked, practically bouncing on her feet.

“Is it safe?”

“Of course,” Ashley said, brow furrowed. “I’ve jumped plenty of times. The water is deeper than it looks and it’s… exhilarating.” She sighed as if just thinking about it.

“I’m in,” Dylan agreed without hesitating.

“It’s not as scary as it seems. Do you guys wanna wait down here?” she asked, and turned to Cam and River.

“Uh… Maybe I’ll decide once I’m up there. What do we do with our stuff?”

“We can stash it down here, and get it once we jump.”

“Alright, alright. Fine,” Cam said. “Lead the way.”

Ashley dropped her pack, hiding it between a cropping of rocks, and then stripped her shirt off, revealing a bathing suit top in the style of most of the sports bras she wore at the gym.

“I wore shoes I can get wet, but I’ll volunteer to hike back up to the top and get yours,” she said, eying Cam’s probably expensive tennis shoes. “I don’t recommend making the climb up there barefoot.”

Dylan stripped his shirt off next and stuffed it in his pack, and Cam and River followed suit.

“Ashley,” River called, and held up the sunscreen. “Will you…” He waggled it at her.

After arching a brow and glancing between Cameron and River and finally Dylan, she accepted the bottle, checking to make sure it was waterproof, and pursed her lips as River spun around.

“Oh, this is the good stuff,” Ashley said, noting the label.

The beta winked at Dylan as she dispensed a healthy dollop and rubbed her hand along his skin.

Her cheeks pinkened as the moment stretched on, and Cameron finally stopped pretending to be searching for something in his pack before declaring, “My turn!”

Dylan’s jaw tightened as River and Cameron changed places, sly little grins on their lips that Dylan could see right through.

Turning his attention to the alpha, Ashley didn’t seem bothered by the request. Did her blush mean she was embarrassed, or interested?

Why can’t both be true?

Doubt filled him again, and he felt the weight of the present in his backpack as he lowered it to the ground.

Was he being selfish? Should he just let things continue as they are, step back so Ashley could be the alpha she was so clearly meant to be to an omega one day? To… Cameron?

Why can’t she be an alpha to all of us?

He blinked as the thought occurred to him. A pack. With Cameron and River? With Ashley?

Dylan had never thought of himself as alpha material, proven time—hurting Ashley—and time—failing his last client—again.

“Ready?” Ashley asked, pulling him from his thoughts.

He glanced back up to realize that Ashley had tugged off her loose shorts and left them with her pack. She was clad in nothing but a bikini.

Dylan was going to pass away.

She took off, trotting up the trail to the left of the waterfall. Dylan was trying to be respectful. Truly. But Ashley was so fucking hot. He was trying to merge the awkward eighteen year old from his memory with the full-grown, confident, and capable alpha before him.

The one whose thigh and arm muscles flexed as she walked and tugged Cameron along. He glanced at River beside him, and found the beta just as distracted.

Dylan was struck with a lance of possessiveness.

His alpha. His Ashley.

The same one who marched fearlessly through the water at the top of the waterfall, keeping her balance even on slippery rocks, and stood at the edge.

“We made it!” she said, and turned to them, the biggest smile on her face.

Yep. She was his.

Dylan just had to make it real.

She made a circling motion with her hand to draw them closer, and Dylan tugged off his shoes and left them at the edge of the water as he waded toward her, his favorite direction.

“That’s… really high,” River said as he joined them, and gulped. “We’re gonna jump from here?”

“That’s the plan. Want one of us to go with you?” Ashley offered, but Cam was already stepping up beside his partner.

“No, it’s okay, I’ve got it,” Cameron said, and gripped River’s hand.

“Why don’t we go first?” Ashley suggested, motioning to… Dylan. His heart skipped a beat. “You two can watch.”

River smirked. “Not the first time I’ve heard that.”

Ashley snorted, rolling her eyes, but she met his gaze with that lighthearted grin and Dylan was lost. He’d do anything she wanted.

Including, apparently, jumping off a waterfall.
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The water rushed over the edge, rocks glistening in the light spilling through the leaves.

Below, the froth of water was white and shimmering, welcoming them into the depths.

“Ready?” she asked, and held out her hand to the alpha beside her.

Dylan’s hand was heavy in hers, and he squeezed once as he nodded. “Yep, totally.”

She smiled, glancing over at him and trying not to notice how fucking devastatingly handsome he was.

And shirtless. With… scars? Those certainly hadn’t been there when they were younger.

They were jagged, along his abdomen, and tanned a slightly darker color than the rest of his pale skin. A bolt of possessiveness struck her as her hindbrain flared. Who would hurt him?

“Who did this to you?’ she asked, and lifted their joint hands to brush the back of her index finger over one of the scars.

She was so struck with the idea of someone hurting him, it didn’t occur to her what an intimate thing she’d done, until she turned her gaze up.

A lock of dark hair fell over his eyes and it made him look younger, giving her a flash of the Dylan she knew from their childhood.

She wanted to protect him.

Her heart seized, and it was hard to take a breath.

“A job went south,” he said.

Chest tightening at just the thought, she realized once again that she didn’t know Dylan, this alpha, half as well as she once did.

He had secrets.

She wanted to know each and every one of them.

“Was it bad?” she asked, because she had to know.

“It wasn’t… good,” he offered.

Ashley frowned. Had she almost lost him for good? And she hadn’t even known?

“Where are they?”

“They’re gone,” he said, and she searched his eyes for the truth.

“On three?” he asked, shifting their hands to point over the edge.

Satisfied with what she found, she nodded and let it go… for now. “Yeah,” she answered.

Ashley made her lungs work, and sucked in a breath as they counted down.

“Two… one.”

The shouts of Cam and River followed them as they leapt off the edge, hands clutched tightly together. For a moment, she was weightless, and Ashley let her eyes drift closed as the water came up on them.

She crashed through, the water cold and perfect against her overheated skin, rinsing away the grime and sweat from the hike.

It breathed new life into her, and as their hands separated so they could swim to the surface, giddiness rooted in her chest.

She broke through the water and searched for Dylan, finding him not too far away.

“Hell yes!” she cried, joy threading through every vein in her body.

“That was fucking awesome,” Dylan said, a carefree grin on his face.

The rush of water was white noise all around them, and Ashley tilted her head up. From the bottom, the drop seemed so very far, and she couldn’t see River and Cam yet.

Ashley swam to the edge of the pool, out of the way, and sat on a cropping of rock. The water still came up to her shoulders, and it felt delightfully refreshing after sweating.

Dylan followed, and she tried not to stare as he swam, but his arms were pure muscle as he made his way over to her. With his hair slicked back, his face was totally open to her, nothing but an easy joy in his expression.

“This was a great idea,” he said, nudging her. His sun-dappled skin was warm even in the chilly water. “Maybe even better than what I had planned.”

Ashley tilted her head. “You had something planned?”

He shrugged. “I did.”

“You… remembered?” she asked. Her pulse was in her ears as she studied him.

His expression went unbearably soft. “Of course I did. I’d never forget.”

Ashley’s brain spun in circles trying to decipher what he meant. Had her birthday haunted him like it had her, considering it’d been the last time they’d seen each other for a decade? Did he replay that day more often than was healthy, like her? Analyze and regret and wish for a time machine?

Or did he just care for her so much that he’d never forgotten the date itself?

As he stared at her, both of them stuck in this frozen moment with the water rushing louder than their thoughts and the wake of the waterfall pushing him into her, Ashley was… caught.

Hooked on this moment like she’d been hooked on the same alpha her whole life.

He nudged into her again and this time didn’t lean away. He placed a hand on the rock beside her thigh, his hip brushing her knee.

“Dylan…” she warned, though she didn’t know what she was warning either of them about. Not when every neuron in her brain was telling her to lean forward.

Later, she’d blame it on the sun. Later, she’d be full of regret.

But now… in this moment, with Dylan leaning closer and that familiar grassy scent wrapping around her, in this little private cove by a beautiful waterfall, it felt right.

It felt like she didn’t want to get over him.

Ashley not only let him kiss her, but she met him in the middle.

If they were going to make this mistake, it would be together.

Funnily enough, Ashley couldn’t remember exactly how his lips had felt over a decade ago, not through the eyes of a teenager.

Not now that the memory had the adult version of Dylan to contend with.

His hand framed her face, cold at first from the water, but warming as their skin touched, and she melted into him. Their lips moved together effortlessly, the water pushing them closer, until their legs were slotted together and she was cupping the back of his neck to pull him closer.

He tasted like what she’d always imagined Dylan to taste of—alpha and desire–and, more realistically, mint from his toothpaste.

Fuck, it was like he’d awakened something in her, and Ashley was helpless but to fold far too easily to the whims of her pulse, urging her to⁠—

A high-pitched scream echoed out over the water, and Ashley pushed Dylan away reflexively. He went under the water and Ashley turned her gaze up just as River and Cam hit the foam of the waterfall.

She felt like she’d done something wrong, and dipped under the water so she didn’t look as dazed as she felt. When she came up, Cam and River were laughing as they swam closer. Dylan’s head popped up not too far away, and she averted her eyes before he could read her expression.

“I can’t believe you screamed like that,” Cam taunted lovingly.

River’s cheeks were pink, and not just from the sunburn they likely all had. “Shut up. It was really high.”

“Are you afraid of heights?” Ashley asked, taking her seat on the rock again.

If either of them had noticed the compromising position she’d been in, they didn’t mention it, and she tried to convince her pulse to return to normal.

“Maybe a little,” River said, decidedly pouty, and it was so cute she felt a pang in her chest.

“I thought you were just nervous!” she cried, afraid she’d put him in an awkward position. “You were very brave, if that helps,” she said, and tried not to laugh at his dry look.

“Don’t patronize me,” he drawled, and Ashley chuckled before grabbing his hand and pulling him up onto the rock next to her. His thigh brushed hers, skin to skin, and it was like an electric shock, despite how thoroughly she’d mapped his back just a bit ago.

“Yeah, that’s my job,” Dylan said, and floated over beside Cameron.

“It was fun, though, wasn’t it?” she asked, and she could still feel Dylan’s lips against hers, a lick of warmth in her stomach. He was acting totally normal. She was trying to. Was she managing? Was it obvious?

Did Dylan even care?

“I’d do it again,” Cameron said, and Ashley arched a brow, pushing her troubling thoughts away.

“The hike and all?” she asked. “How are your feet?”

“Oh, I’m going to be incredibly sore tomorrow. You’ll just have to go easy on me,” he said, matter of fact.

Ashley grinned evilly. “You mean you don’t enjoy the feeling of your sore muscles screaming at every move you make?”

He winced. “Not particularly.”

“You’re a masochist, confirmed,” River interjected.

Ashley shrugged. She loved feeling her muscles burn, knowing that she was pushing herself further.

“You don’t like jelly legs?” she questioned.

Cam smirked. “Only from an orgasm.”

Ashley’s mouth popped open in surprise while River snorted, looking particularly proud of himself, and she rolled her eyes.

Wouldn’t know what that was like, she said to herself.

Most people she hooked up with were intimidated by her, an alpha, and rarely did she come away from an encounter with shaky legs. They expected her to take charge, which was hot when she was in the mood, but sometimes Ashley wanted to be the one thrown around, not doing the throwing.

Anyway… what were they talking about?

Ashley kicked her legs in the water, and tilted her face up to the sun.

“We’re at the bottom of the waterfall,” she said, knocking an elbow into River.

“I like the way you think,” he practically purred, and he sounded so attractive Ashley’s cheeks flamed.

Chills sprinkled over her skin, and she told herself it was from the sun she’d gotten, the contrast of it with the cool water.

“Hold on, I’ll grab the stash,” River said.

He clumsily clamored over the rocks and walked over to their pile of stuff, rummaging through one of their bags.

All around them, the forest was alive, birds and bugs singing while the trees whistled with the breeze.

And amongst it, she heard a small pop as River’s steps returned. “Birthday girl,” he said, and offered her a joint from a glass tube.

Ashley held the golden cone in her hand and gaped. “What the hell is this?”

Cameron snickered, looking awfully proud of himself. “It’s a 24K gold cone.”

“You do not buy gold rolling papers,” she told him, aghast.

“Told you, I like to spoil myself.”

I'd like to spoil you for your birthday, too.

She heard the words in his buttery-smooth voice, and spun the joint in her hand. It was her birthday, after all. Was it so bad if he’d spent a little extra money on her?

She lifted her gaze to him and grinned. “I guess for today, I’m spoiled, too.”

Ashley did, in fact, feel spoiled. She was about to smoke movie star weed. Recreational use was legal everywhere, especially because it was known to help omegas during heat, but that didn’t mean she could afford to splurge on the nicest strains.

Lifting the joint to her nose, she inhaled the green musky scent and arched a brow at Cameron. “This is nice.”

“Only the best for you,” he said.

Ashley rolled her eyes to disguise how pleased she actually felt.

The flame leapt to life as she flicked the lighter, and the paper at the end of the joint caught.

She inhaled, the smoke filling her lungs, and it even tasted nice, some kind of lavender flavor that lingered even after she exhaled.

“That’s delicious,” she said, and held it out for whoever wanted it next.

River took it, and he had no fucking right looking so damned good with that joint between his fingers.

Warmth licked through her just like the flame had lapped at the end of the joint.

They passed it around, and she thought it was kind of funny how they all melted into the rocks around the water, like sunbathing lizards.

They ashed into the glass tube and then stored it away when everyone was happy with their high.

Ashley felt floaty and at ease, and she slipped off the rocks to drift in the water.

Through the water lapping at her ears, she heard the murmur of their voices and opened her eyes. Above her, the sun sparkled through the trees, marbling the ground and the water, and she watched the breeze move the green summer leaves around.

It was a beautiful day, and Ashley was suddenly so thankful to be here. Even with the tangle of emotions and unresolved feelings in her chest, she was here with people she enjoyed being around.

I kissed Dylan.

She sat up and sank beneath the surface, wetting her hair once more and washing away her thoughts before joining the others at the rocky edge.

“What are you guys talking about?” she asked, propping her head on her hands.

Dylan was sitting on the rock now, and he looked so good with the water dripping off him it made her brain lag like dial-up internet.

“I’m gonna lay out the snacks,” Dylan said, and glanced up. “I don’t have service, but it is getting a bit late, and I don’t want us to⁠—“

“Quit being so responsible,” Cameron whined, and Ashley couldn’t help but laugh.

“Well, someone’s got to,” Dylan said.

“As long as that someone isn’t me, you can do whatever you want,” River said. He was reclined on his palms, face tilted up to the sun.

In nothing but a pair of swim shorts and sprinkled with the light breaking through the trees, he looked like a painting.

A painting she wanted to lick.

That didn’t make sense.

She didn’t care.

Dylan cleared his throat and Ashley’s gaze trailed back to him. He arched a brow at her and her cheeks flamed at being caught checking out the beta.

After kissing said alpha.

After applying a very secure layer of sunscreen to the other two.

Playing it so, so cool, she shrugged, as if it wasn’t a big deal. She could appreciate a handsome guy moments after she’d kissed her childhood crush, even if that guy happened to be dating her client.

Was Ashley… messy?

She heard the word in Kenzie’s voice and almost laughed aloud at her own thoughts.

As Dylan got to his feet, Ashley wondered if they would ever get to a point where they weren’t messy. How did they even get there?

Talking.

“Want help?” she asked Dylan, who shrugged.

“You’re the birthday girl—“ he began in denial, but caught her look, and stuttered. “Uhhh, but you can help if you want.”

Ashley rolled her eyes, tucking a smile into her cheek and getting to her feet. With careful steps she made her way out of the pool on the slippery rocks and joined Dylan by all their bags several feet away. Her sandals squeaked the whole way.

“You’re not allowed to actually help,” Dylan said as soon as she reached for a bag.

“What? Why?”

“It’s your birthday, so it’s against the rules. But it felt like you wanted a moment.”

Ashley crossed her arms, staring down at the alpha kneeling on the ground and rummaging through a giant backpack.

Had he really toted that thing the whole hike? She hadn’t realized how large it was.

“Well—I guess—I don’t know,” she began eloquently.

Ashley squatted down so she could be eye-level with Dylan. “We kissed,” she said.

He paused with one hand in the bag and lifted his head. His coffee-brown eyes were dark and soft and Ashley felt her breath like a punch to the chest.

“We kissed,” he repeated, and the air went out of her.

“You’re not going to run this time?” she breathed, barely able to put volume behind the words for her fear.

Dylan pulled his hands out of the bag, and they hovered in the air between them as if he wanted to put a hand on her, but he hesitated at the last second.

She kind of hated how respectful he was being, keeping himself at a distance.

Because… because in that moment, Ashley had a horrifying realization.

She wanted things to go back to normal. No matter what Dylan had done.

She didn’t want this awkwardness between them, this imbalance of what they thought should be right considering the circumstances, and what they were used to.

What she wanted was late nights on the couch throwing popcorn at each other. She wanted sleepovers with her best friend and she wanted to smoke weed together and then make out on the couch and…. and spend the night together like they never had before.

She’d missed Dylan so much, the hole he’d left in her life beyond empty, that now he was filling it, she’d let him do just about anything he wanted as long as he stayed.

And that was a dangerous, terrifying game to play.

Especially when she was still in the dark.

“I’m not going to run this time, or ever again,” Dylan said softly, pulling her out of her revelation. “And I’ll spend forever trying to prove it to you.”

Ashley sucked in a deep breath. It was her birthday, and she was with the person she’d been missing for the last decade.

“Starting with a picnic?” she asked quietly, and reached for the bag.

It was already open, and before Dylan could stop her, she saw inside.

Once she registered the birthday wrapping paper, she glanced up and found that same familiar expression on his face.

The one from that night, when he’d said goodbye for the last time. If he was so scared, was he going to run? Could she really trust him this time?

Not while she still had questions.

What is he scared of?

Ashley lifted the present out of the bag. “A present?”

“Uhh. Yeah, yes. You don’t have to open it now, maybe it’s better—” He reached for it, and she moved her hand back, brow arched.

“I’d love to open it now,” she said.

“There’s, uhm,” Dylan said, and ran a hand over the back of his head. He was nervous. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about. Regarding it. Maybe it should wait?”

Ashley didn’t want to wait any more. Ashley wanted to get to the bottom of this. She wanted to know what he wasn’t telling her. Just… something wasn’t adding up.

He’d left… but there was a deeper reason behind it. Ashley wanted to know if her gut was right.

This is anything but casual. They were anything but just-friends.

“I’m kind of tired of waiting, aren’t you?” she asked, leveling him with a look that suggested she wasn’t talking about the present, but all the other layers they were still unwrapping from each other.

“Okay,” he said, and Ashley slipped a finger under the wrapping paper. The box was light and small, and the paper was covered in black polka dots. She stuffed the paper into a loose ball in the bag before lifting the lid of the box.

An envelope. And inside it were⁠—

My Chemical Imbalance. A reunion tour. Physical concert tickets.

For the exact same band that had started all of this.

It hit her like a blow, the rush of emotions. Confusion, nostalgia, regret, and— and fear, and heartbreak and loneliness and anger.

“Why are you here?” Ashley asked, frustrated. “Why are you doing all this?” She waved the tickets.

Dylan’s brow furrowed. “Isn't it obvious? I'm trying to make up for what I did. Trying to show you that it will be different. That I’ll be different.”

She huffed. “So you're overcompensating. Trying to make yourself feel better by earning my forgiveness, instead of focusing on how you hurt me.”

His expression fell as he stared at her, the waterfall still splashing behind them. “I just… I wanted to make this birthday so special that it would write over the last one I was there for.”

“We don’t need to write it over, to ignore it! We need to address it! I want an explanation. Why did you leave, Dylan?” she asked, voice rising with the height of her emotion. “I’ve spent all day pretending every moment with you isn’t reminding me of that night. And you’re just acting like everything’s normal. Casual! Like the best night of my life wasn’t followed by ten years of your absence while I presented as an alpha and dealt with my mom’s death without my best friend.” She groaned, and ran her hands down her face. “Just— what happened? Why leave on my birthday?”

Dylan sucked in an audible breath, steeling himself. Ashley met his gaze, daring him to answer her. “That night, I realized… I was an alpha. With you. And my dad was an alpha, and I was afraid of turning out like him.”

That same night? The memory was a little hazy from the amount of times she’d taken it out of its box and replayed it. But the one thing she remembered so clearly was how weird Dylan was at the end of the night.

It had to be the kiss. That’s what changed things.

“Do you regret kissing me?” she asked, even though his actions—planning this birthday, this present— didn’t match. “Do you just want to be friends? What does your dad have to do with any of this?”

“Because—because I'm in love with you, okay?” Dylan snapped, dropping his hand from his hair. A pair of gasps sounded behind them, but Ashley couldn’t even be bothered to care about an audience as his words hit.

A dark tuft of his hair stood up and wobbled in the breeze and it was a beautiful day for a revelation as long overdue as this.

Everything slotted into place, and her anger began to fade as understanding took its place.

“I had been feeling… weird, in the weeks leading up to your birthday⁠—”

“How weird?” Ashley asked. She wanted to hear the words.

The heat in his cheeks as he struggled to name the emotions was worth it. “I felt… possessive, I guess. Protective, especially in the crowd, and then when we kissed, I—it clicked then, why I’d been feeling like that. Like an alpha. Because I was an alpha. And suddenly I had these grand ideas of making you mine and I was just— scared. That it was the pheromones making me imagine things. Of what that would mean. Of you saying no—or worse, you saying yes, and then us turning out like my parents.”

That one piece of information was like finding the last piece of a puzzle. Suddenly the whole image made sense.

He left. And it still didn’t excuse it, but she… understood now. And that changed everything.

“And maybe I started out just trying to make things right, just trying to make amends, but… those feelings never fade, and being part of your life even in such a small way feels so right.” He released a breath, standing up. “I love you. And I’m sorry for leaving the first time. I won’t do it again.”

He didn’t look scared now. He looked relieved, if anything.

Mirroring how Ashley felt, that relief. Finally, after all these years, he’d given her an answer, an explanation.

What teenager wouldn’t run after realizing they were in love with their best friend?

He’s in love with me.

That’s why he was so eager for things to go back to normal—just like Ashley was.

Because she loved him, too.

Part of her wanted to shout her declaration, to celebrate the fact that finally, she was on the same page as him.

Instead, she grinned, a bit feral in her excitement, and patted him on his chest. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it? Imagine how easy our lives could have been had you admitted that on my doorstep ten years ago.”

Ashley stuffed the tickets into her bag and carefully stowed it away, leaving Dylan stumped.

“I’m starved. How about that picnic?” she asked, and reached for the plastic containers—fancier than any she’d ever owned, so they must be Cameron’s—stuffed with crackers and cheeses that were still cool to the touch, thanks to the cooler bag.

Dylan deserved to suffer for just a bit longer.

He intercepted her, grabbing her wrist gently. But his skin against hers was warm, and all Ashley could think about were other ways his skin could rest next to hers.

And in his gaze in that moment, Ashley knew he’d seen right through her. His eyes darkened and Ashley cleared her throat, pushing to her feet. “Fine, fine, I won’t help. I’ll go… be over there,” she said.

“You do that,” Dylan remarked, and she wanted to wipe that smirk off his face.

Except it was very nice to look at and, well, it was her birthday.

And he was in love with her.

She tried to compose herself before she reached Cam and River, and dived into the pool next to them.

Their grins were all-knowing, and Ashley felt the heat rise to her cheeks.

“I think there’s steam coming off her,” River mused, and Ashley splashed him.

“Hey!” he complained, and Ashley shrugged.

“That’s what you get.”

“Oh, come on, let her have this moment,” Cam said.

“Thank you— wait.” She narrowed her eyes. “What do you know?”

“A whole lot more now,” Cameron teased. “Dylan wouldn’t tell us anything and it was—“ Cam swam closer until there were scant inches between them. “—killing me,” he finished.

“You’ll survive,” she said, and placed a hand atop his head to push him underwater.

He went with a sigh and it was just so silly she couldn’t help but laugh, her worries from a moment ago already gone.
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Part of her had expected Dylan to stay that night. To make all those little fantasies she’d dreamed up come true.

But that was silly. He had a job to do, literally. Guarding Cam, an omega movie star, was a full-time, around-the-clock job. He couldn’t just abandon his client and stay the night.

Ashley gathered her bag and damp towel from the floorboard, skin already pebbling from the sun she’d gotten that day.

The same sun that was still a few hours from setting.

And even though Ashley had the best day she could imagine in a while, she’d still be spending her birthday alone.

But that was okay.

It kind of had to be, didn’t it?

“Thank you guys for an awesome fucking birthday,” she said as she got out, leaning back in to make sure and meet Cam and River’s gaze. “Seriously.”

Cam looked downright sleepy, and he stared at her so sweetly she wanted to tuck him right in. “I had so much fun with you today, even the hiking part.”

“Ditto,” River said, and winked.

Finally her attention fell on Dylan, and his eyes were dark and lovely and knowing.

He loves me.

“We’ll see you tomorrow morning,” he said, as if to say we won’t be apart that long.

Ashley nodded. “Bright and early.”

She closed the car door with a smile and kept it pasted on her face as she made her way to her house, fishing out her keys. They jangled as she unlocked the front door and pushed it open.

Silence met her from within, and the hum of the car engine filled the driveway.

She turned to watch them pull away, and found the car still sitting in the same place.

She waved them off, but they didn’t move.

Just as she was about to retrace her steps back to them, thinking she’d forgotten something, Cameron appeared out of the sunroof, a grin on his face.

“Do you want to have dinner with us?” he called out. “It’ll be low-key. Takeout, even! We’ll have it delivered to my place!”

Ashley’s very first instinct was yes.

It felt… wrong for them to leave. For her to be here by herself while the three of them drove away.

Especially knowing that Dylan loved her. That she loved him. That she finally had all the information she needed. That she was the one holding them up now.

Ah, shit. Was this crazy?

Was Ashley absolutely fucking losing it?

“Give me five minutes?” she asked, knowing at the very least she needed to get out of her damp clothes.

“Take as long as you need!” he said. “We’ll be here!”

“Five minutes,” she called out, and spun around to dart into the house.

Her feet thundered up the stairs, and she felt giddy, excited, eighteen again as she ran around and gathered a fresh change of clothes.

It took a single minute for her to overthink, and she paused in the hallway.

If they were waiting to drive her, did they intend to bring her back? Or was this a sleepover situation? Could she use Cam’s shower? Or should she shower here?

She should probably drive so she could meet them at the gym the next day. But if she was driving, why were they still in her driveway?

Low-key, Cam had said.

Ashley could do low-key.

She hopped in the shower for less than three minutes, soaping up the loofah in record time and rinsing the grime of the day off. She didn’t dry off as thoroughly as she could have, so tugging the leggings on took an annoying amount of time.

She grabbed her keys and wallet out of the backpack, stuffed them in her tote small enough to be mistaken for a purse but packed with clothes, made sure she had her phone, and grabbed her favorite trusty water bottle before sliding out the front door.

As she approached the SUV, the windows closest to her rolled down, and she was greeted with three smiles.

“Should I follow?” she asked, waving her keys.

Those three smiles dipped for a split second, and Ashley had her answer.

They intend for me to spend the night.

I want to spend the night.

“If only so I can drive myself to the gym,” she added, testing the waters.

The gym, which she wouldn’t have to return to until the next morning.

“Just follow me,” Dylan said.

Ashley followed.


21. SLEEPOVER
ASHLEY
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Cameron’s temporary apartment was… nice.

Extremely nice.

Ashley was used to wealthy clients, athletes and pop stars. In the gym all of that fell away, for the most part. But it was impossible to avoid as she took in the industrial minimalism of Cameron’s place.

“It’s rough, I know,” Dylan murmured near her ear before moving on to peer in each room.

Oh. He’s doing a walkthrough.

Dylan was doing his job, even now. And suddenly Ashley had more appreciation for him, that he took his job seriously.

Hot.

“It’s a little more… bare than I’m used to,” Cameron admitted, and motioned her forward. “But I’m only renting while I’m here for filming.”

The couch and matching chair were all sharp lines and stiff corners, but the television was large, and there was a giant egg-shaped beanbag-looking chair tossed on the other side of the couch. It was entirely gray and beige and harsh white.

The lights were bright and downright offensive after all the warm sunlight they’d absorbed that day.

“It’s nice,” she said softly. Was her voice echoing?

“The couch is comfier than it looks, I promise,” Cam said, a soft smile on his lips.

River walked right in, toeing off his shoes by the door—Ashley followed suit—and… waited.

“We’re clear,” Dylan said, returning from his walkthrough.

As if that’s what Cam and River were waiting on, they dispersed for showers, and Dylan followed them after encouraging Ashley to make herself at home.

So this is where he’s been staying, she thought, eying the opulent steel.

Ashley’s house was full of outdated furniture and cozy rugs covering the carpet she and Dylan had a hand in staining as little kids.

The tile floor beneath her feet was cold even through her socks, and chills were pebbling her arms.

She resisted the urge to snoop. Barely.

The kitchen and bar was to her left, white cabinets with marble countertops and more of that bright lighting.

It felt cold and impersonal, and not at all what she would’ve imagined an omega’s home to look like. It felt wrong for Cameron, and she couldn’t shake it.

The beanbag was ultra comfy, and Ashley sank into it. It separated her from the couch, from the others. Gave her a bit of space from them and this life they had.

Alone, Ashley sucked in a deep breath and was hit with only a faint scent of Cameron. Weird. He’d lived here for over a month. Why was his scent absent from the central room?

Why are you trying to sniff him out, anyway?

Ashley huffed and pulled out her phone, aiming to decide what she wanted for dinner.

She’d gotten fancy pasta at the high-class restaurant the night before, so maybe she’d make them all suffer with greasy fast food.

No. She wanted to see Cameron with the basket and checkered paper, not takeout boxes, so she kept scrolling.

They could save that for another day.

Another day?

Ashley swerved right around that realization, refusing to face it just yet.

River was the first to return, and looked awfully smug about it. He carried with him his own scent, sweetened by whatever soap he’d used.

He dropped down onto the couch and arched a brow. “Picking dinner?”

“Not without me!” Cam said, practically sliding into the room on his socks.

Once Dylan returned, they ordered dinner. Crab rangoons were calling Ashley’s name, and she shamelessly enjoyed them while Cam looked on sadly.

“I cannot wait until filming is over,” he mused, turning to River. “I expect an extra large cheese pizza with extra-extra cheese and every topping imaginable waiting for me. And a milkshake.”

River chuckled, his mouth full of rice and orange chicken. “Consider it done,” he murmured with a soft smile.

Their takeout containers littered the coffee table, and Ashley melted into the beanbag as she finished her food.

“One more thing,” Dylan said, dusting his hands off. He stood from his seat on the floor and trailed into the kitchen before she heard the suction of the fridge opening. Then the rattle of plastic, and… the familiar snick of a lighter.

Ashley cocked her head to the side, eying Cam and River, who looked pleased.

Finally, Dylan rounded the corner again and… her mouth dropped open.

She sat up as Dylan walked back toward them, holding a little cheesecake with a single lit candle. The flame flickered dangerously and he had to slow down.

“Happy birthday,” he said, catching her gaze. His face was cast in soft yellow light, and her heart seized.

This fucking alpha…

“Happy birthday to you,” Cam began singing, and River and Dylan joined in.

It was the best birthday song she’d ever had to endure.

Her throat was tight as their voices trailed off, and she cleared it before drawing in a breath.

“Don’t forget to make a wish!” Cam said.

I want a happily ever after, she wished, and opened her eyes to blow out the candle. A pack, the white picket fence. She wanted it all. It went out with a puff, and her lips curled like the smoke through the air.

“What flavor is it?” Ashley asked.

“Well, they didn’t have anything weird, so I got a swirl—the best of both worlds,” Dylan said with a wink.

A wink!

God. She was done for.

Ten years of holding a grudge, only for it to evaporate into thin air from a little kindness, a little communication. Kenzie and Jordan might give her a hard time about it, in that loving best-friend way, but Ashley felt… content. It felt right, to let Dylan back in again. To be here, with all three of them.

“What constitutes ‘weird’?” River asked.

“I don’t know. Something besides chocolate and vanilla. What’s that green stuff you used to like?” Dylan asked, waving a hand over his shoulder as he trailed to the kitchen for small plates.

“Matcha?” she guessed, absolutely floored that Dylan remembered such a small detail.

“That’s it,” he called out. “Matcha and cherry.”

Cam and River shared a smile, and she narrowed her gaze. What are you so happy about? she wanted to ask.

Her stomach and chest were a whirl of too many feelings. Confusion danced with the excitement of a crush that had never faded, and she wanted to give into it.

As he returned with the plates, a knife, and forks, she realized it was a futile game.

She’d already forgiven this alpha.

She’d folded so quickly for him. Which is what she knew would happen, even all these years later.

She was weak for this alpha, and not even ten years of bitterness could contend with the past few weeks she’d spent with him.

Reading his little books at the gym, and looking at pictures of her mom, planning a picnic to go with the last-minute hike and that gift and now… this.

He cut her a slice first, and the fudgy ganache was heavy and delicious on her tongue, the cheesecake moist and spongy and soft.

“Oh, it’s really good,” she practically moaned. Besides her coffee on a good day, she didn’t indulge in sweets too much, and this was extra sweet.

“Okay, fine, I’m eating a small piece. My nutritionist can sue me,” Cam declared, and made grabby hands at Dylan.

The alpha’s lips twitched, but he dutifully cut a small slice for Cam before passing it over.

“Oh my god,” Cam whined, and Ashley stiffened with the desire to respond to it. “This is so good.”

“I chose well,” Dylan gloated.

“So when do we get the story?” River asked. “You two grew up together, right?”

Ashley hesitated with the fork in front of her and slid it between her lips as she met Dylan’s gaze.

Do we tell them? he seemed to ask.

I don’t really care—they’re your sins, she wanted to say.

“We grew up together, yeah. Dylan and I went to the same schools and didn’t live too far from one another,” she offered. She’d let Dylan fill in the rest.

“Oh my god, that’s cute,” Cam said. “Did you present at the same time?”

Ashley’s heart banged around her chest at the sensitive subject, anticipating Dylan’s answer. “Uhhh, no,” Dylan said, cheeks flushing. “I presented before Ashley, and left with my sister—an omega—to look after her at college. Or at least that’s what I told myself I was doing,” he said, lifting his eyes. Their stare lingered, and his eyes softened when he looked at her.

It made her chest hurt.

“I was a young, scared idiot. Then it all blew up in my face and Wes found me. Been there ever since.”

“And now you’re here,” Ashley mused. Despite all the time and distance and stubbornness that had separated them, Dylan ended up right here.

Within reach again.

“So… movie night?” Cam asked, cutting through the tension with the ease of a knife.

The lock of their gazes broke and Ashley cleared her throat. “Depends. Do we get to watch one of yours?”

“Absolutely not,” Cam declared, and then paused. “But you are the birthday girl, so I guess you can choose whatever you want.”

Ashley grinned. She wouldn’t choose one of Cam’s because she wanted all of them to have a good time. “How about a comedy?”

They finished their cake, and Dylan did the dishes like a good little alpha before joining them. He sat with his back to the couch while Cam and River curled up together, and Ashley sank into the bean bag.

It had been a long day, full of emotional revelations and laughter and sunshine and cheesecake.

No one could blame her for falling asleep halfway through.


22. DOUBLE DARE
ASHLEY
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Ashley awoke as she was softly jostled, and found herself being… carried?

“Hey,” Dylan whispered. “You fell asleep. Just taking you to the guest room.”

The support of his arms beneath her knees and shoulders was strong, and she was surrounded by his scent, and the last time she’d felt this safe and cared for, she’d been a kid.

Ashley shook her head, blinking the sleep from her eyes. “Your room.”

His gaze jerked down to her as his feet came to a stop. “Yeah? Really? You’re sure?”

Ashley nodded again.

On her own front step, it had felt wrong to imagine them driving off without her.

Maybe a small part of her was afraid, after sharing another kiss with Dylan, that he would run again.

In this moment, with him carrying her so gently, knowing he loved her—had loved her since they were teenagers—she knew he wouldn’t.

It made Ashley want to hold him tighter, now that she knew he didn’t regret it.

Dylan spun, changing direction and taking her to a room that was lit only from the light of the moon out the window. It was dark, but the bed he laid her on was soft.

As his arms began to slide from under her, Ashley gripped at his collar before he could pull away.

They both paused, eyes meeting briefly in a moment of is this happening? before Ashley tugged him down to her.

Their lips met again, yet it felt different than either of the times before.

Maybe this would be a mistake. Maybe this was too fast.

Or maybe this was the first time both of them were giving into what they wanted without letting the consequences scare them, and there was something fucking special about that, too.

His right hand slid from the mattress to cup her face, thumb stroking slowly over her cheek in a distractingly slow rhythm as their lips parted, as they met in the middle.

“I missed you,” he said a moment later, mumbling into the kiss, then pausing, leaning back to stare down at her.

With her eyes adjusted to the dark, she read the truth in his expression.

“I missed you, too,” she said, and barely stopped herself from letting the rest spill out, too. That the past two days had been something downright magical. That it’d felt like no time at all had passed, because being together was just right.

It was a lot to feel in her own chest, and also to lay at the feet of someone else.

So she kept it in, and hoped he saw even a smidge of it in her eyes.

“I’m not running this time,” he said, voice low and deep, and here in the dark there was another layer to it, one that made warmth flutter in her belly.

“Good.”

Ashley pulled him back down to her, feeling the bed dip as he joined her, knees framing her hips, scent surrounding her.

She threaded her fingers through his hair, gripped it and messed it up because she could, because she’d always wanted to.

Even if she hadn’t quite known what all those feelings meant when she was eighteen and awkward, she did now.

She knew what the warmth deep in her gut meant, and she knew who caused it, and she wanted more.

They parted for air, and Ashley dragged her hands down his neck, over his shoulders, and down those strong arms. She slid them to his sides before dipping under his shirt, searching for bare skin, hot to the touch.

His stomach was flat beneath her hands and she spread her fingers apart, wanting all of him at once. Wanting to discover every part of him.

“I want so much,” she admitted, voice quiet as they breathed together.

“Whatever it is, you have it,” he promised, and leaned up, gripping his shirt at the back of the neck with one fist and pulling it over his head.

Ashley swallowed.

She was a simple creature, okay? She saw the guy she was in love with shirtless and she went a little goo-goo, alright?

In the dim light she traced him head to knee, and brushed a hand over a ragged scar at his side, the one she’d noticed at the waterfall.

“Don’t like this,” she muttered. “What’s it from?”

Dylan’s hand covered hers, holding her palm to the shiny, healed skin. “I was doing my job,” he said. “The other guy didn’t like that so much.”

A frown tugged at her lips. “What happened?”

“Another time,” Dylan said. “It’s not great pillow talk.”

“Is he dead?” she asked. Or was he out there, where he could still hurt Dylan?

“Yeah. He is.”

Something in Ashley relaxed at the news. There was no danger to him, not here, not now, and hopefully not ever.

“I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

His willingness to share any part of himself with her was so endearing, so relieving, that she sat up, seeking his lips again. He met her, and their lips parted and came together.

Dylan cupped her cheeks before his touch began to roam, taking stock of her shape, learning her over the barrier of her comfy shirt before she got impatient and broke the kiss to pull at the hem.

Dylan helped, and she lifted her arms so he could slide it over her head, revealing the simple sports bra she wore beneath.

Ashley stripped that off, too, before Dylan could ever ask.

At least they got to skip the awkward parts as teenagers, she supposed. There was no gawking or weird pause as they both internally panicked.

It was all instinct as she pulled him close with a hand at the back of his neck, seeking skin against skin.

She shivered as she found it, her beaded nipples brushing against his chest.

Warmth pooled low in her gut, demanding, and she was just about to sit up, to push Dylan to the mattress and crawl atop him to appease her selfishness, when he laid her back down.

Her head hit the pillows, and Dylan pressed his palms into the mattress on either side, laying a chaste kiss on her lips.

“I want to learn every inch of you. Am I going too fast?” he asked.

Ashley shook her head, her fingers twitching over his shoulders. “Not fast enough.”

Dylan smirked, and it was slightly devastating, that smugness on his face when it concerned her.

They were on the same page, reading from the same book of making up for lost time.

Dylan shifted lower, dragging his lips, peppering kisses across her shoulder, her collarbone, nipping at the thin skin before dipping south. The tease of his hot breath made her arch into him before he caved and took her nipple into his mouth.

Ashley sighed, combing a hand through his hair encouragingly as he mouthed at her, tongue flicking, lips pulling.

He slid a hand up her side to cup the other one, her nipple brushing against his palm.

She shivered at the contrast from the cold air to his skin as he pulled back to blow on the peak.

“Stop that,” she hissed, laughing.

“No,” he answered simply, before lowering his mouth again.

Ashley let her head drop back into the pillows and fought the sly smile at her lips, losing the fight in seconds.

His touch shifted on her other breast, taking the nipple between two fingers, rolling gently. A line of heat licked right down her spine, and she clenched around nothing.

She widened her legs, letting Dylan fall comfortably between them, and they both hummed softly in unison as she felt the bulge of him against her.

Ashley rocked her hips up into him, and he rolled into her. While it wasn’t enough to truly stimulate her, just the mimicry of what was to come made her shiver, cunt welling with arousal.

Dylan switched to her other breast, and she gasped, attempting to keep quiet as ever as the cool air chilled the one he’d left behind.

Instead of plucking at the other with his free hand, he was slipping that hand between them, laying a palm over her side and sliding it over her stomach, which fluttered beneath his touch.

His thumb caressed the skin beneath her waistband, and Ashley twitched her hips into him, a hint.

He released her nipple with a pop, the tug a direct line to her cunt, and she bit her lip to keep from making a noise.

He hooked two fingers into either side of her leggings and tugged. Ashley let go of his shoulders and pressed into her palms to lift her hips, and he dragged them down her long legs easily. They landed in a heap on the floor, and she chuckled softly at his eagerness.

At least until Dylan faced her, his mouth going slack as he stared.

Ashley felt powerful under his gaze, rendering him speechless like that. Bravely, she rocked her right knee over, baring herself to him.

A growl, a noise she’d never heard from him, rumbled low and deep before he crawled back over her. She’d never been more aware of the fact that Dylan was no longer the boy she was in love with, but a man. An alpha.

She lowered herself flat to the mattress as he loomed, slotting between her legs low enough that she could feel his breath against her.

His palms were hot against her inner thighs as he spread her wider, and Ashley felt the cool air play between her folds.

“Dylan,” she whispered, because it was either that or hurry up.

“I know, I know, I’m going,” he murmured, and nuzzled at her inner thigh, scent marking her.

The idea that Cam and River would know what they’d done just from scent alone was… titillating.

He nipped at her and she jolted, nervous and anticipatory and wishing he would⁠—

“Oh!” she gasped, practically a squeak, as he lapped at her.

She covered her mouth, tensing as if to listen for movement throughout the huge apartment, but Dylan didn’t pause. Like a teenager hooking up in the dark, she stifled herself and tried not to laugh at the juxtaposition.

He parted her with two fingers, and once he had the taste of her on his tongue, he wrapped his lips around her clit. The sensation was enough for her hips to lift from the mattress, to chase him, but he pinned her down with a strong hand against her hip bone.

Christ, Ashley had a thing for being pinned, and there was no way he would know that, but somehow he was ticking all of her boxes.

She melted beneath him, reaching down to thread a hand in his dark hair, but only to hold on, because he didn’t need much directing.

The suction lessened, but only so he could flick his tongue over her swollen bud, and Ashley hissed out a “fuck, yes, yes” as quietly as she could.

He kept a steady, even rhythm, despite Ashley’s hips trying to lift against him, arching for more.

It swelled within her, a balloon in her gut, and every single flick of his tongue or press of his fingers into her hip, holding her in place for him, brought her closer.

His refusal to pause, the lack of reprieve—Ashley had no choice but to let him drag her to the edge, and promptly throw her off with no warning.

Ashley covered her mouth, bit her lip, and wanted to moan, but swallowed it as she gasped raggedly against her palm, hips rocking against his hold as the pressure gave way to something better, hotter.

Dylan kept his mouth on her, but his fingers dipped lower, and he gave her something to clench around. His first digit slid in with ease, her arousal slick.

“Christ,” he finally muttered as he felt her alpha lock clench down. “So fucking tight.”

Ashley let her arm fall away, freeing her mouth. “It’s the lock. You can’t knot me,” she said.

An alpha lock, much like an omega’s sweet spot, was a biological breeding mechanism. A muscle that clamped down at the moment of orgasm and refused to release until the pleasure faded. Paired with an alpha knot, it could be painful, and Ashley wasn’t up for that… tonight.

Dylan pressed his forehead to her hip and nodded. “Fuck, okay.”

But his finger continued to press deeper, pushing up against her g spot from the inside, and she trembled, pleasure keeping her high-strung. Then he added another, and Ashley panted, taking advantage of his busy hands to fuck herself on his fingers.

There was something about the desperation that was intoxicating, her body refusing to let go until it had gotten what it wanted.

But in this moment she just wanted Dylan, plain and simple.

Ashley’s hips moved of their own accord, every press stretching out the moment of orgasm until she wasn’t sure if another began or if the same one kept going.

When she collapsed to the bed a few moments later, her lock loosening, Ashley was covered in a sheen of sweat and her legs felt like jelly.

He added a third finger when he could, and Ashley whined low, still quiet, and tugged at his hair none too gently.

“Quit exploring. I want you inside me,” she whispered.

Dylan acquiesced, sliding his fingers free before licking the taste of her from them.

Before she could comment, he slid from the bed and then the room was filled with the sound of the zipper, the hiss of clothing as it was shed.

She shivered as he climbed back on the bed, nothing but skin against skin. His thighs against hers.

As if it was a reminder, all this bare skin, he paused. “Do I need a condom?”

Ashley shook her head. “I’m on birth control, and I’ve been tested since my last…”

“Me, too,” he said. “I’m in the clear, too, I mean.”

They chuckled before melting together, and she shook under him as he leaned down to capture her lips.

Their perfumes mixed, filling the air, her spicy ginger and citrus and his fresh-cut grass, ripped right from her memories. It was stronger now, in adulthood, with their skin closer.

She never thought she’d ever see him again, let alone be this close to him, able to feel his breath against her cheek and his heartbeat thumping through his chest.

Ashley kissed him back, attempting to let him taste the emotions on her tongue. The hurt and the forgiveness, her fucking… devotion to this stupid alpha, and all the love she was too scared to confess.

As the kiss broke, their breaths heavy, Ashley searched his eyes as he did the same to her.

“If you run this time,” she panted, “I will come after you.”

It was whatever he needed it to be, a promise or a threat or a vow.

“I won’t,” he murmured. “I won’t run. Not from you. Not ever again.”

In his gaze, in that moment, under the cover of the low light and with scant inches separating them, Ashley saw that he meant it.

Her heart crawled up her throat, and as it spilled out so did, “Prove it.”

Dylan’s lips parted, then closed, and she watched as he wet them. “Bond you?”

Ashley nodded.

Between them, where his length was trapped against her belly, she felt him twitch.

“You think I won’t?” he asked.

Ashley shook her head, widening her legs so he fell between them, and swallowed as she felt the heat of him against her. “I know you will.”

She reached between them to grip him in her hand and stroked, watching his eyes drift shut before he forced them open.

“I think you love me,” she said softly, seeing the past ten years from a different perspective. “I think you always have, and it scared you because we were so young.” Ashley tightened her grip, and his hips shifted, grinding into her touch. “We’re not so young anymore.”

Dylan shook his head and cupped the side of her face, tilting her up to him. The light from the moon cut across their faces in a dim blue slash.

Ashley led him to her core, and sucked in a breath as she felt him nudge against her.

“I do love you,” he said, and pressed inside.

Ashley felt the words as much as she heard them, her heart seizing, because as brave as she liked to play, she was also scared.

Scared that he’d leave again, because she didn’t know if she’d survive it this time.

“I love you, too,” she said. “Maybe ten years ago wasn’t the right time for us.”

“But now is,” he breathed, and their hips met as he nestled inside her.

Ashley nodded, eyes fluttering shut before she opened them as his hand tightened in her hair, scratching through her undercut.

“Now,” she agreed, and he lowered his head to her throat, inhaling before sliding a little to the right, to her shoulder.

It put his own skin right before her, and she pressed her lips against him.

“At the same time,” he said suddenly, and she paused with her mouth against his skin.

Ashley nodded. Her heart was racing, and she gripped at him, hands flat on his back as she held him close.

She was never letting him go again.

They’d make sure of it.

Together they parted their lips and inhaled, and she felt his teeth in her shoulder at the same time she bit down on his.

It hurt. It was blunt teeth biting through skin.

It was euphoric. A bond formed through love and pain and time and distance made real, permanent.

His emotions flooded her. Love. Adoration. Disbelief. Arousal. Something darker, more delicious.

Obsession.

And Ashley wondered if he felt the same things from her.

The bond curled around them and through them, snapped like a vise and sank into them.

Ashley withdrew her teeth from his skin, then lapped at his wound and tasted the metallic promise as it welled.

Dylan moved, finally, drawing back his hips and thrusting while he tended her bite.

Ashley’s moan was muffled in his skin, and she peppered kisses around his new mark, tending it until her neck hurt from straining. When she was certain it was sealed, she let her head thump into the pillows.

Dylan hummed against her, nuzzling her throat, his arms wrapping around her as his hips unhinged and swung into her again and again.

The slap of their skin filled the room and why was Ashley worried about being quiet when that was the noisiest thing of the night?

What they’d spent the night doing would be more than obvious the next day, when they both appeared scented like each other and permanently connected.

Bonded.

With Dylan.

Ashley grinned, stroking Dylan’s back and sides, and urged him on as he fucked her.

Each thrust shifted her on the bed, and she couldn’t help but chuckle, happy and delirious over her bond—her mate.

The press of him inside her, above her, around her, within her was intoxicating in ways she didn’t know were possible.

Her legs were still shaky from the first two orgasms, and Ashley could do little else than curve a leg around his back, arching into him.

He mouthed at her shoulder and held her close as he drove into her, his breaths ragged and hot against her skin.

“Dylan,” she panted, the syllables of his name broken by a thrust. She felt it, the knot of him swelling at his base, the nudge of it against her.

She tensed, but he made no moves to press harder against her. His pace stayed the same, but he shifted, adjusting his angle. He paused for a moment, laying the gentlest of kisses to her skin, her new mark.

Then he unthreaded his arms from around her and planted them on either side of her head.

His gaze was dark, lips curled. “Happy now?”

Ashley nodded, and felt the same burst of satisfaction from him. There was no hiding from each other any longer. There was no more bare one could be before another person than through their bond.

“I am, too,” he said softly, and kissed her as if they’d kissed a million times, and not as if Ashley could still count them on one hand.

Dylan began to move again, and with his new leverage he drove his hips into her, grinding low and deep so his knot brushed against her clit on every thrust.

Her nails bit into his shoulder blades as she hung on, sucking her lower lip between her teeth to muffle herself.

She was floating on the high of the bond, and each surge of him inside her only took her higher.

It was heat and pressure and a promise turned corporeal as it swelled and threaded through her until the only thing she could feel was Dylan.

She rocked into him, chasing his knot against her if she couldn’t have it inside of her. Pleasure flared through her, settling low, the warmth expanding, pressing like it needed out.

“Dylan,” she warned, holding onto him as if he were the only thing anchoring her here.

“Yes,” he breathed, hips stuttering for a split second before his rhythm returned. “Come on, come with me.”

As if it were his permission she sought—in his dreams—that was all she needed. He thrust into her, ground his hips as if he knew, brushing his knot against her in just the right way to set her off.

She came, and it was everything it always should’ve been.


23. THE GAME
DYLAN
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Dylan came to consciousness with a face full of dark hair, Ashley’s scent bright on his palette, the echoes of copper on his tongue.

He clutched her closer, peace welling within him for the first time in… years.

Then he recognized the echo, felt the dull, barely-there ache in his shoulder, and his eyes snapped open.

His face was buried in the back of Ashley’s neck as he spooned her, hair sticking to the shadow on his cheeks and getting in his mouth.

He inhaled once and sucked in a lungful of her scent, and something in his chest loosened as he realized he’d always carry a little part of her with him.

He squeezed her tightly and just as he was about to pull away, a repetitive chime sounded from a phone nearby.

Ashley grumbled, twitched, and froze.

“Good morning,” he said, voice still rough from sleep.

Ashley peered over her shoulder, eyes bleary, and blinked at him.

“Hi,” she croaked.

A grin split his cheeks and he pressed a kiss to the bite mark on her shoulder, feeling her shiver against him.

The phone continued to chime and Ashley eventually wiggled away from him, stretching for her phone on the nightstand. She silenced it, and then sat up.

“Oh shit, we have to go to the gym today,” she said.

Dylan stretched and groaned with it, treasuring the ache in his shoulder. “Yeah?”

Ashley’s gaze was stuck on the door, and she was nibbling her lip.

“What is it?” he asked, a pit opening up in his stomach. God, if she regretted it…

But he didn’t sense any regret. Only a tinge of embarrassment… no. Shyness.

“Why are you feeling shy?” he questioned. They were so far past that at this point, the sheets all tangled around them.

“I don’t know,” she said, and turned back to face him, dragging the sheet with her to cover herself.

“No regrets?” he checked.

A soft smile curled her lips as she stared at him. “No. No regrets.”

A sigh spilled out of him before he could stop it.

“I think I’m just afraid to face Cameron after fucking his bodyguard in his apartment,” she said, biting her lip.

“So? He and River fuck all the time,” Dylan said.

Her cheeks turned even redder. “Well, that’s— actually a very good point.” Then she covered her face. “Oh my god, Nic is going to have a field day.”

Dylan’s lips twitched. Why was she freaking out? It was kind of cute. “Your boss?”

“Yes. He’s been trying to get me all packed up for ages, trying to set me up.”

“We’re aware,” Dylan drawled.

Ashley peeked out from behind her hand. “What?”

“He was the one who offered you up as a trainer for Cam. Cornered me in the gym, trying to catch my vibe,” Dylan told her.

Ashley rolled her eyes. “He’s such a gossip.”

“Hey, it worked out alright, didn’t it?”

“I guess,” she said, throwing her hands up in the air before finally crawling off the bed to grab the tote Dylan had brought in before they’d fallen asleep. “We have to face them eventually.”

“Of course,” Dylan said, sliding to the edge of the bed. “Do you want me to wait for you before I go out there?”

She paused by the door to the attached bathroom. “Yes. I think we should face them together.”

She smiled at him, and then crossed the room to kiss him on the lips.

Dylan almost didn’t let her go, but knew she had a job to get to.

“I could join you,” he suggested.

Her gaze narrowed. “No. We’ll be late. And I need to be… thorough,” she said, cheeks flushing.

Dylan smirked. He couldn’t help it, and she smacked him on the arm gently before spinning away and closing the door behind her.

Dylan starfished on the mattress and grinned up at the ceiling like a schoolboy.

He released a slow breath to combat the utter happiness filling his chest, like he could float right up to the ceiling, cheek pressed against the flat white surface.

They were bonded now. Ashley was his and he was hers. Forever.

He wouldn’t leave her again; he’d meant it when he’d promised. And now that promise was physical, a real tether.

Now he just had to keep proving to her that he was worth it. Worth a lifetime together. He’d be a good alpha for her. The best.

Through their bond, he felt Ashley process a slew of emotions as she showered, but by the time the door was opening again, he sensed nothing but a bit of nerves.

“My turn,” he said. He was loath to wash the scent of her from his skin, but hurried so they weren’t late.

“Will they be able to tell?” Ashley asked as Dylan pulled a shirt over his head.

“That we fucked or that we bonded?” And did it matter? Dylan certainly didn’t care if they knew. In fact, he wanted to shout it from the rooftops.

“Either. Both,” Ashley said, and he was reminded she was… a professional. She had to be; she was a female alpha in a male-dominated field. They lived by two very different sets of rules, and he wasn’t going to jeopardize her image or whatever she might have been worried about. He’d follow her lead on this.

“They’ll know we slept in the same room last night,” he said. “Cam’s on suppressants, so I don’t know that his sense of smell is as strong as normal. Do you want to wait to tell them?”

Ashley threw her hands up. “I don’t know! What do we even say?”

She groaned, and he felt her frustration and confusion as his own. She sat on the edge of the bed, watching him get ready, and there was something so intimate about it even though he was putting clothes on. Dylan walked over and put his hand on her unbitten shoulder.

“We don’t have to say anything, if you don’t want to,” Dylan said softly, and squeezed, eying the clock on the side table.

“It’s not that I want to hide it or anything,” she said, and it unknotted a tension between his shoulders he wasn’t aware had been rooting there. “I just don’t know what words to use. ‘Good morning! We’re bonded, by the way’ seems abrupt. Should we just wait until it comes up?”

Ashley’s anxiety was taking him right back to high school, and it was endearing that despite all the things that had changed, she was still the same Ashley.

“Maybe we wait for them to notice. We can make a game out of it,” he suggested. The expression on Cameron’s face would be worth it.

“Oh,” Ashley said, peering up at him. “Yeah. I guess it can be as simple as that, couldn’t it?”

“It’s as simple as you want it to be,” he said, and leaned down to kiss her once. And then again, because she was his and he was hers and he could do that kind of thing.

Her lips were so soft against his. Petals and pillows and clouds and whatever other soft things existed in the world had nothing on her.

“I love you,” he said, lips bumping hers with the syllables.

Ashley melted against him, her head tilting back, a smile on her face. “Sounds different in the light of day,” she murmured.

“Say it back,” he grumbled petulantly.

“I love you, too,” she obliged, grin widening.

Dylan cupped the back of her neck and kissed her again before standing. “Let’s go face the music and then head to the gym. I’m sure Nic will be so excited that you’ve started collecting your pack,” he teased.

Her flare of emotion was like a strobe light as her hand caught in his. “Is that what you want? A pack?” Ashley asked suddenly.

Dylan glanced back at her. “Hmm?”

“Do you want a pack?”

Dylan cocked his head to the side, considering. They’d had this conversation before, but that was a different lifetime ago, imagined notions on the bleachers after school.

He’d always imagined himself with one, though packing up with omegas was rare. However, now that he had Ashley…

“I don’t know, might like having you to myself. Do you want one?”

Ashley shrugged. “I don’t know,” were the words that came out, but she wasn’t telling him the whole truth. Or maybe she hadn’t even recognized it yet, but he felt that longing she had. Or just maybe she wasn’t ready to admit it.

“I see no issue with that,” Dylan said, and tugged her into him. “One thing at a time. Having doubts?” he asked, just checking.

“No, no doubts.” She squeezed his hand and let him pull her from the bed. “I just want to make sure we’re on the same page. There are a few conversations we probably should’ve had prior to… you know.”

“Bonding ourselves together forever?” he said, a smug smile tugging at his lips.

“Yes. That.” Ashley rolled her eyes.

“There’s time for all of that later. For now, we can face our client.”

“Oh, he’d hate you referring to him like that,” Ashley said, and laid a hand on his side, over the scar beneath his shirt. “And I still want to know the story behind this,” she told him.

Chills spilled out from her touch, and his stomach tightened with nerves. “It’s a long one. Can I tell you later?”

She nodded, and then motioned for him to open the door. “Well. It’s now or never.”
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Dylan felt Ashley’s jitters as they entered the room, but in her defense, she didn’t appear flustered on the surface.

Her poker face was impressive, remaining solid even as River remarked, “That didn’t take long.” River sat at the kitchen bar, sipping coffee from a basic white mug.

They couldn’t see the bond marks, but their scents were mixed enough that the two of them, at the very least, could tell something had happened between Ashley and Dylan.

Not to mention that they entered from the same direction, the sound of only one door opening to announce their approach.

Pride filled him as Ashley kept up appearances, and he wondered how long their little game would last. How long could they keep Cam and River from finding out they were bonded?

“Can you blame them?” Cameron answered, leaning casually against the kitchen counter.

“You owe me a hundred bucks,” River said, and Dylan arched a brow. They’d made their own game out of his situation with Ashley.

Cameron sighed and pulled out his phone. “I’ll send it over now.”

“There was a bet?” Ashley asked, sharing a glance with Dylan.

“Yes. I thought Dylan would blow it. River had more faith in you,” Cameron said, shaking his head as he tapped at his phone.

River’s phone chimed and the beta beamed. “Thanks, babe.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Cam grumbled.

“Don’t get so pouty about it,” River said. “We’re not the winners here,” he teased, and shot the two of them a wink.

Dylan certainly felt like a winner as Ashley’s cheeks flushed. Then she checked the time on her fitness watch and reality was approaching. “I don’t want to be late to the gym, so…”

Dylan chuckled softly at her desire to escape, and nodded. “I can walk you down to your car,” he began, but⁠—

“We’re ready, we were just waiting on you two,” Cameron said, gaze jumping from one alpha to the other.

Ashley arched a brow. “Wow, maybe we’ll actually get started on time today,” she drawled.

River chuckled and stood up from his lean on the counter, grabbing his bag from the floor. “A miracle.”

Dylan opened the door, checked the hallway, and motioned for them all to exit so he could set the alarm and secure the locks.

“He takes his job seriously,” Cameron was murmuring to Ashley.

Dylan shrugged, not taking offense to it. He did take his job seriously, because when one didn’t… no, he didn’t need to rehash that memory again.

The building Cam lived in was a private building, with a gate and elevator codes for maximum protection. No one was getting in who wasn’t invited, which did make his job a little easier. Dylan knew better than to get complacent and lazy, so he always went first, making sure there were no reporters or paparazzi that had tracked the movie star down.

So far, not a single one had bothered them. Whoever was on Cam’s social media team was working wonders, keeping the press off his tracks.

Ashley was parked in one of the guest spots, so they all walked her to her car first. “See you there,” she said, with another glance in Dylan’s direction, before slipping inside.

Dylan dreaded the moment she left, if only because it meant Cam was going to pounce.

And the omega was nothing but predictable when it came to Ashley.

“So?” Cam asked as soon as they shut the door to the SUV.

“So what?” Dylan played dumb as he started the vehicle and waited for them both to buckle up before backing out of the space.

Cam was, surprisingly, sitting shotgun, with River in the back looking endlessly entertained.

“What happened?” Cam asked, the question practically exploding out of him. “You guys were barely making eye contact last week and now you’re—“ He groaned.

“Now you’re spilling out of your room after a daring night of passion,” River filled in dramatically.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “It’s not like we planned it or anything. It just… happened.”

“Yes, and that’s what we’re nosy about,” Cameron informed him.

Dylan didn’t know how to explain it. Neither of them had wanted to part after the hike. It had felt… wrong to drive away and leave Ashley all alone in that big house with so many memories. After such a momentous day, that kiss…

It had felt too similar to abandoning her all over again, and he’d made a promise he intended to keep.

Then the evening had passed as they ate and curled up in the living room.

It felt… right.

“I tried to carry her to the guest room last night. She didn’t want to go,” Dylan said, and shrugged, as if his heart hadn’t been beating out of his chest when her sleepy little voice had told him where to take her.

Cam’s arms were crossed in the front seat, and Dylan recognized a pouting omega when he saw one.

Dylan’s very first instinct was territorial.

That was his Ashley. His mate. His partner. He didn’t want to share her, because he’d waited so long for her after convincing himself that he’d never have her. That she was the one who got away—meaning he was the one who’d walked away and ruined any chance.

The bite on his shoulder tingled, as if to remind him of his new reality.

Neither Cam nor River had commented on the slight scent change, but then again… Cam was on suppressants, which dulled his own scent and his sense of smell, and River, as a beta, didn’t have a very strong sense of smell when it came to pheromones anyway.

For now, it was just their little secret.

Dylan wondered how long it would stay that way.


24. RATIONAL
CAMERON
[image: ]


Trying to nail down the mix of emotions in his chest was impossible.

He was amused, certainly, that Dylan had fretted about Ashley for so long only for it all to seemingly work out.

He was jealous, because he was thinking of himself, of course, and his feelings about Ashley, and whether they were null and void because of this new development.

He was worried, because if his bodyguard had a falling out with his trainer, one of them would have to go, and honestly… Cam almost hated to admit it, but he was becoming fond of Dylan after all these weeks of his protection.

The alpha was good at his job, and it was endearing. Competence. How about that?

Dylan also remained tight-lipped about the whole situation, giving them not a single detail of the evening, which made Cameron begrudgingly respect him even more.

As they walked into the gym, Cam tucked all of the warring emotions away, putting them on pause. Or at least he tried to.

Cameron panted as he was bossed around the mat, put through drills and sparring and kicking ass. He’d really come so far in just a month, and he had this alpha to thank.

This alpha that smelled especially delicious today. Ashley’s scent was dulled to him, but usually he caught whiffs, all zinging ginger and refreshing citrus. Today there was something a little more to it, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

He guiltily enjoyed it before putting it out of his mind to focus.

“You are still leaving your left side open,” Ashley said, and tapped his ribs. “Stop that.”

“Fuck,” Cameron groaned. “I keep forgetting.”

“You’ve got this. Again,” she said, and squared up across from him.

He’d definitely gotten more comfortable rolling around on the mat with her, and prepared himself for when she⁠—

Ashley launched at him, always the first to strike, and one day he’d get a leg up on her, but that wouldn’t be today.

He did manage to get her down to the mat many attempts later, lifting both gloves to the ceiling in a victory punch. “Yes!”

Then he held out a hand to her and pulled her up, her tank strap sliding askew, and he noticed the shiny surface of a bandaid.

“Hey, are you okay? There’s a—“ Cam paused as the bandage on her shoulder registered. Its placement, its newness, after the previous night. “Oh.”

Ashley covered the mark again, adjusting the straps on her tank top and sports bra. She… shrugged. “We wanted to see how long it would take you guys to notice.”

“Holy shit,” Cameron hissed, gaze lifting from the now-covered bandage to her russet-colored eyes.

“Yeah,” she said slowly, tracking Cam’s expression.

He pasted a semblance of neutrality on his face. “You’re good?” he asked, unsure if he should pummel Dylan for pressuring her, or…

“I’m very good,” she said, and nodded at Dylan, who was⁠—

Cam glanced over his shoulder to eye the alpha, who was rubbing his own shoulder absently, as if it was sore. Like from a bite.

Motherfucker.

“So you guys have everything figured out, then?” Cam asked, treading lightly.

“Eh. We’ll get there,” she said, and he couldn’t begrudge her the happiness in her expression, barely tamped down behind a wall of professionalism she prided herself on within the gym.

Jealousy wound through his ribs like a vine, curling and spreading and gripping his heart. Had he missed his chance with her? Game over?

How could he feel so disappointed when he had to keep his relationships secret anyway?

“Well, that’s good, yeah. Congrats? I think. Is that what you say?” he laughed, and even to his own ears it sounded strained.

Ashley chuckled and shrugged. “I have no clue. Never been in this position before—don’t!” she interjected as Cam’s eyebrow rose, an innuendo on the tip of his tongue.

He held his hands up in innocence.

“I did say I wanted you guys to start getting along,” Cameron mused, and huffed. “I can’t wait to tell River.”

“You didn’t have a bet on this one?” she drawled, and Cam ducked his head guiltily.

“It was all in good fun, and about Dylan, not you,” he said. “But I’m sorry we were insensitive.”

Ashley studied him for a moment before waving her hand. “No worries. It worked out in my favor,” she said, waggling her eyebrows.

Cam’s mouth almost dropped open at her meaning, the delivery so out of character for this alpha.

“Who are you?” Cameron asked, and Ashley laughed, bright and lovely.

It drew the attention of Dylan and River, and the alpha raised a brow at him from a book he’d brought as River looked up from his laptop.

Dylan’s eyes downright glittered with affection as he gazed at her, and when Cam shifted his stare to Ashley, she was reflecting the same adoration, aimed across the gym.

“Okay, no. No, this is worse than when you weren’t speaking to each other,” Cameron groaned, throwing his hands up.

Ashley stiffened, and her gaze snapped to Cam, her smile fading a bit, and he wanted to swallow his words.

“Sorry,” he said, waving a hand. “I didn’t mean it.”

“Someone’s jealous,” River called out from their corner of the room. Cam glared at him, and Ashley crossed her arms.

“Jealous?” she asked, voice quiet.

“Not—it’s just—it's not like—“ Cam huffed, and crossed his arms to match her body language. “You’re going to be all distracted now.” The words slipped out in a petty whine before he could catch himself.

It left a sour taste in his mouth, and he wished he could snatch it out of the air.

Ashley paused at his… criticism, which is not how he’d meant it, but how she would hear it, at least without the context of his emotions.

Her fingers twitched where they were resting on her arm. “Would you like a new trainer?” she asked gently, and he swore all the air was sucked from the room.

“No! Absolutely not,” he urged. “I don’t want another trainer.”

In fact, it was the opposite.

He was just an omega who wanted his way. If he really went in on the self-reflection, he was jealous that Dylan had a connection with Ashley, which really came down to wanting her attention to himself.

God, you are such a movie star, he thought. And an omega.

He wanted Ashley.

And until this moment, when she might be further out of his reach than ever, he hadn’t realized just how much that was true.

“I don’t want another trainer,” he repeated, and sucked in a breath to say it was the opposite, when she spoke.

“If this is going to impact our professional relationship…” she began, dropping her arms and lifting a hand to rest over the fresh bite. Was she even conscious of doing it? He met her gaze and it was worried, but locked solely on him.

She was seeking Dylan for comfort. Dylan, who she’d mated not twelve hours ago!

What am I thinking?

He blinked. If he was so interested in Ashley, this was not the way to go about it. Not by practically insulting her! Not by questioning how dedicated she was as a trainer.

Where was suave red carpet Cameron when he needed him?

You’re not an actor for nothing!

He swallowed his impulsive confession and lowered his arms, holding them up in an awkward—hopefully charming—surrender, as if to clear the air.

“It won’t,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m sorry—that was overstepping, and and rude. If anything, I’m the distracted one, clearly. You’re honestly the best trainer I’ve ever worked with, and I don’t want to lose that. Don’t make me start over with a stranger when we’re so close to filming,” he begged, heart racing.

God, if he’d fucked this up so quickly…

She was a brick fucking wall for the next longest ten seconds of his life, before finally nodding once. “Alright, then. Let’s finish up today’s session,” she said.

He could’ve collapsed with relief, but instead stepped up to face her as they began another sparring session.

He needed to focus. No more thoughts of Ashley and Dylan being mated and what that would mean for their dynamic and why that mattered, because she was his trainer.

There were only a few short weeks left, and then they would likely part ways. Cam hated the thought of it.

But for now, he’d have to enjoy the time he did have, and keep his emotions on lockdown.

Easy, right?
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Cameron groaned as he dropped face-first into the nest. It was comfortable, but not giving him the comfort he was looking for.

River hummed a sympathetic noise, and Cam felt the bed dip as his boyfriend took a seat.

“You okay?” he asked.

Cam rolled his head to the side. He wasn’t on the mat, wasn’t training, didn’t have to focus, so now was an appropriate time to whine. “They bonded,” he mumbled.

Cam’s eyesight was boring into the side of River’s thigh, but he felt the beta pause, hesitant, before his palm came to rest on Cam’s shoulder. “That was… quick.”

“That’s what I thought,” Cam muttered. “But she seems…” He thought of the way she’d sought the touch of the bond mark during their conversation. “...Happy.”

“I thought Dylan’s good mood was just because he got laid,” River said. “This makes much more sense.”

“The way they look at each other,” Cam grumbled, and hid his face into the mattress. The eyes they’d made at one another after the session made Cam’s chest seize. As if parting ways, Dylan leaving, was going to ruin both of their days.

“What about it?” River asked.

“It reminds me of us,” Cam admitted. “God dammit.”

“Jealous?”

“Yessss,” Cam hissed, burying his head again. “And a few other things.”

“Like?” River asked, and fuck, it was so River to want to talk shit like this out. Cam kind of just wanted to wallow and whine.

But River’s touch was comforting, and Cam propped his head on his hands so he could speak clearly.

“Happy they’re happy,” Cam began. “Afraid I missed my chance. Yes, jealous. I want her attention. Also excited, I guess. Maybe we’ll get to see more of her.”

Since Dylan was stuck to Cam’s side all the time, it only made sense that Ashley would be hanging out with them more.

“Bummed,” Cam finished, and let his head knock into River’s thigh. “We’ve only got a few weeks left. Then what? I just move on, like a rational person?”

He heard the twitch to River’s lips, and his touch solidified, fingers digging into his shoulder in a mimicry of a massage.

“That is what people usually do, yes.”

“I don’t like it,” Cam said.

River hummed supportively. “So this is more serious than the last time we talked. What were you hoping from this whole experience? The training, getting ready for the film?”

Cam sighed as River cut right to the heart of things. “I don’t know.”

“Yeah, you do. You’re a romantic at heart, Cam.”

Begrudgingly, Cam admitted he was right. “Okay, fine. So what if I imagined the crush blooming into something romantic and permanent?”

“Who says it still couldn’t?” River asked.

Cam’s brow furrowed. Was River just humoring him?

“Says the life bond the two of them just committed to,” Cam drawled.

“So? In a pack, multiple people can be bonded.”

Cam paused. A pack was… a lot. Was River interested, or was he just spouting ideas to make Cam feel better? Do I want a pack?

He wanted River. And he wanted Ashley, who now came as a package deal with Dylan. Doing the math certainly pointed to a pack.

Two alphas? When Cam usually couldn’t stand an alpha at all?

Then again, Cam had known Ashley was different from the beginning, her awkwardness not at all like other alphas he knew. And Dylan had earned his respect—and maybe even appreciation, but Cam wouldn’t ever tell the alpha so—after all their time spent together.

But having a pack meant so much more for him than it did for an average omega. He was famous. He’d have to clear it with management, and figure out how to “debut” them as a pack.

He lifted his head to peer up at his beta, brow knotted over jade eyes.

It would make River happier. To be public together, as a pack.

That thought alone almost made Cameron want to jump head-first, to commit to this not-so-wild but maybe impulsive idea.

But then all of their lives would be put under a microscope, and that was a lot to ask. What if Ashley and Dylan didn’t want a pack, didn’t want to be part of a movie star’s life?

“I don’t know,” Cam said, deflecting as doubt filled him. He took a breath and explained what happened on the mat with Ashley. “We’re joking about this like a pack is already an option, but I don’t think she’s even interested like that.”

River shook his head. “Or… maybe she was just worried her connection with Dylan was going to jeopardize her position as trainer. Think about it,” River said, patting his back. “I mean, from what we’ve gathered, Dylan definitely fucked off at a wrong time, for a long time. I’d feel a type of way about that. It only makes sense that she’d try to beat you to the punch.”

“But I wouldn’t ever⁠—”

“She doesn’t know that, babe,” River continued. “All I’m saying is, don’t give up all hope yet. And quit pouting.”

“M’not pouting,” Cam muttered, definitely pouting.

“Sure,” River said. “You wanna court her?”

“Courting is reserved for omegas,” Cam pointed out.

“Yeah, true. But as we’ve already pointed out, you’re neither rational nor normal,” River teased.

Cam shook his head. “You’re unbearable.”

“Am not,” River said, and Cam felt his warmth as he leaned down to his ear, mustache tickling the sensitive skin. “You love me.”

“Yeah, but I’m not rational nor normal, remember?” Cam retorted.

“Rude,” River murmured, and nipped at his neck. “Hmm. How do you think they did it?” His hand trailed down Cam’s shoulders to his lower back, gripping tightly.

“Nooo, I don’t wanna be horny about this,” Cam whined.

“Really?” River asked, voice all deep and velvety in his ear. “Not even a little?”

“No,” Cam mumbled, still pouting.

“Surprising. How do you think they did it? You think she pegged him?”

Warmth struck Cam’s gut. “Yeah, ‘cause she walks around strapped, River,” Cam drawled sarcastically.

“Just musing,” River teased. “I wondered why he kept rubbing at his shoulder. Makes sense if she bit him there.”

Cam tried to push the images out of his mind. She was his trainer; she was mated. Fantasizing about her wasn’t going to help the situation at all.

But if her bite was on Dylan’s shoulder and his bite was on her shoulder…

“They did it at the same time. Bit each other, I mean,” Cam said.

“Oh, that makes sense,” River said. “Probably missionary, then.”

Cam gasped as River got an arm under Cam’s left one and flipped him over, crawling across his lap. “Straight people are so boring.”

Cam rolled his eyes. He knew River was baiting him, and damn him if it wasn’t working.

“Dylan’s definitely not straight,” Cam pointed out. “He’s totally checked out your ass before.”

“Doesn’t make him not straight,” River said. “I have a great ass. Appreciated by everyone.”

Cam let his hands settle low on River’s waist, grinding said ass into his lap. “I can’t argue with that.”

River leaned down, crushing their lips together briefly before trailing lower, nipping at his jawline and inhaling right at his pulse. Cam didn’t have much of a scent most of the time, but River claimed it was strongest after the gym. Cam tangled his hands in River’s dirty blond curls, tilting his own head to the side to give River more room.

The beta licked a stripe up his neck, and Cam shivered as the cool air met the damp skin when he nuzzled lower, at his collarbones.

“This could be Ashley,” River said, and bit at his skin.

Heat struck, low and heavy, and Cam floundered. Was River teasing? Or suggesting?

Cameron had to keep River a secret because of his management, because of his career. His fans loved him because of the fantasy, the idea that they could possibly have him.

Cameron only wanted River.

And… Ashley. Now a package deal with Dylan.

Did he want to jeopardize his career?

River laved at his skin and it pulled Cam out of his thoughts. He didn’t have to make any decisions right now.

He pulled River’s head by his hair, combing his fingers through it. “Let them have their honeymoon phase first.”

“But you’ll think about it?” River asked.

Cam groaned and River dove back in to kiss him. “Just think about it.”


25. ADJUSTMENTS
ASHLEY
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Ashley watched Dylan and Cam and River leave, knowing she had to finish the rest of her shift.

It kind of sucked.

…Which were the opposite kind of thoughts a high-end training professional was supposed to have.

When was she going to face it? She’d crossed the line a long time ago.

Was it smoking weed together or fucking his bodyguard, you think?

Ashley stifled a laugh of disbelief, waved goodbye, and mourned the kiss she didn’t get from Dylan.

“You’re gonna be all distracted now.” Cameron’s words rang in her mind.

Maybe Cameron was right. She was all distracted. It was hard to uphold that line between them, especially when it was so beyond blurred between her and Dylan now. Their bond was so new it hadn’t fully settled into her bones yet. She wanted contact, affection, kisses!

Not distance and politeness.

Cameron’s distressed expression from the mat flashed through her head. “If anything, I’m the distracted one!”

She was distracting her client, a movie star with an iron schedule and only a few weeks left. The fun, casual way they regarded each other wasn’t so fun and casual when an omega was jealous, when it threatened to jeopardize a dynamic that worked so well.

Especially because Ashley was secretly… delighted by the idea of his jealousy. They’d been skirting—and, admittedly, crossing—the line of professionalism for a while, but they were running out of time.

Maybe they’d all have to get used to polite coldness, if that’s what it took to keep them all on track.

Ashley shifted into work mode, cleaned their private room, stored the mats away, and allowed herself to dwell on someone safe: Dylan.

All morning she’d had to bury the giddiness, the excitement, and the wonder so she could focus. It had warred with the matching feelings she’d sensed through their bond.

Ashley didn’t know if she’d ever get used to it. Even now, she could feel a faint echo of Dylan’s emotions, contentment and a bit of amusement. It made her wonder what Cam and River were doing that was so funny.

She felt the smile on her lips, and didn’t bother packing it away with the mats before she trailed into the main room, dodging weight lifters and other trainers with their clients before she situated herself behind the main desk.

“Hey,” Nic greeted her.

“Hey boss,” she said, and scanned her way into the computer to go over the rest of her schedule for the week.

She’d be seeing one other client twice this week besides Cam, and she clicked over to read her notes from last time.

“Seems to be going well with the movie star,” Nic mused.

Ashley rolled her eyes, and didn’t much care if Nic saw it. She knew he wouldn’t take offense.

“He’s shaping up to be a pro. Still leaves his left side open, but I’ll train it out of him.”

“Only a few weeks left,” Nic continued, and Ashley nodded.

“I know, but I’ve got a plan,” she said.

“Does this plan include addressing the way he looks at you?”

Ashley spun in her chair to face Nic, who was shuffling papers that were probably already organized, trying to look innocent.

She squinted at him, considering whether to bare her shoulder to him, if it was any of his business, and whether that would get him off her back about getting all packed up.

“I don’t think that’s very professional,” she hedged.

Nic lifted his eyes and arched a brow. “I think you worry too much about being professional. We all trust you get the job done. It doesn’t mean you have to ignore the signs that are there.”

Guilt snared her. She didn’t deserve the pedestal Nic placed her on, not when it came to this.

Ashley cleared her throat and shrugged, tugging at her tank strap. “One step at a time, Nic.”

His gaze latched onto the bite, and his mouth dropped… along with every single paper he was holding.

“Nic!” she whined, and crouched down to help him collect them.

She was vaguely aware of him lowering to gather a few himself, but she felt his stare. “Not the omega, though,” he guessed.

Protected by the counter, she knew no one would overhear her when she hissed, “No. The bodyguard, Dylan. We grew up together.”

“The one who got away,” Nic murmured. “God, that’s so sweet, Ashley!” he said, voice rising a few octaves. “I would hug you if it wouldn’t make my omega grumpy.”

“I accept the sentiment,” she drawled. “You’re unhealthily invested in my love life.”

“Listen, as a happily mated beta, I have to find the entertainment somewhere. I’m a romantic at heart, and I just want to see you happy.” He paused, rocking back on his knees. “And I have to say, after so many years of working alongside you, it’s a good look on you.”

Ashley handed him back the papers she’d collected, feeling color draw to her cheeks. “Well. Thanks, boss. Is it so obvious?”

“You’ve been smiling all morning,” he informed her.

Ashley groaned and got to her feet, helping Nic up with a hand. He huffed like an old man and she snickered at him.

“Wow, you’re gonna have, like, a whole pack!” Nic said, following her lead and keeping his voice down.

“Oookay, slow down, there. No one said anything about that,” she whispered. “Like I said, one thing at a time.”

Nic nodded as if he completely understood. Then he winked, which had to mean the opposite, right?

Ashley’s eye twitched.

If everyone kept assuming she was getting all packed up, she might actually start coming around to the idea.

Which is not what she just vowed to herself half an hour ago!

“I’ll keep it quiet. I can see you’re worried,” he said. “Congrats, Ashley. You deserve it.” He squeezed her arm. “Now I’ll get back to doing my actual job.” He waved the hand holding the papers and disappeared into the back.

Ashley shook her head well after he was gone, and chuckled softly.

It dawned on her then that he was the first person she’d told. With no one at the counter, Ashley pulled out her phone to check her group text with Jordan and Kenzie.

She was sure they’d be excited for her once they heard the whole story, and yet her stomach quivered with nerves as she imagined telling them.

Yeah, so, you know that guy who disappeared for ten years and mysteriously showed up again at my gym? Well, I forgave him and now we’re going to be together forever!

She snorted, and found no messages awaiting her. The last was an update about Jordan’s brother, who they’d gone to visit after he’d been in a wreck. He should’ve been released from the hospital by now, and she was taking their silence as good news.

Ashley sent them a quick message anyway and then put her phone away, focusing on work once more.

She missed her friends. They often stayed over at her house, making the place not feel so lonely.

Ashley envisioned going back that night, and frowned.

She was a freshly mated alpha who… was going to sleep alone tonight?

She had to stop herself from visibly pouting before she talked herself out of her disappointment.

It might not have been usual, but what part of her and Dylan’s journey had been usual thus far?

He was in the middle of a job where he couldn’t leave his client, and that was fine!

As she clicked into a further schedule, she found the blank slots where Cam would no longer be on her roster.

Fuck.

What was she going to do when it was time to film, and Cam needed to be elsewhere?

How long did it take to film a movie? Months?

Okay, no. I need something to do with my hands.

Ashley grabbed a towel and cleaner and went around sanitizing some of the empty machines, just to have something to do, and refusing to think about the future.

She chatted with some of the regulars, and nodded to the trainers who were out and about, and pointedly didn’t think about what she’d do when her… mate was gone for months at a time.

Ashley finished the rest of her shift and drove home in silence. When she pushed in the front door, the house was as empty as always. While the ache of her mom’s death was ever present, sometimes it was easier to bury than others. This was not one of those moments.

Her mom would’ve been so happy that she and Dylan had found their way back together.

In her pocket, her phone buzzed as she collapsed upstairs, in her bedroom. It had certainly changed since she was an angsty teen, no longer covered in band posters and dirty clothes, but repainted and updated in colors she thought would fool her into not feeling like she still slept in her childhood bedroom.

She bounced against the bed and pulled her phone out, finding a message from Dylan.

Want to eat dinner with us?

She smiled at the words on the screen. Through their bond, he could probably feel her emotions, and it occurred to her that she’d likely never be able to lie to Dylan ever again.

There was a kind of freedom in that, in not being able to hide the depths of your emotion. It was extremely vulnerable.

With her lips pursed at that realization, she responded.

Yeah, where to?

Want to come to Cam’s for now and we can decide? Or if you’d like, we can come to you.

Ashley tilted her head to the side. On one hand, having a full house would be interesting. On the other, Cam’s apartment was new and modern and not full of outdated furniture and carpets.

And she was just one person. Easier if she just joined them.

I’ll head that way soon.

She could have dinner with them for a night.
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Ashley arrived outside the apartment and smelled something garlic and onion and delicious… until the door opened.

“What is going on?” she asked, eyes wide as she took in the smoky scene.

River was waving a dish towel at one of the open windows beside the television, and Dylan was opening the other.

In front of the door, a sweating Cameron looked stressed. He smelled it, too, honey and vanilla now bitter and burnt… just like the pan sitting on the stove.

“What happened?” she asked, and pushed the door open wider to clear some of the smoke. Her alpha instincts kicked in, and all she wanted to do was soothe him.

“He was trying to impress you again,” River called out, and through her bond with Dylan she felt a spike of amusement.

Ashley arched a brow at the omega and held an arm out before she could stop herself. He tucked into her side and her hindbrain flared as she squeezed him.

“That’s very sweet of you,” she said, and rubbed her hand up and down his arm. “But I told you, you impress me plenty on the⁠—”

“Mat, yes, I know,” Cameron sighed, and pulled away.

Ashley didn’t like that. She narrowed her gaze, studying the tension in his shoulders.

Right. Boundaries. Lines. Professional.

All it took was a little bitterness in the omega’s scent for her to cross the line so readily.

You can do better than that!

He trailed over to dump the pan in the sink, and when he sprayed it with water, steam sizzled and rose from it to fill the room.

She wrinkled her nose and followed him into the little alcove while River and Dylan flapped dish towels at the window to disperse the smoke.

“What was on the menu?” she asked.

“Literally, it was supposed to be so easy,” he complained as he grabbed a sponge. “Just pasta. I was going to make my own roux.”

Ashley reached around him and stole the sponge, their hands sliding together amongst the water and dish soap.

“Hey, we’ve all burned a meal…or three,” she admitted, and bumped him out of the way to take care of it.

“Maybe next time you can cook together,” Dylan interjected from the living room. “Make a night of it!”

Panic flared. Boundaries, Dylan, boundaries! But he couldn’t hear her thoughts, just feel her emotions.

Cameron turned his attention from the other alpha to meet her gaze, eyes wide and vulnerable, and Ashley’s chest inflated with the need to… to scoop him up, to kiss him.

Her cheeks heated at the thought, hoping maybe the steam was too foggy for him to tell.

“Like a date night?” he asked, peering closely at her.

Hesitation threaded through her, but then Dylan was there, soothing, encouraging. What an enabler. Dammit.

She folded under those big hazel movie-star eyes. The date night didn’t have to happen now. It could happen after they’d finished training. Where was the harm in that?

“Sure,” she agreed, and if she wasn’t too distracted by Cameron’s sudden smile, she thought she felt Dylan in her bond, a little smug. “How about we order in tonight? Do you still want pasta?”

He frowned down at the sink. “No, I’m mad at pasta.”

She chuckled, finishing up the pan and proving the mess was gone.

“We can leave that for now. Let’s help River and Dylan with the fanning.”

She pinched his side as she went, and his grateful smile was a little sly.

Ashley narrowed her gaze at him, this actor, but was distracted as he handed her a towel and tugged her toward the door.

As they worked on clearing the smoke, Ashley ordered Cam’s favorite Indian food from her phone, passing it around to get all their orders. By the time the apartment was clear and they’d sprayed the hell out of it with some pretty-smelling air freshener, the food had arrived.

Ashley accepted the bag and made her way back to the couch, taking her seat beside Cameron and placing the holy grail on the coffee table.

He snuggled up to her side, and Ashley tried not to feel a type of way about it, but she loved having him near.

Dylan was on her other side, but the only glances he ever sent her way were pleased and happy. The bond revealed much the same.

As River got them drinks and took his designated seat on one of the floor cushions, Ashley decided to herself that they needed a bigger couch.

She caught the thought before it could really form, realizing she was thinking of the future. Them, all together.

Like a… pack.

But they weren’t a pack. Not yet, and maybe not ever. Soon Cameron would finish filming, and then he’d move on, and Ashley would stay at the gym, and their lives would move in separate directions.

Or, in a fantasy world, she and Cameron could more freely begin to prod at all this tension between them.

After training.

Until then, they’d adhere to the bold lines and firm boundaries… tomorrow. A fresh start.

For tonight, though… maybe Ashley could indulge.

Spend the evening here and let herself and Dylan live in the fantasy for a bit.

Just one night.
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One night turned into two, which turned into a week. She was on cloud nine, sleeping next to Dylan each night, cuddling up to him on the couch while Cam and River did the same.

She’d eat dinner with all three of them, and then they’d part to each do their own thing, or more likely end up watching a movie together.

Cameron put together Instagram-worthy snack displays, impressive arrays of charcuterie or flavors of popcorn and candy she’d never heard of. He claimed it was his way of spoiling her, and she tried not to let her cheeks get red about it. At least it wasn’t a sparkly dress or any more chandeliered restaurants.

She’d even come around to the 24k gold cones they smoked out of, even if she felt ridiculous doing so. She came around to the expensive strains much more easily.

She got to see the films that inspired Cam to become an actor, and a number of them left her a little teary-eyed.

Most of the movies River wanted to watch made her laugh so hard her stomach hurt.

Dylan liked gritty action movies or romcoms; there was no in between with him.

Ashley liked anything and everything, and each film they watched together taught her something new about one of them.

“What are your favorite movies?” Ashley asked one night.

“I know I’ve been introducing you to a bunch of eclectic shit, but I really love a romcom,” Cam admitted. “I was in one at the very beginning of my career, but haven’t had the opportunity to revisit it.”

She frowned at him. “Like the one that girl at the restaurant mentioned. Do you like the action movies you do?”

“Of course, yeah,” he said. “This will be the third, and I don’t know, I just want a change of pace.”

“Your manager should look into that for you,” River said. “They’re supposed to support you.”

“They’re supposed to support my career,” Cam corrected. “And currently, my career is in action.”

They shared a look and a flash of bitterness crossed River’s face that she’d never seen before. This must have been a conversation they circled many times.

Ashley didn’t like that. Cam should be able to star in whatever movie he was feeling, without having to adhere to what was expected of him.

“Sounds like you need a new agent,” River muttered.

Ashley agreed, silently. “It will happen. I believe it,” Ashley said.

The smile he shot her made her stomach flip, but she ignored it as they all turned their attention to the movie.

Seven days into the weirdest—happiest—week of her life, she received a text.

Hey! We’re back in town, and dropped by your place to say hi. You’re not home! Where are you?

The text was from Jordan, and their return meant her brother must have been okay.

Welcome back! I’m staying with a friend, but we can hang out tomorrow? Can’t wait to see you guys! How is your brother?

The reply she received was from Kenzie, not Jordan.

A friend, or Dylan? Kenzie asked.

Ashley bit down on a smile, knowing she’d have some explaining to do the next day.

You got me.

Oh. My. God. Kenzie sent each word as a separate message. You’ve got to tell us everything.

Tomorrow, Ashley promised.

“What’s so funny?” Dylan asked, arm tossed around her shoulders on the couch.

“Kenzie and Jordan are back, which means I’ll have to tell them about you.”

“And why is that funny?”

Ashley glanced up at him. “Because they’ve heard about all your sins.”

Dylan let his head fall back into the couch. “Oh no. So they hate me?”

“Yeah, kinda,” Ashley said, and patted his chest.

“Dooooghouse,” River sang softly amongst chuckles from the floor in front of the couch. He was working on his laptop instead of paying attention to the movie, but that was par for the course. Each night he and Cam took turns sitting beside her. She tried not to be flattered, but her cheeks still pinkened if she thought about it too hard.

“Don’t worry, I’ll find an opportunity for you to redeem yourself with them,” she told Dylan.

“Are you going to introduce us?” he asked. “I’ll be on my best behavior.”

“Let me test the waters first,” Ashley said. “We’ll hang out tomorrow and I’ll see how they feel.”

“You’ll make a good case for me?” Dylan asked. On her arm, his finger began making circles against her skin.

“Of course I will,” Ashley promised. “I’ll tell them all your best qualities.”

“Enlighten me,” Dylan teased.

Ashley opened her mouth, then closed it, pretending to think extra hard. “Hmm…”

Beside her, Cam snorted, and Ashley elbowed him.

“I know there’s one somewhere,” Ashley mused. “Let me think a little longer.”

Dylan pinched her arm and she snickered, patting his thigh and gazing at him with a grin. Did she look as love struck as she felt?

“Rude,” he murmured, a smile tugging at his lips.

“By tomorrow I’m sure I’ll think of something,” she drawled.

Dylan squeezed his arm in and tugged her closer, planting a kiss to the side of her head. “You better,” he retorted.

Ashley practically preened at the kiss, and turned her head to offer her lips.

“If I must,” he sighed, and then kissed her properly, short and sweet and so affectionately it made her chest tight.

Just a few months ago, if someone had told her Dylan would come back into her life and they would end up together, she would’ve denied it.

But here she was, snuggled up next to him on the couch, irrevocably in love.


26. SCARS
DYLAN
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Still damp from his shower after the movie night, Dylan tugged on a pair of boxers and padded the few feet over to his bed.

Ashley lay there, waiting for him, and he’d never tire of the sight.

She lifted the blankets for him to crawl under, and she snuggled close. It took him a moment to realize her hand was resting over his scar.

“You promised to tell me about these.” Her voice was quiet, the bond full of curiosity and worry.

“Of course,” he said. “You can ask me anything. It’s not… uh, it’s kind of a rough story. Heavy.”

“Tell me,” she said softly.

So he did.

“I work for a private company,” he began. “So anyone can hire us, though Wes is pretty picky.”

She nodded, her cheek smushed to his chest, and he curled his arm around her back, stroking her hair to give himself something to do with his hands. Her fingers brushed a pattern over the scar.

“We were hired by this woman, a beta.” He felt Ashley’s interest flare. “She worked for some big company, and was being harassed. I fit the compatibility test, so I was brought in to mitigate, to escort her to work and back.

“At first it was fine, and she was more embarrassed that I had to be there than anything. Kept telling me it wasn’t so serious.

“It was serious,” Dylan continued. “Death threats, stalking, the works. It got so bad that Gabi had to work from home, couldn’t leave.” The swell of Ashley’s empathy made his chest tight. He had to clear his throat before he continued. “Eventually, it all calmed down. We got comfortable.” Dylan shook his head. He shouldn't have trusted it.

“Gabi—Gabrielle wanted out of the house, understandably. She wanted food from a specific truck, one that was always parked on Maine. I thought: city center, it would be busy, we’d blend in. Since it had been so quiet, I… agreed. And I thought I was so careful.”

Lights. The flash of a blade. A shout. Darkness.

“I swear I checked if we were being followed, but there was nothing. I let my guard down for one fucking moment…”

Dylan’s lips flattened into a thin, unhappy line. He’d replayed the moment in his head a million times. If he’d been faster, if he’d seen the guy at all.

Ashley’s scent flared and the bitter bite of ginger, the soft touch of her hand on his side, kept him going.

“I didn’t see him. Took me out with a knife to the gut and killed Gabi. By the time I got my gun out, it was too late. She was dead before she hit the ground, according to the coroner.”

“Dylan… oh my god,” Ashley said, and sat up, a hand on his chest.

He scrubbed a hand down his face, fighting back the anxiety the memories always brought him. “I utterly failed. I was on desk duty while I healed, and they put me in therapy for a while. Then several months later, Cam came along, and Wes wanted to put his faith in me again, even though I didn’t deserve it.”

“Who was the guy? The one who did it.”

“Some fucker who wasn’t happy with the work she was doing. A stalker, I guess. She was a scientist. I didn’t really understand what she was working on. Too over my head.”

“Did you get him?”

“Yeah. I shot him,” Dylan answered. “He came out of nowhere, and he knew to get me first, so he must have been watching for a while. I don’t know how I didn’t see him.”

“You got him, though. That counts for something.”

Dylan swallowed. Not to the firm. Not to Gabi.

“Yeah, I guess.”

“Is that why you’re so intense about Cameron?” she asked.

Dylan nodded. “I don’t want to fail him. That’s why it’s so infuriating when he doesn’t cooperate.”

“Cameron is adored, though. I think the most you’d have to worry about is a too-enthusiastic fan.”

“Oh, really? A famous omega who is notoriously marketed as a bachelor, an omega that could belong to anyone?”

Ashley pursed her lips, and her scent went even more bitter. “Oh. I guess I didn’t think of it like that.”

“Yeah. I’m here for a reason.”

“You take your job seriously,” Ashley said.

“I have to. I know what can happen if I don’t.”

Her silence spoke volumes. “Wow, you’ve really thought about this, huh?”

“I don’t want anything to happen to him.”

Dylan frowned at the thought. As annoying as Cameron was, Dylan was… fond of him. He wanted to protect the little shit, and not only because he was paid to.

“You care about him?”

“I mean, sure.” He paused. “Not like you, though.”

“What does that mean?”

“Cam and I aren’t… compatible. The company does a scent test before we’re paired with a client. It cuts down on complications. Cameron just doesn’t have the same… draw to me.”

“You don’t like his scent?”

Dylan lowered his head to brush his lips over her shoulder, inhaling. “Too sweet for my taste.”

She hummed, and Dylan kissed her bite mark beneath her tee once before relaxing again. “You like it, though,” he guessed.

Ashley shrugged, and he could tell she was blushing even in the dark.

He loved that she still did things that reminded him of the younger Ashley. Her awkwardness and embarrassment.

But he also loved that she was an alpha—that she could bark him into place, or best him in a sparring match.

“You’re an alpha. It’s normal to want a pack,” he said.

“I know, but…”

There, in the connection, was the real answer. She was scared.

“But…?” he prompted.

“We just figured us out.”

Dylan laid a hand over the one she had resting on his chest. “Hey. Damn right we did. We’re bonded. I’m not going anywhere. Even if you decide you want to try courting Cameron.”

Ashley swung a leg over his lap and stared down at him.

“Now that’s a terrifying thought. Courting? I don’t think I can court Cameron.”

“Why not?”

Ashley frowned, stroking a pattern into his chest. “Uhm, he’s my client?”

“He won’t be forever,” Dylan replied.

Ashley rolled her eyes, fingers tapping on his pecs. He felt something building inside her, and he stayed quiet, waiting for her to work up the courage to share it with him.

“I like being good at my job, and I think professionalism plays a big role in that. I’m usually very good at boundaries and lines when it comes to my clients, but ever since Cam…” Ashley huffed, and her frustration fizzled in the bond.

Dylan hummed softly. “If it helps, I don’t think Cam minds.”

“I know, I know,” she groaned, blowing her hair out of her eyes. “That makes it even more difficult. I mean, going out to dinner, fucking his bodyguard⁠—”

“Hey, we’re doing more than fucking—” Dylan interjected with a small grin.

She covered his mouth and continued, fighting a smile. “—Staying at his apartment. Having dinner every night?” She covered her face. “Ugh!”

Dylan reached up, gently removing her hands from her cheeks.

“Do you want to know what I think?” Dylan asked.

Ashley nodded, gazing down at him.

“I think Cameron is different from your other clients. I mean, you don’t want to alpha them all, right?”

He felt her emotions buck in the bond, further cementing his point. “Of course not,” she said.

“There you have it. I think you are a kick-ass trainer, with high-profile clients who respect you. I also think you have it bad for an omega, and those two things can coexist.”

“Does that make me a bad trainer?” she asked. “If I can’t separate my… my feelings from the job?”

Dylan felt like his chest was going to cave in with the weight of his adoration. She was opening up to him—she was admitting there was something between her and Cameron! Finally! He felt honored that she was sharing these thoughts with him.

“Ashley,” he said, low and soft, and tugged her down to his chest. “You are not a bad trainer. It’s not like the situation is interrupting his training. You’re still doing your job, and he’s still learning what he needs to. I don’t think your emotions are getting in the way as much as you think they are.”

She melted against him, nuzzling her cheek against his chest. “I guess if I look at it that way, you’re right. I’m not doing anything to hinder Cameron’s progress.”

“Exactly. So, what’s the real hang-up here?”

Ashley huffed, and he felt her frustration, the tangle of her emotions that he couldn’t sort any easier than she could. He just wanted her to be happy.

“Remember that place we went to celebrate the end of the first month? That’s way out of my league,” she said. “And if those are his standards…”

She blew out a breath, puffing her cheeks for a second in the cutest way.

“He also had fun hiking. And ordering in. And putting together snack trays,” Dylan said. “And I know you’ve been eying this apartment like a proper alpha does.”

Ashley cocked her head to the side. “It’s so white! And harsh! Where’s the string lights and all the warmth? Why is the couch so small?”

Dylan’s lips twitched. “I feel like seventy percent of courting is presents. Sounds like you have a list.”

“Okay, you’re putting ideas in my head now,” she said, shaking it and shifting as if she was going to lay back down. He framed her waist and kept her atop him.

“You like the ideas, though. And you already know he’s jealous. He’d love to be courted by you.”

“What about you? You’re just… there? While I spoil him?”

“Are you asking if it’s okay to cuck me?” Dylan teased. Ashley’s groan was cut off mid-sound as he continued, “Don’t hate the idea.”

“What.” She said, not asked.

Dylan grinned, squeezing his hands on either side of her. “I mean, you put him through hell on the mat. The idea of bringing that to the bedroom? Watching you take what you want?”

A purr rumbled up her chest, and she choked it off at first before it spilled out again.

“You liiiike him,” Dylan breathing, riling her up as if they were young again. “And there’s nothing wrong with that. I’m giving you the green light, no pressure added.”

Ashley laid a hand on his chest, shifting against him, where he was already half hard. With only one of his shirts on, he could feel her through the cotton of her panties, warm and enticing, and fuck, he wanted her.

“You like the idea of me taking what I want, hmm?” she asked.

“I do,” Dylan murmured.

Ashley’s lips curled into a little half smile, devious and arousing all at once.

“Alright,” she said, and leaned down, purring softly, lips humming against his own. He tilted his head up to her, chasing her taste.

Ginger and citrus, downright candied from how sweetly she kissed him. Her hands combed through his hair, and chills spread from his scalp down his spine and to the rest of his body.

He was… obsessed with this alpha.

Mine.

She rolled her hips against him, nothing but the thin layers of underthings separating them. They rocked together, until Dylan was completely hard and his hands were holding onto her waist, tugging her into him again and again.

The kiss broke with a gasp, and Ashley twisted her hand, gripping his hair tightly and tilting his head back.

She shimmied, moving herself up his chest, his hands falling away as she positioned herself over him, her thighs by his ears and a hand on the headboard for balance.

Her scent hit him like a slap, but he couldn’t move with that hand still in his hair, holding him still.

His heart raced as she sat above him, staring down at him as if it was a challenge, as if daring him to please her.

He kept his gaze on hers, felt like a mistake if he didn’t, and slowly her hand released from his hair.

“Go on,” she said, voice soft.

Dylan nuzzled up at her, his nose nudging against her slit, her panties still in the way. If this was part of the challenge, he was not one to back down. Ginger and citrus was heavy on his palate as he parted his lips against her. He stiffened his tongue and pressed it into her, through the fabric, and her hips surged, shifting, as if seeking more.

He mouthed at her through the fabric, and it had to feel like nothing more than a tease, but she rolled against him, and he tasted her through the barrier.

“These are in the way,” he murmured. He wanted her against his tongue.

Ashley swung her hips side to side. “Sounds like your problem, not mine.”

Heat struck Dylan at her tone, so commanding. Sliding his hands up the back of her thighs, over the curve of her ass and around her hips, he tapped his fingers against the waistband. Her skin was so warm against his.

“You could rip them,” she suggested.

“What?” he asked, blinking up at her.

Instead of repeating herself, she arched a brow, expectant, and it sent a dark and delicious tremor through him.

Don’t have to ask me twice, he thought, and then pinched the fabric beneath the waistband with his fingers before tearing⁠—

They fell away easily, tatters that he tossed off the side of the bed.

She gasped before it melted into a purr, and Dylan felt like he’d done something right, his cock twitching at her praise.

Dylan wasted no time, her scent stronger now that the fabric was gone, filling his head like a drug.

Addicted, he could do more than taste, and she bucked her hips into the first touch of his lips.

He drew his tongue through her folds, gathering her taste before swallowing her down. He repeated the same motion, the bud of her clit hard against his tongue as he lapped at her again and again. Her thighs tightened around his head intermittently, encouraging him to keep going.

Every little sound she made, every grind of her hips against him only made his own arousal flare to life. Trapped beneath his boxers, he was rock-hard and had to be welling precum. He wanted her to touch him, or wanted to touch himself.

He curled his arms around the front of her thighs, fingers digging into her inner thighs. He gripped and squeezed and held her open for him as he arched his neck to lick at her, seeking more of her taste.

He speared her with his tongue, found a well of that arousal, and drank her down.

Her moans were growing louder, and he wondered if she was doing that on purpose, if she was imagining River and Cameron listening to them.

They were likely in the nest, but it was an… enticing thought.

He wanted her to take whatever she wanted. From him, from them.

He already belonged to her. That wouldn’t change if she had a pack.

Dylan purred at the idea of being amongst the favorites she’d collect.

She gasped, arching into him, and he flattened his tongue against her, giving her something to grind against.

“Fuck,” she whined, and he heard that pitch in her voice.

He couldn’t take it anymore, and lowered one of his hands to his stomach, inching his fingers beneath his waistband and⁠—

“No,” Ashley drawled, and reached behind herself to grab his hand, drawing it back to her thigh.

“You don’t get to come until after me,” she purred, the slightest bark in the whisper of her voice.

He couldn’t disobey, and he didn’t want to.

Dylan’s hips lurched, aching for something he couldn’t have, and moaned into her, lost in her flesh as she rolled her hips into him.

Fuck.

His moan dissolved into a purr at her demand, and she cried out as the sound worked up his throat, spilling into a vibration against his tongue. He purred harder, louder, and her thighs tensed around his head as she rode his face.

Her hand squeaked against the metal of the headboard, and he glanced up to find her lips parted, head tilted back, jaw sharp and strong as her hair fluttered around her shoulders.

She was beautiful.

Mine.

Dylan dug his fingers into her skin, leaving more marks, more proof of his claim on her, and the idea of River or Cameron ever seeing them made his head go blank.

Would she talk to them like this? Put them in their place and have their way with them?

Dylan’s cock twitched at the idea.

Ashley. His alpha.

His hips bucked and he wished there was any friction, any touch against himself. He was so close, on a hair’s edge just from her taste, the way she moved against him. The way she felt about him and all this arousal wrapped up in the bond until they were indistinguishable.

Her hand dove back into his hair, holding him still while she dragged herself against his tongue. Soft moans poured from her lips and the moonlight was silver against her skin.

She was using him to get herself off.

And it was the hottest thing Dylan had ever experienced.

He slid his grip up her thighs and stomach, bunching the shirt up until it fell down his arms, and cupped her breasts. With deft fingers he plucked at her beaded nipples and felt the chills skitter down her skin.

He felt it in her entire body, her grip tightening, thighs tensing around his ears, body stilling for a split second before she came.

She cried out before muffling herself by biting her lip, thighs clamped tightly as she shook and rocked against his face.

Her arousal burst on his tongue, and he was suffocating in her scent and he could think of no better way to go.

He stiffened, trying to distract himself, but all of his senses were filled with Ashley, his nose and mouth full of citrus and ginger, her soft skin beneath his hands, her moans in his ear, the sight of her something he’d never forget.

He came before he could stop it, cock kicking in his boxers as she danced on his tongue.

Their dueling purrs filled the room as they melted together, and Ashley lifted her right knee before tipping over, collapsing to the bed with a satisfied smile on her face. Her calves and feet dangled over his chest as Dylan watched her come down.

She cracked an eye open, found his gaze had never left and… smirked.

“Guess you don’t need a turn after all.”

Dylan sighed. “No. Just new boxers.”

He felt how that pleased her, and tugged on her calf to pull her back across the bed.

She kissed him, lapping the taste of herself from his lips, his tongue. When they parted, their breaths were harsh and she chuckled, combing his hair back.

“Like a teenager,” she drawled.

Dylan groaned and tried to bury his face beneath her hair. “Don’t tease me.”

“But it’s so easy,” she teased, and unearthed him.

Things were easy with her. Always had been. He was stupid for running from it.

He wouldn’t run again, and stroked a finger over the bite on her shoulder, the reminder.

Indulgent adoration filled him as she shivered.

“Tease me all you want, as long as that happens again,” he murmured.

Her gaze darkened as she stared down at him.

“As long as I take what I want?” she asked, and Dylan was reminded of their conversation before they’d gotten… distracted.

“Yes. Anything.”

Ashley laid her head on his chest. “Might take you up on that.”

That was as close to an answer as he was going to get, but he felt her warming up to the idea.

His alpha deserved a pack. She just had to see it for herself.
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“Still love me?” Ashley asked Lyric on the way out of the gym.

“Always,” Lyric said, blond hair only a little messy, face still red from the exertion of their session.

“Good. See you next week?”

“See you next week,” she agreed, and waved on her way out. The alpha that came with her, Henry, wrapped his arm around her shoulders as they left. He was intense. Quiet. And he adored Lyric, was protective of her.

Ashley had the feeling he tolerated her because Lyric liked training with her. Ashley didn’t mind. He was an alpha with an omega, and he was marking his territory.

She found it amusing more than anything, because Ashley had no desire for the omega.

Her nose wrinkled. Nah. Lyric wasn’t hers in any way except contractual obligation to help the singer keep up her stamina for stage performances.

Ugh, Dylan was right! Dammit. She could be a professional trainer and admit that she had… mixed feelings about a certain omega.

She frowned as she neutralized the scents, noting the lack of disappointment she usually felt when she erased Cameron’s scent.

Mine.

Ashley paused, spray bottle in hand, face flushing at just the thought. The hindbrain claim.

Cameron was in no way hers.

Okay, so she liked when her and Cam’s pheromones mixed. Big deal.

But then she kept noticing other things.

Like the blankets she passed at the supermarket as she shopped for groceries. The big, soft, colorful ones that would break up the harshness of Cam’s apartment.

Ashley scratched at her bond mark, confusion filling her.

“It’s biology,” she mumbled to herself, and continued walking, grocery cart wheels squeaking the whole way.

The entire time her thoughts circled the same drain.

Alphas and omegas didn’t spend that much time together outside of courting. Following that logic, it was kind of an odd situation that Ashley was hanging around with Cameron so much, even if the reasons were justifiable—training him, being mated to his bodyguard.

Biology had to take over eventually, and it was trying to. But Ashley was stronger than her hindbrain, so there was no shame. It was just natural.

Ashley winced as she stepped onto her front porch, the mail on the stoop organized in a small pile.

Have I really been spending so much time at Cam’s?

Shaking her head, Ashley let herself in, put the groceries away, and started dinner, decidedly not letting herself think about Cameron.

Dylan texted her for a bit, but then the doorbell rang, and she grinned.

Her friends were back.

Kenzie squealed as the door opened, and she leapt at Ashley, hugging her tightly. Jordan laughed over her shoulder, and Ashley tugged her in, too.

“I missed you guys!” she said, inhaling their familiar scents all muddled together, more than usual, probably from traveling together.

Kenzie sighed, then paused, sniffing, and pushed Ashley back by the shoulders. “Why do you smell different?”

Her cheeks flamed, and Ashley shrugged, trying to appear casual and collected. “We can, uh, talk about that later. But first, how is your brother?”

“He’s fine,” Jordan said, waving a hand and moving in for a hug. “He’ll recover. I’m more interested in why Kenzie’s right—you do smell weird.”

I’m not the only one!

“Rude,” Ashley mused.

“That’s why you love us,” Kenzie sang, and made her way to the kitchen that she probably knew as well as her own by this point.

“Spill, I want to know everything that’s been going on.”

Once Jordan took a seat beside Kenzie on the bar stools, they stared at her patiently, and Ashley sighed.

“Fine, we’ll get right into it, I guess,” she said, and they both nodded as if that was just what they were waiting on. “Okay, so you know Dylan,” Ashley began.

“Yes, The Dylan?” Kenzie asked.

Ashley nodded, and Jordan held out a hand to pause. “The one who left after kissing you on your eighteenth birthday and showed back up as the bodyguard for your mysterious client?”

Her cheeks were red-hot as she nodded. “Yeah, the same one.”

Kenzie stood up, hands on her hips. “Did you guys hook up?”

Jordan melted into the chair before she could answer, both hands lifted, fingers pressing to her temples. “Wow. Ten years later, huh?”

Ashley closed her open mouth, fiddling her fingers together in a tangle before answering. “Yeah, so. Uh, we’ve kind of reconnected the past few weeks.”

Silence. Ashley glanced up from mixing the stir-fry to find them both slack-jawed, eyebrows raised.

“Is he hot?” Kenzie asked finally.

He came in his pants last night to me riding his face, so…

Ashley ignored the blush on her face. “Yeah—yeah, you could say that,” she offered.

“Okay, so he came back into town for this job, this mutual client. You reconnected… is that why there was so much mail at your door?”

“Yeah, so. Uh. Fuck, fine, here,” she said, and tugged down her tank top strap, slamming her eyes closed. Excitement, giddiness, and fear all fizzled through her like a shaken champagne bottle. After all the times she’d cried over Dylan and told them his worst sins, she’d turned around and bonded him? Surely they’d be happy for her, right? Or would they tell her she’s an idiot?

Just say somet⁠—

“Oh my fucking god,” Kenzie shouted, while Jamie gasped like the dramatic fuck she’d always been.

“You’re bonded,” Jordan whispered, as if it was a conspiratorial secret.

After a few more seconds of silence she cracked an eye open.

“Are you happy?” Kenzie asked.

Ashley didn’t even hesitate when she nodded. Her throat was tight and she didn’t know why.

Kenzie practically spilled over Jordan’s lap, off the chair, and into Ashley’s arms. “Oh my god, I can’t believe you got bonded before either of us,” she said, squeezing tightly. “I need to hear all about it.”

“It must be serious if you’re bonded and all, so. From the top,” Jordan said, then pulled out a small tube and waggled it in the air. “Shall we celebrate?”

Ashley cleared her throat once Kenzie released her, and dashed a few tears away as relief overwhelmed her. She didn’t know why she’d been so nervous to tell them; they were her best friends.

“What’s wrong?” Kenzie asked, framing her face.

“I don’t know,” Ashley admitted, and shook her head free, brushing her long hair back. “I guess I wanted your approval or something.”

“All we care is that you’re happy. Even if that’s with some questionable guy from your past,” Jordan said.

“Okay, okay,” Ashley said, staring up at the ceiling to dry her eyes. “It’s fine. Let’s go out back?”

Her two closest friends followed her out the back of the kitchen to the tiny patio outside while she let the food simmer. The sun was setting, so the entire backyard was cast in shadow, cooling the area off from an unbearable summer heat to something much more comfortable.

They sat at Ashley’s little patio table like the three of them had done many, many times before. The tube Jordan had brought along popped open, and the scent of cannabis drifted out.

Once they were passing the joint around, they both stared at her. “So…?” Kenzie asked.

“I tried to hold out longer, but…” she sighed wistfully. “You know, you see that one person and it feels like no time has passed at all even though you’ve both lived entire lives in the space of their absence?”

Kenzie had a knowing little curl to her lips. “I don’t know, but do tell.”

A smile tugged at her, and then she told them the whole story. From the bits they knew—that she’d been giving him the cold shoulder to give himself a taste of his own medicine—to the bits they didn’t.

The sparring, and the night he’d come by to look at photos, and the way he’d cried⁠—

“I love a man who can show emotion,” Kenzie said, shaking her head while Jordan rolled her eyes.

The tentative truce they garnered, the book she’d spotted him reading⁠—

“A romance? Fuck this perfect guy,” Jordan said before arching a brow. “But you already did.”

Ashley smirked before continuing on about the too-fancy dinner⁠—

“Wait, wait, you’re telling me some famous client wanted to impress you with a high-class restaurant and you’re hung up on his bodyguard?” Kenzie asked.

Ashley tilted her head to the side, “Well…”

“Oh, so this story gets better,” Jordan teased, leaning forward. “I can’t wait for it to get complicated.”

More than you know, Ashley thought.

And complicated it got, as Ashley told them about the birthday plans, the hike, the kiss that started it all, and then the⁠—

“Oh my god, the same fucking night?!” Kenzie screeched, flapping her hands. “Holy shit, Ashley.”

Jordan closed her dropped jaw. “Okay, I need to find a mate, like, yesterday, if the right one can make someone like you, Ms. Rules and Logic, throw it all out the window. How’s it so far, walking on the wild side?”

Kenzie leaned forward, and Ashley wondered if she and Jordan realized how in tune with each other they were.

“It’s definitely… something,” Ashley said, feeling the echo of Dylan through the bond. “I can feel him all the time.”

“What’s it like?” Kenzie asked, propping her head on an arm.

“It’s weird. Like, I can feel him even right now. He’s… amused. So C—his client must be doing something silly.”

“Where did you bite him?” Jordan asked.

Ashley tapped her other shoulder. “Same spot on him.”

“So it was at the same time?” Kenzie asked, leaning across the table. She fanned herself. “Oh my god, that’s hot,” she said, glancing at Jordan.

Jordan met her gaze. The stare lingered, and Ashley cocked her head to the side.

What was that?

“Can confirm. It was very hot.” Ashley’s cheeks flamed.

“So how do you feel about it all? I mean, what’s next?”

Ashley swallowed. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, like, where does Dylan live? Is he going to move back here? Oh shit, you’re not leaving, are you?”

For the first time since this whirlwind romance part of her story had begun, she… paused.

Where did Dylan live? Surely he wasn’t planning to go back after he got done with guarding Cam. Would they move in together? A happy thrill shot through her at the idea. How were they supposed to navigate life together after the job was done?

“Well, he’s going to be guarding his client until at least after the movie is shot. That’s still a few months away.”

Jordan cocked her head at her as the beta passed the joint back with manicured fingernails. “You didn’t think that far ahead, did you, babes?”

“He’s not going to leave again, for sure,” Ashley said. “That’s what the bonding thing was about. So I suppose that means he’ll be staying here. Or something,” she tried, but Kenzie leveled her with a stare. “Okay, fine! No, of course I didn’t think that far ahead! I was caught up in the moment—there was no time for logic, only feeling! Fuck!”

Ashley dropped her head into her hands.

“Aww, no, don’t stress. Don’t. It’s fine,” Kenzie tried, and she heard an oof before Jordan joined in.

“Yeah, you’re bonded, so the relationship is, uh, solid, if anything. It’s just a matter of where it will be solid! Which is an easy fix. Just a conversation that needs to happen. No biggie.”

“Right,” Ashley drawled, and picked her head up.

The sun was mostly set by now. The automatic bulbs Ashley had put in would click on at any time.

“So just to clarify, you’re really just all about the bodyguard?” Kenzie asked.

“Listen, there’s history with Dylan! And it’s not like there isn’t—“ Ashley stopped, realizing what she was about to admit aloud. Something she hadn’t even allowed herself to dwell on.

In unison, they both sat up, like sharks smelling blood in the water.

“Isn’t what?” Kenzie asked. “You sly dog. Did you fuck an A-lister?”

Ashley held out both hands, cheeks red. “There’s been no fucking! And don’t reduce him to that.”

“Oh, why? Is he so much more?” Jamie asked.

Ashley crossed her arms and slumped back into her chair, because actually, yes. Cam was so much more than just some movie star.

Ashley thought back to that day on the mat, when she and Cam had been in perfect sync, the adrenaline and flow and proximity. The way he’d tried to impress her for dinner and hadn’t wanted her to spend her birthday alone. The way he and River traded turns to sit beside her on the couch. The way her hindbrain lit up around him.

“I haven’t let myself think about it,” she said, shrugging.

“Liar,” Kenzie hissed, and planted her palms on the table. “Tell meeee,” she demanded, in a weird gossip-goblin voice. Ashley couldn’t help but laugh.

“Okay, okay! Well… what if he was?” she hedged, picking a thread on her jeans. “So much more than just some A-lister.”

Jordan looked faint. “If you end up mated to some hot Hollywood star on the red carpet, I will just die.”

“You can bury us next to each other,” Kenzie said.

“Aw, babe. That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me,” Jordan said, laying a hand against her chest. A hand with two fingers manicured much shorter than the other three.

“I literally spent the last few weeks with you at your brother’s bedside, but okay,” she said, rolling her eyes.

Ashley’s lips curled, and affection for her friends swelled in her chest. She narrowed her gaze as she watched the two of them interact. She loved them, always looking out for her even when she was being dramatic. And something was different.

“I’ve been waiting for this. Spill. What’s going on?” Kenzie drawled, successfully distracting her.

Ashley chuckled, delighted with Kenzie’s reaction because… because she wanted to squeal too, okay? Cameron was a movie star, after all.

Which is exactly where her problem lay.

“If I were to admit that maybe I felt a type of way about this client… he’s a celebrity. He’s my client.”

They both stared at her, waiting, and Ashley huffed.

“Even if I did pursue him, court him⁠—”

“He’s an omega!?” Kenzie screeched as Jordan grabbed her shoulder, and Ashley paused, mouth open.

Fuck. She’d left that out, hadn’t she?

“Okay, fine, yes. He’s an omega! Not my only omega client, I’ll remind you. But an omega that I definitely have…” She thought of the last time Cam had gotten her down to the mat, the way they’d panted together, and then the scent mark when he’d helped her up. “...Chemistry with.”

“Okay, so what’s giving you pause?”

“You can’t judge me,” Ashley told them.

“Babe, this is a safe space! Tell me all your sins,” Kenzie cried.

“I’m afraid of what my other clients will think,” she admitted. The people she had to face everyday as a trainer. What did it say about her as a trainer if she ended up dating one? “Do I fuck all my clients to get them?” She could hear the gossip now, see the comments online, see… fuck, headlines. Cam was famous. ”Dating or bonding or packing up with this omega would change my whole life. He has a bodyguard to help with paparazzi, for god’s sake. Is indulging myself in this omega worth risking everything on?” She didn’t want to be known as the trainer who fucked her clients.

Kenzie and Jordan sobered as Ashley spoke, and when she finally glanced up, she found them deep in thought. They shared a look before Kenzie spoke.

“Well. How does it feel to be with this omega?”

Ashley paused, turning her attention inward. Cameron was… exciting. Attractive. Spoiled, she thought with a soft smile. He was playful and fun and talented and competent.

“Okay, well, we already know from that look on your face,” Jordan said, pointing at her.

Ashley covered her mouth and felt the curl of a grin there, felt it in her chest, too—a flutter of something she hadn’t felt until… until she saw Dylan again.

“Is that worth more to you than what some judgmental idiots have to say?”

She wanted to say yes. But this was her career, her life. That gym had supported her for years, seen her through some dark times. It’s how she’d met her very best friends, the same ones comforting her now.

How did she know this wouldn’t be a passing fling? That Cam wouldn’t move on to filming and forget all about her? She just couldn’t trust it yet.

Hell, Cameron kept his boyfriend of two years a secret, still.

Would he want to keep her a secret, too? For the sake of his career?

Ashley paused, locking onto the parallel.

It had never occurred to her to keep Cameron a secret. She supposed that would solve her problem, if no one knew she was dating a client. But the thought sat wrongly at the front of her mind and she shook it away.

When she committed, she committed.

Clearly, she drawled internally, and her bond mark tingled as if to emphasize her point.

“You don’t have to make any decisions right now.” Jordan said, the voice of reason. “You still have weeks to make up your mind, get to know this omega more.”

“So, sorry. Who are you again?” Kenzie teased. “Mated. Bonded. With a pack on the way?”

“No one said anything about a pack,” she whined.

Except Nic. Dylan. The tiny little voice in the back of Ashley’s head that she kept ignoring.

“Your client is an omega. You’re an alpha. Dylan’s an alpha. Sounds like pack material to me.”

River is his beta, Ashley added in her head. Even if they were a secret, they were meant for each other. She kept her mouth shut and shrugged.

“I can’t promise anything, and I’m not—I mean, I only just solidified things with Dylan. Like you said, there are still conversations to have.”

Just then, her phone buzzed in her pocket. Joining us for dinner tonight, or having dinner with your friends? From Dylan.

Dinner with friends. Enjoy your night, see you guys in the morning?

A tiny bit of lovesick disappointment leaked into the bond before it was hidden away, and Ashley smiled. See you then, he replied, and even sent a fucking heart emoji.

“Is that him?” Kenzie asked. “You’re smiling like a loon.”

Ashley, still grinning, put her phone down after responding with a matching emoji. “Maybe.”

“God, you’re cute and happy,” Jordan whined. “When will it be our turn?” she asked dramatically.

Ashley narrowed her eyes.

“They always say it’s when you least expect it,” Kenzie reminded her.

“Isn’t that the truth.” She paused for a beat, soaking in this time with her friends. “I missed you guys,” Ashley said, and laughed when they both awwed loud enough to fill the backyard.

“We missed you, too. I can’t believe we only left town for one minute and you ended up bonded.”

Ashley shrugged, and let Kenzie hang off her arm while they trailed back into the house, dishing out stir-fry and ending up on the floor around the coffee table while they played catch-up.

“So, anything interesting going on with you two?”

They shared a look, and Ashley tried not to glare in suspicion, but something was up.

“No, nah⁠—”

“Nope.”

They both answered at the same time, and Ashley… let them keep their little lies. There was something going on, and maybe they weren’t ready to address it yet.

Ashley knew what that felt like.

Ashley tried not to let their questions linger in her mind, but they did anyway. A pack. Not even a month ago a pack had seemed like a foreign concept, something that happened to people around Ashley but never… her.

Now she was bonded and—god dammit—had feelings for an omega that were becoming harder and harder to ignore.

She and Dylan did have a few conversations on the back burner. Especially because their time at the gym together was dwindling with each passing day.

What are you so afraid of? You’ve been alone before.

Her stomach rolled at the thought.

Her life felt so full now, with Dylan and Cameron and River filling it. What did she even do with herself just five weeks ago?

What would she do with herself when they were gone?

And what would she do to keep them from leaving?

Forming a pack was a commitment to each other, a family.

As her friends left and she was alone in the house, she wondered if having a pack to fill it was the answer she should’ve been looking for all along.


28. NEXT
DYLAN
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“We need to talk,” Ashley said.

Dylan’s heart dropped and he instinctively squeezed her hand. Outside, on Cam’s balcony, they were snuggled up on the furniture in a moment of privacy outside the bedroom they shared at Cam’s place.

“Oh no,” he teased lightly, feeling anything but.

“Nothing bad,” she reassured him, and patted his chest with the unoccupied hand. “Just… what’s next?”

“Next?” he asked.

“Yeah. When Cam is done at the gym and none of us will see each other anymore and his filming schedule is crazy.”

“Oh,” Dylan said, and cocked his head to the side. He hadn’t really thought about that. He’d been too caught up in the honeymoon phase of their bonding. Basking in the ease with which they’d found themselves together again. “I mean, we’re still going to be staying here until after filming, probably,” he said. “And then at least one of the premieres will be downtown, or that’s what Cam has been hinting at.”

But… filming was just one step. The movie wouldn’t probably debut until the next year.

What about the in-between? Why hadn’t he thought of this before?

Distracted.

Ashley disconnected their hands, and Dylan’s stomach twisted nervously as she turned to face him. “So you’re saying you’ll be in town for a few more months, but what about after that?”

Her worry fizzled in the bond, and Dylan cupped her cheek. “Hey,” he said softly.

Her big brown eyes turned up to him and he wondered how she couldn’t possibly know that he was a puddle beneath her feet. “We’re bonded. I’m not going anywhere. I’m not gonna leave.”

“What about your job?” she asked. “Do you travel a lot for clients? Where do you even live?”

“I usually have an apartment, but since this long job included housing, I put some stuff in storage and let my lease expire. I’m a free agent, baby,” he said.

Ashley rolled her eyes, but her lips were starting to curl and that was as good a sign as any. The vise in his chest relaxed.

“I do travel for clients,” he added. “But I have a bit of control on who those clients are, and I can turn down any job I need to. My boss, Wes, is a cool guy with his own pack, so he knows what it’s like. And I have other talents,” he said, placing a hand against his own chest. “I’m a talented guy. If the bodyguard thing tries to take me too far away, I’ll just find something else.”

Ashley’s full lips parted and then closed, and she cocked her head to the side. She was surprised and… affectionate as she asked, “You’d do that? Quit your job for me?”

Dylan chuckled lowly and took her hand again. “Ashley,” he said, and placed her hand on his shoulder, over where her bite mark lay beneath his shirt. “I’d do a hell of a lot more than that to make you happy. You’re my mate,” he said.

Her gaze darkened at that word a split second before she leaned forward, and Dylan cupped the back of her head as they kissed.

Her lips were pillow-soft and welcomed him in with a sigh. They melted into each other and it was a long, drugging moment before they parted for air.

“Kenzie and Jordan would approve of that answer, I think,” she said, voice breathy.

“Oh, I get the friends’ stamp of approval?”

“I think they’ll come to love you.”

“Should we have dinner with them one night? Show them I’m not so bad?”

Ashley snickered. “I’d love that. You, not so much.”

“Oh, come on,” he drawled. “I can handle a little interrogation.”

Ashley winced. “I don’t know about that. Jordan and Kenzie can be ruthless.”

“I’ll sway them,” he promised. “It worked on you, after all.”

Her lips twitched before she murmured, “Well, that’s ‘cause I’m easy. They’re another story.”

“Easy, huh?” Dylan mused.

“Too easy,” she drawled. “All it took was one damned hike.”

“We were making up for lost time,” he said, and as Ashley curled into him, he knew he’d said the right thing.

“If we were making up for lost time, we would’ve stayed locked up in your room for about a week,” she muttered.

Dylan snorted. “Maybe we’ll have our chance. Cam’s gonna be plenty distracted soon.”

“Why? Where will you be?”

“I guess I didn’t realize how fast time was flying by,” Dylan said, pulling out his phone to check his calendar. “Cam’s heat will be coming up, and then it’s pretty much straight filming until⁠—“

“Cam’s heat?” Ashley questioned slowly, as if trying out the words.

Dylan was absently scrolling his calendar, until he felt the electricity of her interest. He glanced up. “Yeah, he’s on suppressants, but it’ll fuck him up if he goes six whole months without a heat, so he’s planned it for after training and before filming.”

“That’s a thing? You can just… plan it?” she asked.

Dylan nodded. “I know, right? Weird concept. He can just stop taking his suppressants and as long as all his, uh, omega needs are satisfied, it should kick in. I think. I don’t really know how it all works.”

“And where will you be during his heat?” she probed.

Dylan narrowed his eyes at the odd tone in her voice, and tried to read her through their bond. Where do you want me to be? He stopped himself from asking, visions already filling his head.

“Do you help during the heats?” she pressed.

“Uh… no. That wasn’t in the job description,” Dylan answered, swallowing. “I’m the bodyguard, so I’ll be guarding the front door while the two of them are going through it,” he said, and waved a hand behind his head to encompass River and Cam.

“But River’s a beta,” Ashley pointed out. “Omegas want alphas during heats, don’t they?”

Suddenly, it all came together.

Omegas did want alphas during their heats. And he had a perfect candidate right in front of him.

Dylan shrugged, playing it casual. “I figure they have their ways around it. I mean, they’ve been seeing each other for years, no matter if it has been under the radar, so they’ve been getting around it one way or another.”

“Right,” Ashley said, low and slow, and then sinking into the cushions once more beside him.

Dylan lifted an arm and she curled into his side.

“You interested?” he asked, finally placing that little hitch in the bond between them.

“No, no, nothing like that,” she said, far too quickly. A lie. “I’ve always heard omegas practically need an alpha during a heat, so my mind immediately went there when you said you’d be here. During it.”

He tightened his arm around her, squeezing her close. “I’m not interested in Cam like that. Also, I’d never agree to something like that without consulting you. We’re bonded, remember?” he teased, turning his gaze to the cotton candy sky.

Ashley hummed. “Yeah, right.”

Dylan sensed there was something she wasn’t saying. Did she want to see Cameron through the heat? It… didn’t bother Dylan like he once thought it might have. Instead, the idea of her alphaing Cam through a heat made him a little hot under the collar. The way Cam would beg for her lock…

Okay, calm down.

He might not have realized it when he was first getting to know Ashley again, but Ashley was a good alpha. She deserved an omega to take care of, to spoil. Dylan could still spoil her, too, of course, but he had the idea she’d find more fulfillment doing the spoiling.

Before he could dive in and ask, a knock on the glass door to the balcony sounded, and they both turned to find River sheepishly opening the door.

“Sorry to interrupt, but dinner’s here.”

“Nothing to be sorry about,” Dylan said, and helped Ashley to her feet even though she needed no help at all.

“You two just looked so cozy out there,” he said.

“Sunset was pretty, company was prettier,” Dylan said, and watched Ashley’s cheeks go as pink as the clouds.

“Stop it,” she groaned, and shoved him away playfully.

“Okay, quit being sickening and get in here,” Cam called from the dining area.

Dylan chuckled and they made their way over, finding Cam rifling through bags of takeout and placing containers on the table.

Dylan did what he was good at and melted into the background, watching Ashley interact with them. Cameron was completely at ease around her, and he didn’t know if they noticed, but they bumped elbows and wrists and arms far too often to be casual. They were scenting each other, a silent, casual claiming, even if they didn’t know it.

Ashley’s gaze lingered on him while he talked, and every time she glanced away Cameron took the opportunity to study her, too.

River didn’t seem to mind that his partner was scenting and flirting with an alpha. In fact, the way River gazed at them, head cocked, made Dylan wonder if their thoughts were similar.

Maybe packing Ashley up wouldn’t be such a challenge after all.

And now, with the heat coming?

He had the perfect plan.


29. IS THIS A DATE?
ASHLEY
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I’m bored, River’s text had said. What are you up to?

And now here they were, in Ashley’s house, her cheeks flushing as she gave River the tour.

“So this is where it all started for you two, huh?” River asked. “You and Dylan? Little rascals running around together?”

Ashley snorted. “Yeah, this is it!”

Cameron and therefore Dylan were at cross fit, and River apparently didn’t have any work to distract him at the moment. A free day, a day off.

“I’ve actually been thinking about remodeling a bit,” she shared as they completed the loop, gaze working over every inch of outdated paint and carpet and wallpaper.

“How come?” River asked, and slid into one of the breakfast bar stools while she opened the fridge to get them drinks.

“I don’t know,” she lied. She did know, but was too afraid to say it out loud. “I’m outgrowing it.”

River smiled, a dimple in his cheek appearing. “Well, why not start today? What else do you have going on?”

“I—” Ashley balked, because she’d had these plans forever, but had found excuse after excuse.

Now she had someone offering to help and, well… she couldn’t think of a reason not to right then. Between the two of them, they could get at least one room painted, yeah?

She studied him. “You’re not one to sit around, are you?”

River shrugged. “I am a work-a-holic. It’s hard to sit still.”

She laughed, because it really was just that easy. “Fuck. Okay. Yeah… yes, let’s do it,” Ashley agreed, pushing a bottle of water in River’s direction.

“Do you know what paint colors you want?” River asked.

With a grin, she admitted, “I’ve been thinking about doing this for ages. I even know which room to start with.” She squinted at him, a little intimidated by how excited she was at the prospect of starting this project. “Do you really want to help?”

River glanced at her keys on the edge of the bar. “Do you want to grab a coffee while we’re out?”

“You read my mind!” she gushed, and they shared a matching smile.

A person to run errands with and start a DIY project? In her late twenties, this was certainly considered a date, right?

She chuckled at the thought and picked up her keys. “Are we doing this?”

River stood from the bar, palms pressed flat to the top, and Ashley studied the way his muscles flexed, the way the ink of the tattoos curled around them.

What was his routine?

“We’re doing this,” he said, and drew a line with his palm toward the door. “Lead the way.”

After they picked up two caramel macchiatos from a local cafe, they wandered around the hardware shop, and while waiting for the paint to mix, flocked to the light section like moths.

The bright white lights were harsh and unforgivable, just like the ones in Cameron’s apartment.

The next aisle was more welcoming, lit like a tunnel with a display of the string lights they offered.

“Cameron needs these,” River mused, and Ashley glanced at him, noting the way he stared at the lights.

“The star-shaped ones,” Ashley suggested sarcastically. At River’s silence, she explained, “Because he’s a movie star.”

He snorted softly, gaze flicking to her as if she was ridiculous, as if he was charmed. “He’d laugh at that.”

Once they returned, it got a bit tedious, what with the taping and moving chairs and taking outdated art down off the dining room walls.

He’d brought along another one of those 24K gold cones, and Ashley scoffed… before retrieving a lighter and showing him the patio out back to boost their morale.

“This place is really cute,” he said. “I can see why you held onto it so long.”

The breeze was making the trees whisper while the sun shone down, hot, but cool enough in the shade as they sat in the wicker furniture. She and Dylan had built snowmen in this yard at some point.

“Yeah, there’s memories. But it’s small,” she admitted.

“Why does that matter?” he asked.

Ashley’s attention was rapt on the trees. “Well. I think it’s too small for even, say, Dylan and I,” she murmured, flushing, and shifted her gaze to the end of the joint while she rolled the filter between her fingers before passing it. “And I mean, I do want a pack eventually,” she muttered, so quietly that she had to repeat it louder for River to hear when he said, “What?” and wouldn’t let it go.

Her cheeks were even redder now, and she stood, ready to make her way back inside so she didn’t have to meet his eyes.

“Have you always wanted a pack?” he asked, following after packing the joint away in its little glass tube.

“Don’t all alphas?”

“I suppose so,” he said.

The first moment she rolled the paint on the wall, she knew she’d picked the perfect color.

“Cameron has mentioned a pack recently,” River alleged as Ashley laid the roller on the wall. She paused, studying him and searching for… a hint, she guessed?

“Oh yeah?” she asked, oh-so-casually. His lips twitched and she continued rolling the brush. “Do you want one, too?”

“I think…” He hesitated, giving the question more thought than she had intended. “I think the idea of a pack is romantic, and Cameron and I both are hopeless romantics. But…” River trailed off. “Cameron can’t even tell the world about me. Once he finally does that, then I’ll be ready to think about a pack with him.”

Ashley frowned at that, something in her chest lurching for River. “How often does that come up… going public?”

“Uhm… pretty often, I’d say,” he shared. “The last time it came up, Cam’s management said I ‘wasn’t a threat’ because I’m a beta. That no one would take me seriously anyway, even if we did announce we were together.”

Ashley gaped. “He said that?”

River shared a look of disbelief with her. “I know! It was rude, but… true. I mean, Cam has millions of fans at this point, and he’s an omega. What would an omega want with a beta, when he could have any alpha he wants?”

The matter-of-fact way he said it told Ashley all she needed to know. He’d been over this in his head a hundred, maybe a thousand times. She wondered how long he and Cam had discussed the topic.

“River… I don’t think that’s true. I mean, do the fans’ opinions really mean so much?”

He shrugged, but didn’t hide the pinch of hurt on his face fast enough. “I think so. I mean, why else wouldn’t Cameron do anything about it?”

She didn’t have an answer for that, but wished she could ease some of the hurt. At the very least, she could listen, let him vent.

“How much are we oversharing?” River asked, and Ashley laughed.

“There’s no such thing,” she answered.

“Well, I’ve always been the stepping stone guy. The one they date while they wait for someone better to come around.”

“What?” she asked, because that couldn’t be right. River was so handsome, and creative and talented and sweet and… “Really?”

“In college, I dated a girl who was always stringing me along. Eventually she ended things so she could explore a connection she had with an exchange student. Then, after college, I was in a relationship with a guy who always wanted to come to the parties of the people I knew, but never wanted to, like, go on dates? I didn’t see it at the time, but looking back…” He huffed out a breath, one hand rubbing a flower from his collage of tattoos. “I was stupid for not seeing it sooner.” He paused as if realizing what he was doing. “I got these as a reminder. They’re columbines.”

“What do they represent?” Ashley asked. Did all the flowers on his arm mean something? She spotted a fern and a few she didn’t recognize.

“Foolishness,” River said with a chuckle, and her heart panged. “All that to admit… sometimes I’m afraid Cameron will turn out the same way. Especially the longer we go keeping it a secret. Like, is he ashamed? Or just waiting for something better?”

Ashley hummed in thought. Cam and River were one in her mind; there wasn’t one without the other. The idea of Cam waiting for something better, something other, was foreign. “I can see where you’re coming from, what with your past experiences. I haven’t known either of you for long, but you guys are a match made in heaven,” she said. “I mean, when you come along for training, all he wants to do is impress you.”

It was River’s turn to flush, and she enjoyed the color on his cheeks. He ducked his head once before grinning and turning to face her.

“I’m not the only one he wants to impress, you know,” he said.

Ashley tried to remain completely casual. “What do you mean?”

“Oh, come on,” River drawled. “You know he’s got it bad for you.”

“Listen, I know things aren’t exactly… neutral between Cam and I, but he’s my client, and I want to take the boundary between client and trainer seriously.”

“We smoked weed together,” River said. “And Dylan confessed his love for you in front of him. Which was quite the power move, by the way. Very romantic.”

Ashley gulped. “Okay, so⁠—”

“All I’m saying is, I think it’s time to stop pretending something isn’t happening there.”

Ashley sighed low and slow. “And… how do you feel about that?” Ashley asked, swallowing.

Her heart pounded in her chest as she awaited his answer. She didn’t know why she was suddenly nervous—River had been nothing but sweet and flirty and welcoming towards her.

“I think he’s drawn to you, and you’re drawn to him. I think there’s something there you both want to explore.”

“And you’d… be okay with that?” she asked hesitantly. “Not that that’s what I intend. I don’t know what I want to do!” she blurted.

River chuckled softly, and the smooth sound put her at ease. “I’m not trying to discourage you. I mean, these things can mutually exist, you know? All I ask is that… I don’t get left out.”

Ashley leaned over and nudged him. “It wouldn’t be fun without you there, anyway.”

He glanced at her and smiled, and it was utterly soft and made her stomach leap. Did this beta just give Ashley permission to pursue his omega?

Did she want to pursue this omega? She wasn’t brave enough to ask about the heat.

And maybe that was too soon, anyway. She and Cameron could always explore their… connection after.

“There’s no rush. But… thank you for trusting me with this,” Ashley said, touched.

“Anyways, I think that’s why he’s been asking about a pack recently. Why do you want a pack?” he asked.

“Oh. Yeah. Well, I…” He’d shared such a personal piece of himself, and Ashley wanted to do the same. But it was easier to admit when she wasn’t having to meet his eyes, so she continued painting. “Ever since I found out I was an alpha, a few weeks after I graduated—” a few weeks after Dylan had left— “I got it in my head that I wanted a pack. You know, a proper one. I wanted the white picket fence and a perfect pack.” she scoffed. “Of course, I think I was just distracting myself from the fact that my best friend had left. I wanted people who wouldn’t leave.”

“You wanted a family,” River suggested.

“Yeah. And I still do.”

“You’ve got Dylan, at least,” River pointed out.

Ashley smiled softly, brushing a hand over her bite mark through her shirt. “Yeah, I do.”

“Maybe one day we’ll both get what we want,” River said, and she felt him look at her, his gaze warm.

She returned it, getting lost in his jade green eyes. “Maybe one day.”


30. JEALOUSIES
RIVER
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“To two months of progress,” Ashley said, tapping her plastic cup of water against the other three.

“To making progress,” Dylan echoed, with a knowing glance at her.

“To… the future?” Cam added.

Future, huh? River mused in his mind. After his talk with Ashley, he certainly felt more comfortable with the idea it. A future with Ashley?

An omega and an alpha—it made sense, and yet his nerves still jostled inside him. Where did that leave him, a beta?

“To making history,” River said, burying his thoughts.

Their cups clanked together before they all took a sip.

“Making history is a bit much,” Cam pointed out as they sat their glasses down.

“No, it’s not,” River argued, and elbowed him. “Your franchise is one of the most successful in decades. You are making cinematic history, babe.”

Cameron tried to wave off the compliment, and River felt Ashley watching them. The four of them were tucked away in the back of a restaurant, into a cracked leather booth.

“I think the glory belongs to both of you,” Ashley interjected, motioning at River. “You wrote the damned thing, didn’t you?”

Heat traveled to his cheeks, and he ducked his head down, uncomfortable with the attention.

“He’s the one on the screen,” River argued. “The face of the Heated franchise. I’m just the guy hiding behind the camera.”

He tried not to look too closely at how accurate that statement was.

Cameron leaned over into him, throwing those big hazel eyes up at him, smiling. “She’s right. It wouldn’t exist without you.”

River could never resist that pretty face of his, and relented. “Fine, fine, I take all the credit. It’s my franchise; you’re just the actor.”

Cameron did not take the bait like River had expected, and instead nodded happily. “Damn right I am.”

It made him uncomfortable to take the credit, even in such a light tone. Without Cameron bringing his character to life, River’s work was just words on a page. They were a team, the two of them. Axel didn’t exist without Cameron.

One didn’t exist without the other.

A cheer from a nearby table snapped him out of his head.

Unlike their last celebration dinner, to close out the last month of training, Ashley had demanded she get her checkered paper basket of fried food.

It was entirely unlike somewhere Cam would frequent, and yet the omega was completely at ease. Maybe it had something to do with being hidden in the corner by three bodies and a ball cap. It was working so far, no one had recognized him and anonymity remained their friend.

“So, speaking of the future,” Ashley interjected, capturing their attention.

Not that Cameron’s was ever directed away from her for very long, anyway.

“What’s up?” Cam asked.

“I was just wondering, what’s next? I mean, since we won’t see each other at the gym anymore.”

River frowned as something in his chest lurched at the thought. That hadn’t even occurred to him because he just… figured she’d still be in their life, even if the gym wasn’t.

At the reminder of the change in schedule, Cameron’s entire demeanor shifted, like a rain cloud had opened up over his head. “You’ll still come over, right? To see… Dylan?”

River studied Ashley. Did she know how much Cam wanted to see her every day? How he would mourn their training together? How much River had gotten used to her being around?

“Is that… okay?” Ashley asked, wiping at the condensation on her red cup. “It’s not weird?”

“What? No!” Cam blurted. “Why would it be weird?”

“Not weird,” River interjected.

Ashley raised her hands innocently, her cheeks growing pink beneath the warm light above them. “I don’t know! I don’t want you to think I’m, like, a hanger-on or something.”

“Well, one, you’re mated to my bodyguard. Two, I like having you around,” Cam said.

“We’d miss you, simple as that,” River added. As Ashley smiled, seemingly shocked at their response, River let his attention trail to Dylan, wanting to clock his reaction, and found the alpha studying him already. They shared a look, a raised eyebrow each, before they both shrugged.

A mutual yes, I understand my partner is into your partner and they’re both too scared to do anything about it.

River liked Ashley. She was good people, and she liked Cameron. Probably more than she realized.

River tried not to feel territorial about it, but… River couldn’t compete with an alpha. After their talk, he knew Ashley wouldn’t replace him, wouldn’t leave him out. He just wished he would understand that through and through.

“You’re welcome anytime, is all I’m saying,” Cameron said. “And it’s not dependent on this asshole being there,” he said, waving a hand at Dylan. “Even if he’s not there, you can come visit.”

River swallowed a chuckle. Cam and Dylan had been glued together since the start of his contract—despite Cameron’s attempts otherwise—and he doubted there would be a moment when the alpha wouldn’t be around.

Well, besides the heat.

Cam was on such a tight schedule he’d already gone off his suppressants. His heat would kick in any day now, and they had exactly a week to get through it.

And who would be seeing the omega through it? River.

At the reminder, he felt like he could sit up a bit taller. He, a beta, would see Cam through it. Not an alpha. He was excited to disappear into their own little world for a bit, to take care of Cameron in all the omega’s favorite ways.

He’d been tending to Cam’s heat for years. Knew exactly the right treats to get, the right pillows and blankets, how exactly to work that perfect c⁠—

River cleared his throat and hid a proud little smirk in his drink.

After he recovered, he’d have to be on set for the first day. Cameron had already been balancing table reads and Zoom calls on top of training. It was just another thing River hated about the industry, there was hardly any time to breathe in the middle of a production.

River couldn’t imagine how little the two of them would have talked if he hadn’t surprised Cam by showing up. Even living together, they had to hide in separate rooms during their meetings so no one would know.

Being in a secret relationship sucked. Especially when that secret relationship was with the love of his fucking life.

“The heat’s this week, though,” River interjected, and Cam glanced over at him. “So when it hits, you’ll have your big, bad alpha all to yourself.”

“Right,” Ashley said. “Dylan mentioned something about that. They can do that now? Trigger a heat?”

Cam nodded, leaning back in the booth. “All I do is stop taking my suppressants. They don’t stay in the system for long if you don’t keep taking them, so they should be gone by…” He checked his fancy smartwatch. “Tomorrow morning. Then we just… wait,” he explained with a shrug.

“Is it safe for you to be… out?” Dylan asked.

“Oh, now you want to be a bodyguard?” Cameron muttered.

“Well, I don’t think any of us want your heat kicking into gear out on the sidewalk, do we?” Dylan groused.

Cam, properly chastised for once, waved a hand. “I’ve been on them for so long, it’ll take more time than that to work its way out of my system. Starting tomorrow, I’ll be sequestered to the apartment, running lines if I can, and waiting.”

River knew he’d be nesting more than anything, but let him have his fantasies. If Cameron could eat, sleep, and breathe acting, he would.

He probably saw his heat as more of a hindrance than anything, and River felt a pang lance through him. River saw it as a chance for them both to be together. Alone, reconnecting. No matter how chaotic life got, River knew the heat would bring them together, even if just for a bit.

River already had a few surprises tucked in the bed to hopefully soften Cam up—he’d see them when they got home.

For now, Cam’s attention was rapt on Ashley, and River tried not to feel a little jealous.

Did Cam want her for the heat?

They’d never brought in another person before, but Ashley was an alpha. A female alpha.

As rare, if not more rare, than a male omega. They were practically made for each other.

The more Ashley and Cameron seemed to fit together, to drift toward one another, the more it felt like River didn’t fit. River would be remiss if he didn’t admit the fact stung, just a little.

Their food arrived in red baskets and checkered paper, and with it, the scent of fried food and carbs.

“God, this smells great,” Cameron said.

Ashley grinned across the table at him and crunched into a too-hot onion ring.

“I don’t get to eat stuff like this often,” Cameron said, and picked up a tater tot. Eager, he ate it far too soon and had to make that funny breathy noise as he chewed.

They all chuckled and his cheeks flushed, but River laid a hand over his thigh to soften the laughter.

Ashley’s gaze bounced between them, and River felt it, her attention warm like afternoon sunshine. It had nothing on the way Dylan stared at her. Whenever she wasn’t looking, Dylan was gazing at her as if she were the reason the sun rose.

They leaned into each other, laughing and being cute and sharing inside jokes. Being a couple.

River removed his hand from Cameron’s thigh, glancing around the restaurant, paranoid.

No one even noticed them.

Sometimes River wished they would.

They munched their way through chicken tenders, burgers, fries, and every other combination, sneaking bites from each others’ baskets.

It was… comfortable. Nice.

It wasn’t lost on River how easily they all meshed. How easily Ashley had fit right into their little… well, they weren’t a pack, were they?

But they could be.

Did River want that?

He hated this tug of war inside him. He adored Ashley, how genuine and sweet and hardworking and badass she was. Having these thoughts made him feel as if he was betraying the connection they’d made when he’d gotten to see her home. He loved the way she slotted so easily into their lives, but a small part of him begrudged her that ease.

River had worked so hard and sacrificed so much to cling to his spot at Cameron’s side, and some days it felt like it was all for nothing, because at the end of the day, River was still a secret.

“Alright, I have something to confess,” Ashley said once she’d paid the bill, despite Cameron’s protests. River’s heart leapt. My god, was she going to profess to him right here?

“What is it?” Cam asked, excitement concealed behind a mask so firm only an actor could don it.

Dylan buried a chuckle in his shoulder and Ashley rolled her eyes, elbowing him before she addressed Cameron.

“I got you something. But I didn’t want to bring it inside and make it smell like grease,” she said. “So it’s in the car.”

River swallowed a sigh of relief. Oh, okay. Just a gift. That’s fine!

Cameron lit up, leaning forward in interest. “Oh yeah? What is it?”

“Well, if I tell you, that just defeats the purpose, doesn’t it? You can take it home with you.”

Cameron pouted, and River practically felt his disappointment. “You’re not coming over?”

Ashley shared a glance with Dylan. “Well, with your heat on the horizon, I don’t want to complicate things,” she said.

And getting him a courting present wasn’t?

River shut down the bitter thought. It wasn’t a courting present. But it was suspiciously timed with his heat.

“I saw it, thought of you, and figured since we were celebrating and all...” She shrugged. “Congrats on finishing training,” she said, and lifted her cup once more.

They toasted, and then Ashley wiggled her way out from under the booth. “Alright, I’ll head out first and wait by the car.”

River’s brow furrowed. “What? Why?”

Ashley pointed her gaze at the busy dining room. “I always get a lot of stares. Less heat on Cameron that way. See you outside.”

Then she was off, walking away from their table in the back, weaving her way to the front. The three of them watched her go, and River saw what she meant.

As a female alpha, she did get a lot of looks. Almost every table she passed turned to look her way, staring until she was out the door before going back to their meals.

A small growl slipped from Dylan, and River and Cam turned to look at him at the same time. His cheeks flushed. “Sorry! Sorry.” He cleared his throat, suddenly bashful.

River knew how he felt. Everyone always stared so longingly at Cam, and it filled River with a mix of pride and jealousy.

The only difference between River and Dylan was that River couldn’t do anything about it.

Dylan led them out of the restaurant, and River brought up the back. Cam tugged his cap down and walked with head lowered, making himself smaller to keep from being noticed or pointed out.

The air outside was cool and refreshing as they made their way to the parking lot, where Ashley waited.

She grinned as she saw them, and reached into her trunk before pulling out a large gift bag.

Cam made grabby hands at it, and she chuckled as he rushed toward her.

“Can I open it now?” he asked.

“Sure,” she said, cheeks pink.

Dylan wrapped an arm around her shoulders, gaze turned toward the lot so he could keep an eye out.

Cam’s gasp, his excitement made River’s heart flutter… nervously.

“It’s so colorful,” Cameron breathed, pulling out a blanket still in its packaging. “And soft,” he murmured, rubbing his fingers over it.

“The apartment’s really… white,” she said. “And every time I saw this I thought of you, so I finally figured, why not?”

“Thank you, Ashley,” he said, voice utterly affectionate. He leapt at her and Dylan scooted out of the way as the omega wrapped around her—just. Out in the world. In the parking lot, where anyone could see.

She laughed, her entire expression melting as Cameron hugged her.

River glanced at Dylan, but the only emotion he found on the alpha’s face was one of… affection. None of the jealousy River felt between his ribs.

They looked… good together. Next to Cam’s slim frame and dirty blond hair, Ashley looked every bit the alpha, even with her muscles mostly hidden by the thin sweater she wore with jeans. It was the way she hugged him back, the way she inhaled—even if subconsciously—capturing Cam’s scent for her own.

“It’s beautiful,” Cam said as they finally parted. “It’ll look great in the nest.”

Her cheeks flushed. “You’re very welcome. Super. I’m glad it’ll go… there,” she stumbled, and Dylan’s face went very still as he stifled a laugh.

It was just a blanket—there was no need for this spike of bitterness to grow in his chest. River had gotten Cam a blanket, too, just that morning, to soften the blow of his heat coming. River hadn’t quite been koala’d, but he’d gotten a kiss.

Plus he had more surprises waiting at home, in the nest, including a new toy.

As far as he could tell, there was no damned vibrator in that bag.

So. It was fine.

He’d be spending the heat with Cameron anyway. Not Ashley.

River buried the feelings deep and bid everyone goodbye as they parted ways.

Cam cuddled up with him in the back of the vehicle, and everything should’ve been right once more, but something gnawed at the back of his mind. He spent the whole ride home ignoring it, and offered Cam a sheepish smile before he opened the door to the nest.

“River!” Cam cried. “This is too much!” And yet he was dropping down into the depths of the nest to start opening the presents.

River’s grin hurt his cheeks as he watched Cam reveal the blankets, pillows, robes, silk boxers, and even the toy he’d gotten him with gasps and smiles.

“Oh, we’ll be putting this to use,” Cam murmured, tugging him into the nest amongst all the plush, colorful items.

Ashley’s blanket was tossed to the side, and River was unsure if he felt smug about that—as if he’d won some imaginary competition—or disappointed, because he liked her scent, too.

As Cam’s lips met his own, he decided it didn’t matter.

River had Cameron.

“Love you,” River said into the kiss.

“I love you, too. I can’t wait to see this heat through with you,” Cameron sighed, sinking back into the cushion and pulling River with him.

They cuddled for exactly sixty seconds before Cameron sighed loudly.

River chuckled. “Do you want me to leave so you can begin nesting?”

Cameron grumbled, pouting up at him, but nodded. It was normal for an omega to want their space to organize their nest, but it still hurt a bit.

River kissed him once more, powerless when he put his bottom lip out like that.

“Alright. Just let me know when you want me.”

“Always,” Cameron breathed.

God, River hoped that was true.
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Cameron was on suppressants all the time. He took them twice a day, morning and night. It supposedly made it easier to go about life, to focus on his career. He wasn’t distracted by alphas on set, or concerned with scent marking, or hyperaware of the people around him.

Cam’s hindbrain was trapped behind a chemical wall about ninety percent of the time. He was unfamiliar with it, so unused to the demands it made of him, that he was often surprised by its arrival.

After River left him with all his new gifts, he felt giddy and excited, and set to work.

Many of the blankets and pillows still smelled like the plastic or paper bags, so he disposed of the wrapping and then went about organizing.

He folded and arranged and tidied and stacked before taking it all down and trying again because it didn’t feel right.

Then he spied the last bag, the one by the door, with the blanket Ashley had gotten him.

It was a huge, impossibly soft, heavy blanket. And it must have sat in her car for a while, because it smelled like her.

Did that mean she’d had it for a while? How long had she hung onto it before deciding to give it to him?

Citrus and ginger, a zing that brought him to life as much as it… relieved him.

He reorganized the nest with the colorful blanket at the center. With the other pillows and the blankets River had gotten him, the explosion of color in the room almost made up for the severity of the white throughout the rest of the apartment.

He sank into the center of the nest, finally tidy and perfect. Surrounded by River’s and Ashley’s scents, though both lighter than he wanted.

The lighting was low, nothing but a strand of dimmable light hidden by the moulding near the ceiling.

He sighed as he sank into all the pillows, muscles relaxing, stress fading.

A while later he heard the door open, followed by a soft chuckle. “You look comfy,” River said, leaning against the doorway. The light was brighter out there, the white paint downright offensive after melting into this comfy haven.

“Get in here,” Cameron said, and pushed a blanket over to make a River-sized hole next to him.

River shut the door behind him and padded down into the nest. He was freshly showered, smelling like the body wash Cam had stocked in the bathroom on the other side of the apartment.

Beneath it, he smelled like River, and Cam wanted to bask in the scent of him, the ink and paper and smoke.

“I don’t really think my suppressants have worn off,” Cam muttered.

He felt the pressure. He had to be done with his heat in a week, and the schedule wasn’t forgiving.

“Really?” River asked, lips twitching as he laid down.

Cam immediately rolled into him, burying his face in River’s neck, inhaling, wanting every bit of his scent.

“You sure about that?” River asked, and Cam paused.

He sat up, pursing his lips. “Oh.”

“You’ve been nesting for two hours,” River pointed out, reaching up to push Cam’s hair back.

“Well. It wasn’t perfect,” Cameron said, nuzzling into the hand near his face.

“It is now?” River asked.

“Yeah, you’re here,” Cameron whispered.

He wasn’t not horny, but he wasn’t in the throes of heat yet. He pressed a kiss to River’s palm and then laid back down beside the beta.

His scent was comforting, and Cam pressed his nose into River, hunting the strongest bit of it, wanting to wrap it around him like another blanket.

“Tomorrow morning,” Cameron guessed. His skin wasn’t even itchy yet.

But he was restless, fiddling with the blankets and rolling over before turning back, unable to get comfortable.

River chuckled softly to himself and captured Cam against his chest the next time he tried to rotate. “Come here,” River said, voice quiet, low. “Bet an orgasm would put you to sleep.”

River was flush to Cam’s back, arms curled around his waist, holding him still. At his suggestion, Cam sank into him, head tilting to make room for curious lips.

“There we go,” River hummed, and Cam felt the rumble of each word against his skin.

River’s hands caressed him over his shirt, his boxers, his thighs—which were spreading eagerly for River’s touch—only for his fingers to skirt back up. They dipped under his shirt at last, and Cam arched into him. The flat of his palms smoothed up his stomach and chest, bringing the fabric along until River was able to pull it over his head.

Chills pebbled his skin at the cool air of the nest, but River’s warmth did away with them almost instantly.

Cameron hummed at the comfort of it, letting himself melt into River and the nest. He buried his head in a pile of blanket and⁠—

He sucked in a breath, one laden with Ashley’s scent. The bite of ginger went straight to his head, and he bucked his hips into the hand now teasing at the waistband of his shorts.

“Didn’t take you long to get desperate,” River murmured, and finally shoved his boxers out of the way, tucking them beneath Cam’s balls.

Cam groaned when River finally circled him with a deft hand. He was already so wet, dripping slick, and the glide of River’s fist up his length was divine.

Cam reached back and dug his nails into River’s hip, trying to drag him closer. He was hard, too, pressing into Cam’s lower back, but River wasn’t giving in to the urge to grind. Instead, he flattened his left palm over Cam’s chest, holding Cam tight to him. The only movements were the half-aborted twitches of Cam’s hips, trying to rock his cock into River’s hand.

Warmth stirred in him, not anything like a full-blown heat, but a tease, a taste, as pleasure arced down his spine, settling between his legs. It was in the head of his cock, which River twisted a fist around to capture his slick, making the glide even smoother, before it went to his head, making him feel light and floaty, like Ashley’s scent did.

Cam whined as River pulled his hand away, cock straining, tapping against his belly.

“River,” Cam moaned.

“I know,” he cooed, and slipped out from behind him. “Just want to taste you, that’s all,” he said.

Cam sighed happily at the news and melted into the nest, tugging a corner of Ashley’s blanket closer, chasing her scent like an addict with a new fix.

Alpha.

River paused between his legs and stared up at him.

Fuck, did I say that out loud?

“Yes, I’m your alpha,” he said, voice lower and darker than Cam had ever heard as he lapped at the head of his cock. Thankfully he already had a hand pressed to his hips to hold him down, because Cam instinctively rocked up to chase the wet heat of his mouth.

“Ah ah,” River tsked. “I know you too well,” he said smugly before lowering his head again.

Cam’s head bounced on the pillow as he let it fall back, River’s tongue circling his cock before wrapping his lips around him and sucking.

“Fuck,” Cam bit out, threading a hand through River’s hair. He had no control, just needed something to hold onto besides the blanket.

Sharp eyes slid to his, striking him with the heat in them, the desire. It cemented Cam in the moment, the scent of River coming back to the forefront, filling the room more than the light traces of Ashley on the blanket.

Maybe he would have mourned that had River not been so perfectly distracting.

He stroked his other hand through River’s hair, brushing the longer pieces from his face. He had the perfect view of River taking him down, swallowing around him, lips sealed.

The sight struck him, pleasure turning electric as River dragged him closer to the edge.

It simmered right beneath his skin, his abs tensing with it, hips trying to rock against the palm River had pressing him down.

“Close,” Cameron warned, a needy whine in his voice. “Don’t stop this time, please don’t stop.”

“Please, what?” River asked, a string of saliva connecting to the head of Cam’s cock.

“Please… uh—fuck.” He had to shake his head to clear it. “Please, alpha,” he whined.

His begging worked. River’s pace remained steady, taking him deep, deeper. His throat flexed around him as he swallowed, and Cam tensed all over.

River moaned, and the sound rumbled around him and Cam arched beneath him as finally⁠—

He cried out as he came, pleasure arcing through him like branches of lightning. His hands slipped from River’s hair so he didn’t pull too hard, and River swallowed around him as Cam spilled down his throat.

In the aftermath was… silence.

Except for the sound of their breath, the whisper of the blankets, there was quiet.

River’s cheek was hot on Cam’s thigh, and he carded a hand through his hair, petting, thankful. Cam’s mind was blissfully blank, and he was already sleepy.

Lazy, as River liked to call it.

“You take such good care of me,” Cameron said, so softly the words were barely there. They came like a revelation, but it wasn’t a surprise to Cameron. River had always been attuned to his needs, even as a beta. Showing up here, months before the shooting, just so they’d have more time together. Buying all these lovely things for the nest to make it feel like home.

“My favorite thing to do,” River confessed, and laid back down beside him. “Think you can sleep now?”

Cam gave a mournful glance at River’s hard length, trapped behind his lounge pants. “You don’t want me to return the favor?”

River chuckled, shaking his head. “Better save it. Something tells me you’re going to be a handful.”

As if given permission, Cam’s eyelids grew heavier, even as a smile curled his lips. “Which is different from my other heats, how?”

“Exactly,” River said pointedly, and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “I’ll get something to clean us up with.”

As if it would matter in the long run. But he let River escape and drowsily listened to a cabinet open, running water. He distantly felt the nest dip as River returned, and Cam hummed as he wiped the remaining slick off his thighs, the cloth warm.

When River crawled under the blankets, Cam crowded him, tucking his face in River’s neck and inhaling his scent.

Sleep followed soon after, and Cam both dreaded the fog of heat and anticipated all the pleasure that would follow.

[image: ]


Warmth slowly dragged him to wakefulness, the balmy comfort of sleep fading into… heat.

He was sweating. His skin was itchy, and the blankets felt nowhere near as perfect as they had when he’d fallen asleep on them.

But he smelled his favorite person, and a quiet, soft whine sounded in his throat before he chased the scent, his nose running up River’s bicep and sinking into the hollow of his throat.

“Morning,” River rasped.

Cam didn’t feel a bit of guilt over waking him up.

“Almost there, huh?” River asked, and Cam nodded.

“Want breakfast before?”

Cam shook his head. He wasn’t hungry.

Not yet, anyway.

He was hard, but the arousal wasn’t demanding his attention; it was just there.

It would ramp up in a few hours, but for now he was floating in limbo.

“What toys did you buy me?” Cam asked.

River blinked sleepily up at him, and his heart seized. To keep him from getting up, Cam crawled atop him.

“Never mind,” Cam said, and brushed his hand through River’s hair, petting. He kissed him good morning. It was soft, a greeting, a token of affection.

River circled him with his arms, holding him, cuddling.

“I love this part,” River said. “When you’re all cuddly and sweet.”

“As opposed to what?” Cam asked, humor curving his lips already.

River only chuckled.

Cam laid his head on his chest and sighed. On his next inhale he still caught traces of Ashley, lightly coating them both, since they’d slept on her blanket. He sought her scent as much as he did River’s, sinking into the comfort of it, wishing he didn’t have to huff it from a pile of thread⁠—

Cam blinked his eyes open, gaze falling to the rainbow blanket beneath River’s shoulder.

Do I want her here?

No, no. They’d never brought another person into his heat before. River always sated him, between the toys and the stamina the heat gave them both.

But the idea of Ashley, here, in his nest? A thrill went through him, making his omega sit up and pay attention.

Cameron always wanted River.

Was it so bad if maybe, just maybe, he wanted her too?
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The soft cuddly bit did not last for much longer.

Before long, Cam’s fever hit. He was restless, itchy, needy.

River was there. A comfort. Offering his touch and taste and scent.

Cam took it all and demanded more. A haze of need and pleasure.

It was hot. So hot. In the room, beneath his skin. He ached and he wanted and he needed.

He buried his face in River’s neck, the familiar, comfortable scent of late nights and scribbles hard to find on his beta skin.

He lapped at the skin, the taste closer to what he sought, as he tried to pull River closer, but they were already as close as they could be.

River, deep inside him, above him, around him. Cameron was attached to him, chest to chest, hips barely moving as the latest orgasm faded, barely dousing the inferno of the heat.

His body tightened, arched, the fake knot River wore snug within, but he still craved more.

At first it had been enough, quenching the craving, but the waves were no longer slowing down. They were arriving in increasing frequency, and it was wearing on River.

He was just one man, one beta.

One very sweaty, red-faced, pleasure-drenched beta with his hands on Cam’s hips, dragging him closer, offering his neck for Cameron to lose himself in.

Cameron loved him, but every cell in his body screamed for what an omega was built for: a knot.

An alpha.

Any alpha.

Even the one on the other side of the door was smelling alright. Fresh-cut grass and green and sunshine.

But the scent driving him mad was tucked under his pillow. Ginger and citrus, invigorating him every time he smelled it. And with every hour it was fading, until even now it was hardly a memory.

He whined, and River gathered him close. “What is it? What can I do for you?” he asked.

Cameron stared up at River, his messy blond hair askew, sweat shining on his bare skin, a couple love bites and bruises beginning to color.

They’d been through so many heats together, locked away in the privacy of Cameron’s home, and they’d always come and gone without issue.

This time was different. Why?

Was there something wrong with him?

“Don’t stress,” River said, and carded a hand through Cameron’s hair, petting, soothing.

Cameron nuzzled into him and shut his eyes, convinced he could lie to himself just a few days more.

But his mind kept wandering, and the cramps came in waves, and even though River’s fake knot was still locked inside him, Cam already felt the next one approaching.

He was tired. He wanted relief.

He wanted an alpha. He wanted a knot.

A lock.

A whine tore out of him at just the thought of it, and he bucked, chasing something that River couldn’t give him.

“Tell me what you need, Cam, please,” River begged. “How can I help?”

Cam swallowed, River’s scent heavy on his tongue, but not enough.

“I need, ah, I—“ He bit down on his lip because he knew what he needed, but some part of him knew that if he asked for it, something would change, and he didn’t know what.

River’s hands framed his face and tilted him up. “Tell me. You can trust me.”

“Alpha,” Cam whispered, opening his eyes, baring the desperation he knew would shine out of them. “I need an alpha. Please, alpha.”

It was a constant loop in his mind. Alpha, relief, knot, lock, alpha.

“Ashley,” he practically moaned, and his hips shifted, but the fake knot was already deflating.

“Are you sure?” River asked.

Cam nodded, turning back to him. “Do you think she’d come?” Cam asked. “Really?”

River flipped them, tucking Cam close to his body and turning to lay him down into the nest. “Cam, I think that alpha would drop everything for you,” River said softly.

Cam’s very heart stilled at River’s words. “Yeah?”

River’s lips curled, and if there was a sprinkle of hurt behind those pretty eyes, it was gone before Cam could decide if it was real or imagined.

“Yeah, Cam. So I want you to be sure. She’s mated to Dylan, remember?”

Cam whined, pushing his head into the pillow. “Fuck. I forgot. I don’t want Dylan,” he said. “Not like that. I only want Ashley.”

“Okay, okay. I can call her.”

“Really?” Cam repeated, hope in his chest. Shortly, the knot deflated and River pulled out of him, and Cam whined with the loss of the pressure.

“Can you wait that long?” River asked, nipping at his cheek. “Wait long enough for the alpha to get here? To lock you?”

Cam shuddered, cock twitching despite the orgasm still fading from his system. “Yeah, yes. I’ll wait.”

“Okay, baby, let me call her,” River said, and kissed him on the lips.

Cam knew he had to leave in order to get his phone, and yet Cam hated the inches that separated them, the cool air that filled River’s place.

“You’ll come back, right?” Cam asked, turning to follow River’s body with his gaze as the beta headed toward the bathroom.

“Of course I will. I’ll come right back after I call her, promise.”

He cleaned up, wiping some of their fluids from his body and donning a robe.

Cam couldn’t wait to take that right off him.

“I’ll bring back a snack while we wait for her,” River said, and Cam nodded.

As the door shut behind him, Cam sucked in a breath. The plastic scent from the blankets and pillows was long gone, drenched in Cam’s own honey and vanilla.

He hated being alone during a heat. The room felt too big, too empty, and Cam closed his eyes, pulling a blanket over his head. It smelled like River.

He liked to imagine he could hear the murmur of their voices as River and Dylan exchanged words, but the nest was soundproof, so it was likely his own imagination.

Ashley.

Would she really come?

She wouldn’t say no, right?

He was a male omega, about as rare as a female alpha. At the very least, surely she wouldn’t turn down an invitation to fuck him. To lock him six ways to Sunday because that’s what their bodies were made to do.

A whine tore from his throat at just the thought of it.

He never wanted alphas during his heat. They were all gross and dumb and domineering and challenged boundaries just because they could.

Then again, he’d never met an alpha whose existence challenged his opinion of said alphas.

Like Ashley.

Ashley was different.

And he wanted her. Had from the moment she’d told him his roundhouse sucked.

He hoped she wanted him, too.


33. PLAN IN ACTION
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Dylan’s plan had less to do with actual action and more just… waiting.

Waiting for the opportunity to lure Ashley here, where he knew both she and Cam really wanted her.

Dylan checked all the locks once more, drew the shades, and eyed the closed door in the apartment, down the hallway to the right.

Protecting Cameron the past few months had been… easy, for the most part.

Maybe too easy.

Once the omega had grown out of his petulance and actually let Dylan do his job, things had fallen into place. Dylan was getting comfortable, and that scared him.

Example: Here Dylan was, shoving scent blockers into his nose and hoping for the best.

Cam’s scent was usually dull, a barely-there hint, a memory of honeyed vanilla that was often a little too sweet, a little too thick for Dylan.

Today, this evening, it was like walking through a wall of it.

Cameron’s heat was here, and they were in it for the long haul.

The sounds from the bedroom were muted, but it had faded into the background. He couldn’t exactly wear headphones, just in case something was wrong.

It was his job.

And he was happy to do it.

But he also felt… weird about it. Waiting out in the living room and trying to busy himself.

He tried to read, but when the plot turned explicit, he switched to cleaning.

His phone buzzed. How is everything?

I feel like a creep, he responded to Ashley.

Well, don’t be creepy.

Thank you for your endless wisdom.

Always.

Dylan sent her a photo of himself with the scent blockers in. They looked as obnoxious as they felt, white nose plugs doing their scent-canceling duty.

You look ridiculous.

Thank you, so flattering.

He felt her amusement through the bond, and laughed to himself.

Call and distract me?

Can’t be a good bodyguard if you’re distracted, her text read, but seconds later his phone rang and her contact photo appeared.

He swiped to answer.

“Hey, handsome,” she answered teasingly.

“How’s your evening?” he asked, leaning against the breakfast bar so he had a view of Cameron’s hallway.

After two months with no incidents, it wasn’t like Dylan was afraid of a fan breaking in, but…

You never know.

And he wouldn’t make the mistake of underestimating a situation at the expense of his client.

Again.

“Eh, it’s so-so,” she said, but Dylan felt her discontent through the bond.

“Bored?” he guessed.

Ashley sighed. “Yes! It’s just a few nights— not a big deal, I know.”

“Aww, do you miss us?” Dylan mused.

He hadn’t even realized he’d included Cam and River in that phrase until Ashley hesitated.

“Yeah, I guess I do,” she said. “Imagine that.”

Dylan chuckled, gaze trailing to the door that Cam and River were hidden behind.

“I’ve resorted to wiping down the counters.”

“Oof,” Ashley whistled low. “Rough times.”

“Tell me about it,” he drawled, and placed the phone against his shoulder as he turned back to keep his hands busy.

“The gym’s been quiet, too,” Ashley admitted. “I feel like I have nothing to do now.”

“Other clients not keeping you busy?”

“They are! Their sessions are lower-key, no deadlines like for a Hollywood star,” she murmured. “And Nic hasn’t added anyone new to my roster. Guess he’s happy with how the last one turned out,” she huffed.

Dylan snickered, recalling the way Nic had practically interrogated him that one morning.

“Was he smug about it?”

Ashley sighed. “No, it was actually really cute how happy he was for me. I mean, maybe he was a little proud.”

“Well, he accomplished his goal, I suppose, so…”

Dylan extended an arm to lift up a bag of chips to wipe under, realizing the rest of the counter was still covered in other bags, too. Some of them opened, some of them not. The pink bakery box he’d had delivered just a bit ago was still taped shut, because the fucks hadn’t taken a break since he’d decided to order them.

They were filled with a pastry he’d learned was Cameron’s absolute favorite, a prosciutto, jam, and brie pastry. Then there was a bit of everything—salty, sweet, trail mix, meat sticks, nuts, little cakes.

He wasn’t entirely sure what Cameron would be craving, but River had given him some ideas.

Dylan blamed it on his boredom, honestly, that he set the bag down and opened the cabinet.

Cameron’s meal prep was often stored in bento boxes, and Dylan knew there were a few around…. here.

He grabbed one of the largest containers, and plucked a few extra dividers from the stack.

There were enough compartments for a handful of each type of snack. They were all going to go stale if River kept leaving them open.

As he was slotting the dividers in, he paused. “Hey, is it weird if I, like… prepare their snacks or something?”

He practically heard her head tilt. “Wow, you must really be bored, huh?”

“Well, I can’t read, and I can’t put headphones on. I guess I could watch television, but I just… I don’t wanna just sit around.”

“You’re just antsy,” she said, amusement trickling through the bond. “You should work out.”

“God, you’re such a gym rat,” Dylan teased.

“It’s a valid suggestion. And to answer your question, uh… no. I don’t think it’s weird.”

The pause was more telling than her words.

“It’s weird, isn’t it?” Dylan asked.

“I mean, it’s just snacks, right? That’s not weird.”

“But I’m an alpha.”

“Okay, okay, yes. Under normal circumstances I think that would mean something, but you’re the bodyguard! Making snacks for said body isn’t weird.”

Dylan’s brow furrowed at the cabinet before him. “Justifying this is weirder than just doing it.”

“Oh, just do it!” Ashley groaned, and then melted into chuckles. “If I can bring the omega a blanket, you can organize his snacks.”

Dylan shook his head, lips twitching before he caved and laughed.

Here they were, just two alphas, overthinking a simple task for an omega.

The only difference was that Dylan didn’t want to join the other two for this heat.

They were only approaching the evening of the second day, so Dylan hadn’t seen much of River, and none of Cameron.

“Okay, okay, I’ll do it. I’m doing it,” Dylan said, and continued to pour and arrange the snacks in their little slots before rolling all the bags up or resealing them properly. “They probably won’t even notice. Too distracted.”

“Well, it’s the thought that counts,” Ashley told him, and Dylan heard the other room go quiet in a rare moment.

Then the doorknob rattled, and Dylan paused. “Hold on, I hear stirring,” he said.

Ashley went quiet, and Dylan lowered the phone to his chest, turning toward the hallway as River appeared.

He looked a bit haggard, but that was par for the game when it came to seeing an omega through their heat.

“Hey, need some fuel?” Dylan asked, pushing the container to the edge of the bar.

River looked tired, nothing but a robe on, haphazardly tied.

He continued closer, leaning against the counter, and with just a few feet separating them, Dylan could scent Cam on him, even this close.

The desperation, the neediness, adding spice to Cam’s usually sweet scent.

“Is that Ashley you’re talking to?” he asked.

Dylan glanced down at the phone pressed to his chest. “Yeah. Why?”

“Cameron… wants an alpha,” River said quietly.

Dylan’s heart leapt.

This was it.

“What?” Dylan asked, just in case he’d misheard.

“He wants Ashley. Won’t stop begging.”

Dylan wanted to jump at this chance, but he also did not want them to rush into anything. “Are you sure?”

River ran a shaky hand through messy hair. “He wants her.”

Dylan lifted the phone to his ear. On the other end of the line, Ashley was silent.

“Ashley, did you hear that?”

“Maybe,” she said, sounding strangled. “I’ve never been around an omega in heat,” she admitted.

“I’ll give you a minute,” River said, and sat on a stool by the bar. He looked tired, and Dylan went to the fridge to get him a bottle of water. His smile was tired.

Dylan trailed down to the opposite hall, dipping into his bedroom so he could talk to Ashley privately.

“Do you want to?” he asked.

He heard a shuffle over the phone, as if Ashley was sitting up or adjusting her hair.

“I do. A lot, actually,” she said, and her excitement was a gentle burst in the bond. Followed by the rattle of nerves. “But I don’t think I can… be impartial about it.”

“You like him,” Dylan guessed.

“I… yeah. Yeah,” she finally said.

“He’s not your client anymore,” Dylan reminded her. Ashley’s resolve had lasted through the training, longer than he’d expected. But now there was no more excuse, no more boundaries to fear crossing.

Dylan could’ve heard a pin drop before she finally released a shuddered, “No, he’s not.”

“You want a pack,” Dylan confirmed.

“Yeah. With you,” she said softly. Love shone through their connection, and it made Dylan’s heart seize.

“I think seeing Cam through his heat isn’t a terrible place to start,” Dylan mused. “He clearly wants you, as an omega who wants an alpha. I don’t think that’s very far off from Cameron wanting Ashley, you know what I mean? If it was just an alpha he wanted, he’d settle for me, wouldn’t he?”

He practically felt the light bulb go off in her head, even all these miles apart.

“You’re okay with this?” she asked.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “Yes. Now will you get over here already? River looks like he’s been eaten alive.”

On the phone, he heard a door shut, and his lips curled. “Are you already on your way?”

A pause. “Yeah. I’ll be there.”

Dylan grinned, hung up, and made his way back out to the bar. River’s water bottle was empty, and he was eying the snacks but refraining.

“She’s on her way.”

Tension fled River’s shoulders, and he nodded before grabbing the box of pastries and a snack bento. “Good. Just send her in when she gets here.”

“Hey,” he said, catching River’s attention before he could disappear. “You okay with this?”

River sucked in a breath, then managed to meet his eyes. “It stings a little, not gonna lie. But it’ll be good for them,” he admitted.

Dylan placed a hand on River’s shoulder and gave him a supportive squeeze. “You’re good for him, too.”

River’s smile didn’t reach his eyes, and Dylan released him so he could return to where he so clearly wanted to be. “Thanks for the pastries. I’ll be sure to tell Cameron who got them.”

Dylan tossed him a water bottle to take along, and then he retreated back down the hallway to the nest.

Where Ashley would be soon!

Dylan eyed the door, and smiled at the anticipation in the bond.

The stars were aligning. This pack was happening.


34. ALPHA
ASHLEY
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Bits of information about omegas filtered down from alphas around her were not nearly the same as stepping through the apartment door and into a mist of honey and vanilla. It was stronger than ever before.

“Holy shit,” Ashley said, eyes wide as Dylan stepped back to let her in.

Omega.

Her hindbrain lit up like a boulevard sign, instincts firing off, and the only thing she wanted was to find Cameron.

She barely managed to stop herself from marching down the hallway to the nest, where she belonged.

An omega was in need, and Ashley could make him feel better.

“Doesn’t get any realer than this,” she said, laughing softly.

If this was Cameron in full omega force, she’d really been underestimating the suppressants.

Dylan rolled his eyes. “Get in there.”

He gave her a little shove towards the hallway, and honestly… Ashley didn’t need any more encouragement.

She toed her shoes off at the mouth of the hallway and padded quietly to the door. Through the wood she heard the muffled whines of an omega in heat, and her hand wrapped around the knob before she could even consider knocking.

If his scent was strong by the entrance, it was ten times more potent in the nest itself, and her nostrils flared as his pheromones landed like candy on her tongue.

Cameron was in the center of it, surrounded by a mess of blankets and pillows, straddling River. Her gift was beneath him, right in the middle, and something like pride filled her.

“Alpha?” Cameron said, turning to face her.

His cheeks were flushed, and he was a tangle of limbs with River, whose lap Cameron was writhing above. Cam reached out to her and she was powerless to resist.

Ashley stepped down into the nest and threaded a hand through Cam’s hair as she stopped beside them. A purr spilled out of her, his scent filling her senses, his desperation tangible.

“You want an alpha, baby?”

He nodded, his cheek rubbing against her thigh through her leggings.

River’s face was red, skin sheened with sweat as she glanced down at him. “Are you good with this?” she asked, and nodded to Cameron.

“Not up to me,” River answered, and Cameron whined.

“Don’t talk over me,” he grumbled, and glared up at her.

“Sorry, sorry,” she said, and scratched her nails along his scalp. “Are you sure about this?”

Cam nodded, hips twitching where he was seated atop River, pulling a groan from the beta. “Yes, alpha,” he said, dragging out the first word with a bit of a whine.

Alpha.

Addressing her like such sent a thrill right through her.

Ashley was the alpha.

She glanced around the nest, spotting the half-full water bottles and pastry box as well as a little bento box. That must’ve been Dylan.

A smile tugged at her lips, affection striking her as she felt him distantly in the bond, just in the other room.

“You’ve eaten?” she asked.

River had an arm thrown over his head, lip bitten as he nodded. “After we called you.”

“Good,” she said, and tilted Cameron’s head back. His hips were making little half-aborted motions across River’s lap, cock bouncing shamelessly and weeping slick.

“Come for River, and then we’ll give him a bit of a break, hmm?” she told them.

River moaned, reaching for Cam’s hips to drag him into a more solid rhythm, their skin smacking together in a slow, drugging pace.

Cam’s eyes fluttered shut as he leaned against her leg, mouth falling open. Soft cries spilled out with every thrust.

River must’ve been so deep inside him, and arousal flared, a tightening in her core. She didn’t know if she wanted to be Cameron or River in the moment, but watching them together was its own form of pleasure.

She wondered if River was sensitive from Cameron’s demands. If each thrust was followed by a hint of pain.

“Does he feel good?” she asked, and didn’t clarify which one she was referring to.

Cam’s eyes blinked open, half-lidded from ecstacy. The dim lighting made his hazel eyes sparkle, or at least what she could see of the iris around his enlarged pupils.

“Yes, yeah, he feels good.” Ashley’s gaze drifted down to where he was welling fresh slick, their bodies meeting steadily.

“Show him,” she said, and released Cameron’s hair.

She stepped away and he fell into River, their lips colliding messily.

Ashley stripped off her sweatshirt and leggings, the cool air of the nest cranked up and making chills break out across her bare skin.

Their kiss broke with a gasp, a string of saliva connecting them before it popped, and Cameron lifted his head to her, eyes darkening even more, impossibly so, at the sight of her.

River wrapped a hand around Cameron’s cock at the same moment and Cameron cried out, curling into River as he came.

Ashley tried not to feel flattered, failed, and purred.

He spilled over River’s fist, making a mess between them as River’s hips jerked, rhythm breaking, following Cameron over the edge.

She wanted to melt into the nest with them, immediately give into Cameron’s needs, give into her own desires, but she was the alpha. She was here to take care of them both.

Ashley let them bask in the afterglow and trod into the adjoining bathroom, wetting a cloth before returning. Cam’s head was resting on River’s chest, and the beta’s arms were wrapped around him.

“Did he knot you?” Ashley asked, because if so they’d have to wait for the silicone to go down. There’s no way they’d made it this far without toys to aid them.

Cameron shook his head. “Not now.”

“Knew you were coming,” River said. “Just keeping him warm for you.”

Fuck. That struck like a bolt of heat to her core.

Rolling his eyes, Cameron drawled, “Technically, it’s the other way around.” Then he carefully unstuck himself from the beta, kissed him on the lips, and then flopped over into the cushions and blankets.

Ashley chuckled and made her way down into the nest, handing River a warm cloth as she began swiping at Cameron’s chest with the one in her hand. She didn’t even give him the chance to do it himself. She was the alpha.

“I’m glad you came,” Cameron said, and Ashley paused only for a second before continuing, the cloth brushing lower, across his abs, wiping the sweat and slick and cum away.

“As if I would’ve entertained any other option,” Ashley said softly, meeting his gaze.

“Because you’ve never been with an omega in heat before?” he asked.

Ashley saw right through his question, pressed the cloth into his thigh, and said, “No. Because I’ve never been with you before.”

She finished cleaning him up before tossing the wet cloth into the bathroom, for her to deal with later.

“Did you only invite me because I’m a female alpha?” she asked, turning the scenario on him.

A frown furrowed his brow and a whine even slipped out as he denied it. “You’re the only alpha for me,” he said.

Ashley’s heart thumped, affectionately enamored with this omega.

“Then it’s settled,” she said, and leaned down to kiss him.

For the first time, she realized, already naked and having just watched him orgasm with his partner.

They were skipping a few steps. It was fine.

His lips were soft and he cupped her cheeks, a hand sliding around the back of her neck to hold her to him.

He kissed her like he couldn’t believe this was happening, like he was afraid she’d leave when she’d only just arrived. Ashley wondered if he tasted her own disbelief in the kiss, too.

Next to them, the nest shifted, and the kiss broke, puffs of breath skating across each other’s lips before they turned to look at River.

He was sitting up, clearly intending on… leaving?

He froze as they stared at him, and he cleared his throat. “Don’t let me interrupt—I was just going to give you guys some privacy.”

Ashley frowned at him, because of the aforementioned watching-them-orgasm-together thing. This was a heat! Privacy didn’t matter.

And she… wanted River here. Not only because he knew Cameron best of all, but because River was a part of this, too. He wouldn’t be left out.

“Stay,” she meant to ask, but it came out more like a demand.

Cameron’s was a plea, and River’s gaze danced between them.

He swallowed, wiping a hand over the lower half of his face before nodding. “I’ll stay.”

River lowered himself back where he belonged, and Ashley leaned across Cameron, moving slowly, as if trying not to spook a wild animal. The inches between them disappeared and River’s eyes kept dipping to her lips, to the omega between them.

“I’m here for you, too,” she said, capturing his attention. “Will you let me be your alpha, too? Just for now?”

River nodded, and their lips slanted together, soft and nervous, River’s shaky against her own. He kissed her harder, and that quiver disappeared as she parted beneath his tongue, letting him lead.

Cameron’s scent sweetened, if possible, and they broke the connection, eyes electric.

Ashley glanced down at him to find his focus rapt on her and River.

“I see the ideas brewing,” Ashley mused, and slid a leg over his lap. She turned her head to catch River’s eye, the desire there matching her own.

“An omega can dream,” he said, eyes half-lidded.

Ashley leaned down to nuzzle at his neck, holding River’s gaze until she physically couldn’t. He followed her lead, and they both scented Cameron, marking him in a way that made her hindbrain very happy.

“What do you need?” she asked.

“Just this,” Cam said with a sigh, chest decompressing. He stroked a hand up her arm, over her shoulder and down to her waist.

When she lifted her head, he was staring at her chest. “Go on, then,” she said.

His cheeks pinkened, which seemed impossible considering he was flushed head to toe, as his palms skated over her flat stomach and up her torso, cupping her breasts.

“I certainly don’t have those,” River teased, lifting his head to watch shamelessly.

Capturing all of their enthralled attention was intoxicating, and she arched her chest into Cameron’s touch. He cupped her, nipples brushing against his palm, sending a shiver down her spine.

Between them he was growing hard again already—an omega’s stamina during a heat was unlimited; it was why often an entire pack was required to take care of one.

Which made it all the more impressive that River had handled Cameron all by himself. How?

From the bites and bruises marking Cameron’s skin, painstakingly.

As she studied the trail of affection, something like jealousy slithered through her. River could bite Cameron all he wanted without having to worry about a premature bond forming.

Her mouth watered at just the thought, and as she stroked a thumb over one of the smudges, she leaned down to mouth at Cameron’s neck. His scent was on her tongue and she wanted more.

“Do you have enough patience to let me taste you first?” she asked, lips brushing his skin as she whispered.

He whined, nodding, and Ashley shifted lower, out of reach of his curious and deft fingers plucking at her nipples.

She nipped, never bit, and kissed and licked at his skin, watching his abs jump beneath her touch. A tiny pool of slick awaited her beneath the head of his cock, and she gripped him with her hand, ignoring the way his hips attempted to jump.

She had a one-track mind, all Cameron, all taste.

Right before she lowered her head, she glanced up, both of their gazes locked on her.

“Sit behind him,” she told River. “So you have a better view.”

River swallowed, then nodded, and they shuffled until Cameron was leaning against River’s chest. Once they were settled, Ashley stroked Cameron in a slow motion, watching the slick well out from the tip and spill over her hand.

His pheromones filled the air, strongest here at the center of his body, and Ashley wanted.

So she took, moaning at the first sample of him, sweet like honey on her tongue.

She lapped at the head before circling her lips around him, hunting for more of his taste. He gasped above her, and she wanted to look up, but her hair was in the way.

Releasing him with a pop, she pushed her hair back and met his gaze. “Will you hold my hair back for me?” she asked oh-so-sweetly.

Cameron looked like he’d rather do nothing more, and he carefully combed her hair back from her face, tangling it in his fingers to keep it out of her way.

“I don’t mind if you pull,” she told him, and then lowered her head again.

He moaned as she took him into her mouth, and Ashley planted a hand on his hip, holding him down so she was in control.

She chased the dessert of him, the burst of slick spilling across her tongue. Every groan and noise he let slip, every tug of his hand in her hair made heat dance within her, gathering in her core.

Between her thighs was damp from her arousal, but it had nothing on Cameron.

She remembered how it had felt for Dylan to purr against her, and let her own pour out.

Cameron cried out at the vibration, hips rocking against her hold, and his cock twitched across her tongue.

It was the last straw. He came, and she swallowed him down, taking every bit that he would give her and still wanting more.

Omega.

Once his hand fell from her hair, she released him.

“Alpha,” he said, voice already rough from his whines.

She came at his call, crawling up his and River’s bodies, kissing him sweetly, sharing his taste.

They parted for air and she didn’t hesitate to lean up a few more inches, catching River’s eye.

“Want a taste?” she asked, and he’d barely nodded before they met in the middle.

Kissing him was different than kissing Cameron. Cameron melted beneath her like butter, letting her take the lead, but River met her stroke for stroke. It almost felt like defiance, the way he lapped at her, their tongues twining, sharing the taste of the omega between them. She wasn’t here to challenge River’s place at Cameron’s side, so she softened the kiss, letting him sip Cameron’s taste from her tongue until the omega⁠—

Ashley jolted as his lips encircled one of her nipples, the whine he let loose spilling out around her flesh.

She gripped his shoulder, holding tightly and arching into it as River kissed her and Cameron teased.

Ashley, in the past, had been a one-on-one-partner kind of alpha, but this… was opening a whole new world of possibilities.

The kiss broke with a shared gasp, and she blinked slowly at the pair of them.

All hers, for the moment. Both of them.

Something felt so right at the thought, her jaw tensing with the need to make it permanent, real.

But Ashley was the alpha. Cameron was depending on her to take care of him through this heat, and that’s what she’d do.

No. Biting.

“Well. If that was a preview, I can’t wait to see the whole feature,” River murmured, gaze heavy.
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Ashley’s mouth fell open as she sank down onto Cameron for the first time, a palm against his chest, River still at his back.

She rocked down into his lap, seating him as deep inside her as he’d go.

“Holy—christ,” Cameron snapped, dimple winking as he grit his teeth.

“The lock?” River asked, mouthing at his neck.

Cameron nodded, and Ashley had to admit, River whispering filthy nothings into Cameron’s ear as he watched her was about the hottest thing she’d ever experienced.

His eyes were so dark and absolutely trained on her as she began to move, breasts swaying with each bounce, at least when they weren’t captured in Cameron’s hands.

“So tight,” Cameron whined, hips trying to rock into her.

She clenched her muscles just to tease him, and his whine choked off into a moan.

He wasn’t quite as big as Dylan, which was honestly all for the best, because they were going to be at this for a while.

Even as Cameron whined and begged for her despite having her already, he was still so much more coherent than she’d heard omegas could be during heat.

Which meant this wasn’t even the peak of it.

This was just the start.

“A whole week of this,” she said, shaking her head at the idea of it. “No work.”

“No cameras,” River added.

“Just us,” she continued, pressing into her knees to slide herself up Cameron’s length. “This,” and she lowered back down, ass meeting the top of his thighs.

“Again… and again.” She paired each word with another bounce.

Each time he filled her felt just as good as every withdrawal, until she was moving in one fluid pace, head tilted back with it, cunt threatening to lock each time.

Cameron’s brow was furrowed, his golden skin sheened with sweat, abs and thighs tensing as he attempted to buck his hips up. She’d seen him shirtless plenty of times in the gym, but he truly was a work of art— a perfect, defined V at the base of his hips, a slim waist, and broad shoulders.

She reminded herself he was an actual movie star.

Here, beneath her, he was just Cameron, and he was beautiful.

He arched his head back, resting it on River’s shoulder. The beta smirked at his distress, meeting her gaze as she moved, and with their eyes locked, River parted his lips and curved them around his throat.

Her mouth went dry as she watched, knowing the events that would follow and unable to avert her attention.

His jaw flexed as he bit, and Cameron jolted beneath her, hands grabbing onto her hips as he came, spilling inside her.

The rush of it, of watching River’s teeth sink in, imagining herself doing the same, sent her over the edge, too.

“Fuck,” she hissed as her lock clamped down. Cameron shouted at the feel of her, the tightest squeeze he’d likely ever felt, and Ashley was barely able to rock, grinding herself, her clit, into the base of him. It spiraled, and he felt so big inside her, every fucking twitch another burst of pleasure so potent she had to still completely, letting it wash over them until she slumped against him.

It felt fucking right to lock this omega.

Mine.

Not just mine, she reminded herself.

River released his bite, a reddish bruise already forming.

Does it bother River that I’m here? That Cameron wanted… me?

Was he staking his claim in front of her? She didn’t mind, even if he was. She could share.

Cameron nuzzled into her throat as they caught their breath, and slowly they collapsed into a more comfortable position while they waited for the lock to release.

She purred, and Cameron stuck himself to her like glue to feel the vibration against his chest.

Ashley pulled River close, too, because she wanted him there.

She might have been an alpha, but Cameron was River’s first, and she wasn’t trying to take that from him.
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The first time she ventured out of the nest for refreshments and energy, Dylan had the audacity to laugh.

She growled at him as she snatched the sandwich from his hand, taking a chunk out of it before motioning for the rest to take back to the nest.

“Having fun?” Dylan asked.

Ashley gulped down some water, wiped her mouth off, and pecked Dylan on the lips.

Her grin was feral. “The fucking most,” she said, and took her offerings back to the waiting omega.
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“Alpha,” Cameron whined, the force of it making her chest fucking hurt as her hindbrain raged with the desire to please this omega. To lock him. To make him mine.

“I’m right here,” she said, and pulled him into her. She rolled over onto her back, and he settled between her thighs, slipping in with practiced ease.

She didn’t know how long it had been but she knew she was tired, and yet it didn’t matter.

The only thing that mattered was this omega.

“River,” she said, and he was there, peering over Cameron’s shoulder. More bites and bruises covered Cameron from his claimings, and she wished it would have the effect he so clearly craved.

“Fuck us.”

River’s lips parted with a quiet, surprised inhale.

She knew what she was doing, giving him this power. Letting him control their pleasure like how an alpha would.

He was ravenous for it, sticking himself to Cameron’s back, stilling the omega’s motions by curving a hand around his waist and one around his throat.

God damn, the sight of them together. If Ashley had any energy to spare outside of Cameron’s demands, she wanted to fuck River, too.

She’d let him play alpha with her, or maybe, just maybe, he’d like to be alpha’d himself.

But Cameron’s whines were constant, desperate, needy, and forcing themselves past the hand around Cam’s throat.

He made Cameron pull back, and she glanced down, admiring River’s writer’s fingers curled around Cam’s length, coating himself in Cameron’s slick.

Once he was satisfied, he released Cam, who fucked back into her like an omega with one goal in mind.

She grabbed his hips to still him, tensing her muscles in warning.

“Be patient,” she said, and he whined, leaning down to mouth at her skin, her breasts.

Her nipples were sore from Cameron’s new obsession with them, but she couldn’t deny the pleasure that arced directly to her cunt when he scraped his teeth over them so gently, despite his desperation.

She arched into his mouth, his fingers, and dug her nails into his hips. She could leave her own marks, in her own way.

Cameron bucked into her, grinding insatiably, and that’s how she knew River was opening him up.

He whined around the flesh between his lips and the rumble of it only teased her more.

He rolled his hips into her as much as he could, which only resulted in grinding against her clit. Pleasure swelled in her and she shivered as she tried to hold it back.

She felt the moment River entered him, his hips pressing more firmly into her own. Cam’s mouth dropped open, a moan spilling out.

“Is that what you wanted?” she asked so sweetly, threading her fingers through his hair. He nodded.

“A lock and a cock? Greedy.”

“Please move,” he whined.

“Patience,” she reminded him, meeting River’s gaze over his shoulder.

River was waiting for her go-ahead, but she shook her head.

“I’m not the one in control here,” she reminded him.

His eyes darkened, and his fingers joined hers, threading together around Cameron’s hip.

Cameron was taut as a bow between them, head thrown back as River withdrew.

With a smack of his hips, he thrust, and it was a butterfly effect.

It pushed Cameron into her, and she gasped as he filled her, so fucking deep. She bit down on her bottom lip, melting into the cushions, and let the pleasure wash over her.

River fucked Cameron, and in turn his pace made Cameron fuck Ashley, until they were one undulating wave of ecstasy, just rocking back and forth.

Every kick of River’s hips bucked Cameron into her, until the beta was fucking both of them.

Cameron came, right in the middle of it, a shout and a whine echoing around the nest amongst the slap of skin against skin.

But they were in the thick of it, the full force of the heat bearing down on all of them.

He spilled inside her but it hardly brought him relief. He arched into River’s movements, begging for more.

“Please, alphas,” he whined.

River’s gaze flicked to hers, and in the lightning bolt of a second that his rhythm faltered, she saw right through him, whether he intended it or not.

He wanted nothing more than this omega, to claim him, to be with him in the way an alpha could, but their biology just didn’t work like that.

She remembered what it felt like to wish she was something else, someone else.

As an alpha, Ashley could connect them with a bond, offer him a way to feel Cameron like he craved. Would he even be open to it?

It’s not your place.

…yet.

Cameron’s hand tangled in her hair as he sought her mouth, breaking her thoughts and pulling her back into the moment.

He whined, each kiss sloppier than the last from the force of River’s thrusts.

“Yes, yes, yes, please—” Cameron chanted, and arched into it. It shifted him, so when they all met, the burst of friction landed right against her clit.

Ashley tensed, pleasure looming, just waiting to crash and sweep them all away.

“River,” she moaned, and the sound of his name on her lips was new, fun.

He liked pleasing them, and he was fucking good at it, and Ashley liked letting him know.

“Just have to—do everything around here—” he panted, and Ashley wanted to grin and laugh at his teasing but she was so close⁠—

He drove into Cameron, driving them all closer, together, once, twice more. Cameron rolled his hips at the perfect angle, and Ashley splintered.

She came, locking down on Cameron, who followed her with a shout. River fucked them through the aftershocks before he joined them in a messy, exhausted pile.

She curled a hand in his hair and pulled him to her, kissing him softly, nipping at him like an alpha would, giving him her approval.

She purred for them both, and as they all melted into the nest, Ashley felt right at fucking home.

This is where she belonged. With these two, and the alpha who felt very pleased through their bond. A pack.

She wondered if it was too good to be true.


35. AFTERMATH
CAMERON
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Once Cameron woke up for the first time in days without the flush of the heat beneath his skin, he breathed a sigh of relief. The breath was filled with the mixed scents of him, Ashley, and River.

Both of them were passed out in the nest. Satisfaction lit up in his brain as he watched the two of them sleep, clearly exhausted.

Cam felt… hungover. Head clear, but tired and sluggish.

His stomach growled.

Quietly, he removed himself from the tangle of Ashley and River and left them sleeping while he grabbed a robe.

The scent of bacon and sausage filled his senses as he cracked the door, and he practically floated out of the nest and down the short hall nose-first.

He found Dylan in the kitchen, standing over the stove with a spatula in hand. The alpha turned to face him before he ever reached the chairs.

“You’re alive,” Dylan said, lips twitching.

“And starving,” Cameron said.

Dylan nodded. “Figured that’d be the case. Pancakes or biscuits?”

“Both?”

Cam settled into one of the barstools as Dylan passed him the syrup. His mouth watered at the scent of the food.

“Ashley and River are still sleeping,” Cameron explained.

“Did you wear them out?” Dylan teased, and Cam’s cheeks heated.

Ashley’s shoulder beneath his mouth. River’s hand in his hair.

“I think so,” Cameron guessed, thankful that a burst of arousal didn’t send him to his knees.

Dylan slid a plate across the bar, stacked high with several pieces of crispy bacon and sausage and pancakes and a fluffy biscuit, steam still rising from the buttery crust.

“Christ, this looks amazing,” Cameron said, and promptly dove in with no hesitation. He practically moaned at the first bite, his sole focus the food in front of him.

Dylan munched on a piece of bacon, hip against the counter as he finished up whatever he was doing.

Clarity came to Cameron about halfway through his plate. “You’re not jealous?” he asked, pancake shoved in his cheek to talk. His scent was smooth, damp grass after a storm. Cam found some comfort in it, some calm after his own storm had passed.

Dylan glanced over at him as he flipped a piece of sausage in the pan. “Jealous of who?”

“I don’t know. Me? You and Ashley are bonded. I kind of stole her for a few days.”

Dylan shrugged. “You wanna know what I think?”

Cam swallowed and nodded.

“I think…” Dylan pushed a glass of water to him, and Cam didn’t even realize how parched he was until it was within reach. “...She wants to keep you.”

Cam stared at Dylan over the lip of his glass, processing.

“She wants to keep me?”

Bite me, alpha, please.

“She didn’t want to bite me,” Cam admitted, dejected.

Dylan arched a brow. “That doesn’t surprise me. Omegas are always a little… out of it during a heat. She probably didn’t want to take the chance that you’d regret it later.”

And even though Cam knew that to be true, he couldn’t shake the embarrassment, the shame that came from Ashley denying him during the heat.

“I don’t know,” he murmured, staring down at his plate.

“I do,” Dylan said, so sure of it, as if he was daring Cameron to believe it, too. “Ashley wants a pack.”

Cam’s fork clattered to the plate and he clumsily chased it, wincing at the sound. “She does?”

Dylan nodded, then frowned, staring somewhere off in the distance. “She does. Don’t know why she started with me,” he said, hand grazing the mark hidden beneath his shirt.

“Cause you’re the one that got away, idiot,” Cam mumbled. “She loves you.”

Dylan’s cheeks pinkened, and Cameron filed the moment away to shout victory over later. Cam’s gaze lingered as if he could see through the fabric to the bite on Dylan’s shoulder. He wanted a mark, too.

“Do you want a pack?” he asked.

“I want whatever she wants,” Dylan answered. “Her happiness is… everything. And if that includes a pack, I want that, too.”

“You sound very sure.”

Dylan shrugged. “I’ve had a few days to think about it.”

He did seem oddly at peace about it all. Then again, he had been locked out of the nest for…

“What day is it?”

“Tuesday.”

Cam’s eyes went wide. His heat had gone on an entire two extra days than it was supposed to.

“Don’t freak out. River gave me some contacts to check in with for you. I told Christian you’d be indisposed for a bit longer.”

Just as quickly as the panic had set in, it receded.

“Thank you.” Alpha was on the tip of his tongue, but he swallowed it.

Not his alpha. But not not his alpha. An alpha. One who kept them safe while Cam was in heat, one who cooked excellent bacon. One who took care of things when needed.

A good alpha.

Even if Cam didn’t have the urge to wrap this alpha around his finger, he could appreciate Dylan all the same.

Maybe Ashley had the right idea, starting with this one.

Speaking of…

The door of the nest shut with a snick, and twin footsteps padded out to them. Cam turned in the barstool, grinning before he knew why. “Good morning,” he said.

Ashley was wearing his boxers and a tee, and River was in his own boxers and a shirt. Their hair was wild.

And they smell like me.

“How are you feeling?” Ashley reached him first, brushing a hand through his hair and nuzzling at the top of his head before she paused and gingerly lifted away. “Sorry, I⁠—“

Cameron caught her before she could pull away and buried his face in her collarbone. “S’okay,” he said. “I feel good.”

Her purr surrounded him and Cameron sighed happily as she chuckled. “Breakfast smells almost as good as you do,” she said.

Cameron released her so she could eat, and River tried to slip away after her, but Cam caught his hand and pulled him in, too. River hugged him tightly, and Cam laid his cheek on his chest, rubbing lightly, the fabric soft against his skin. He was facing across the bar, and watched as Dylan greeted Ashley, the softest of kisses exchanged.

“Feeling better?” River asked.

Cam nodded, and reluctantly released River, pulling out the barstools on either side of him.

Ashley sat to his left, and River to his right.

“So, you all survived,” Dylan mused, nursing a cup of coffee to himself.

“Barely,” River teased, nudging him. His smile was sweet and loving and Cameron remembered the way it felt trailing down his stomach.

Cam inhaled, and all he smelled was them. The mix of their pheromones and sweat and sex.

And Dylan, whose scent wasn’t as intrusive as he once might’ve imagined.

They… gelled.

As they ate, Cameron tangled a foot with Ashley’s and laid a hand on River’s thigh. Ashley wiggled her foot against his, sharing a soft smile with him, and his chest went fluttery.

River stroked a thumb over the back of his knuckles, and it felt… right.

She wants a pack.

Here, in this moment, all Cameron could think was… finally.


36. REALITY
RIVER
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Cam sighed, his pill bottle of suppressants rattling as he pulled them out of the bathroom cabinet.

“Back to business, I guess,” Cam said, and opened the bottle to take one.

Relief filled River, which was unfortunate, and guilt flooded in right after. Cam’s heat was usually an oasis, practically a vacation for the two of them.

But this time had been… different.

Ashley had included him, yes—he flushed with heat just thinking about the way he’d fucked them both into the nest. But something had changed; something wasn’t settling right.

River wrapped his arms around Cam, his skin still warm from the shower. He pressed a kiss to his shoulder. “I enjoyed rolling around the nest with you for a few days. Thanks for having me there.”

Cam frowned in his reflection and spun to face him. “What? Don’t thank me. I want you there. It’s entirely selfish.”

River shrugged, a rattling at the bars of the cage his ribs made. “I’m glad. Love you,” he murmured, and Cam tilted his head up for a kiss. River was helpless but to deliver.

“I love you, too,” Cam murmured, lips grazing. “You okay?”

“Yeah, yeah,” River said. “Just in my head a bit. I don’t wanna go back to normal life.”

“You and me both,” Cameron agreed, and tugged him out of the bathroom and to the nest, which still smelled like honeyed vanilla and ginger and pussy. His own scent barely left a mark, but it was there, even if slight.

River busied himself at the closet, pausing with the doors open. “Aren’t you worried about smelling like the heat? Maybe we should wear clothes that are in the other room.”

Cameron’s lips tugged up. “You heard them last time. They don’t care.”

River scoffed. “They didn’t care about my scent. Ashley’s different.”

Bitterness leaked into his tone, and he swallowed it down. It didn’t matter.

He pulled a shirt out of the closet, one that matched Cameron’s eyes. When he turned to offer it, Cameron was inches away, and curled his arms around him like a friendly octopus.

“What’s going on in there?” Cam asked, and poked a finger into his forehead. River’s eyes crossed as he followed the digit.

“You’re practically fresh out of heat, I don’t want to bother⁠—“

“Your first mistake was thinking you’re ever a bother,” Cam said, frown in place, which was exactly what River was trying to avoid. He smoothed a finger over the bunched brow.

Conversations are hard. Hadn’t he said that to Dylan before?

“Tell me,” Cam demanded.

“I think I’m just feeling a bit territorial,” River said. “About you. With Ashley.”

That frown returned. “I thought you liked her?”

His scent was oozing stress already, and River rushed to reassure him. “I do, I do! I think she’s perfect for you. Us,” he corrected, cheeks flushing as he remembered some of the things she’d said to him during the heat. “I guess I just wish…” River huffed. “I know I’m a beta. I just wish my scent mark meant as much as hers does.” I wish I meant as much as she does.

Cam framed his face. His palms were warm against River’s face. “It matters to me. I know your marks are there. I can smell you, and I know what that means, even if no one else does.”

“What if I want other people to know?” River asked. “I love you. And I want the world to know it. I wanna shout it from the rooftops.”

Fear struck River suddenly. What if Cam just didn’t love him the same way? What if he didn’t want the world to know, for reasons that ran deeper than management? Than image?

Abort.

River would rather live a lie than learn that Cam was just like everyone else he had ever been with. Stringing him along until someone better came around.

Someone like Ashley.

Abort.

“Never mind,” River said, shaking his head. “We don’t need to talk about this now. We have the rest of today together. I don’t want to spoil it.”

His inbox was overflowing with emails and alerts, but he would enjoy this one last day in paradise with Cam before the real world encroached. How stupid of him to try to invite it in early.

But Cam’s frown was still in place.

“I’m not saying we ignore it,” River said. That’s exactly what he was hoping. “Let’s shelve it for today.”

“I don’t want you to think I’m dismissing your feel⁠—“

River kissed him mid-sentence. “I know you’re not. I picked a bad time. The real world has no place here,” he declared, and pulled Cameron through the nest. “Today is for recovery with the—with everyone.”

He’d almost called them a pack, but… they weren’t. Not in any official capacity.

It took Cameron a moment, but he acquiesced, giving into the tug of River’s hand.

“Okay, okay, real world tomorrow,” Cameron said. “But we will be circling back around to this.”

River nodded, pressed a kiss to the top of his head, and hoped he forgot. “Ready to face your trainer now that she’s locked you six ways to Sunday?” River asked. Facing her was almost scarier than this conversation.

“Dylan told me something,” Cam said, and River pulled back.

“What was it?”

“Ashley wants a pack.”

River blinked, alarms going off inside his head. He tried to shut them off but couldn’t find the button. “And you want a pack?” he asked, feeling lightheaded.

Cam’s hand tightened on his shirt. “We want a pack, don’t we?” Cam asked, a small frown on his lips.

River wanted to say yes. And maybe four weeks ago, he would have. But now he was filled with fear that every bit Ashley grew closer to Cam, the further he would get pushed away.

“What about Dylan?” he asked, swallowing.

“Dylan wants what Ashley wants, or at least that’s what he told me.”

River wanted to be like that. Wanted to want what Cameron wanted, no matter what. To be a good partner.

“When did this happen?”

“At breakfast, before you joined us.”

River’s brain was dialing up like a computer from the 90s. He guessed the real world was catching up to them, whether they wanted it to or not. “Is that—do we—are you—?” River didn’t know what he was asking, what the correct answer was. The two of them did want a pack, in theory. They’d discussed it. But how did a pack work with their crazy lives? Packs were settled, stationary. Or at least normal ones were.

Are we normal?

“How does this work?” River asked. “What about your image? Management?”

What about keeping us a secret?

“I don’t know,” Cameron answered, brow furrowed. “But you know I… like Ashley. A lot,” he admitted, cheeks coloring. River remembered the way he’d arched into her, begged for her bite. “I think Dylan is a good guy, I’m just not interested in being knotted by him. But he takes care of us in his own way, bodyguarding aside,” Cameron added. “And you’re my guy. I love you. I think we all mesh well. I just want…” Cam wrapped his arms around him again, and River squeezed him tightly, feeling Cam’s inhale as their chests crushed together.

“You want me?” River said, meaning to summarize the situation, but it came out like a question. He held his breath waiting for the answer, until Cameron nodded his head against his shoulder. “You want Ashley.”

Cameron nodded again.

“We’re not even public, Cam,” River whispered. “You can’t have a whole pack in secret.”

Cameron whined, a purely omega sound that made River want to bend the world to his desires. Not as a biological response, but because River loved him and wanted to fix everything.

“I hate it,” Cam said. “Other omegas in the media have partners. Why can’t I?”

“I think that’s a question for Christian.”

“What if I fired him?” Cam asked, pulling back. He had that furrow to his brow, the angry, bratty one. “He’s an asshole. I can find new management, someone who wants to help me transition my image.”

“What about the movies?”

“What about them? They wouldn’t cancel them now,” Cam argued.

“Green-lit projects get shelved all the time,” River pointed out. At Cam’s frustrated silence, River sighed softly. “Can I ask you a question?” River asked. Because he had to know.

He’d been begging Cameron to go public with them for years. Now, suddenly, when Ashley joined the discussion, Cameron was ready to take the leap.

Was he being unreasonable?

Was it so unreasonable to want to feel like he mattered?

Sometimes… sometimes River felt like he was in a love story. One better than anything he could ever write.

The only downside was keeping it a secret. Being a kept secret.

He could be grateful he might finally get what he’s always wanted. Even if it wasn’t for the reason he preferred.

“You can ask me anything,” Cam said, gaze flicking between River’s eyes.

River swallowed the bitter taste of anger. “I’ve been asking for so long for us to go public, to no avail. And now, after one heat with Ashley you’re ready to drop the facade immediately?” Cam frowned, and River’s face felt hot. “Are you doing it, considering finally going public, for me… or Ashley?”

“We’ve talked about going public before, just the two of us,” Cam pointed out.

River nodded. He wasn’t denying that. “I know, I know. We talked about it, sure. You just sound… like you might actually do it this time.” River admitted, stomach turning. “And the only thing different now is the idea of a pack. With Ashley.”

He couldn’t do it for me. Because I’m not enough. Just a beta.

His cheeks were red, he could feel it. Was he going to cry? Get a hold of yourself.

“River,” Cameron said, reaching up to frame his face with his hands. “I love you.”

River sucked in a breath. Nodded.

“I’m going to do it. For us. Me and you. Fuck the franchise.”

His throat hurt.

“I’m going to prove to you that you’re mine. I’ll shout it from the rooftops, and no one is going to stop me from doing so.”

“Cam, this is your career. I don’t want to guilt you into⁠—“

“You’re not guilting me into anything. I want this. I want to be able to take you out to dinner. To hold your hand.”

River gulped, disastrous hope blooming in his chest, vines curling through his ribs.

“I want to put my arm around you in public,” Cam admitted. “I want to kiss you and not have to worry about who will see.”

“I do, too,” River said, and tugged him forward into a hug.

River rocked back and forth with him, heart cracking wide open, tears threatening to spill, but he held them back. Cameron loved him, River knew that. Of course he did. He wasn’t waiting for something, someone better to come around. He wanted River.

And River wanted him.

“Alright,” River said. “You just let me know when I can be there for you. Do you want me to be there when you talk to Christian?”

“No, I need to do this myself. And I know exactly how.”

“The interview at the start of next week?” River asked, gulping. That was so soon.

“Yeah, that one,” Cameron said, his smile pure. “That’s the perfect opportunity.”

“You’ll do it?” River asked, hopeful and hesitant.

“I will. It’s time. I promise.”

“I love you,” River said, burying the words in Cam’s wet hair.

“I love you, too,” Cam said. “I can’t wait to prove it.”

River sighed, his entire soul relaxing at the promise of this weight being lifted off them.

He hoped it was a promise Cameron would keep.


37. THE TRUTH
CAMERON
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Cam was in the makeup chair with a beta dabbing concealer under his eyes as Denise, the nice manager—also a beta—sat across from him and asked him prep questions for an interview. Dylan was buried in a book in the corner, brow furrowed as his eyes raced across the pages.

“How have you been spending your time preparing for the role?”

Cam looked toward the ceiling as requested, and hummed. “Mostly I’ve been in the gym. This is my first time doing all my own stunts, so I’ve been training in multiple types of offensive and defensive fighting, meeting with stunt professionals, and studying.”

“How do you get in the mindset of Axel Stevens?”

Cam parted his lips to answer, but was distracted by the familiar steps of his other manager, Christian. “Sorry I’m late, how’s it—woah,” Christian said, coming to a halt beside the chair. “Why do you smell like that?”

At his tone, the beta makeup artist took a step back.

Christian tended to have that effect. He was an alpha, and unfortunately he liked to throw his weight around. Asshole.

“What do you mean?” Cam said, playing innocent.

Christian leaned far too close, in Cam’s opinion, and sniffed. His nose wrinkled. “You smell like an alpha.”

Cam smelled like Ashley. And River. Where he’d normally be a ball of stress, he felt calm because of their familiar scents. This interview was going to be a breeze.

Especially because Cam was finally going to tell the truth. Fuck management. They could deal with the aftermath. It’s what they were paid to do, after all.

“An alpha that has scented me no differently than River has,” Cameron said.

“Leave us,” Christian told the makeup artist. Cam frowned at his snappy demand, and offered an apologetic smile to the beta before she skittered away. “You know why an alpha is different than River. What’s going on? Did you meet an alpha?”

“It doesn’t matter. River matters. And I’ve kept him in the dark long enough,” Cameron said. “I want to take our relationship public.”

“Now?” Christian snapped, face going red.

Cameron swallowed, but felt Dylan’s presence and put on a brave face. “It’s been too long. We want to settle down, and we can’t even go to fucking dinner together because of this stupid facade you’ve created! And I’m tired of living by it. And I’m going off suppressants,” Cam added. In the few days after he’d resumed his medication, it felt wrong. The fog was more noticeable than ever and he missed feeling like an omega.

He might as well go all in. He glanced at Denise. “Tell me you understand.”

Denise stared warily at Christian, and Cam frowned, his stomach going woozy and nervous.

He inhaled River’s scent, Ashley’s almost overpowering it, if not for the angry alpha at his side. His scent burned Cam’s nose and he rubbed at it, probably messing up the powder the artist had started to apply.

“What I understand is that you’re willing to throw away an entire career⁠—“

“I thought you said it didn’t matter if I had River. That no one would take it seriously. If that’s the case, then it’s no big deal to introduce us as a couple.”

“I’m starting to suspect River is just the beginning. It’s different now that there’s an alpha involved.”

“Axel has Cale. Why can’t I have River?” Cam bit out through gritted teeth. God, he was tired of this argument.

“The difference is Axel isn’t real. They can’t have him, but they could have you. At least in the little fantasies they build in their head.”

“Why is that my problem? Having a partner doesn’t make me less of an actor. The fans will get over it!”

“You’re going to throw all of this away?” Christian asked, waving a hand. “Listen to them!”

Cameron heard the buzz of the crowd on the other side of the studio, their excitement filling the air. It was infectious, their energy, maybe even addictive. He could memorize lines and act his ass off, but the payoff was the fans, the adoration. “They love you as you are. You’re going to disappoint them in this way? Without even a warning?”

Cam frowned at him, angry that this alpha was making him doubt himself. River deserved someone who was able to tell the world how he felt. Cameron wanted to be that person for him.

Can you risk everything?

“I’ll meet you in the middle,” Christian said, interrupting his thoughts. “You can go off suppressants. But the least you could do is let us plan a campaign for you and River.”

Cam studied Denise, who wouldn’t meet his gaze. “You’d do that? You’d plan a campaign for us?”

“If you’re so fucking serious about some fucking beta, then yes. We’ll work on debuting you as a couple.”

“I… I want this in writing,” Cam demanded. If he was going to disappoint River again, he wanted something to prove that it would happen. Just not now.

Christian threw up his arms. “Fine! I’ll have something for you by the end of the week. But by god—“ He pointed a finger at Cam. “I did not build a whole career out of you for you to tank it by sabotaging an interview. You are going to spray on some scent neutralizer, and you are going to complete this interview, with no curve balls, or it’s your ass on the line!” Christian barked. Spittle flew and Cam winced at the demand in his tone, a whine wanting to crawl up his throat in response. He swallowed it, refusing to give this fucking alpha the satisfaction. Denise outright walked away, and Cam made a note to fire her, too.

“Hey!” Dylan snapped, and his bark filled the space as well, but it wasn’t aimed at Cameron. “Don’t fucking bark at him,” he growled.

Christian glared at Dylan, a sneer on his lips, and Cameron’s hackles rose. “Who are you to tell me what to do?”

“I’m the fucking bodyguard. Do we have a problem?”

The pause was so tense, Cam felt it in every hair that stood on end.

Christian cleared his throat, straightening his collar. “Do we have an agreement?” he asked, ignoring Dylan to talk to Cameron.

“Fine,” Cam bit out.

He’d play nice for now. But as soon as Christian’s back was turned, Cam was finding new fucking management. How dare he bark. Fuck this guy.

Just another fucking alpha.

“Good,” Christian bit out, but some of the tension slipped from his shoulders. His tone softened, and it felt fake. “Do not go about this carelessly. River at least deserves that, right?”

Guilt filled Cam and he nodded. In a way, Christian was right.

“I’ll go retrieve your makeup artist,” he said with a sigh, and stalked off, shooting one last glare in Dylan’s direction.

“You okay?” Dylan asked.

As soon as he was gone, Cam melted into the chair.

“Yeah. I’m fine. I just need a minute.”

Dylan nodded and gave him space, stepping back to make room for Cam and all his emotions. Just having Dylan there… helped, actually. Cam felt safe with the alpha at his back.

Hah. Imagine that.

Christian’s lingering scent burned Cam’s nostrils and he reached over to the little table, finding the scent-canceling spray.

He aimed it at where Christian had stood and fired it, the neutralizer filling the air with its chemical sting.

Cam mourned as it covered River’s scent, then Ashley’s. Cam was a blank slate again, for his management to paint whatever picture they deemed appropriate.

Bitterness filled Cam. At the industry, this career, the people who ran his life.

“What should I do?” Cam groaned, and at his side he felt Dylan shift.

“Are you asking or commiserating?” he questioned.

“River and I talked about this, made plans. He’s going to be watching the interview, waiting for me to announce it. I’m letting him down. Again.”

Cameron almost shoved the heels of his palms into his eyes before remembering the half-applied makeup still there.

“What do you want to do?” Dylan asked.

Cameron frowned, staring down at the floor. He wanted to ignore Christian’s order, still feeling the itch of his bark. Then why didn’t he? What was Cam so afraid of?

His makeup artist returned, cheeks aflame, and Cam blinked.

“Sorry for whatever he said,” Cam offered quietly.

“It’s okay, it happens.” Her voice was soft, polite. She was a professional, not even addressing the situation. “We’ll have you glowing under those set lights.”

“Thanks,” Cam murmured, mind spinning.

The neutrality was almost making him nauseous.

A handful of moments later, Cam was standing offstage as the interviewer introduced him in a long-winded speech, his mind still whirling.

“And now, joining us once again, is Cameron Thomas. You might know him as Axel Stevens, the hottest action star of the much beloved franchise: Heated! Now, welcome everyone’s favorite omega bachelor!”

A stagehand signaled to him and Cam stepped out beneath the lights.

It was like being baptized. The lights bathed him in their warmth, and the crowd went wild, screaming and shouting his name. There were signs professing their love, as if their cries weren’t enough. Joyous grins and even some tears stuck out.

His mind quieted. Pride filled him. The fans loved him, and that felt good. It was the best part of this job, this fame—knowing that no matter what face he put on behind the screen for them, they’d love him just the same.

He wondered if that only applied to the face he wore for them now: the available, desirable omega. How would they feel when they learned he was in love, with a pack possibly waiting in his future?

Would they love him then, when he was just another omega?


38. TRUST
RIVER
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“It’s okay,” River told Ashley as they watched Cam walk offstage after the live interview. The television cut to commercial and she glanced at him, worried.

Cam hadn’t done it. He’d chickened out.

After he’d promised, told River to be watching.

“Something probably came up,” he said, shrugging. Maybe he’d believe the lie he told Ashley.

His phone rang right away, and even though he wasn’t ready to talk to Cam, disappointment clawing at his gut, he wanted to escape from Ashley’s pitying gaze even more.

“Gonna take this,” he said, and stood from the couch, walking to the basic guestroom they hadn’t much used since the heat had hit.

“I’m sorry,” Cameron began as he answered.

“It’s okay,” River repeated, numb.

Years of this back-and-forth, will-he, won’t-he.

“Christian and Denise told me they would plan a campaign for us, but I don’t trust it. I’m firing them. He fucking barked at me! I’m going to look for a new manager, one who can help with a campaign to introduce us as a couple,” Cameron said. “I don’t care what their contract says. I’m over it.”

He sounded angry. He always did when Christian rebuffed his demands. Then it would fade, and things would go back to normal, like it had countless times before. River wished he could be a little angry. He just felt… tired.

But indignation fought for space in River’s chest, too. “He barked at you? That’s bullshit.”

Cameron sighed. “I know. “I’m coming straight home and we can talk about this properly.”

River heard the frustration in Cameron’s voice, felt it himself, irritating behind his breastbone, but locked it down. “We’ll make it work,” River said, trying to hide the hurt in his voice. “We always do.”

“I’m sorry, babe,” Cameron sighed. “I’ll fix it.”

The call ended and River sank down onto the bed. This room no longer smelled as good as the nest, stale from lack of use.

If there was a metaphor somewhere in there, River was too hurt to try and find it.

He shouldn’t be so dejected; he’d been through this same thing with Cameron over and over again. This was nothing new.

Except… Cameron had sounded so sure after the heat. Like he really wanted… this. River.

He’s sounded sure before. And yet, here you are.

Maybe something had come up right before the interview, something that spooked him. Hell, Christian had barked at him. River could give him the benefit of the doubt.

Again.

Maybe Cameron was trying to tell him something. He kept promising the same thing over and over again, but could never pull the trigger. Maybe he should just see Cam’s actions for what they were.

But what if Cameron was just… afraid to take the leap? River could understand that. It was a big change.

It would shift their whole lives into something different. River wouldn’t be the screenwriter, the after-credits guy. He’d be Cameron Thomas’s partner. Pack mate.

His chest bloomed with affection at just the thought.

He wanted that. He wanted to belong to Cameron. He wanted Cameron to claim him as his own, and in kind, River wanted to claim him, too.

If Cameron was just too scared to do it himself, if taking the leap was the hardest part… what if River helped?

He sat up from the bed as the idea struck him.

What if… someone else discovered they were involved? What if someone else broke the news, instead of Cameron?

Paparazzi were eager for news of Cam, who’d been pretty quiet since the press tour for the second movie. Sure, this new interview would tide them over for a while, but…

Cameron wouldn’t have to worry about confronting his management, or doing a big reveal in some random interview.

It could just… happen. By chance.

A tip. Just a little one. Maybe the name of a restaurant, a time. It wouldn’t be hard for a photographer to get a photo to the right channels. Hollywood’s golden boy on a date? They’d eat it up.

And then… and then Cam and River could react together.

It would be something they faced as one, instead of putting it all on Cam’s shoulders.

Don’t act like you’re a hero, River scoffed. He knew it was born from a place of selfishness. But at this moment, it didn’t outweigh the hurt.

He was tired of waiting for Cameron to stick to his word, to keep his promises. River was tired of being the kept secret, and as his thoughts swirled and he gave into his irritation, his anger and bitterness, the solution only grew clearer.

If River was in some great love story, one better than anything he could write, then the only thing holding them back from their happy ending was…

The secret.

So maybe it was time to stop keeping it.
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The next morning they were awoken by a buzz, intrusive, annoying.

Cameron blearily swiped at his phone, and then sat up in a jolt.

“What is it?” River asked, lifting his head from a pillow, half asleep. Then he remembered the dinner last night, River’s little deal. Hope filled him⁠—

Before it was replaced with worry as Cameron’s face went so pale so fast River thought he might pass out. His sleep fog cleared and he sat up, a hand on Cam’s shoulder in case he decided to go over.

He remained seated, lips parted as someone on the other line spoke. River couldn’t hear them, but the tinny voice was quick.

The call ended, and then River saw the… hundreds of notifications on Cameron’s phone. Was it about them?

“What is it?” he repeated.

“Someone saw us at dinner last night,” Cam said, voice… soft.

River’s heart leapt into his throat. It worked! “What?”

“Yeah. Someone took a picture, and it went viral overnight.” Cam was repeating facts.

“Fuck.” Forbidden excitement curled through River. This was it. They were a couple. They could do this together now⁠—

Cameron scrambled out of the bed. “Oh god, I have to tell Ashley.”

River’s head snapped up. “What?”

Cam turned the phone to River, and River squinted to see the grainy photo of… Cameron. Sitting across the booth from Ashley. River was on the other side of Cameron, but in this photo one could hardly tell.

The focus was on the omega. And the alpha.

“She’s going to freak out. Fuck. Fuck!” Cameron cursed, and spun on his heel.

River stared after him as he practically ran out of the nest, feet thudding softly across the hardwood floors to Dylan’s room.

Fuck. Shit.

He wrestled with annoyance, disappointment… This was supposed to be about Cameron and River. Not Ashley.

Ashley was never supposed to be involved. He’d fucked up. Guilt struck, followed by a thread of panic.

River grabbed his phone and a robe for Cam and followed after him. Cam’s feet against the floor would make him cold.

He smelled Cam’s distress from the living room, and heard him from the hallway. “—viral. Everyone’s talking about it. Ashley, I’m so sorry,” Cam said, the words delving into a whine.

The following sniffle broke River’s heart as he finally reached the doorway just in time to see Ashley wrap her arms around Cam. Her expression was worried, blinking the sleep from her eyes as she hugged Cam, tucking his face into her neck.

They comforted each other, and River’s heart lurched. This was all going wrong. This should’ve been a victory for them, but instead it was… the opposite.

Dylan looked wide awake, grim-faced and checking his phone as he sat on the edge of the bed. “I’ll do a perimeter check, see if this has caught up to us yet. If so, I’ll call Wes and see if we can get another guy out here. Or two.” He rubbed a hand down his face, and wouldn't meet any of their eyes as he stood up.

River swallowed. This was bad.

Really, really bad, if Dylan was considering calling in backup.

“Here,” River said, and handed Ashley the robe. She tucked it around Cam and he wiggled his arms into the sleeves before sighing.

“We fucked up,” he mumbled. “Got too comfortable.”

No, I fucked up, River wanted to say. But the words were trapped deep down inside him, buried, and he was too weak to dig them up.

He lifted his phone and pulled up a few social media apps.

Cameron was trending.

The blurry photo was everywhere.

Speculation had already begun. Who was the woman with Cameron Thomas? A lover is what most people guessed, from the expression on the omega’s face.

Even now, jealousy struck River, warring with the guilt. If it had just been him and not Ashley.

“We could get ahead of this. You’re his trainer, after all. Not so weird if you’re getting dinner. And I’m there,” River tried, his blurry face on the other side of Cameron. “Maybe it was a meeting about the script. We were doing research, asking you questions. The photo isn’t scandalous.”

Cameron sniffled, and River wanted to take a calm stroll around the bed and dive out the nearest window. Instead, he waited, his entire body tense, fear filling him as he realized just how bad this could get.

“Or,” Cameron started, clearing his throat when his voice cracked. “Or, we just come clean,” he said, staring up at Ashley. He glanced over his shoulder at River. “We can use this.”

River gulped. Could they turn this around in their favor? Could his plan still work?

“We’re a pack. All of us. That’s what we can tell them.”

Her lips parted, but she closed them as Cam turned to look at her again. “You want a pack, right?” he continued.

Her gaze darted to Dylan, then to him, then back to Cam. She swallowed. “Yeah, I do want a pack. And I…” She seemed to sway into him, nostrils flaring as she smelled his distress, the vanilla burnt and bitter but sweetening by the moment. “I adore you,” she said softly. “But I already rushed things with Dylan. I want to make sure we do this right. It’s what you deserve,” she said, and tucked a curl behind Cam’s ear.

It was so sweet it made River’s chest hurt. Why was it so easy for them?

“If you’re going to tell the world I’m courting you, I’m going to do it properly,” she said. “I’m going to mean it.” Again, her attention flicked to Dylan, who nodded, a smile pulling at his lips, before landing on River, lingering. “And we all have to agree on this.”

River had done the unforgivable. In the moment—coming up with the idea, making the decision, phoning his contact—he’d been frustrated and angry. He still was!

And in turn, he’d hurt… not only Cameron, the love of his life, but Ashley. Someone totally innocent in all of this. His insecurities weren’t her fault, and yet she was paying for them.

If this… terrible, awful decision of his resulted in even one good thing for Ashley, it could be Cameron.

And wasn’t it, in some twisted way, what River wanted, too? A pack with Cameron?

“Ashley and I already kind of broached this topic with each other,” Dylan said. “I don’t see any of us bonding,” he said, motioning to River and Cam. “But I don’t see why Ashley couldn’t, in time. I’ll just be…”

“A pack mate,” Ashley declared.

Dylan nodded his head, a fond smile on his lips as he gazed at her. “I’ll go where you go.”

As one, the three of them turned to him, and panic rose in River’s chest.

They know. They know you’re the odd one out. The beta. The problem.

“We can use this to come clean,” is what Cameron said, turning and facing River, slipping off Ashley’s lap. “We can go public. This is our chance.”

Cameron was… smiling?

His grin was widening as he approached River, as he grabbed his hands and tossed his phone onto Dylan’s bed. “We can be a couple. Part of a pack. And get dinner together, and hold hands.” He squeezed River’s hand, and hope gleamed in those pretty hazel eyes.

River felt lightheaded. Cam was none the wiser. They didn’t know it was him.

Maybe… maybe this mistake would work out? Maybe this disaster didn’t have to be all bad? Maybe River hadn’t fucked up beyond repair.

Not if Cameron looked this excited.

“Is that what you want? A pack out of this? This pack?” he asked.

Cameron nodded. “But only if we all want it.”

Did River deserve it?

No.

Did he want it?

Happiness, with Cameron? Out in the open?

More than anything.

“I want it,” River said, the words raw from the pure truth. Emotions were high and he wasn’t sure if he was relieved or scared, but tears welled all the same as Cameron embraced him. “I want you.” His voice cracked on the words.

In whatever way Cameron would have him, River would give himself.

“So… we’re doing this?” Cam asked as they broke away. He thumbed at River’s cheek and then half turned so he could face River and Dylan and Ashley at the same time. “We’re a pack?”

A grin was curling Ashley’s cheeks, and even Dylan was cracking a smile. River was the only one still wiping tears away.

“We’re a pack,” Ashley said, and growled playfully before picking Cam up with an affectionate squeeze.

“We’re a pack,” Dylan said, nodding once, and somehow it felt like a vow.

River felt the buzz of hope and elation in his chest, and tried to give himself over to it.

“We’re a pack,” River repeated, and let Cam pull him into the hug.

His plan had technically worked. Cameron was going to come clean about him, about the pack. They were together.

So he should feel relief, right? Not this… itchy, uncomfortable indignation.

You got what you wanted.

But he couldn’t shake the idea that he’d traded one secret for another.


39. PACKING UP
ASHLEY
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I knew you guys would make a cute couple, is the text she received from Nic.

Ashley chuckled and responded. Now is not the time for “I told you so.”

When is the time? I’ll pencil it in.

Rolling her eyes, Ashley put her phone away, silencing the keyboard-smash texts from Kenzie and Jordan, and focused on the omega in her lap. Well, mostly in her lap.

The morning had passed in a blink. Ashley’s phone blew up, from clients and friends to strangers who found her on social media. She switched her profiles to private right away, per River’s suggestion. Then Cam had taken back-to-back phone calls while Dylan remained eerily calm, keeping himself busy while River hovered, and then forced himself to stop.

They were seated on the couch, Cameron leaning into her affectionately on her left, and River on the other side of him. Behind them, Dylan paced back and forth.

And now before them, a laptop was loading the pixels of an office setting, a severe-looking blond woman behind a grand desk. The head of Cam’s management, Sabrina.

This meeting was for all of them. The pack.

Riiiight. Because I’m now in a pack—with Cameron Thomas, a famous movie star.

“Okay, first thing: suppressants. That’s easy. No problem. If anyone has a problem with it on set, report it,” she said.

Ashley squeezed Cam’s thigh. He’d wanted to come off of them ever since his heat. At least one thing was going their way.

“Alright, so we’re on damage control. I can call Christian⁠—“

Cam tensed in her lap, and Ashley frowned as he sat up. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to speak to you about. I don’t want to work with Christian anymore.”

The blond woman looked up, a frown on her face. “Why not? I thought you two got on alright.”

“He… barked at me.”

“What.” Ashley growled and sat up, scent flaring between them all as if to ward off any other alphas. She turned to meet Dylan’s gaze to confirm. His lips were a thin line.

River’s brow knotted.

But the woman on the call interrupted them. “Well, he’s an alpha—are we surprised?”

Ashley’s glare fixed on her. “Yeah, I’m surprised you can’t hire decent alphas.”

Sabrina arched a single brow, lips pursing as she decided whether to accept the insult.

“Fine. Shall I promote Denise, then?”

“Preferably not. She turned tail and ditched me the moment Christian got aggressive.”

“I was there, and can confirm. Christian’s an asshole,” Dylan said. Ashley felt the headrest decompress as Dylan leaned his hands there.

“Well, lucky for you, I’m not short on beta staff. I’ll find someone new for you, but in the meantime, we need to figure out how to handle this.”

Cam cleared his throat. “We’ve been talking about that. As a pack,” he said.

The woman blinked, sighed, and deflated. “Dammit, Cameron. I had a feeling that’s where this meeting was headed. You’re my golden boy! My bachelor! Why’d you have to go and find a pack?”

Cam’s lips twitched, and his scent sweetened. Ashley stroked a pattern with her thumb on his thigh, trying not to smile. She still couldn’t believe it was real—that she was an alpha with a pack.

Made up of my childhood crush, a hot movie star, and a famous screenwriter.

“Guess I’m just lucky like that,” he said. “And I don’t wanna lie about it. I’m tired of lying. It wouldn’t be fair to myself or my pack to keep them a secret.”

Ashley glanced at River, who’d seemed rather dazed by the entire development. She wished she could read his mind. How did he feel about being able to admit it, finally, after so many years of secrecy?

Maybe it hadn’t sunk in for him yet. Ashley wasn’t sure it had for her.

“This is my pack, and I think we should run with this… exposure. Turn it in our favor.”

Affection filled her heart until it didn’t fit behind her ribs. Cameron was claiming her in this small way, in front of this important person.

A purr almost slipped out, but she caught it at the last second, hoping the microphone on the computer didn’t pick her up.

Cam heard it, though, and in the image of them on the screen, she watched his lips curl.

“Alright. Well. There’s no talking you out of it, I suppose?”

Cam shook his head, and the blond sighed.

“I can’t promise it’ll be smooth, but I’ll find a new manager, one who specializes in celebrity packs. In the meantime, adhere to the rules we set earlier. No responding to fan messages, and no talking to the press. I have a feeling the paps are going to be on your trail now. At this point, just try not to be scandalous in public.”

Cameron smirked. “No promises.”

Ashley pinched his thigh.

“Ugh, I forget how annoying new packs are. I have a few questions for each of you, and then I’ll let you get back to christening that apartment.”

Cameron grinned at her, and Ashley wondered if that was on the agenda as well.

Dylan cleared his throat. “Should I get a few extra security personnel? How much of a threat do we think the paparazzi are?”

“I think you’re safe… for now. As this story develops and the fans start deep-diving into each of your lives, it might be necessary. You can never be too careful.”

A nervous twinge settled in Ashley’s stomach, but she didn’t let it show. Dylan, however, could feel her nerves, and placed a hand on her shoulder, squeezing softly. It was close to but not on top of the bite mark he’d left her with. Comforting.

She didn’t like the idea of strangers digging up her life, or her pack’s life.

I have a pack.

The thought made her chest go light, champagne bubbles popping. Ashley had always wanted a pack. People to call her own. People who wouldn’t leave.

She laid a hand on Dylan’s over her shoulder.

He may have left once, but things were different now. They were different.

“I’d advise avoiding social media for the foreseeable future, until the fans get over the initial outrage. Then we can plan some sightings, really show everyone how cute you all are together, win them over that way. For now, focus on filming, and it should die down.”

Cameron pulled River into his side, and both of them leaned into Ashley. She arched a brow, staring down at the omega.

“We are sooo cute,” he said. “They’re gonna love us.”

Ashley sure hoped he was right.
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Cameron was a movie star, an A-list celebrity.

She just didn’t realize how much that would affect… her.

Or the gym.

At first, life continued like… normal. Ish.

Ashley went to the gym, and Cameron started filming.

She stayed with him more often than not, so their paths would cross just a little on the busiest days.

But then the statement went out, Cameron officially claiming them all as pack. As one.

They went on a few public dates, posing when they saw the paparazzi, Cameron whispering in her ear about where to look. She took over after that, scenting him appropriately, keeping him tucked into her side.

She got to play… alpha. Which wasn’t a play at all. It was real life.

“Thank you for doing this,” Cameron said as they took a perfectly planned walk through the park one weekend. Distantly, Ashley heard the snap of a camera or two, and she was learning to tune them out.

“Where else would I be?” she asked, gaze drifting from Cameron to River, who was on the other side of him. Holding hands. In public.

One night over dinner, at another tasteful but overly decorated restaurant, he laid a hand over her thigh, clad in the velvet of a new dress. “I’m going to give you the whole fucking world,” Cameron said softly.

Cameron melted into her when she purred, his sweet perfume blooming anew. River’s sly smile was captivating as he stared at them, and Dylan was… amused by the whole situation. Or at least he was good at pretending to be.

She hardly clocked him checking the exits and crowds every few minutes, no matter where they were. He was a good alpha. To her, to Cameron, to River.

So life was good. Better than good. It was everything she wanted, realized.

But… it couldn’t stay that way. Cosmically.

It didn’t take the paparazzi long to find the gym, and about three weeks into their new public relationship, she had to avoid a crowd of cameras to scan her card as she arrived.

Their flashes were bright even through the reflective film on the glass, and her heart sank.

Nic was waiting behind the desk, and for once, the smile he offered her wasn’t genuine. It was worried.

“Hey,” she greeted, a ball of nerves knotting her stomach.

“Hey, kid,” Nic said. “How’s pack life?”

“…Busier than I thought it would be,” she admitted.

Nic chuckled. “Well, you’re dating an A-lister. Don’t know what you expected.”

Ashley didn’t either, honestly. She’d taken Cameron’s agent’s advice and kept her distance from social media, but Kenzie and Jordan were keyboard warriors ready to defend her from every anonymous post complaining about how Ashley must fuck all her celebrity clients.

She winced just thinking about it. Ugh.

She loved her career and had gotten here fair and square. Fuckers.

Ashley shook her head, laughing in disbelief. “Yeah, yeah.” She glanced over her shoulder at the windows, the crowd who couldn’t see in. Directing her attention to the rest of the gym, she noted a few high-profile clients eying the doors warily.

They’d left her alone for the most part. Until now. Ashley gulped. “They’re a problem, aren’t they? The paparazzi?”

“We should talk about this in the office,” Nic said softly.

Ashley’s stomach dropped, but she nodded, following Nic behind the standing desk and to his office.

“This is bad, isn’t it?” she asked.

Nic sighed, sitting beside her in front of the desk rather than circling it to sit in the leather chair on the other side.

It was bad.

“I’m going to leave the decision in your hands. You’ve been… a rock, Ashley. This gym wouldn’t be here without you. Literally. After the fires, I don’t know if I could’ve gotten this place up and running. However, we both know the paparazzi are a problem for the clients.”

Ashley nodded, her throat already tight at the thought of the solution.

“I’ve been around the block a few times. I know the paparazzi won’t be here forever. The news will lose steam and eventually they’ll fuck off,” Nic said.

But what about until then? Ashley tried to imagine Lyric showing up for training with that mess outside. She wouldn’t make it in the building.

Nic continued, “We can wait it out, set up an alternate entrance⁠—”

“I don’t want to jeopardize any of the clients,” Ashley said, resolved. “They come here for the anonymity. Because we treat them like people instead of celebrities.”

Nic nodded, leaning over to take her hand between both of his. “What do you want to do?”

“I think we both know,” she said, voice wobbling. She cleared her throat before she spoke again. “I’m the reason they’re here. So I think it’s time I cash in on some of my PTO.”

In the pocket of her leggings, her phone buzzed, and she just knew it was Dylan. He was probably worried about all the emotions flooding the bond, and Ashley tried her best to block him out, to keep from distracting him with her problems.

She sniffled, and Ashley had never seen Nic frown so severely. It didn’t look right on his face. “I hate this,” he said softly.

Tears welled and Ashley nodded. “I do, too.”

Her cloud nine began to rain. This wasn’t exactly how she’d imagined having a pack would turn out. It wasn’t supposed to come at the expense of the thing she’d dedicated her life to.

“Christ, come here, kid,” Nic said, and tugged her into a hug.

Ashley went, because Nic was probably the kindest person she knew, and she loved this job and him in the same way.

“You’re not fired,” Nic said. “I want you to come back.”

Ashley breathed out a slow, shaky breath as she nodded, trying with all her might to swallow back the tears in her throat. It wouldn’t be forever. Just until the news blew over, until they found another story to follow.

“With the way the press works, they’ll be onto something new next week,” Nic said, and pulled back.

“I know, I know,” she said, nodding, unsure if she actually believed it, or just needed to believe it so she wouldn’t fall apart. “Do I just get my stuff? What do I do about my clients?”

Nothing like this had ever happened to Ashley before. She’d been at the gym for… years.

It wasn’t long after her mother died that Ashley found the gym. Found catharsis in the way she could push her body and grow strong and work out her emotions, have something to look forward to. Nic’s old gym had been in a crumbly part of town, accessible to plebs like her, before it had burnt down.

Now here they were.

“I’ll put your PTO in. Do you want me to contact your clients, or do you want to?”

“I will,” Ashley said, though she didn’t know how she’d get through any of the conversations without breaking down. But she needed to contact them as soon as possible, especially because she had a few appointments this week.

“I’ll take over for you in the meantime,” Nic offered, and Ashley’s eyes widened. Nic didn’t really train clients anymore, not since he’d been all packed up.

“Really?”

“Yeah,” he said, cracking his knuckles. “It’s been a while since I’ve been on the other side of the desk, but I’m sure it’ll come to me.”

Lyric was going to kick his ass.

The thought brought a smile to her lips, and while it didn’t heal the hole in her heart, it distracted her.

“Alright,” she said. “I guess I’ll start making calls.”

Nic stood. “Use this office. I’ll be out front if you need me. Love you, kid.”

“Thanks, Nic,” Ashley said, offering him a smile, trying not to let the tears win.

The door shut softly behind him, and Ashley slumped into the seat, pressing the heels of her palms into her eyes.

There would be time for crying later.

So much time.

Her phone buzzed again, and she sat up, pulling it out of her pocket to find texts from Dylan.

What’s going on? You feel sad. Everything okay?

Ashley. Don’t shut me out.

Text me back. What’s up? Don’t make me come down there.

Her lips twitched at the obvious care in his words, and she texted back, keeping the bond shut down.

I’m taking PTO from the gym. I can tell you about it tonight.

Dots appeared immediately as Dylan began to respond.

What? Why? Open the bond back up.

Ashley shook her head. She could barely handle her own emotions; she didn’t want to burden someone else with them.

You have to focus on Cam, and it’ll just distract you. I’m heading home in a bit after a few calls—we can talk then.

Fine, but I’m not happy about it.

Me neither.

Ashley sighed and put her phone away before rounding the desk. She logged in, pulled up all her clients’ contact info, and stared at the desk phone.

It was quiet in the office, though she heard the clank of weights and grunts distantly, through the walls.

She had a pack, but she felt more alone than ever as she picked up the phone to call her first client.

Saying goodbye, even temporarily, was hard.

But it was the right thing to do for the gym, for her clients.

What choice did she have?
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Ashley broke her own heart about ten times before leaving the gym, giving Nic one last sad wave before slipping out the front, the paparazzi chasing her down the street.

With her glasses on and a fake smile on her face, she made her way to her car while the cameramen shouted questions at her.

What’s it like being a pack mate to a movie star?

How long have you worked at the gym?

Is it true you sleep with all your clients?

Ashley winced, shoulders stiffening, but she didn’t rise to the bait, instead climbing inside her car.

What she feared was coming true. She knew what they’d think of her. Because of course, the only asset she had was her pussy, and not her drive or years of hard work or even her alpha bark.

She drove away, steaming.

She went to her own house, absent of any paparazzi, and cried in the shower.

Then she cried over a bowl of ramen, sniffling through the spice of the peppers.

At least her nose was clear.

She texted the pack—she was still getting used to that—to let them know where she was, and then she cleaned her entire house. Top to bottom.

Dust had accumulated from all the time she’d been spending away, so Ashley put on music and got to work.

How did it go wrong so fast?

Twenty-four hours ago, Ashley had everything she wanted: a pack. A mate. A job, a future.

What if she never got to go back to work at the gym?

What if today was her last time?

The thought was too depressing, so she shoved it down and finished vacuuming the outdated carpets, eying the immaculate dining room, still fresh and beautiful after she and River had painted it.

Around two in the afternoon, Dylan and Cam and River were all still on set, filming, and Ashley was knee-deep in the kitchen, scrubbing the linoleum with a hard-bristled brush.

It was satisfying watching the dirt flake away. She didn’t remember the floors being so white!

It was an adequate distraction from her life taking a nosedive so suddenly.

A knock at the door interrupted her, and from the force of the knock, she figured it wasn’t the first time they’d attempted it.

Ashley popped her head up over the counter and eyed the door. What were the chances of the press finding her fucking home address? Was that even legal?

Ashley growled at the thought, and tore off her cleaning gloves and stalked toward the door. Because she had a brain, she glanced through the peephole, and⁠—

Ripped open the door to River standing on her doorstep. He looked solemn, holding a bag of sweet treats and a container of matching caramel macchiatos and, yep, that was a bag from her favorite diner. The checkered bag matched the paper in the baskets.

Tears welled instantly, and as River said, “We all decided someone needed to keep you company,” they fell down her cheeks.

“Aw, babe,” River said, stepping inside and pulling her into a hug. His warmth and scent, light as it tended to be, was comforting in this moment, and she clung to him.

She tucked her face into his neck and sighed, trying to swallow the sobs that wanted to crawl up her throat. He walked them away from the door with her koala’d around him, and shut it softly.

“You’ve been stress cleaning,” River reported as he sat all the treats down on the dining room table to the right of the front door. She was sweaty and gross and crying and smelled like bleach, but he hugged her tightly.

Ashley nodded and finally released him, wiping at her eyes.

“I’m taking a leave from the gym,” she said, and after he led her to the couch to get comfy and ply her with treats, she told him the whole story

“Oh, Ashley,” River said, and leaned into her. “I’m so sorry.”

Ashley let her head fall onto the back of the couch. “I’m just sad about it.”

“You love the gym,” River said, and she heard the click of his throat as he swallowed.

“I know.” Every time Ashley thought about it, the vise around her chest squeezed tight, like she couldn’t take a breath. “Everyone says it’ll blow over. I just need to keep telling myself that.”

He plucked at the threads of a tear in his jeans, the frown on his face severe. “What are you going to do in the meantime?”

“Nic is still paying me—I’m using up my PTO. So I don’t… know. Clean? Continue remodeling?” she asked, and waved a hand at the brush abandoned on the kitchen floor.

His silence was loud.

“I know it’s depressing,” Ashley muttered. “I don’t have anything else to do. Might as well.”

“Anything to keep from thinking about it, right?” River guessed, a sad smile on his lips.

“Exactly,” Ashley agreed.

“You never said what you were remodeling for,” he murmured, and Ashley blinked.

“Oh. I—it’s embarrassing.” Wow, that was a long time ago, when she and River had begun the remodel, so many changes put into place after one little decision. Before she and Cameron had crossed the point of no return. Before she knew whether any of this was certain or just a daydream.

“Oh, tell me, come on,” he said. “Maybe we can laugh about it. Can’t be that bad.” He nudged her shoulder.

Ashley covered her face with a hand. “Okay, okay! At first I was thinking I’d just fix it up, update it to increase the value… because I was thinking about selling.”

“What? Really?” he asked, glancing over at the dining room, the paint still so nice and bright and fresh. “Why?”

“Well… I told you, it’s small. Too small for a pack. So, if I wanted a pack, I needed to be able to do my part and invest in a pack house, in case I did find one.” What she didn’t tell him is that she’d fallen in love with the place all over again as she began to turn it into something wholly… hers.

River’s mouth dropped open for a split second before he closed it, swallowing, as he gazed at her.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, touching his arm. “I’m the sad one, not you.”

“That’s… really lovely,” he said, smiling at her, but it was a melancholic smile, or maybe he was touched? “That you’d give up this piece of your past for your future—our future. I’m just really sorry this happened,” he said.

Ashley leaned into him, and breathed deeply to chase away the lump in her throat. She laid a hand on his thigh, and he hesitated for only a second before threading their fingers together. “Me, too.”

Earlier, when Kenzie and Jordan—those two were always together these days—had called to check on her, Kenzie asked Ashley, “Are you still sure this is the right thing for you, a pack?”

And she’d asked herself, If this pack did cost me the gym, would it be worth it?

What was her other option? Not court Cameron and be a part of the pack? Not have River here when she needed him?

Her stomach twisted dangerously at the thought of not seeing Cameron or River anymore. That wasn’t what she wanted.

She’d told Kenzie, “I think… with all that’s gone wrong, this pack is the only right thing,” she admitted.

“Hey,” she said, nudging River.

His jade gaze was wide and open as he met hers.

“Looks like we both got what we wanted,” she said, a genuine smile gracing her lips. “Remember?”

The last time they were here, when River was helping her paint the dining room, the secrets they’d shared.

But instead of relief, revelation, or excitement, she could have sworn a flash of guilt passed through his eyes before he hid it.

Before she could ask about it, he slapped his thighs and stood up. “Do you want me to help you finish scrubbing the floors? Cam and Dylan won’t be home for a while yet.”

Ashley nodded, reached for her caramel macchiato, and finished it off.

“Yes. I’d love to do anything but think about all the free time I just came into.”

She tugged him to a stop right before the kitchen, and he spun to face her.

Ashley hugged him again. “Thank you for being here for me.”

The way his arms folded around her reminded her of something gentle, something like… reverence.

“It’s the least I can do,” he said, voice equally gentle.

Maybe this whole thing was affecting them all more than they’d anticipated.


40. LIFE CHANGING
ASHLEY
[image: ]


River was the one who put the key in, letting them in without even knocking.

Which felt silly.

The door opened within seconds, Dylan standing at the threshold, and behind him was a barely-held-back Cameron.

Dylan engulfed her in a hug, and Ashley was still too raw from all the sad emotions. The tiniest bit of comfort managed to crumble her walls, and she sank into him.

The bond opened back up, and Dylan squeezed her tighter.

“Hey,” he said, voice utterly soft, and the affection in his tone made a lump grow in her throat.

She tried to swallow past it, and couldn’t. Instead she buried her face in his chest and inhaled his scent and let it wash over her. The knot in her stomach eased just from being around her pack.

Ashley dashed the beginnings of tears into Dylan’s shirt and cleared her throat. “Hey,” she said, and pulled back, Cameron’s worry souring his scent.

She reached for him as he released River from his own deep hug, and came to her, wrapping his arms around her. He hugged her tightly, and Ashley embraced him, drawing in his scent, the tension easing from her shoulders as he surrounded her.

“You smell weird,” Cam muttered into her shoulder.

“It’s the cleaning,” she said, and caught Dylan’s eye from the kitchen.

He shrugged, but his nonchalance was just an act. Through the bond she felt a wave of… well, love. Her throat went tight.

“Missed you today,” Cam shared.

Ashley sighed, rubbing his cheek with her own, scent sharing. It felt right. This is what she’d been missing today, alone in her house before River joined her.

Her pack.

“I missed you, too,” she said, and meant every word.

“Welcome home,” he said, and the word struck Ashley as incredibly… true.

This was home. These people, at least.

River smiled softly at her as he leaned against the bar.

“What happened?” Dylan asked.

She glanced up with her head over Cam’s shoulder.

“I’m taking a leave from the gym,” she said.

Nope. Still hurt.

“What? Why?” Cameron asked.

“The paparazzi were swarming. It was a problem for the other clients, so I decided it was probably best if I wasn’t there to draw them.”

The silence was so tangible she wanted to reach out and strangle it.

“So Nic didn’t fire you?” Dylan asked, voice low.

Ashley wanted to scoff but couldn’t quite find the energy. “No, he wouldn’t. I have so much PTO saved up. It’ll buy me some time.” She had the feeling that even if she hadn’t had PTO, Nic would have figured something out. “It was my decision.”

“Just because it was your decision doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt,” Cameron said, eyes round and wide. “I’m sorry.”

Ashley sighed, reaching up to cup his face before combing his hair back. He nuzzled into her touch. “You have nothing to be sorry for. It’s not your fault,” she told him.

Cameron whined, the smallest sound slipping out. Ashley pulled him into her, a purr vibrating her chest that comforted herself as much as it did Cameron.

She was sad, and he could tell, because he was an omega tuned into an alpha’s need, much in the same way an alpha was tuned into an omega’s need. The cuddles were helping.

The couch swallowed them both, and then dipped on her right as Dylan sank into the vacant seat, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. She sloped into him, pulling Cameron with her.

The only one missing was…

She lifted her gaze from a distant point over Cam’s head to the beta, who joined them, approaching cautiously.

“Get in here,” she said, wiggling the fingers of the arm around Cameron.

Instead, River sank to his knees in front of them and laid his head on her knee. “I’m sorry,” he sighed.

She ran a hand through his hair, too, just as silky as Cameron’s.

“It’ll be okay,” she said. “It’ll work out.”

And despite the gym-sized hole in her chest, with her pack surrounding her, she started to believe it.

Ashley would just have to find something to do with herself. What hobbies did she enjoy?

Crickets sounded in her head.

Well, you’ve got plenty of time to try some stuff out!

“Fuck. This sucks. I’m sorry,” Cameron said.

Ashley pulled back and stared down at him. “Don’t be. It’ll be fine,” she said.

Cam released her, standing from the couch and holding out a hand to her. She took it, and he pulled her up and over in the direction of the… nest.

“This calls for nest time,” Cameron said. “And you’re going in the middle.”

Ashley scoffed. “There’s no need for⁠—“

“No arguments. This omega has declared it. Dylan, you can come, too.”

“How gracious,” he mused from behind them, and Ashley’s lips twitched.

The deep blue of the nest was much more forgiving than the harsh white of the rest of the apartment. It made her miss her house. As she melted into the cushions, with Cameron and River to her left and Dylan to her right, she allowed herself to think of the future.

If they were a pack, where would they all live after filming?

Her house wasn’t big enough for a pack. Neither was this apartment.

What would a pack house for them look like?

There’d be a reading nook for Dylan, a writing room for River, the most colorful nest they could create for Cameron. A home gym for her.

A beautifully huge kitchen, so they could all dance around and annoy each other as they tried to cook together.

A sun room or a porch so they could smoke outside.

Maybe once everything settled down, they could talk, and find a perfect house for them all, something with enough room for them all to spread out, to find themselves amongst the pack.

Ashley sighed, and it slipped into a purr as Cameron nestled up to her.

She didn’t think everyone meant to fall asleep, but it was cozy and comfortable and it had been a stressful day.

A while later, Ashley was still staring at the ceiling and… Dylan shuffled next to her.

She guessed not everyone was asleep after all.

Ashley turned over to face Dylan, tucking her hand under her cheek. Cameron whined softly in his sleep and curled around her, trying his best as the big spoon.

“Hey,” she whispered.

“Hey,” Dylan answered, just as quietly. In the dim light, his gaze flicked over her face, and her stomach dropped. “I didn’t like not feeling you today,” Dylan said.

Ashley nodded. The emptiness of the bond hadn’t felt… right. “I know. I didn’t like it, either. I felt too distant. Too alone.”

“Don’t do that again, okay?” Dylan asked. “I’m your bond mate.”

“I know, I just didn’t want to dis⁠—“

“You’re not a distraction, or a burden,” he said, stroking her cheek. When she tried to avert her eyes, he tilted her head back in his direction. “I love you. I’m here for you. Shut me out because you need your space, that I understand. Don’t shut me out because you think it’s better for me. We’re in this together, as a pack.”

Ashley’s throat threatened to go tight all over again, and she swallowed. “Alright. Thank you.”

“I want to be here for you. Like I wasn’t all those years ago,” Dylan said. “I won’t let you down again.”

Ashley reached for him, pulling him close, thanking him with a soft kiss, just a brush of lips. “I’m scared,” she told him, offering a part of herself. She was scared of the future—of what her life would look like with them, without the gym. What if she couldn’t go back?

“I know, but it’ll be okay. We’ve got you,” he said.

Cameron nuzzled into her shoulder. “We’ve got you,” he repeated sleepily, and his arms tightened around her.

Ashley relaxed into them, letting them surround and hold her.

For what felt like the first time that day, she took a deep breath and it was filled with their scents. The childhood nostalgia of Dylan, the sweet treat of Cameron, and the inky smoke of River.

This was her pack.

Maybe she needed to start acting like it.


41. NEW NORMAL
DYLAN
[image: ]


Dylan glanced through the windows and into the apartment from the balcony, confirming that no one would overhear his conversation before he sat down on the wicker outdoor couch.

He pulled up his boss’s contact info, and breathed out a sigh before calling.

“Pike here,” he answered.

“Hey, boss,” Dylan said.

“Dylan, how’s it going?”

“It’s alright. I just wanted to give you an update.”

He’d sent Wes a notice as soon as shit had hit the fan, but a few days had passed since then. A few days of guilt and paranoia gnawing at him.

“How’s the client?”

“He’s… good,” Dylan said.

He heard the protest of a leather chair on the other line. “Are you calling because you need that other guy?”

“If I did, do you have one available?” Dylan asked. It wasn’t that dire yet, but if it came to it, Dylan wouldn’t turn down an extra set of eyes.

“Of course.”

“Great, that’s… good,” Dylan said. “Thanks, boss.”

“Is that all?” Wes asked, in that way that meant he knew it wasn’t.

Dylan winced and rubbed a sweaty hand on his thigh. “I’ve gotta come clean about something.”

Wes cursed. “Christ, Dylan, if you fucking bonded that omega⁠—“

“I didn’t!” Dylan interrupted. “I… bonded his trainer.”

The silence was heavy, and Dylan shook his head.

“It’s complicated, okay?”

“Isn’t it always?” Wes drawled. “Is it the girl from the news? The alpha?” he asked with a sigh.

Dylan could just see him pinching the bridge of his nose. “Yeah, that’s the one.”

“So you’re in a pack now?” Wes asked.

“If I say yes, what does that mean?”

Wes paused. “For the job, or for your life?”

With a groan, Dylan said, “Both? I don’t know.”

“Well, as for the job, we both know you’re capable. Are you compromised?”

“You know we’re not compatible in that way. I’m still interested in keeping the omega safe.”

“So you can still do your job?”

Dylan swallowed, and a beat passed before he answered. “Yes, sir.”

There was a pause. “You know, it becomes a different kind of job when your responsibility is also your family.”

Dylan turned and glanced through the windows. Ashley and Cam and River were piled on the couch, limbs tangled as they watched a movie. Ashley pulled down one of the colorful blankets she’d been slowly filling the apartment with and draped it across them.

“The stakes are higher,” Wes continued. “The failures hit harder.”

Dylan rubbed a hand down his face. Wasn’t that the truth.

“I feel like I fucked up by letting that pap get close. I didn’t see him, and now Ashley’s all over the news and getting torn apart by rabid fans, and Cam’s team has him doing damage control.” He sighed. “I let them down.”

His mistake had affected all of them.

He hadn’t protected them like he was supposed to. Maybe Wes should just send someone else down here, someone fucking competent.

Wes scoffed. “Your job is to protect his life, not his image. As far as I'm concerned, you’re doing that.” His sigh filled the resounding silence. “I can see that puckered-up expression from here, Dylan. You know I’m right.”

“I guess,” Dylan grumbled.

“Listen, I’m not in the business of making you feel better; that’s what your pack is for. I’m just here to tell you to do your job right, but… you already are. No one has better interests at heart for a pack than a pack member themself, which you are now. So, congrats.”

A shuffle, a murmur of a voice on the other end. Wes’s voice went utterly gentle. He must have been talking to⁠—

“Now, my beta requests that you quit hogging my time, and I’m inclined to agree.”

Dylan shook his head, smiling softly. “Alright. Thanks, boss. I’ll let you know if we need that extra guy.”

“See that you do. And Dylan?”

“Yeah?”

“If I had a nickel for every time I sent an employee out only to come back packed up, I’d have about three nickels, which isn’t a lot, but it’s weird that it’s happened so fucking much.”

Dylan snorted.

“Sorry, boss.”

“No apologies. Listen. I know the last job was… tough. That it didn’t end well. But you’re a good guy. A good alpha, or else I wouldn’t have let you back into the field. You’ve watched his back so far. You’ll do right by them.”

Dylan inhaled. Wes trusted him. He wouldn’t let him down. “Thanks, boss.”

They hung up and Dylan sank into the couch, head lolling to the back cushion as he stared up at the ceiling and the clouds just past it.

Dylan had been so caught up in Ashley and Cameron and River, enjoying his time with them, that he hadn’t noticed the paparazzi. But this wasn’t like the last job. His mistake wasn’t irreparable. In fact…

He stood, pausing with his hand on the sliding glass door and catching sight of the pack.

All curled up on the couch, the hum of Ashley’s purr probably making Cam happy. River next to Cam, arm around the back of the couch to hold the omega between them.

Through the bond he felt the satisfaction of Ashley, her contentedness of being with them.

Wes was right. The stakes were higher, and Dylan couldn’t afford to fuck up.

This mistake had brought them closer, into a pack, but not all mistakes had happy endings. He knew that better than most.

He’d protect this pack, because now he couldn’t afford not to.

Ashley couldn’t even go to her favorite place, the gym. None of them knew how long she’d be on leave, and—if they were being real— if she’d be allowed to return. She was keeping herself busy at her house while Cam was on set, coming to them in the evening freshly showered and yet still tinged with the chemical scent of cleaner and paint.

Painstakingly avoiding the internet, since it was filled with rage for the alpha courting Hollywood’s favorite omega.

The ire was growing stale, since Cam’s new team refused to let them offer any details. Cameron was about to disappear from the media, anyway, since he was too busy filming.

So maybe things would go back to normal.

Or maybe this was their new normal.

Dylan pulled open the door to the sound of an explosion on the television, Ashley’s purr a low hum beneath it. She glanced over at him, arching a brow as if to ask if everything was okay.

He nodded, stepped across the threshold to join his pack, and wondered…

Would that be so bad?
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“This will be good for you!” Cameron said, voice pointedly cheerful. “To get you out of the house!”

Ashley didn’t see why it was such a problem if she tackled yet another DIY project in her mother’s house, working out her frustration on painting and ripping up carpet, but…

As she stepped on set, seeing the hustle and bustle of Cam’s world, she was struck with wonder.

“Wow,” she said, eyes wide at all the people, the PAs and the crew, the cameras and lights, and the sets that seemed so complete and whole on the screen and yet were nothing more than props in a warehouse.

“See? It’s kind of cool, right?” Cam asked, hand locked in hers as he tugged her around.

Dylan followed at a comfortable pace behind them, playing the part of bodyguard all too well. She spied River at a white folding table of other people, all glowing softly from their laptops as they typed away. He met her gaze and smiled, but didn’t wave and quickly went back to his work.

Cameron showed her around set, but it wasn’t long before a PA approached him, announcing that he was needed at makeup.

“Wanna see the trailer?” Cam asked, and Ashley shrugged. Why not?

Cam showed her to the trailer, and told her he’d send Dylan when it was time for him to be on set. “River might stop by, but it’s unlikely. He’s been really busy.”

The trailer was small, cozy, and empty. There were hints of Cam all around over: A mini fridge full of protein shakes and drinks heavy on electrolytes. A coffee bar with sugar spilled on the counter, just like it was at home—Dylan. Protein powder also dusted the counter—Cameron. No traces of River, but it was like that at the apartment, too; the guy was just so damned tidy.

It wasn’t long before Dylan came to collect her, and she tried to ignore the few glances she got as she was escorted to the sidelines.

At least she could velcro herself to Dylan’s side for the most part. They were behind all the crew, boom operators and light guys and the director and producers and PAs. River was on set, in a different chair this time, but a laptop still in his lap, his fingers tapping away at the keys.

It was actually less chaotic than Ashley had heard from Cam and River’s stories, but she still tried her best to stay out of the way. She’d really thought sets were busier than this.

Approaching the set was a character in a fluffy white robe and—wait.

That was Cam.

Ashley’s brows furrowed as a few different people spoke to him, his makeup artist following and adding a few last touches before Cam was led to the bed on set and⁠—

“What kind of scene are they shooting today?” Ashley asked, though she had a pretty good idea—and a sinking stomach.

Dylan shrugged. “Looks intimate. I don’t know.”

They were too far back to really catch anything Cam was saying, but he nodded before stepping beneath the lights and pulling his robe off.

For a second, between the thirty or so people milling around, she thought Cam was completely nude, and had to fight to keep her mouth from falling open.

It took her a moment more to realize he was wearing boyshort underwear, painted or dyed to very closely match his skin tone.

As her hindbrain sat up to take note, Ashley tried to talk herself down.

Think about the facts. Ashley had seen the movies. She knew Axel Stevens was a spy, a fighter, a seducer. The staple of all action movies was the attractive love interest, the relationship the main character usually sacrificed it all for.

She gave River props for at least writing him as more of a sidekick and giving him an arc in the series, instead of killing him off or using him to further Axel’s own plotline.

The man himself, Lane, came on set next, and he and Cam shared a familiar smile before the director began going over something with them.

“I don’t know if I should be here for this,” Ashley murmured, turning her head as Lane—Cale began taking off his robe before slipping under the covers to protect his privacy. He was handed a small tube of something Ashley couldn’t make out.

“I have to be here,” Dylan said, though his gaze was averted out of respect. “But if you want to chill by the refreshments table, or even go back to Cam’s trailer, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.”

Ashley hemmed and hawed and bided her time until the actual filming started.

It got quiet on set and the lights went down and then… they were rolling.

She couldn’t hear exactly what was said between the characters, but she had enough of an eyeline to see Axel and Cale kissing passionately, ravenously.

Ashley’s hindbrain raged at seeing Cam kissing another person.

Which wasn’t fair, because it was literally Cam’s job.

I can do this. I can tough it out. He’s just acting.

Cale pulled out the small tube—lipstick!—and Cameron applied it, giggling and flirty and filled with sexual tension. But with every kiss—that beta was marking him with his lips—and fake moan that drifted across the silent set, Ashley’s face flamed a little hotter, because she was taken back.

To every time he’d made a similar noise beneath her.

Ashley had seen Cameron’s intimate scenes in those other movies and knew it wasn’t accurate to the real thing, but holy shit. Across set, listening to it, knowing they were getting all close and that beta was grinding against her omega⁠—

“Ashley?” Dylan asked quietly.

Ashley snapped out of it, blinking and glancing at him. “What?”

“You feel… intense. You good?”

Ashley nodded and tried to play it off, realizing her teeth were bared. “I’m gonna go, uh, sit in the trailer, like you suggested.”

Dylan nodded, brows knotted, and she sensed his worry through the bond. “It’s fine, I promise. I just don’t wanna be here,” she said, motioning with her hand in a circle to encompass where she was standing.

“Alright, as long as you’re sure,” he whispered.

“I’m sure,” she answered, and then began the trek toward the collection of trailers that belonged to all the important people.

She let herself into Cam’s and sighed as his familiar scent, faint as it was, filled her.

In the peace of the trailer, she tried to put the sounds and images of Cam with another person out of her mind.

The actor was a beta, so it wasn’t like she had any right to feel so… so territorial.

Her brow furrowed and she glared at the movie poster hung on the wall.

That’s what she was feeling: territorial.

Very alpha of her.

Ashley rolled her eyes at herself and plopped down in a chair, leaning her head back and trying to talk herself out of it.

“He’s an actor. This is what he does. It’s a professional setting. His job,” she muttered in the quiet of the trailer. “There’s no reason to feel so fucking alpha about it.”

She stood up to begin pacing.

“Just because you’re pack now doesn’t mean you can be a weird hot head about his job,” she grumbled. “He’s your omega, remember?”

Something in her still bristled, because no matter how much she told herself and her hindbrain the fact, they weren’t… bonded.

There was no biology to back up what she was telling herself.

That Cameron was hers.

She glimpsed the clock, realizing it had been more than an hour.

How long were they going to shoot the scene?

God, not being there and knowing what was going on was almost worse than witnessing it.

How annoying were these feelings?

With a groan, she sat her ass back in the chair and scowled at the door as if daring Cam to walk through it. Then she tilted her head back and admonished herself some more with her inner voice.

Just when she was about to throw her hands up and go suffer alongside Dylan some more, she heard voices outside.

“…upset?” That sounded like Cam.

“…feels complicated,” she heard Dylan reply.

Casual. Act casual.

Ashley stayed in the chair, though she felt weird about it because it faced the door, which made it seem like she was a testy parent waiting for her teenager to return home after staying out past curfew.

Instead, at the last minute, Ashley busied herself at the tiny coffee bar, pretending she’d been doctoring the stale coffee in a foam cup.

The door rattled before it opened, and she glanced over as she emptied one too many sugar packets in her drink.

“Hey,” Cameron greeted, dressed once more in that fluffy white robe, followed by her alpha. “Dylan said you left set. Is everything okay?”

“Yeah, yeah, of course,” Ashley said, and waved the hand with a half-empty packet, accidentally sending a spray of sugar through the air. Dylan snorted and she shot him a glare. “Just felt weird listening to that,” she tried, but it fell flat like the sugar did.

“Mmhmm,” Cam hummed, eying her. “Is that… all?”

“Yep,” she agreed—too quickly—and caught Dylan rolling his eyes. Through the bond she felt his amusement, and wondered what the hell he found so funny.

“So you’re not… jealous?” Cam asked, tilting his head in curiosity.

Ashley’s gaze caught on the splash of red across his neck, the actor’s lipstick left behind.

“Nope,” she lied.

Cameron shrugged, and she watched him toss a—what the hell was that, a deflated ball?—toward the small couch bed.

“Great,” he drawled. “Oh, did you make some coffee?” he asked, squeezing past her to access the pot.

She stepped out of the way, but not before catching the scent of that beta all over him.

A growl slipped out, and before she knew it she had a hand against his shoulder and pushed him against the wall to their left.

Cameron smirked up at her. “There it is.”

Realizing what she’d done, she shook her head and moved back, but not fast enough. Cam’s finger slipped into her belt loop, holding her close.

Not that she fought that hard.

“Sorry,” she whispered, hands balling into fists. She glanced over her shoulder at Dylan for help, but the fucker just shrugged.

Lot of help you are, she thought at him.

“There’s no need to be jealous,” Cameron said softly, catching her attention once more. “It’s acting.”

“I know that,” Ashley hissed, but refrained from admitting she’d spent the last two hours trying to convince herself of it, too.

“It’s not even sexy,” Cameron tried.

Ashley arched a brow at that.

“We aren’t naked. There’s coverings. And the ball,” he explained, waving a hand at the couch bed.

“What does the ball do?” she asked, curiosity overriding everything else.

“We put it between us,” Cameron said. “So there’s no touching. I can’t begin to tell you how unsexy it is. Plus there’s all the people, and the lights, and the intimacy coordinator.”

“It’s acting,” Ashley repeated.

Cameron nodded. “It’s just acting.”

“She’s still conflicted,” Dylan called out.

When she cranked her head around to glare at him, she found him seated in the chair, finding his place in a book.

“Whose team are you on?”

“Why?” Cameron asked, instead of letting Ashley deflect like she wanted to.

Ashley threw her hands up. “I don’t know,” she said.

“Would it help if I showed you?” Cameron asked. “So you can see it’s not what you’re thinking.”

Showed her? Were they conspiring against her?

“I—I…”

But Cam was already tugging that loop on her pants, pulling her across the room.

She tried to catch Dylan’s gaze as they walked right past him, but he was nothing but amused.

Maybe a little aroused.

Fucker.

Cam pushed her to a seat on the couch bed and motioned for her to lay down.

“Get comfy. I’ll show you exactly what Lane and I were doing.”

“We don’t—it’s okay, there’s no need to⁠—“

Cameron pressed two confident hands against her shoulders and pushed her down to the cushions.

Then he picked up the half-deflated ball and held it out to her. “Feel it. See how there’s still air in it?”

Ashley squeezed the tough material between her fingers. “Yeah, sure,” she said, stomach twisting with nerves and⁠—

Cam stripped off his robe, revealing a few other red kiss marks along his collarbone and chest, and Ashley shut her mouth because she wasn’t sure what would come out of it besides the growl at the base of her throat.

His shorts were still intact, and now that she was close up, it was obvious there was cloth covering his important bits. From further away, it had looked more like a trick of the eye.

“We put this,” he began, grabbing the ball and placing it against his groin, “between us.” Then he crawled atop her.

Ashley huffed, and on the small mattress they had to make several adjustments to get all their body parts in place, but once they were…

“See? Nothing sexy about it,” Cameron said.

The ball was carefully placed between them, cupping Cam’s groin but smooth against her. “This keeps the actors from touching,” he said.

Then he moved.

Her cheeks flared, because it was a perfect mimicry of the real action, and she flashed back to every other time they’d been together. To Cam, desperate and needy and never satisfied.

“Are you still filming today?” she asked.

Cam shook his head.

“Good,” she muttered, and lifted her hand to smudge a lipstick mark off him with her thumb.

His skin pebbled beneath her touch.

He ground against her, the movements fluid and smooth as if they really were fucking, and Ashley tried to convince herself it wasn’t sexy. Maybe to him in the moment of filming it wasn’t, but here and now with him above her and his scent smothered with that actor’s light floral one and his lips stained on her omega’s skin…

Every part of the alpha in Ashley roared to life, because the only beta that belonged with Cam was River and⁠—

“Was River there?” she asked.

Cam nodded. “He’s always there.”

“And he doesn’t care?”

“Nah,” Cameron said.

“River’s not an alpha,” Dylan remarked dryly from across the room.

Fuck. Dylan was still here.

Ashley couldn’t see him around Cameron, but she felt his smugness through the bond and she wanted to smack him for it.

Cameron continued to move against her, and Ashley tried to deny the warmth blooming low and hot, but she couldn’t.

Ashley groaned and covered her face, cheeks aglow, and Cameron came to a stop, the ball resting between them.

“Surely you’re not getting turned on right now?” Cameron asked, a bit of disbelief in his voice.

“Bingo,” Dylan called out.

“Dylan, shut up!” Ashley griped.

“No,” he said simply, and his amusement chimed through the bond.

Fucker was so relaxed in the cuck chair, she’d let him stay there.

“It’s so not sexy when there are five people telling you to shift your elbow or tilt your head differently, or when you’re pausing every three minutes to rerun the same movements. Then there’s the lights and all the cameras and the reshoots from different angles and⁠—“

“I know, I know! I just can’t help it when we’re like—this,” she said, and motioned to their predicament.

“Wow,” Cameron mused. “You must be really attracted to me.”

“Oh my god,” Ashley groused, wanting to melt through the mattress and straight to hell.

“Nothing to be ashamed about. I know I’m pretty hot⁠—“

Ashley cut off Cameron’s words by cupping him around the back of the neck and pulling him down to her.

He tasted like mint, fresh and bright, and she wondered how many candy mints he’d eaten on set already.

Ashley reached between them and tore away that stupid deflated ball, tossing it off the small bed. Cam sank into her, right between her thighs, and this time when he ground into her, she could feel him.

She wasn’t the only one affected.

A muffled growl slipped out, and Ashley flipped them with a palm pressed to Cam’s shoulder, pushing him down to the mattress before she climbed atop the omega.

If Dylan wanted to watch, she’d give him a show.


43. REAL
CAMERON
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A gasp slipped out as Ashley pressed him into the mattress, sliding over his lap.

Without the ball between them, she straddled him, and his nude little shorts hid nothing.

“You’re excited, too,” Ashley pointed out, and Cam wanted to whine, but didn’t.

“Because you’re the one in the bed with me,” he said, trying to make her understand.

He didn’t like that his alpha was upset.

She’s not really your alpha, a small voice in his head tried to convince him.

There was no room for that kind of logic in this moment, and Cameron wiggled beneath her, reaching for her.

She came to him, planting a hand on either side of his head, and Cam’s lungs were hard to fill with air.

He decided he didn’t need it, because she kissed him, her lips soft as he parted beneath them. Their tongues twined and Ashley combed a hand through his hair, tilting his head back.

Visions flashed like lightning through his mind of his heat, of her atop him and beneath him, around him.

He felt all those memories at once, out of focus and overlaying the present. Warmth coursed through him, winding down his spine and settling between his legs. He was turned on more in this moment, so quickly desperate, than he’d been for even a second with that actor.

He wanted Ashley.

And he knew he needed to get these shorts off before he ruined them.

“Off,” he mumbled into the kiss. “The shorts.”

Ashley blinked down at him and then glanced to her right, over to Dylan.

“What, like you want me to leave?” he drawled, followed by the flip of a page in the book.

Ashley smirked. He didn’t get to watch last time. It was only fair.

Turning back to Cam, she rolled her eyes before sitting up and hovering her fingers over the waistband of the nude shorts.

He lifted his hips and her smooth, rounded nails lightly brushed against his skin as she undressed him.

Chills broke out in the wake of her touch, and as he stared up at her, he realized for the first time that she was still completely dressed.

“Is this even allowed?” she asked quietly. “Sex on set?”

“Because of the intimate scene, today was a short day. I’m not needed back on set, so it’s not my problem,” Cameron explained, sitting up to meet her in the middle. She was above him, as usual, so he tipped his head up to meet her gaze, fingers tapping at the hem of her shirt.

She nodded, and Cam slid his hands underneath, her skin so fucking warm against his palms. The fabric bunched around his wrists as he continued north, up her sides and arms as he pushed the shirt off her.

She remained in a sports bra, one that zipped in the front, the silver zipper gleaming as if just asking him to tug it down.

“I like this one,” he mused, placing a finger against the metal.

“Of course you do,” she muttered. He sensed affection in her tone, and slowly tugged the zip down.

Her abs flexed as he laid a hand against her hip, so affected by his touch it made his heart thump.

The zip gave way and Ashley shrugged out of it, breasts swaying faintly and tipped with perfectly pink nipples, already hard from the cool air.

Impatient, he leaned forward and captured one with his lips, her hum of approval encouraging, as was the hand she scratched through his messy curls.

Her scent was all around him, and he was never going back on suppressants again because of this. The bite of ginger in her scent, so electric in its intensity, without the fog of suppressants to dull it.

The mix of their scents together? Vanilla and ginger and lemon and the sweetness of the honey. Downright intoxicating.

Ashley tightened her fingers in his hair, pulling him away from her, and he whined at first, reaching for her, but it was only long enough to strip the leggings from her body.

As she crawled over him again, she lowered her lips to a spot on his neck, nipping gently.

His breath caught, lungs filled, heart stopped. But then she slipped away to another patch of skin, one on his torso, then lower. He glanced down at her and found her lips pressed atop a swatch of bright red.

Where Lane had kissed him.

“I don’t like his scent on you,” Ashley said softly. Her gaze flicked up to him, dark and full of desire. “Mine.”

Cam shivered at the possessiveness in her voice. Yours, he wanted to shout, wishing her teeth would sink in deep, mark him as… hers.

Bond him.

The thought was intoxicating, making him whine for something he didn’t even know was missing until this moment.

She settled over him, trapping his cock against his stomach and grinding. He rocked up into her, slick already easing the glide between them.

God, he wanted her, snug and tight around him, squeezing the life out of him with that lock.

“Alpha,” he whined, and Ashley shushed him gently.

“How soundproof is this trailer?” she asked with an arched brow.

Point taken, Cameron bit his bottom lip and stared up at her, waiting like a good little omega.

Ashley planted her hands on his chest, smudging away another waxy lipstick mark, and ground her cunt against him. Her arms flexed, muscles taut as she teased him, and arousal struck Cam anew.

The friction was divine, and Cam moaned, the sound trapped behind his closed lips, hands reaching for her. He caught her around the waist, but let her lead, setting the pace as she fucked against him.

“I didn’t know what was harder,” she began, voice rocking with the motions. “Listening and watching, knowing exactly what he was doing to you,” she said. “Or waiting in here and having to imagine it.”

Cam’s chest caved in with a breath. “It wasn’t r⁠—“

“Real, I know,” Ashley purred, and pressed into her knees to sit up. “But this is,” she said, and sank down on him in one smooth move.

Cam kicked his head back into the daybed, lips parting with a cry—a muffled one, since Ashley swallowed the sound with a kiss.

She was tight and wet and perfect around him, and he hardly had time to revel in it before she was moving.

Distantly he heard the flap of a page, and remembered Dylan was there. Was he feeling everything through her? Her pleasure, her excitement?

Was he really reading right now?

When Ashley broke the kiss, Cam sucked in a breath and rolled his head to the right. Sure enough, Dylan was in the chair, and not paying them a bit of attention. He was actually reading, far too focused on his book.

Fine. If he wanted to suffer in the cuck chair, he could.

“You want to know what else is real?” Ashley asked, hips moving, breath coming short.

“What?”

Cam just wanted to make his alpha feel good, and dug his fingers into her hip, gazing up at her. Long dark hair spilled over her shoulders, and as she leaned forward it fell around them, a curtain.

“Ask me why I’ve been working on my house so much,” she demanded.

He was helpless but to comply. “Why?”

She leaned down and nuzzled at his cheek. “To sell it.”

When she sat back up, Cameron’s brow was furrowed up at her. “Why?”

“One less thing in the way. For when we want a pack house of our own.”

Cam’s heart leapt in his chest.

If she wanted a house for their pack…

Alpha.

The paparazzi had thrown a wrench in things. Ashley had to leave her job. River was stressed over the movie. Dylan was on high alert. And Cameron…

He was the only one who wasn’t suffering in some way from the explosive news. He had new, better management; he had a pack now. Had this alpha above him.

He couldn’t say he’d change things, not with the taste of Ashley still on his lips.

Not if she was planning a future with him.

He wanted her to know she was it.

“You’re my alpha,” he breathed.

She purred at the declaration. “I like the sound of that,” she admitted, hips slowing to a deep grind, and Cam tried to pull her in quicker, but it was a lost cause. She was in control.

And he loved it.

“Erase all his marks on me,” he said. “I know you want to.”

She practically snarled before diving back down, hips pausing, and Cam was trapped at the edge of pleasure. Her cunt was perfect around him, and he wanted to rock up into her, needed her to fuck him, to take what she wanted.

But what she wanted was to remove every bit of that beta from his skin, and she did.

With lips and tongue and teeth and smudging fingers, she removed every kiss mark and wiped away every hint of lipstick, until the only thing remaining was the kick of her ginger and red splotches on his skin. His neck and chest and abs, and even a sneaky one on his side.

He whined when she shifted to get that one. He slipped out of her and threaded his fingers through her hair as she nibbled and kissed his skin.

“There,” she said finally, smug as she stared down at him.

He shivered at the heat in her gaze, her mission accomplished.

But Cam still felt like something was missing. His skin was sensitive where she’d teased him in so many places, and he practically ached to feel her teeth in him.

Her mark. Her bond.

“Alpha,” he called out, and Ashley purred at him, sinking back down onto him.

“Fuck,” he groaned, and stroked his hands down her back. She lowered to him, breasts crushed to his chest as she kissed him so sweetly.

“Thank you,” she said softly, nudging his nose with hers.

She tightened around him and Cam huffed before her hips began moving again, fucking herself on him at the pace she wanted. Slow, aching, deep.

It was almost nothing like his heat, and therefore everything.

He couldn’t get enough of her. Was so excited to bring her to set, to show her what he did.

Maybe he’d brought her on this day in particular. Maybe he wanted her to feel a type of way about a beta’s scent on his skin, his kiss marks left behind.

Maybe Cameron wanted Ashley to feel about him the same way he did about her.

The way he felt about River.

He loved her.

Cameron dragged her down to him this time, the kiss desperate as he begged for entrance. She allowed it, and their tongues twined as she moved atop him, taking him again and again, the squeeze of her around his cock making him wild, crazed for her.

“More,” he said, and she moved against him, the slap of their skin together loud in the otherwise quiet trailer.

He was so wet, slick spilling out of him and into her, making a mess between them, only amplifying the sounds their bodies made.

Her pace faltered and Cam broke the kiss, allowing her a breath, moving his kisses down to her throat, her neck, wanting to leave his mark on her the same way she had him.

He uncurled a hand from her hair, removed the hand from her waist, and skated them across her skin until he could cup her breasts, swaying softly with every thrust.

Her nipples scraped against his palms and her lips parted as he caught them between two fingers each, teasing and rolling them.

“Are you going to lock me?” he asked, practically pleading.

“We don’t really have time for—“ Dylan began.

Ashley talked right over him. “Yes. Going to snap so tight around you, lock you in me.”

Her body tensed, the cinch of her just a tease of what was to come.

“Good,” he panted.

“It’s what you deserve, after having that beta all over you. Make you mine,” she continued, and Cameron’s entire body stiffened as if he’d been struck by lightning.

In the haze of it all, he thought she meant biting him. “Yeah, yes,” he said, and tilted his head to the side.

She didn’t answer, and Cameron blinked an eye open, finding her head cocked at him, leaned to the side like a confused puppy.

“Cameron,” she said, low and warning.

“Alpha, please,” he begged, and feared he was about to scare her off. But in her eyes… there was something predatory. He wanted it.

“Bite me where you want to,” he pleaded. “Please, alpha, anywhere!”

Ashley lowered herself to him, and he shifted his hands to her hips. She allowed him to help grind into the rhythm, his cock twitching inside her as pleasure arced up and down his spine. Just the thought of it, of being hers…

“You wanna be my omega?”

She asked it like a dare, and Cam didn’t care what the stakes were.

“Y-yes,” he said, voice cracking with his enthusiasm.

“The cameras will know,” she purred, lips hovering over his neck, drifting to his shoulder.

“Good,” Cam whined. He wasn’t even thinking about that, head full of Ashley. Of alpha. Of the lock that was squeezing ever tighter around him. “Want them to know, to show you off.”

She purred at that, the sound a rumble against his own chest.

“You want me?” she asked, hips still moving.

“Yes, yes,” he chanted, hands tight around her waist, dragging her on and off him, back tingling, balls drawing in close to his body.

She paused, inhaling deeply. He felt her chest compress to his.

“Alright,” she said, and⁠—

“Uh… wait—“ Dylan’s voice was distant.

But there was no waiting. Cam wanted his alpha and his alpha wanted him and he wanted it to be real. To know that he belonged to her.

Her teeth sank in, right into his shoulder, a spot matching Dylan’s.

Because he belonged to her, just like that alpha did.

He cried out at the jolt of pain mixed with the pleasure, the sound echoing around the trailer since there was nothing hindering him.

He came, spilling inside her, and they rocked together. Her lock clamped down on him, impossibly tight and forever perfect and christ⁠—

The bond. It wrapped around them, curling softly and settling into place like it was always meant to be.

Cam had never been bonded before, and was completely unprepared for the swell of emotion, the hole in his chest that was suddenly so full of Ashley, his alpha.

“Alpha,” he croaked out, and there were tears on his face and a bond inside him.

He felt her, made up of strength and affection and dedication and wonder and hesitation, before it all melted into one big explosion of pleasure.

Her teeth came out of his skin and her tongue lapped at the mark, and the bond snapped into place, solid and real.

Cam blinked, the ceiling of the trailer coming into focus.

“Omega,” Ashley said softly, and nuzzled at him, kissing the mark. “Mine.”

“Yours,” Cameron said, sighing happily.

His hindbrain was quiet, and he let himself revel in it as he nudged his cheek into hers.


44. RUSHED
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Ashley caught her breath, hyperaware of the extra set of emotions bouncing around her chest.

But as she stared down at Cameron, his face flushed and skin sheened with sweat, a circular marking of teeth in his shoulder…

Mine.

Ashley purred at the sight of him, a rumble that filled the trailer.

His elation and disbelief and excitement and… relief mirrored her own.

Through her bond with Dylan, a mix of amusement and worry and arousal and… smugness.

She turned her head to meet his gaze and found him leaned back in the chair, book held open with one hand, but his attention on them instead of the pages.

“Satisfied?” Dylan drawled.

Ashley shrugged and turned back to Cameron, who studied her with half-lidded eyes. Bitten, bonded. Mine.

“Never been more so,” Ashley admitted, and leaned down to nuzzle Cameron’s bite mark, to nurse it some more.

She wished they were already home, in the nest, so she could nurse it all night, heal it until it was perfect.

“Ouch,” Dylan grouched, but she felt the teasing affection in their connection.

Ashley finally found someone she’d stop comparing to Dylan.

Because Cameron was her omega. Dylan was her alpha. Two completely different people, both belonging to her.

Ashley paused, the haze of pleasure and a fresh bond lessening as reality crashed in.

She stiffened and sat up.

“River,” she said at the same time Cameron did.

His brows furrowed, mouth flattening into a thin line.

“We fucked up,” Ashley said, placing a hand on Cameron’s chest.

All I ask is that… I don’t get left out.

Sometimes, I'm afraid Cameron will turn out the same way.

Ashley’s heart lurched as she recalled the secrets she and River had shared. His insecurities.

After all that, Ashley had done exactly what he’d feared. Left him out.

She’d rushed yet another bonding. If she’d paused for one second to think, instead of running off her stupid hindbrain, she would’ve thought about the consequences.

What kind of alpha neglects a member of her pack like that? Guilt filled her, and in the bond, Cameron echoed her emotions.

“How can we make it up to him?” he asked.

Ashley winced.

There was only so much making up you could do before it didn’t matter anymore. At some point, you’d have to stop acting so carelessly; at some point, you’d have to start prioritizing the person who never felt prioritized.

“Fuck,” Cameron groaned, and let his head slam into the thin mattress. “The interview, and now this?” He ran a hand through his messy hair. “I’m not being a very good partner to him.”

“We fucked it,” she said softly. “I’m sorry. I should’ve been thinking like a pack alpha and not with my hindbrain.”

“I should’ve been thinking with my heart and not my dick.”

Dylan snorted, and they heard the slap of a book. “I could’ve told you idiots that. What are you going to do now?”

Ashley eyed the fresh bite on Cam’s shoulder, scented their mixed pheromones.

River needed to feel like a part of this pack. They needed to show him he belonged.

He needed a bond of his own, but if it was too soon… he needed to be able to lay a claim of his own.

Ashley knew just how to give him that. “Maybe we give him a chance to feel like an alpha.”

Cam’s eyes went dark. “Like during the heat?”

Ashley leaned down, brushing her mouth against Cameron’s bond mark. She felt the shiver run through his body and smiled. “And more.”


45. LEFT OUT
RIVER
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They know.

Somehow, they figured it out, what he’d done. That’s why they were all waiting on him.

River entered the apartment and overheard the pack’s quiet voices from the living room.

He swallowed, a familiar nausea swirling in his stomach as he prepared to face them. There were no more meetings to hide in, no more excuses to make.

River tried to act as normal as possible as he walked through the entryway, counting his steps until he made it to the opening of the living area, finding the three pack mates curled up on the couch together. Cameron was leaning against Ashley, who reclined on Dylan.

The floor creaked as he came to a stop and Cameron bolted up, shooting him a… grin?

“You’re finished!” Cameron said, and spilled off the couch to come closer. He grabbed River’s hand and pulled him over to join them. On the table was a small gift bag, tissue paper sticking from the top of it.

Ashley stood up, too, and River swallowed before he read her expression.

She was solemn, and his heart leapt as he carefully approached.

Cam tugged him down onto the couch and River went only because he wanted to get this over with.

“I messed up,” Ashley said, and River snapped his gaze to her.

“What?”

“I’m not a very good pack alpha,” she continued, clearing her throat. “Not like I should’ve been. So first… I’m sorry.”

Confusion filled him. No one owed him an apology for any⁠—

Cameron stood from the couch and as he did so, the oversized lounge shirt he wore slipped off his shoulder, revealing a bite mark.

He stared, eyes moving from the mark to the alpha it clearly belonged to, and back to the omega.

River’s lips parted, closed.

They’d bonded. Completed their little trifecta. A bonded pack.

“Oh,” he breathed, as fresh anger and unfairness whirled with the ever-present guilt he lived with.

They’d bonded. Without him.

His insecurities roared and hurt welled.

“I keep doing this, not thinking,” Ashley continued, shaking her head. “I should’ve waited, because I had this little plan… Well, I wanted the three of us to bond. Together. As one. So you and Cam could feel each other. I got ahead of myself, and I… I jumped the gun. And I’m sorry.”

She wanted to bond them?

Cam’s perfume swelled in distress, and he perched on the edge of the table, right in front of River.

River and Cam used to get lost in each other like that. Maybe they still did, during a heat. But not since Ashley came along—or at least that’s what it felt like.

She’s replacing you.

“I wasn’t thinking,” Cameron said, a frown in place. “I’ve been doing that a lot recently, and you don’t deserve that. I’m sorry, too. Since we rushed things, we wanted to do this part… properly,” he added. “We got you something.”

His scent shifted, an extra-sweet note filling the air. He was so easy to read when he wasn’t on suppressants. And yet River still didn’t know if he could trust it.

“You did?” River asked, blinking, shocked. Maybe this was a parting gift. River didn’t fit in with this pack, and it was never more apparent than now. Everyone had a bite; everyone belonged—everyone but him.

“Of course we did.”

“What?” he asked.

Cameron pushed the bag closer, and gave him a nod. “Open it.”

River’s hands only shook a little as he pulled the small bag off the table, onto his knee. It was decently heavy, and he felt the shape of a container through the bag.

He hesitated with a piece of tissue paper pinched between his fingers. He was angry. He didn’t want a gift to make him feel better. Another part warred with him, claiming he didn’t even deserve a gift because of what he’d done.

The guilt was eating him alive. It lived in him, was a piece of him.

Even though Ashley seemed happy even without the gym. Even though Cameron was thriving and Dylan was more on top of his duties than ever. It didn’t make it right, just because it’d seemingly worked out.

He’d tried to limit his time with them recently, coming up with more work, more writing, more things to lose himself in since reality was unbearable. The truth threatened to spill out of him at every turn, every glance.

River traded one secret for another, made one mistake, and was losing sleep over it.

And yet here was Cameron, proving again how little River’s presence in his life mattered, and covering his ass for it.

Almost bitterly, River tugged the tissue paper free, and reached in.

Cool glass met his hand, and he pulled the container out.

It was… a perfume.

“It was Ashley’s idea,” Cameron said, as River read the label.

Swirly gold font on a slim, square glass spray bottle swam before him. River.

“Spray it,” Ashley told him.

River popped the top off, and his own scent met his nose, except… a hundred times stronger.

He spritzed it once, and his scent filled the room, as strong and loud as Ashley’s ginger, Dylan’s grass, Cam’s sweetness. He mixed right along with them, a perfect cocktail.

He wished they didn’t smell so divine together.

“It’s a pheromone spray. So you can scent mark him,” Ashley murmured, studying him.

River’s lips opened and closed again and again as he tried to find words.

Instead, the only thing running through his mind were the words he’d tried to run from these past weeks.

You don’t deserve this. Not a partner. Not a pack. Not an omega.

River had betrayed them.

But Cameron’s betrayed you, too. Time and time again.

Refusing to go public for years, until the right alpha showed up to make it all worth the trouble. Was River not worth the trouble?

Apparently not. Not worth telling the media, and not worth waiting on a bond. Waiting to complete the pack.

He couldn’t be a part of this pack.

He wasn’t sure he wanted to be.

River sat the glass bottle on the coffee table, capped it, and inhaled, his entire chest shaking with the words that tried to rattle up his esophagus like bile.

“I can’t take this,” he said.

He stood, and Cam’s scent turned sour. “I don’t deserve it. I don’t deserve to mark you like an alpha,” River said, and stepped back from the couch.

Cam’s expression was fallen, crushed, and Dylan’s brow was furrowed. Ashley’s lips parted softly in shock.

“I don’t deserve to be a part of this pack,” River declared. “And you know what? I don’t even know if I want to be,” he admitted, frustration leaking into this voice.

Cam stood, a flash of confusion on his face. “How could you say that? You⁠—“

“I’m the reason the paparazzi found us at that restaurant,” he admitted.

You could’ve heard a pin drop. Well, maybe they could have. River’s heart was pounding too loudly for him to hear anything else.

“I was…” He shook his head. “I was hurt, after the heat. And my bruised fucking ego couldn’t take it. So I texted a contact. They were supposed to capture us,” he said, making a motion with his hand between him and Cameron. “We were supposed to be the ones on the front page. I was tired of watching you struggle with the decision you so clearly wanted to make, tired of promises that didn’t mean anything. But it backfired. I guess Cam getting casual with an alpha was more important than him being with a beta.” Big surprise there. “I’m the reason everything went wrong.”

Ashley swung her legs over the side of the couch, far too calmly, and River’s throat went tight. He braced for her bark.

“So that day, when you consoled me after I left the gym—you knew the whole time?”

He winced. “Yes, and it was killing me not to tell you. I know I fucked up,” he said. “It was so, so wrong of me, and the guilt has been eating at me, and I can’t take it anymore!” He breathed, shaking his head. His hands were fists at his side. “But I’m so… frustrated! Tired of feeling like I don’t belong, like I’m not worth the trouble even after years,” he managed, meeting Cam’s gaze. It was filled with disbelief and hurt, emotions River was not a stranger to.

Ashley turned to face him, her expression carefully blank. Dylan stared at him over the back of the couch, surprise and even a bit of hurt in his eyes. Cam was silent, jaw tight and eyes shiny, and River’s chest ached.

“You… put your omega in danger. Because you were jealous?” Ashley asked.

The words felt wrong. River would never do something like that. He loved Cameron. But he couldn’t deny it, either.

“If we’re being honest, Cam was never my omega. He’s yours, and you’ve made it abundantly clear.”

Ashley gnashed her teeth at that, guilt crossing her face.

“I’m sorry,” River said.

“But I even—but I told you I was getting new management. To help us,” Cameron said, as if it would change anything.

Indignation filled him, and he snapped, “I believed you the first time you told me that. Years ago, when we spent two weeks separated. I believed you when we made up, when you promised that you were just waiting for the right time. I believed you every time after that, when you swore that you meant it. You pushed me off, gave me just enough crumbs to come back for more without ever actually making any changes, Cam!” River’s voice broke. “I know. I know it was wrong to contact the press, but at the time, I was just so in my head about it. I just… couldn’t believe you anymore. I convinced myself it would never happen, that you didn’t—” River swallowed. “That you wouldn’t love me like you do… Ashley.”

Two inches tall, River stared up at them and wished he could change the past. That he could undo one text message. His actions weren’t righteous or good, but they weren’t something he would've done without provocation.

Maybe it was about time he recognized that.

“You couldn’t give me the benefit of the doubt? Two years, River!” Cameron whined, and the sound hit him like a blow.

“Longer,” River corrected. “Two years of us officially dating. Two years of secrets and distance and broken promises.” He shook his head. “I messed things up for you at the gym,” he motioned to Ashley. “I caused you to leave the one place you loved, and I’m sorry.” He turned to Dylan. “I added unnecessary stress on your shoulders, when all you were doing was trying to protect Cam. I’m sorry for that, too.”

Cam’s lips twisted in a pained sneer, and he shook his head. “I can’t believe you would do something like this.”

“You benefited the most from it,” River told him. “Got the pack of your dreams, got rid of your shitty manager I’ve been telling you to ditch for years.” River cocked his head. “Funny how you didn’t see it until he was making you erase Ashley’s scent.”

It was right in front of him the whole time. He’d never mattered here. Cameron had the person he wanted already.

“You set me up,” Cameron continued.

“I was afraid of losing you, so I tried to hold on harder. The difference is, Cam, I can admit when I’ve hurt you. I’m sorry that I betrayed your trust.”

River had never seen a frown so severe on his lips.

Cameron crossed his arms, biting the inside of his cheek like he was known to do, a tiny dimple appearing on his cheek.

He wouldn’t meet River’s gaze.

“You should leave,” Cameron said.

River felt the words like a kick to the chest, and as much as he wanted to plead, to drop to his knees and beg, now wasn’t the time.

He didn’t deserve to be here. Maybe he didn’t even want to be.

“Alright,” River said. There was a beat, a pause, a breath he couldn’t catch.

“Okay,” he added. “I’ll do that… now.”

No one stopped him as he stepped backwards, away from the pack, and no one called out as he turned his back and made his way to the guest room. He gathered up a haphazard backpack of items so quickly that he wasn’t even sure what he’d actually grabbed that would be of use.

It was quiet as he exited the room, and when he reached the living room again, it was empty, except for Dylan, who was waiting by the door.

Like security seeing someone out.

“That was… intense,” he said softly. “I’m sorry it came to this.”

“Sorry I jeopardized your client,” River told him.

“I can handle some paps,” Dylan said, offering a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I know what it’s like to overcompensate when you fear losing someone,” he said, and they shared a moment of understanding that left River surprised. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Don’t know if it’ll help,” River replied. “I’ll keep my distance. On set.”

“That’s probably for the best, for now. Until he cools off.”

River stared up at him. “Sure.”

There was no for now.

River had done the unforgivable, in Cam’s eyes. There was no going back from it.

River walked away and heard the door close behind him.


46. IN THE MIRROR
CAMERON
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Cameron eventually emerged from the nest with puffy eyes and a dry mouth.

The next morning.

His makeup artist was going to hate him.

“Will you come to set with me?” he asked Ashley, who wrapped her arms around him as he leaned on the kitchen counter. She’d hardly left his side through the night, and while her presence filled the nest, something was still missing from it.

“Of course,” she said, and pressed a kiss to the bite mark through his shirt.

The bite mark that started all of this. If they had just waited, if they’d included River…

He called the paparazzi days ago, Cam thought.

Shivers danced along his skin from Ashley’s touch, a pleasant tingle that cleared his head a lot more than the coffee did.

“I’ll go get ready,” she said, and padded away softly.

It was early, the sun still rising, but the set awaited him—long string of action scenes, which was bound to exhaust him.

Seated at the bar was Dylan, who blew on his still-steaming mug. “Well. Now we know why he’s been so distant,” Dylan murmured.

Cam released a shaky breath. Of course. He thought River had just been overwhelmed with all the projects he’d been working on.

No. He’d been feeling too guilty to face them. Or too angry.

Cam shook his head. He felt like he was moving through molasses, a mix of disbelief and disappointment and sadness.

There was no River at the coffee bar, doctoring himself a to-go mug. His shoes weren’t on the rack. He didn’t greet Cam with a good-morning kiss; there were no sleepy conversations about the day.

It was quieter without him.

Cameron missed him already. How long had River been harboring these feelings without telling him? Why wouldn’t he have just told Cameron?

How long did you keep him a secret?

Anger flared through him. At himself? At River? He couldn’t tell, but that spark—that was what he’d cling to today, to get him through shooting.

“Ready to see him again?” Dylan asked.

Cameron shook his head, staring down into his mug. “No.”

“Why not?” Dylan questioned. “Because you’re mad, or because you feel guilty?”

Cameron frowned at him. “Listen, I don’t—I still need to process. I’ve hardly come to terms with the fact that he’s⁠—”

“Gone?”

Cam nodded.

“I know it’s all still fresh. But maybe you should really think about why he’s gone. Why it came to this.”

With that, Dylan stood, glancing over Cam’s shoulder. “I’ll be ready to go in a bit.”

Then he left, and Cam stood there with a furrowed brow as he frowned after Dylan.

The sharp ginger of Ashley announced her entrance before her soft footfalls did.

“It’s going to be a long day,” Cameron said, and leaned back into her. She nodded, chin tapping his shoulder.

Her arms squeezed around him and Cameron didn’t know if the hug was for his benefit or her own.

She was sad, too, guilt ridden—he could feel it through their connection. Even Dylan… through the distant haze, a vague sense of something decidedly blue lingered.

“We’ll get through it,” she murmured.

Her reassurance was nice, her affection warm. But River always knew what to say, knew how to get him in the right mindset before the studio.

Cam didn’t know how to get there, to put all this aside when it felt so loud inside his own head.

Why did it come to this?

Cam wrapped his hands around his warm mug and sighed.
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Cameron knew it would happen eventually.

They’d have to cross paths again. They couldn’t avoid each other forever. Not on set.

That was the thing with dating your coworkers. You had to see them, even when you were scared to.

River was slumped in his chair, squinting at his laptop, glasses askew and hair a bit messier than usual. He was definitely wearing the same pants he had been wearing yesterday.

Cameron envisioned walking across the set, fixing River’s hair, and pulling his glasses off so the man could rub his tired-looking eyes.

If we were together, I could’ve done that.

Because they would’ve been public.

You always could’ve done that. The only one stopping you was… you.

Cameron swallowed as a frown curled his lips.

River stirred, as if aware of his stare, and Cameron refused to let his gaze linger. He stalked through to the makeup trailer, Dylan and Ashley trailing behind.

He hoped Rebecca could do something about his eyes.

“Oh, honey,” she tsked at him as she sat him in her chair. She tilted his chin up with a brush and pursed her lips as she studied her project. “What are we going to do with you?”

“Something magical, I hope,” he drawled.

“That’s what I’m here for,” she said, and he found comfort in her confidence.

He might feel like he’d spent half the night crying in his alpha’s lap, but he knew Rebecca wouldn’t let him look it. While she worked her magic, he read over the scenes he’d be shooting that day and tried to lose himself in the words.

Ashley and Dylan were waiting for him outside the trailer, and Ashley blinked at him as he exited.

“You’re glowing,” she murmured, and smirked. “How’d she do that?”

“Rude,” Cameron remarked, and almost went to her arms, but remembered he was already dressed and made up. Rebecca would not be happy with him if he rubbed it off before he ever made it to set.

Ashley must have sensed it, his need, because she grabbed his hand and brought it to her lips. She kissed the back of his knuckles and then brushed her thumb over his bite mark, as if it was a promise.

A bit of tension fled at her affection. All he wanted to do was crawl into her embrace, nuzzle at her throat, coat himself in her scent, and be a pitiful, sad little omega for a bit.

But…

But.

They had a lot of scenes to shoot today, and Cameron’s makeup was going to devolve into something grittier and dirtier with every scene.

On a normal day, Cameron couldn’t wait to get in front of the camera and become a different person. Become Axel Stevens. Today, even more so.

He had to force himself not to immediately seek out River, like he was used to. Instead, he completely avoided the writer’s side, and drew in a breath.

“Good luck,” Ashley whispered, and squeezed his wrist. It was the most harmless place to scent him, and Cameron was grateful.

“Thanks,” he said, and shifted his grip to hold her hand. “I need to focus,” he told her.

Through the bond he felt her stress, her worry, but Cameron… well, for the first time, he tried to give himself space in their connection.

It was a sloppy wall, but it gave him enough room to center himself.

In this moment, he wasn’t Cameron, heartbroken over his pack mate’s betrayal, torn over the role he’d played in driving him to an unfortunate decision.

I’m Axel Stevens. I’m about to go into battle with my unofficial boyfriend who's been through several death-defying situations. And we’re going to steal some high-tech flash drive to save the world. No biggie.

All in a day for Axel.
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“Cut!” the director yelled.

Cameron huffed, and refrained from dragging a hand through his hair as makeup and a PA approached. He kept messing up his lines, which made no sense! He’d rehearsed for ages; he knew these lines as if he’d written them himself!

…Or as if he’d been there every step of the way as they’d been written.

Cameron shoved that from his mind as the director made his way over.

“Cameron. What was that?” he asked quietly.

For an alpha, he was rather gentle, and in the moment his voice was kind, which was when he was the scariest.

Cameron swallowed. “Sorry, I’ve got it. I’ll get it this time.”

“You are usually so solid. What’s the deal today? Is it the lines? Do we need to take a break?”

His tone suggested they did not have room for a break.

“No, no. I’m just a little off today. I’m warming up, no big deal.”

He narrowed his eyes, and his alpha scent tickled Cameron’s nose, bitter and sharp and making him want to sneeze.

He’d never realized the alpha had such an offensive scent, and Cameron wrinkled his nose, thankful Rebecca was there to smooth it out with her brush and a knowing glance. Damn, he’d never realized how much the suppressants protected his omega senses.

“Alright. Let’s try this again,” the director said, and stepped away, back behind the line.

Cameron drank a bit of water, Rebecca made one last finishing touch, and then everyone fucked off.

This was a fight scene.

Cameron knew the choreography. Knew who to attack, when, and where. Knew the footwork, knew the lines.

But he was distracted.

A luxury he couldn’t afford only two months into shooting.

They still had so long to go.

Suddenly, the days spanned out before him. The rest of shooting, the waiting, the reshoots, the press tour he’d have to do, the premiere, and then more press.

A fourth movie. Possibly a fifth.

It felt so heavy in that moment, stretching out before him in a never-ending list of responsibilities and traveling. And usually he knew it would be okay, bearable, because River would be there.

In… secret.

You should really think about why he’s gone. Why it’s come to this.

Dylan’s words replayed in Cam’s mind, and he heard them in a new light.

Cameron’s boundaries, his demands, had built a relationship that only benefited him. What did River get out of their relationship?

Being kept secret? Being told again and again that he wasn’t… worth it?

I’m a selfish fucking jerk.

Cam’s stomach turned, and he…

Glanced at River, across the room. He was sitting at the big white table full of equipment and laptops, staring at his screen but clearly not paying it a bit of attention.

The glare of it against his face looked harsh amongst the low lighting of everything outside the immediate set.

“Ready?” the director called out, his voice booming.

It shook Cameron out of his thoughts and made him realize… fuck. He needed to talk to River. He didn’t have time. He needed to focus.

“Action,” he yelled, and there was the clap of the scene marker, and then the people around him exploded into action.

Cameron felt shoved into the scene instead of waking up in it like usual, and it showed in his footwork, the way he was slow to block one of the other actors, throwing off the entire routine.

“Cut!” the director yelled, and Cameron dropped his arms as everyone paused. “Take ten!”

Fuck!

He was distracted, missing cues and forgetting lines and fucking up the scene. He hadn’t had this bad a day on set in ages, and it made him even more frazzled.

“Okay, listen, Cameron,” the director said as he stalked over. His voice was even kinder, and it practically sent chills down Cam’s spine. “Something’s going on. We don’t have time for this today. Take ten. Snuggle your alpha or whatever else you need to do to clear your head. Come back and nail this. I know you can do it.”

God, he was being nice and that somehow made Cameron feel even worse.

“I will. Sorry. I’ll get it,” he said. No time for excuses.

“We’re in it together, okay?” he said, and almost lifted his hand to put it on Cam’s shoulder, which usually would have been welcomed, but Cam did not want his hand anywhere near Ashley’s bite and⁠—

He caught himself, and dropped his hand. “Go on,” he said, and waved over at Ashley and Dylan, who watched from the sidelines.

Cam felt ridiculous as he made the walk of shame from the scene and to his alpha, then past them, and to the collection of trailers. They followed behind, but Cam didn’t let himself fall into Ashley until the trailer door shut behind them, Dylan standing guard on the outside.

He groaned as she hugged him and whined. “I’m a terrible person. A terrible partner, a terrible actor.”

She was clearly shocked by his revelation, holding him gently. “Everyone has off days. It’s fine,” Ashley said softly.

“Not me!” Cameron said, and pulled away. “I’m good at this! Acting is my favorite thing! Today I just suck.”

“Hey,” Ashley said, and there was the tiniest bite to her voice that made him look at her. “Be nice. Cut yourself some slack. Your two-year relationship just got turned on its head; it’s not surprising that you’re off your game.” She cupped his cheek and tapped his temple. “Let me in. The wall isn’t helping.”

Cameron knew she was right, but letting her in meant she’d have to feel all his frustration and sadness and guilt and⁠—

Everything he and River had feared was coming true.

Dating on set was forbidden because of this. Because it complicated things if it didn’t end well.

Cameron just never thought they’d have to worry about that. He and River weren’t supposed to... They were supposed to be together. And maybe a naive part of him thought that forever went unsaid.

What exactly did you do to make that happen?

A highlight reel played in his head of all the times they’d been in public and he couldn’t reach for River, or stopped the beta from reaching for him. All the times River had asked to go public, to stop hiding, only for Cam to come up with some excuse.

And for what?

Fame?

What did it matter!

The difference is, Cam, I can admit when I’ve hurt you.

“Ugh,” Cameron whined, and buried his head in Ashley’s chest. Makeup could fix his hair. It was fine.

He’d hurt River over and over again, and never apologized for it. No wonder River was frustrated.

“Let me in,” she said.

Cameron broke down that stupid crumbly wall.

He sighed without realizing, and felt his shoulders slump.

“Oh, yeah,” he said. In his emotional distress he’d forgotten that the bond was there not just to reveal his own feelings but to… share.

His sadness felt less when he shared it with Ashley. She helped him shoulder it. Helped him feel less alone in his guilt at the situation.

She was quiet for a long moment as the bond flooded with everything they were feeling.

“Why do you feel guilty?” he mumbled.

Ashley cleared her throat. “There’s a lot to talk about. A lot to process, and we can do that later. For now, you have a scene to shoot. You’ve been through it so many times, you can do it in your sleep. Don’t make me look bad,” she said, teasing, distracting.

He chuckled quietly and breathed in her scent. The ginger woke him up a little, and he grabbed her hand and put it on his shoulder. Without asking, she squeezed, and her fingers tightening around the bite made him shiver.

Not exactly arousal, not through the shirt he was wearing, but something almost similar. Awareness.

“Thank you,” he said softly, and Ashley tilted his head up to peck him on the lips.

“I don’t want to irritate Rebecca,” she said when he frowned at her for such a short kiss. “Feel better?”

He nodded reluctantly, because it meant he’d have to go back out there and face everyone after fucking up.

It was nothing compared to how he’d fucked up with River.

“Everyone makes mistakes. Everyone has off days. You can kick all their asses just like Axel is supposed to.”

She was right. Everyone did make mistakes. Even River, pushed by his own frustration and Cam’s ignorance.

Cam was still angry, and he couldn’t look past it. The paparazzi had no boundaries, only looking for the next headline, not caring that the people they sold photos of had lives. For River to stoop so low…

He must have been really hurting.

Ugh! Anger and forgiveness were at war, and his heart was the battlefield.

And there wasn’t going to be a winner today, because Cam had to get back out there and do his job, even with a broken heart. Even with the subject of said broken heart watching on from the sidelines.

He sucked in a slow breath heavy with his alpha’s intoxicating scent, and tried to ignore the empty space in his heart right beside where she resided.

“Alright. Let’s do this,” he said.


47. PACK ALPHA
ASHLEY
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The apartment was quiet.

Too quiet.

With Cameron asleep in the nest, Ashley padded to the living room and found Dylan on the couch, the television muted as he read from another book.

“What’s this one about?” Ashley asked quietly, sinking into the cushions next to him.

Dylan sighed, closing it and opening an arm for her to curl under. “Wish I could tell you. I feel like I haven’t absorbed a single word.”

It was quiet for a beat, one where Ashley wondered if they were having the same thought.

“I miss him,” Ashley said at the same time Dylan said, “It’s weird without⁠—“

“River,” they said together.

The days were passing quickly. Cameron was slowly finding his footing on set again while dodging River at every turn. He didn’t even want to talk about him.

“Cameron’s still really upset,” Ashley murmured, and plucked at a loose thread on her comfy pants. “I don’t know if he’s mad at River or himself.”

Dylan hummed. Their connection sparked with curiosity.

“He’s been closing the bond down,” Ashley admitted. “I guess to reflect on his own feelings without them getting all jumbled up with mine.”

“How do you feel?” Dylan asked. “He went to the press. On purpose. To leak a huge secret about Cameron. And you got caught in the crosshairs.”

Ashley had been struggling with that very question while she tried not to stare at River too hard on set, noticing he was already there by the time they arrived, and still busy even when they were leaving. He was repeating outfits and his dark circles were bruising.

Ashley had Dylan, Cam, and her friends to talk to, to lean on, to comfort her. Who did River have? Where was he now?

“The press flipped my life upside down. I can’t go back to the gym. It sucks. But… I’m adjusting.” She sighed. “River and I talked. I knew how he felt about Cam, how his past relationships turned out. He asked for one thing: not to leave him out. And I did that. I’m a bad pack alpha,” she admitted, voice tightening. “I put myself first, let my hindbrain get in the way, instead of considering how my actions affected the pack. Affected River.”

Her impulsiveness to bond her omega totally violated his long-standing relationship with River.

“Why didn’t I learn the first time not to jump the gun?” she asked.

She missed having River around. Missed seeing him and Cameron be cute together, missed him razzing Dylan all the time. Missed his scent and his smooth talking and his stupid mustache and nice arms and the way he got two coffees at the counter instead of one. She missed meeting him in the kitchen for snacks in the middle of the night and sitting at the bar together and chatting or letting the silence soak in peacefully around them.

Now that filming had started, it wasn’t nearly as often, but on the rare day when he would pop by her house and keep her company while she fiddled with remodeling… She missed their talks.

“I know Cameron is hurting,” Ashley said. “But I also feel like we all wronged River. And I don’t know how to make it better.”

As pack alpha, that was kind of her whole job, and she was failing.

It was becoming her theme.

“I agree that we all kind of… fumbled this getting-together thing. If you think about it… River is kind of right. He waited years for Cameron to decide he was ready to go public, and it seems as if Cameron wasn’t willing to take that step until we got involved.”

It was kind of Dylan to say we, but Ashley knew it was her.

Sabrina, the head of his management, didn’t seem that annoyed that he’d gotten all packed up. Now that she thought about it, did Cam fight for River as hard as he should have? Would it have truly been so different if it was River in the photograph, like he’d intended?

Dylan stroked his fingers up and down her arm. “Do you think Cameron will ever forgive him? Do you think River would ever forgive Cameron? Or is it over for good?”

Ashley turned her face into Dylan’s chest, breathed in his familiar, comforting scent, and closed her eyes. “I don’t know. Cameron acts like the last person he wants to see is River.” And yet Ashley found his eyes drawn to him on set, while the other wasn’t looking. Their attention volley balled back and forth. “But the bond is conflicted. He doesn’t like to talk about the situation.”

And being cooped up on set all the time wasn’t giving Cameron a chance to be spotted in the press, so the story had faded relatively quickly anyway.

Ashley still feared social media, but Kenzie and Jordan loved to read online and roast the “jealous trolls.”

“Do you think Cam still loves him?” Ashley asked.

“Of course. I think he’s coming to terms with how much he hurt River.”

“Do you think our actions outweigh River’s? He put your omega in danger. Are you willing to let that go so quickly?”

He asked it too lightly, and their bond was free of hurt, of anger. “It seems as if you have,” Ashley said, meeting his gaze.

Dylan shrugged. “I told River I know what it’s like to overcompensate when you don’t feel like enough.”

Ashley frowned, and her heart ached. “I want to apologize to him. For reacting, for jumping the gun, for betraying his trust.”

“Do you think Cam will come around?” Dylan asked.

Ashley leaned into him, sighing. “He needs to come to terms with his role in all of this. Needs to understand why River did what he did. The first step to that is getting them to talk, right? We just need to give him an opportunity to do so.”

Dylan brushed a hand over his jaw, the shadow of his stubble hissing against his palm. “I agree. I mean, River had a reason behind his actions, even if we don’t agree with whatever it was. He wasn’t doing it to… hurt any one of us. He just… made a mistake.”

“Are we too soft?” Ashley asked, doubting herself. “Am I thinking with my heart instead of like an alpha?”

Dylan tapped her chin, tilting her head up. “Hey. You’re thinking of the entire pack, which is very alpha of you.”

Ashley elbowed him, rolling her eyes. Affection struck her, making her chest go tight, and she pounced, pushing him down to the couch and laying atop him.

“Don’t get a big head about it. Just because you learned how to talk things through, you think you’re sooo mature.”

“I’m extremely mature. I read books,” Dylan pointed out. She heard the amusement in his voice.

“Oh, is that the requirement?” she teased.

“One of them.”

Ashley sighed, tapping her fingers against Dylan’s chest. “I guess now all we need to do is figure out how to get the two of them to talk.”

“We’ll figure something out.”

They would. She would. She was the alpha, after all, and she was tired of failing.

It was time to bring this pack together, instead of wedging them apart.


48. AMENDS
RIVER
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He couldn’t get off set fast enough, like most days. Which of course meant three different people needed to talk to him, and he had to review a scene they’d shot that day. It was later than usual when he finally tossed his messenger bag over his shoulder and beat feet for the exit.

The metal bar clacked loudly against the door as he pushed it open, and he almost tripped as he saw who was waiting for him.

“There you are,” Ashley said softly.

“H-hey,” River greeted, glancing around for Cameron or Dylan.

“Just me,” she said, holding her hands up in a sign of awkward, playful surrender. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“What’s up?” he asked, gripping his bag to hold himself steady.

“Sorry to kind of ambush you,” she said, and brushed a hand through her hair. “Cam and Dylan went ahead already. I wanted to talk to you.”

If Cam and Dylan had gone ahead, why hadn’t Ashley gone with them? Weren’t they happy, all playing pack together?

He pushed the annoyance away. “Okay,” he said, hands beginning to sweat. “What’s up?”

It was getting chillier as filming went on, and she was dressed in an oversized sweater and jeans to combat the breeze. She looked cozy, comfortable, and… guilty. “I wanted to… apologize,” she said, brushing hair from her eyes.

River blinked. “What?”

“It wasn’t fair that I bonded Cameron without thinking. Not to either of you,” she said. “I really just… wormed my way in between the two of you, and didn’t realize how much distance I was creating.” She winced, shaking her head, and River was struck silent, surprised. “And I didn’t come here to give you something else to dwell over—I just wanted you to know… I understand. I’m sorry I hurt you, that I was too hung up on making my perfect pack without considering the consequences, or the people that might be hurt by my rash decisions. That wasn’t very pack alpha of me.”

Her half smile was sad, and together, in that moment, they commiserated over the situation they’d tangled themselves up in.

“I think Cam’s an easy person to love,” River said. “He pulls you into his orbit and when you’re there… it’s bliss.”

Blissful enough to ignore years of the same signs. “If you want to know the truth, I think we had an expiration date. I wasn’t happy, being a kept secret. And eventually I would’ve realized that, with or without your intervention.”

“I don’t believe that,” Ashley said, shaking her head, her frown even more severe. “I think the secret had an expiration date. Not you and Cameron. You love Cameron, and he loves you.”

River had done a pretty decent job at focusing strictly on work, and only wallowing in the evenings when he was in the hotel alone. Faced with it now, his hurt welled anew, and he gulped. “He sure had a funny way of showing it.”

“I’m not saying Cameron is blameless,” Ashley said. “And I'm not here to speak on his behalf; he has his own revelations to ponder. I came here to let you know you’re not alone, that I understand your frustration, and to apologize for my hand in it.”

River swallowed sharply. “Thank you. It… really hurt. That he chose you so easily. That you bonded him so suddenly. I think that’s on me more than it is on any of you.” She shouldn’t have to live her life tiptoeing around his insecurities.

“I knew,” Ashley said, frustration with herself seeping into her tone. “I knew how you felt, and I still—” She cut herself off.

Still bonded Cam. Still left River out.

“It was insensitive. I’m sorry,” she said again. “I just can’t say that enough.”

“How’s Cameron?” River asked, because he couldn’t let her leave without asking.

“He’s… focusing on his lines. Distracting himself. He’s still coming to terms with how he hurt you, what he could’ve done differently. I think we all are,” she said.

“Dylan?” River asked, because he missed them. All of them.

“Dylan’s been… reading a lot of second chance romances,” Ashley said, and River chuckled. “I think he’s missing something. And I know Cameron is, too.”

“And you?” River finally questioned.

Ashley met his gaze, lips tugging down into a sad smile. “I miss you.”

River fidgeted, uncomfortable with this display of emotion even though it’s what he …wanted. A small part of him still hoped this wouldn’t be the end of them—that somehow they could get past all of it, come out on the other side better for it, together. But not without recognizing what went wrong.

“I won’t be a secret again,” River said.

“You shouldn’t have been in the first place,” Ashley said. “But I shouldn’t be the one to say that.”

“So is he ready? To talk?”

Why isn’t he here, then?

“I think he’s scared to face how much he messed up. But I know he has things to say. Things to apologize for.”

“Well. Tell him I'm waiting.” River shook his head. “Not waiting, like for him to forgive me or something, just⁠—

“Available for a chat,” Ashley suggested.

River sighed, nodding.

Silence settled between them, and River fought the urge to lean forward, but her scent was so lovely, and he’d missed it, missed her.

They stepped closer before either could stop, and her arms wrapped around him and he hugged her back, and it felt right. She squeezed him, and he cupped the back of her neck, the undercut tickling his palm. He’d missed this. Her. All of them.

“You still want your perfect pack?” he asked.

Ashley cleared her throat and stepped back. “It’s not complete without you.”

Her words made River feel lighter for the first time in a while.

Now if only Cameron would realize the same thing.


49. ACTION
CAMERON
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Axel stood in front of Roderick Gaven. Bloodied, hurt, at his limit.

The mansion was in shambles, windows broken, glass shattered, chairs scattered and furniture flipped and bullet casings littering the ground.

The car Axel had driven through the front door still steamed.

Roderick was on his knees before Axel, blood streaming down his face, hands held out before him, pleading.

They’d just fought a battle. Axel had won. Cale was several feet away, passed out on the floor, and he hadn’t been able to check on him yet.

He needed to deal with this… trash first.

Axel snarled at Roderick.

“Well? You have anything to say for yourself? Your plan was shit,” Axel barked.

Roderick flinched, a pathetic villain who would meet a satisfying end.

Would it be at Axel’s hand? Or was his heart too pure to kill someone in cold blood? Should he wait for the cavalry?

“I—I–” Roderick stammered. “I’m sorry,” he said.

Axel cocked his head. What?

“I’m sorry I hurt you,” Roderick said. “My actions were… foolish. Irresponsible. Immature. Insecure. If you have a dictionary, I can continue.”

Cameron felt the entire set shift as confusion spread.

“I was scared, and I let that fear take me over. I just wanted to make you mine in any way I could, because I was too afraid to ask you outright. I was afraid of what your answer would’ve been. That you were just using me until something better came around. I thought that something was her, and I thought… ‘this was it, the hail mary.’ The last chance to get you and everyone to see… me.”

Roderick got to his feet, and Cameron’s hand shook around the prop gun he held.

He searched the set over Roderick’s shoulder, finding River standing on the sideline, stressed and sweating and staring intently at the actor, lips moving along with the words.

“These past few weeks have been… awful. I miss you. It sucks without you.”

Roderick… glanced at his hand?

Cameron felt faint, the lights too bright, too hot. These were River’s words, and he was saying them loudly, in front of everyone.

Cameron was hyperaware of the people watching and listening on the sidelines, beyond the glare of the lights.

River was risking his career by messing with the lines, taking up time on set.

It was… brave.

Braver than Cameron had ever been, when it came to River.

He gulped. Now was his chance to change that.

After weeks of introspection and revelations, River had beat Cameron to the punch.

“I’m sorry,” Cameron said, staring past Roderick to River. The words spilled out of him, every conclusion he’d come to in the past few weeks. “I valued the wrong things, like fame, and fucking strangers’ opinions, and the safety I found in consistency. I didn’t see how unfair it was to you, keeping us in a stasis that only benefited me.”

River stared, and through the lights Cam could swear there was a sheen to his eyes. It made Cam’s throat tight and his stomach ache, all the hurt he’d put River through.

“I was so selfish, thinking only of myself and my wants instead of considering you.” Bonding Ashley without even talking to him, when the only reason they had Ashley was River himself!

God, Cameron was such an idiot. An incredibly selfish idiot.

“I completely understand why you did what you did. I do see you. I’m sorry it took me so fucking long, that my actions drove such a wedge between us, and I was blind to it the entire time.”

As the words left him he studied River’s gaze, reading the understanding there, the acceptance and hope.

Roderick cleared his throat, frantically glancing down to his hand.

“Well… uh, okay, none of this makes sense now, except—” Roderick stepped forward, kicking the debris around their feet. “I won’t disappoint you again.”

Cameron’s heart pounded.

“I love you,” Cam said, staring right at River.

“Alright, cut!” the director shouted, his voice booming around the warehouse. “Very funny goof, guys. Did you have fun with that? Can we get back to business?” The entire world unpaused as he raged, and stage hands rushed around him to reset the scene. “I need five fucking minutes to myself so I don’t murder you, and then both of you come talk to me. Immediately!” he shouted, face red.

Roderick winked at Cam, and then shrugged before taking off.

He caught River’s eye, and he looked… part scared and part delighted.

Cameron rushed over, dodging the crew and motioning for Rebecca to wait.

“We need more time than this to talk, but… I’m sorry,” Cameron said. “Can we meet after? My trailer?”

River agreed. “I will, and I meant it. I’m sorry for betraying your trust.”

“I’m sorry for betraying yours, again and again. I’m a selfish jerk. You didn’t deserve that.” Cameron’s eyes were downright shining with the truth of his words. He meant them.

And something in River finally eased. “Thank you. We— I’ll be at your trailer.”

Cameron released a slow breath and nodded, wanting to throw himself at River and—this was about being brave, wasn’t it?

Cameron launched himself at River and wrapped his arms around him. He stiffened in surprise, and Cam heard the click of his jaw as he parted his lips to say something before changing his mind, hugging Cameron back.

“Okay,” River said, clearing his throat when they pulled apart. “I’m ready to go get my ass handed to me by the director.”

Cameron glanced over at the pacing, angry director. “Why don’t I take this one?” Cameron asked. “I think he’s got a soft spot for me.”

River had apologized in the most dramatic way possible, risking his career. Assistants had been fired for bringing the director the wrong coffee. What would happen to River for pulling… this?

Replacing the villain’s monologue with a confession?

Cameron blinked. River had chosen the villain to deliver his speech. Did River see himself as the villain of this story?

The thought of it made Cameron’s chest hurt.

I’ve been treating River like he was the villain.

“Let me take the fall,” Cameron said. “Please?”

“Why don’t we face him together?” River suggested.

Cam peeked nervously at the angry director. He really didn’t want River to get fired. “I promise it doesn’t lessen the apology, because I’ve already accepted it. Please don’t get fired for it. Oh shit,” he said, as the director headed his way. “Go,” Cam told him, and nudged River out of the way.

River relented, but lingered not too far away as the director began with a deep breath.

By the time he was done yelling about precious time and ruining a shot and wasting everyone’s money, Cam felt like he had windburn.

And yet he couldn’t help but smile to himself as Rebecca touched up his makeup. He shared a knowing look with Dylan and Ashley. Their support fluttered through the bond, and it strengthened him.

Cameron glanced around once more for River, and found him talking to the actor playing Roderick. They shook hands, and Roderick clapped him on the back before walking off, shaking his head ruefully.

River looked… tired.

Cameron could say the same about himself. His makeup artist was just good at hiding it.

God, he’d missed him. They still had so much to talk about.

He stepped on his cue, trying to ignore River’s warm gaze and the mix of confusion and longing and love in his chest, trying to find Axel again.

Someone who wasn’t selfish and hadn’t spent the last two years dismissing his partner’s feelings at every turn, someone who hadn’t betrayed the trust of their relationship and bonded with an alpha without considering how it would make him feel.

Sometimes, being able to escape, to pretend to be another person, was the best part of his job.
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The only downside to the job meant that it eventually ended.

Cam sat in his trailer, waiting for River as soon as set had been dismissed. He’d given Ashley and Dylan an update, and they’d practically skipped off together, humming. Through the bond he could feel their excitement, their hope and joy, and it was fucking infectious.

He was still covered in dirty-looking makeup and his stupid stained tank top. He at least changed into a plain black one. Cameron wiped his sweaty palms against his thighs and put his phone away after sending a text.

River.

Cameron missed him so fucking much sometimes it was hard to breathe around it.

Missed him constantly tapping the keys on his laptop, his scent, his touch, his voice and the way his hair curled funny in that one spot behind his ear.

He wanted those things—that beta—in his life, and Cameron needed him to know how serious he was about it.

A knock on the trailer door startled him, and he stood up, hand shaking as he reached out to open the door.

He tried not to make it obvious that he was drinking in every inch of River from head to toe.

“Hi,” Cameron said, breath stuck in his throat.

“Hi,” River said, adjusting a stack of papers in his hands.

He stepped back, and River entered and it was… awkward.

“I thought I’d have time to… rehearse,” Cam said.

“Rehearse what?” River asked.

“My apology,” Cam offered. “Where do I even start? The beginning?” He winced. The past few weeks had been filled with memories, a new light shed on each of them. Times when Cam blew off River’s concerns, blaming his management, his fans, everyone but himself.

“We can start wherever we need to,” River said, and Cameron realized he was nervous. He hadn’t seen nerves on River in… well, probably not since they first met at the auditions, then the table reading.

“What are you holding?” Cameron asked, motioning to the thick sheath of papers.

River glanced down. “I’ve been working on something. I’ll get to it. First… I’m sorry,” he said, moving forward. “I want to explain a bit more, offer context to my actions. Not excuses!” he added when Cameron’s lips parted.

“I’ll do the same. I’ll tell you every thought I’ve had the past few weeks, if you want.”

He sat on the tiny daybed and motioned for River to sit across from him, in the bench seat to the left of the door.

About six feet separated them. Cameron’s heart was pounding, and he wanted to reach out so badly.

He watched River stare down at the papers before the beta cleared his throat.

“The director really chewed you out, huh?” River asked.

Cam’s lips almost twitched before pulling back down, because this was serious and he wasn’t in the clear yet. “Worth it,” he said, shaking his head ruefully. “I meant what I said,” he continued, lifting his gaze. There was the slightest hint of a smile on River’s lips.

“As ridiculous as it was… I meant it, too—what Roderick said.” He sobered. “I love you, Cameron, and what I did was fucked up.”

Cameron sighed. “I just… I didn’t understand at first, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized how far I had pushed you.”

River ran a hand through his already messy hair. It had a bit of a sheen to it, and Cameron wondered how long it’d been since he washed it. “I was just… insecure. I mean, your management didn’t take me seriously as a partner, and the longer we acted like it didn’t bother us, I started feeling like maybe you didn’t take me seriously as a partner, either.” River’s throat bobbed with a swallow as he looked up. “And then the heat. When you wanted an alpha instead of me, it just felt like confirmation.”

Regret welled up in Cameron. “That morning, after the heat—I knew something wasn’t right, but I just… overlooked it, because it didn’t benefit me to push, to ask you how you really felt. What kind of partner does that? I’m sorry, River.”

“I’ve never been in a relationship as serious as ours,” River said. “I never got the chance, because I was always on the back-burner until someone else came along. When we talked after the heat, I really thought, This is it. This is when it becomes real.”

“I promised you,” Cameron whispered. His stomach twisted.

“And then the interview happened and I was hurt. I started feeling like I was just… tiding you over until Ashley got here.” River shook his head. “And I made a stupid, emotionally-charged decision that fucked us all.” He groaned. “Ashley and I talked, and we came to an understanding. I just—I’m gonna regret it forever. I exposed our private lives to the public. It was a breach of our trust, and I’m sorry. I fumbled the best thing in my life. You and Ashley and Dylan, and the pack we could’ve had. And at the very least, I want you to know how sorry I am.”

Cameron stood, as if to say fuck it to himself, and sat beside River on the couch, facing him, within arm’s reach. “I’m sorry I treated you so poorly that I drove you to do something like that. I’m sorry that even when it all seemed to work out, that I fucked it up further by bonding Ashley without considering where you would fall, or how you would feel. I’m sorry I made you feel like you weren’t worth it. I’m sorry I ignored your feelings and concerns for so long. I love you, and I want you in my life, and if you can forgive me for being so incredibly insensitive for so long, I will love you how you deserve to be. Not hidden. Not a secret.

“Once the secret was out, it was so… easy to adjust. Management, the fans, all the obstacles I’d used as excuses crumbled, because they weren’t what was holding us back. It was me. I was the problem. I thought just because we’d ended up in the same place it didn’t matter how we got there, but that wasn’t fair to you. To the relationship we’d built.”

River parted his lips before closing them, gaze falling to the short table before them.

Cam’s heart was pounding.

“I’ve also been working on this. With all my free time,” River said. He gingerly pushed the stack of papers on the table a few inches over, in front of Cameron, before retreating across the space. “Even if you don’t make it with me, it deserves to be made. It’s a good story.”

Cameron studied the stack of papers, thinking back to a memory. Years ago.

Cameron sighed, collapsing against the cozy, fuzzy couch in their shared apartment. “I’m tired of action.”

“What?!” River gasped, opening his arms and letting Cam lay against him. “Has hell frozen over?”

Chuckling, Cameron shook his head. “I don’t know. I miss working on a smaller set. With people who just want to tell a story, not worry about what action stunt will have the most shock value.”

“What would you write if you could?” River asked, breath rustling the hair at the back of Cam’s neck. He shivered before stilling, leaning his head back on River’s shoulder, resting his hands over the ones on his belly.

“I think I’d write… a romance. Something slightly tragic, something that makes your heart hurt for the characters. I want people to feel things that they’ll think about for months to come.”

“You think people don’t think about Axel?”

Cameron shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Did he even think about Axel? Outside of shooting?

Cameron supposed he did. Sometimes. “Axel would like that,” he’d think when seeing a leather jacket in a store. Did that count?

“Who are the characters in this story you want to tell?” River asked.

Cameron decided to humor him. “Hmm. Two men. Queer.”

“Do they end up together?” River asked.

“Of course. Gay men deserve happy endings, too.”

“Good. How do they meet?”

“Don’t know,” Cameron said.

“What’s the conflict?” River’s lips twitched against his cheek.

“Don’t know,” Cameron answered.

River snickered softly, the sound warming Cameron to his core. “You sound just like a writer.”

“Learned from the best,” Cameron murmured.

River’s arms squeezed tightly, and⁠—

The memory faded as Cameron stared down at the thick manuscript.

“You wrote it?” he asked, voice soft with disbelief.

River nodded. “I finished it. And if you want to do this project, continue our art—it’s in your hands.” From the raw expression on River’s face, this wasn’t the only thing in Cameron’s hands.

“When you get a break one day from the franchise, maybe you can return to indie films, like you want. If this only serves as a reminder, that means it’s served its purpose.”

Cameron flipped through the pages, catching a few names and lines.

Aster

(stepping from beneath the awning)

“Dance with me!”

Ren

(glancing at the sky in disbelief)

“What? But it’s raining!”

Aster

“That’s what makes it fun!”

—

Aster

(pointing overhead)

“We want the stuffed bear. The big one.”

—

Ren

“Here, try this.”

A shared spoonful of fudge and ice cream. A swipe of a thumb across a lip, a lingering glance.

He flipped to the end, ever a sucker for spoilers.

And they lived happily ever after.

THE END.

It had all of Cameron’s favorite silly romcom moments—dancing in the rain, winning the most ridiculous item at a fair, sharing dessert.

This was a fucking love letter, in the form of a whole-ass script.

While Cameron reeled, his head spinning and heart pounding, River cleared his throat and stood, taking a step toward the door. “If you hate it, I’d really rather not know, so I can just fuck off and⁠—“

“Don’t—“ Cameron blurted, reaching for him.

He loved River. Hadn’t stopped, even while he was hurt and mad and confused.

“I love you,” Cameron said. “I’m sorry I was so scared to tell the world about us.”

River shook his head. “I hate being a secret.”

“If I had loved you right, you wouldn’t have felt the need to…“ Cam closed the distance, cupping his face, which was reddening by the moment. Was his heart thumping like Cam’s was? “I miss you. Please give me a second chance. Give me an opportunity to tell the world about us.”

River looked comforted by the declaration, and hope threaded through Cam’s ribs. How he would love to have River in his nest again, where he belonged. Home.

“How did you feel about things… after? When we were playing pack?”

River swallowed. “I would’ve enjoyed it a lot more had I not been eaten alive with guilt.”

Cam’s fingers twitched against River’s cheek. “Want to try it again? Without the guilt, this time?”

River’s hand shook as he placed it on Cam’s chest. “I can make you smell like me?” he asked, shifting closer.

Cam nodded, breath catching.

“I can kiss you in public?”

He nodded again.

“We can go to dinner together? Hold hands across the table?”

Cam agreed eagerly, reaching down to grab his hand now.

River’s lip trembled before he bit down on it, and Cam’s own swell of emotion spilled over.

“I can come home?” River asked.

Cam’s heart cracked into a hundred pieces. “I’m sorry I told you to leave.”

River leaned forward. Their lips were wobbly in the kiss, so Cameron pressed in harder, until their teeth clacked. They winced and pulled back. Cameron’s hazel met River’s green, and a chuckle spilled out.

They pulled each other into a hug, tight, tighter, until Cameron could bury his nose in River’s neck and breathe in his scent, could feel his heart beat against his own.

“I love you,” Cameron said, the words whispered into his throat and stamped to his skin.

“I love you, too. All I’ve ever wanted was to make you mine.”

Cameron didn’t know how long they stood there in each other’s arms, embracing so tightly neither of them wanted to let go.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he smiled against River’s skin before pushing back, running a hand through his hair, adjusting it.

“Come with me?” he asked.

River frowned in confusion before agreeing. “Yeah, sure. Where to?”

“Just outside. The little coffee cart has a great macchiato.”

“Are you trying to ply me with treats?” River asked.

Cam waved a hand in the air back and forth. “Kind of.”

The door creaked as they left the trailer, and Cam took River’s hand. The look on River’s face as he glanced down at their joined hands would haunt Cameron forever. The surprise and awe and depth of meaning there made Cam even more determined to prove to River that he was worth telling the world about.

Cam was glad he’d sent that text earlier.

Cam squeezed his hand and pushed open the exit, the sunset making the lot golden and beautiful.

“I think you deserve your own headline,” Cameron said, and leaned up to kiss him, threading the hand not occupied through his hair.

The sunset was interrupted by a flash, the mechanical click of a camera lens.

River gasped, and the kiss broke, and he jerked his attention to the photographer with… a lanyard.

“I gave her access,” Cam said, turning to the girl, who studied the photos at the back of the camera. She often worked for queer- and pack-friendly magazines, and they’d crossed paths a few times.

“Now that’s a front-issue photo,” she said. “How do we feel about ‘Secret’s out: Action star spotted getting cozy with screenwriter on set’?”

Cam cleared his throat. “I think that’ll certainly get clicks. How do you feel?” Cameron asked River.

River leaned closer. “She seems much more competent than my guy,” River muttered.

A laugh spilled out of Cameron at the joke, and as a smile curled across River’s lips, twitching his mustache, a burst of affection bowled him over.

He wrapped an arm around River’s waist, holding him tightly.

“Jas, this is my longtime partner, River.”

They shook hands, and Cam didn’t bother letting go of River as they did so.

“Thanks for trusting me to do you justice,” she said, nodding to Cam. “My boss will go feral for this story.”

“If you need anything else,” Cam said, “you know where to find me. Or Manny.”

Jas nodded. “Stay cute, lovebirds.”

River practically vibrated at his side, and as they walked away, River squeezed his shoulder.

“You did it,” he said, half in disbelief.

Cam smiled up at him, a pang slicing through him. He still had a long way to go to earn River’s trust again, and Cam wouldn’t take that lightly.

“Just wait until the premiere,” Cam said as they entered the warehouse again. “Will you walk me down the red carpet?”

River pulled him to a stop, and Cam was aware of Ashley and Dylan and PAs and crew still walking around. He didn’t care.

“I can kiss you in front of the reporters?”

“You can kiss me now,” Cam suggested.

River’s grin was wobbly as he leaned down, and did just that.

“Who’s Manny?” River asked a moment later, when they broke apart.

“New management. I’m happy to report he’s nothing like Christian,” Cam said.

He spotted two familiar tall frames waiting near his trailer.

“They’re not dead,” Ashley teased, and Dylan glanced up from his book, though Cam had the idea he’d clocked them far sooner.

“Excellent. I still have a job, then,” Dylan drawled.

Ashley scoffed and kicked Dylan’s knee. “How did it go?”

“We talked,” Cam said, eyes on River. “I apologized.”

Ashley and River shared a look before River nodded.

“I accepted it,” River said after a moment, that utterly soft smile back on his face.

Ashley rolled her eyes before launching herself at the beta, hugging him in delight. When River hugged her back, she purred, and Cameron chuckled at the relief in River’s expression. Seeing them together made Cam’s chest tight, overwhelming fondness filling him to capacity.

“We missed you, is what she’s trying to say,” Dylan offered with a casual shrug and not as if he was trying not to crack a smile himself.

“I missed you, too,” River said once they extracted their arms from each other. “Even you,” he teased Dylan.

“Come here,” Dylan said, and tugged River in for a hug as well.

“You don’t even hug me,” Cameron pointed out, which only prompted Dylan to release River and turn that affection in his direction.

Cameron guessed Dylan’s scent wasn’t too bad this close up. He could see why Ashley liked it so much.

“Ready to go home?” Ashley asked, and jingled a set of keys.

Cameron sighed and grabbed River’s hand as Dylan prepared to lead.

“Yeah, we are,” Cam said, and River squeezed his hand.

It was time they got their happily ever after, too.


50. ALPHA’S TASK
ASHLEY
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When filming finally wrapped, Cameron surprised River with an arrangement of sunflowers.

She knew, because River walked in the door holding the bouquet and beaming like the sun himself, Cameron following sheepishly behind.

“These mean progress and growth and determination—which is different, if you remember, from the ones he got me in⁠—”

She smiled as they gushed about the last day and made plans for the wrap party, where River would be accompanying Cameron.

Lastly, Dylan followed in behind them, giving her a sarcastic salute before he came to greet her with a kiss.

She was still tired from her busy day of remodeling. She’d saved the worst for last: pulling carpet. The DIY videos certainly forgot to mention how much it would strain her back, and she melted into Dylan.

“I need yoga,” she whined into Dylan’s shoulder.

The next week, the boys surprised her with a spa day, complete with a full-body massage.

The month after that, Lyric contacted her, begging for her to return to the gym or, “I don’t know—train me privately!”

With Cameron feeding the press so many good bits of him and River, the paparazzi had eased up, and while it was safe to return to the gym, Ashley felt so different when she walked through the doors once more.

She let Nic keep her other clients, exclusively training Lyric until she went on her next tour, and then… went freelance.

In the meantime, her mom’s house came together, and with every room she completed, it was like she was healing a part of herself, reliving the memories and appreciating them for what they were: in the past.

She cried at the finishing touches.

Dylan was there, and he suggested they keep it, wiping the tears from Ashley’s cheeks.

“We can’t,” she whined. “In no world is it big enough, and I do not need two damned houses.”

“What if we added onto it?” he asked. “You’re so sad. Are you sure this is the right move?”

Ashley glanced up the stairs, which lead to the only two bedrooms and a bathroom. There’s no way the four of them would fit, and while the house was now updated—and, if Ashley said so herself, gorgeous—there wasn’t enough land to expand as much as they’d need. She’d already checked, and done the math. Multiple times.

On the upside, she’d found a downright magical listing with a nest she thought suited Cam perfectly.

“I love this place. What it symbolizes for us, the memories it held. It was our start,” she said, throat tightening. “But I’m looking forward to our future.”

She buried her face in Dylan’s chest as her tears fell, and it was cathartic. He cried with her, and then they said goodbye.

The pack house they moved into was… bigger than it had been in the pictures. A room for each of them and two offices, a dreamy nest, a finished basement that could easily be turned into a gym, and a dining room and kitchen that would fit all of them, even Kenzie and Jordan when they came to visit.

“Please be cool,” Ashley begged them, once her pack had moved in enough to warrant a visit.

“I’m so cool,” Kenzie lied.

“The coolest,” Jordan followed.

Except when Kenzie came face-to-face with Cameron, she promptly dropped Jordan’s hand, who looked so absolutely offended it made Ashley laugh, and she fanned her face, swallowing a squeal. “Oh my god, hi,” she greeted, with so much enthusiasm Jordan snorted jealously.

“Shut up, it’s not everyday I meet a celebrity,” Kenzie hissed.

Ashley had a feeling the newly-established couple would be discussing that later.

“Oh, it’s you,” Kenzie drawled when meeting Dylan for the first time. “Kidding!” she beamed, and Dylan visibly relaxed.

Ashley shook her head at the antics.

Eventually they broke in the nest, Cameron’s heat hitting harder than Ashley recalled the first time. River’s cologne was ingrained in every fiber of that nest by the time it was over.

In blissful exhaustion, Ashley lay flat on her back, Cameron half on top of her. River was behind him, and they were sharing a knowing smile, trying not to laugh as Cameron snored softly.

They should be sleeping, recovering, but Ashley wasn’t quite ready to fall asleep yet. She wiggled her fingers, tapping them across River’s right arm, which was curled around Cam’s waist.

“Do all these flowers have a story with them, like the one you told me about?” She’d gotten the tattoo tour before, of course, when he’d told her the names of the flowers. She’d Googled them, learning their meanings, but had never been brave enough to ask about the stories.

“Most of them, yeah. Or just general meaning to me.”

“What about the river?” she asked suspiciously, tapping the fountain pen, which drew the shape of an actual river on his arm.

“I think we all know why I have that one,” he said, proud of his little joke.

Ashley rolled her eyes—affectionately.

“Amaryllis is pride,” he said, tapping one flower near the top of his shoulder. “For obvious reasons.”

Ashley smiled, moved her finger toward a purplish flower. “Hollyhock,” she guessed, and he nodded.

“Means ambition. I got it when I graduated college, because I was getting discouraged. I wanted to remind myself what I was there for.”

Her finger drifted over a clapboard and some text that read the end. in capital courier letters, over the ferns—which meant many different things to many cultures, including magic and fascination, even secret bonds of love.

“This last one is a gardenia. I got it about a year into my and Cam’s relationship,” he murmured. “Means secret love, surprise.”

Ashley hummed a soft, understanding noise, wishing he was close enough to kiss. Instead she squeezed his arm and nudged her foot into him.

“I think I want to get a new one,” River said.

“Oh yeah? Right here?” she asked, circling her finger around a blank space at the crook on the inside of his elbow. “Do you know what you want?”

“I know exactly what I want,” he said.

“What flower?” she asked, oblivious, stroking the skin.

“Ashley,” he said, and she turned her head at the sound of his voice, the knowing tone of it.

His gaze was green and bright and half-lidded and pointed.

It took Ashley a moment, her brain working slowly as River’s eyes bounced from omega to alpha and back again.

She jolted when the answer struck her, jostling Cameron.

“Really?” she asked, excitement threading through her, heart beginning to race. They hadn’t bonded yet because after the mess she made of things last time, she’d been hesitant. She wanted to do it right, conspiring with Cameron to make River feel special and as integral to the pack as he truly was. Date nights and shopping and painting and shameless PDA, which the media ate up like a meal.

“River,” she said, touching the blank spot where he wanted her bite to go. “I would love to bond you.”

Cameron would be able to feel him, too, and the thought of them all linked made her chest go tight and her throat ache as her sinuses burned. She’d come to rely on the bond when it came to reading her pack mates, and she was sorely aware of the absence of River. When they’d broached the subject, River had declared he wanted to wait, to make sure they weren’t rushing it. There would be no more mistakes. Ashley had relented, of course, but her hindbrain always had something to say about it.

Cameron stirred, mumbling against her skin before picking his head up and squinting at them.

“Why does it feel like something monumental is happening?”

“Because it is,” Ashley said, and reached to pull River in now that they wouldn't disturb Cam’s rest.

They sandwiched the omega as Ashley pulled him in for a kiss. “I’d love to leave my mark on you,” she said against his mouth. Cameron wiggled between them.

“Oh my god, are we talking about bonding? River? Are you⁠—”

Cameron rolled over, taking River’s face in his hands until his lips were squished. “Is this happening?”

River nodded, smiling despite his smushed face.

“River,” Cameron whined, and then kissed him, pushing him into the nest and crawling atop him. “Please bond with me. With Ashley, so we can feel each other.”

“I’ve got the perfect spot picked out,” River said. “If you’ll have me.”

“If we’ll—” Cameron scoffed, then leaned down and tilted him up for a kiss. “I love you,” he said, pecking him on the lips between each word. “I’d be honored to be your omega.”

River looked shiny in the eyes and emotion swelled in her and Cam like a wave pool, back and forth.

“I didn’t want to ask during the heat, because I wanted us all to have clear heads. But I just—I love you, and I love being part of this pack.”

“I’ve been waiting, being so patient. I’m so glad that—finally,” Cameron said, and closed the distance again.

Ashley could feel the love between them even without a bond. She propped her head on her hand and watched them.

“I thought your heat was over,” she teased as they began grinding together.

“You think I’m going to miss the opportunity to have him inside me when you bite him?” Cameron asked.

River chuckled. “Thought about this a lot, have you?”

Cameron paused, blushing. “Guilty.”

“Hmm. Maybe you should tell me a few of these fantasies. We can only make the one come true, you know.”

“Babe. I’m an actor. You think I can’t roleplay?”

River snorted, rolling his eyes, and Ashley giggled.

“What about if he’s inside me,” Ashley suggested, stroking a palm down Cameron’s back, slowing his hips. “And you’re inside him? Hmm?”

Through the bond, she could feel Dylan’s curiosity at all the excitement, and she cleared her throat. “There’s one more person we should check in with,” she said. “Maybe he wants to watch.”

“Dylan!” Cameron leaned up to shout. Ashley winced, and River burst into laughter. “It’s cuck time, your favorite!”

Amusement, then affection, and finally interest. They waited—well, she waited. Cameron clearly had faith in the other alpha, because he made room for Ashley atop River and kissed him again, stoking the ever-present fire.

A moment later, the door cracked open, and Dylan’s head popped in. “Is it safe?”

“Not even a little bit,” Ashley drawled.
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Arousal and groans and bursts of pleasure filled the nest, warmth without the desperation of a heat.

River first, they promised, and Cameron sank into him again and again. Ashley met River in a filthy kiss as she moved against him, trailing her lips along his jaw and neck, nipping and teasing. She dipped to his shoulder, his arm, kissing along all the flowers that represented the most important reminders in his life and the printed words that declared an end—but what kind of ending?

To the blank space, where her bite would go, where her claim would lay, where she’d bond River and Cam and herself together for as long as they all lived.

Dylan watched from the oddly-shaped sex chair Cameron had introduced them to, approval and titillation loud in the bond as he watched her take care of the pack. He’d join them—after River was irrevocably theirs.

Cameron moaned, and his pleasure flooded the bond as Ashley rocked her hips, feeling the beta swell inside her, knowing what a sight they made for the other alpha.

She glanced up at River.

In his eyes she saw bright adoration and half-lidded arousal, his lips parted as Cameron thrust into him and she canted her hips.

“You belong here,” she panted, and River’s gaze wavered. “With us,” she said. “With me.”

She waited, timing it, watching his jaw clench and his abs tense, listening to the pitch of their moans. She knew by now which tenor meant it was time.

She brushed her lips over the skin on his arm, anticipating.

They struck it together, reaching the peak with a cry, and Ashley sank her teeth in, her lock gripping him tightly.

River came with a shout.

It was a hard bite, deep, with blood on her tongue, and like curtains parting, there was River. In the bond like he’d always belonged, twining around her and Cameron like a braid.

Together, as one. Ashley’s heart filled up with the four of them, different flavors of the same love: adoration, admiration, obsession, dedication.

They all blended until Ashley could hardly tell them apart, and her hindbrain howled in satisfaction.

Her pack was one.

Ashley soothed the bite with lips and tongue, working it, healing it. Cameron had stopped moving, resting against River’s back and stroking his arm.

Their gazes met, and Ashley paused, lifting her head. “It feels right,” she said, glancing to River. “You’re right where you belong.”

He nodded, and she felt his swell of emotion before his attention drifted over her shoulder.

She knew what was coming before Dylan ever framed her hips with his hands, settling into the nest behind her.

“I have to soothe the bite,” she told him.

“Sounds like a task for an alpha,” he mused, and pressed against her. His warm skin met hers and heat licked at her, stomach tightening with it, cunt quivering where it was locked around River.

River’s jade eyes darkened, and everyone's pleasure fluttered through the bond. With a chuckle, she lowered her mouth, pausing before contact.

“Do your worst, then,” she challenged, and lowered her lips back to the fresh bite.

She braced herself, holding onto River’s arm. Her thumb covered the courier print declaring the end.

This wasn’t their end.

This was their beginning.

And it was going to be a damned good one.


EPILOGUE
CAMERON
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Lights, flashes, red carpet beneath their feet. Cameron was arm-in-arm with River, and behind him were Ashley and Dylan. Everyone looked devastating in fitted suits, and Ashley was wearing heels, towering over him in a way that made him want to call her mommy or something equally embarrassing.

That dress had been made for her, and he and River found themselves distracted by it plenty of times through the night.

Cameras blinded them, belonging to photographers who called their names as if they knew them. They demanded they look left or right so they could get the perfect shot.

They were herded into the next area, where interviewers stood on their marks and waited for the stars to say hello. Ashley filed in behind them, and he felt her and Dylan and River’s support through the bond, their pride.

She was nailing her press smile—she’d been practicing—and Dylan was going full deadpan. It worked, since he was still technically the bodyguard.

Cameron greeted each interviewer, recognizing a few of them. He introduced his pack, engaging them as they discussed their time on the red carpet, and eventually wishing them a good night as they were signaled to move down the line.

“Cameron Thomas, how’s it feel to be here at the premiere to see all your hard work come to fruition?”

Cameron flushed and smiled. “It feels… like a relief. And it feels special that I can share this achievement with my pack!” he said, and nudged River. “This is River Thorton⁠—”

“The screenwriter, right? You’ve worked on all three movies!”

The interviewer earned points with Cameron, and he made note of their name.

River was clearly taken aback by the recognition, recovering quickly and grinning. “That’s me!”

Action on the screen, explosions and romance and overcoming the big, bad enemy. A standing applause chased them from the theater and into more press awaiting them after the premiere.

“With Heat of the Moment: Hotter’s explosive debut, what’s next for Hollywood’s favorite action star?”

Cameron shared an utterly soft, puppy-love look with River. Cameron read his screenplay at least once a month, and couldn’t wait to push it into production. With time.

“I think I want to return to my roots. Maybe try my hand at a passion project, something indie.”

“Curiosity is killing us all. Who’d you bring with you to the premiere?”

Cameron squeezed River’s hand.

“This is my pack. River, who belongs here as much as I do, since he’s a screenwriter in the franchise; and Ashley and Dylan.”

“So it’s official? After all these months of teasing little photos?”

Cameron shrugged, and Ashley placed a hand on his shoulder, where his bite mark was, but to his credit, he hid the shiver very well.

“Don’t know how much more official you can get,” Cameron said, and River smiled like a fool.

This was their pack. They’d made it. Through too-long filming days and new management. Through the pains of selling Ashley’s house. Through the ups and downs of funding her own freelance training.

Through deciding on a place to live, people to call home.

“How are you going to celebrate the rest of the evening?”

Cameron smiled. “Pizza.”

“Pizza?” the interviewer asked. “Favorite topping?”

“River,” Cameron answered, and Ashley gasped before squeezing his waist in admonishment.

With a snicker, Cameron led them down the line, answering random questions and getting a laugh out of everyone at least once before moving on.

It was a long night, and while Cameron loved schmoozing with his fellow castmates, and Ashley was beautiful in a deep purple floor-length gown, and each of his pack mates looked dashing in their suits, Cameron was aching for the chance to drop his mask and relax with his pack.

Weeks of press tours and interviews and lightning-round questions ended tonight.

Finally.

They’d only been moved into their place for a few months, still making it their own. Ashley had taken this to heart, and it turns out she didn’t mind movie-star money when it came to the pack house.

After making their rounds, Cameron leaned into River, inhaling, scenting the cologne Ashley had given him ages ago. He wore it daily, much to Cameron’s delight.

He could smell like his favorite beta any time he wanted.

“Ready for home?” River asked.

“Ready for pizza,” Cameron corrected, and he laughed. “Where are the other two?”

Cameron and River scanned the room, looking for⁠—

They both gasped as Ashley and Dylan strode toward them, hair mussed. Ashley’s lipstick was fresh.

“At the premiere,” Cameron whispered, scandalized and… proud.

“God, she looks good,” River murmured. “Do you think she’d turn around and flex for us again?”

Cameron snorted, and then considered. She’d done it in the safety of their home.

“Maybe I am ready for home,” Cameron purred, and River chuckled darkly.

“Hey, lovebirds,” River teased as the two alphas approached.

“God, I think an attendant saw me. I can never come to another one of these,” Ashley said.

Cameron laughed. “You weren’t the first and you won’t be the last. Will you flex for us again?”

Ashley arched a brow at that before leaning closer, whispering. “Once we get home, I’ll do anything you want.”

“Pizza tomorrow?” he asked River.

He grinned. “Pizza tomorrow.”

Through his bonds, he felt everyone’s playful arousal.

“Are all premiere events this horny?” Dylan asked bluntly.

“Believe it or not, yes,” Cameron told him, and grabbed Ashley’s hand. “Let’s go home.”

“I like the sound of that,” she said.

With one hand in River’s and one in Ashley’s, Cameron made sure to beam for the stray photographers they passed. Dylan followed them intently, keeping an eye out for them. To this day they still hadn’t had an incident, and Dylan was striving to keep it that way.

They made it home safely, and Ashley indeed flexed for them. Ever since she’d gone freelance, her training had gotten more tailored to the few clients she kept, and god, was it showing. She was lifting more, and her defined arms in that dress were mouthwatering.

A few moments after they’d arrived, the doorbell rang, and Cameron glared at the door, up until the moment Dylan opened it and the scent of pizza trailed in.

“Nuh uh,” Cameron said, and rushed the alpha, kidnapping the pizzas right out of Dylan’s hands and leaving him to thank the driver.

“The event was plying everyone with too much alcohol and not enough food,” Ashley complained. “I ordered it on the way home.”

“You think of everything,” he said, and kissed her on the lips before setting the boxes on their dining room table.

Theirs.

Cam caught her gaze, and was overwhelmed with such a wave of emotion that his throat stuck.

River was there, leaning into him, offering his scent as he provided plates.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing wrong. The opposite,” he said. “I love this house, this pack, our lives.”

River pressed a kiss to the side of his head, and Cam felt his lips curl.

“Me too, Cam. Me too.”


AFTERWORD
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Hello there!

Thank you for reading! I hope you enjoyed Ashley, Dylan, River, and Cameron's story! I'd love if you shared your thoughts in a review.

If you want more, Dylan and Ashley still have tickets to that My Chemical Imbalance reunion concert, and you can read the bonus scene on my patreon, for free.

Otherwise, please tell your friends about this book!

Until next time, Lana
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