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      Vera’s pack keeps growing with the addition of Jorge and Riley, two Alphas with complicated lives (and histories) of their own…

      

      In only a few weeks, Omega Vera went from being on the run with her fated Alpha Caleb at her side, to starting a pack with scent matched second Omega Mathew and Alpha Jorge, to both Omegas going into heat and getting pregnant, to meeting and matching to a third Alpha, a woman named Riley, to getting ambushed by the criminal syndicate the Hearts in a restaurant.

      

      The dangerous situation at the restaurant exposes how vulnerable the pack is during these rapidly changing times. And how much the Hearts have compromised Mathew and Jorge’s information sources, making it impossible to know what the syndicate is really up to.

      

      Balancing the new bonds, their pregnancies and their jobs all at the same time is hard enough, but the constant threat of the Hearts attacking them again looms large.

      

      To make things even worse, the Omegas suddenly go into a second heat and Riley won’t let anyone, not even the rest of the pack, near them…

      

      This collection includes the fourth to sixth novellas of Her Vicious Pack (Fierce Claim, Building Haven and Captive Beta) and follows Vera and her mates in a dark contemporary queer reverse harem/Why Choose romance (set in a sweet Omegaverse world) about a criminal found family empire with dreams of ‘expanding the family’.

      These novellas may include any of these elements: steamy scenes, ‘I need tissues NOW’ moments, cries of ‘why, oh, why’ and cliffhangers that make you bite your nails (and curse the author).

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

      

      This is a dark romance, please check the ‘content guide’ for details about tropes and potential sensitive topics that might be included in this story/serial.

      

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

        Easily Distracted Media Newsletter
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      As this is a dark romance featuring lots of people who (for various reasons) don’t live on the ‘right’ side of the law, a content guide seemed appropriate.

      
        
        If you’re happy to go into this story based on the title, cover and blurb, go ahead, you can totally skip this section. Happy reading!

      

      

      If you’d like to know if something you love or hate might show up in this series, take a look below, this list might grow as the series continues (in which case, I’ll put those topics in italics).

      Not all of these topics will show up from the very first novella, but I’ve added the ones that I know will be present in the series at some point so you’ll have some idea of what to expect later (for good or bad).

      Relationships and sex

      This is a reverse harem or Why Choose series where some in the harem also have relationships with each other and not just Vera. Everyone is focused on Vera, but some do have relationships among each other too.

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

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

      

      All the sex in this story is consensual.

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

      Relationship tropes/content

      
        
          	
        ΑΩ, ΩΩ and ΩΩΑ relationships
      

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

      	
        Large age gap
      

      	
        Sex toys
      

      	
        Heats and ruts
      

      	
        Knotting (by all Alphas, see Omegaverse Primer)
      

      	
        breeding kink
      

      	
        Pregnant Omegas (see Omegaverse Primer) and birth
      

      	
        Sex in unusual places
      

      

      

      Other events that happen

      
        
          	
        Very casual attitudes towards acts of violence
      

      	
        Violence
      

      	
        Kidnapping
      

      	
        Murder/death
      

      

      

      Mentioned but not described

      
        
          	
        (Child) Prostitution and trafficking
      

      	
        Abuse
      

      

      

      Things you will NOT find in this series

      
        
          	
        Bullying between any of the love interests
      

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

      	
        Cheating
      

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

      

      

      

      This is a story about people who don’t live on the ‘right’ side of the law, so… Yeah… That’s the stuff you’ll get.
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      This series takes place in a contemporary Omegaverse setting, which is also sometimes called a non-shifter Omegaverse setting, as it takes certain elements from paranormal shifter romances, but takes out the shapeshifting bits. Every author has their own take on the concept, and even that might change between different series from the same author.

      Hence, this primer, which only applies to this specific series/world.

      Alphas/Betas/Omegas, what and how and all of that…

      Every person in this world has two genders, their primary gender (male/female), which they’re assigned at birth, and their secondary gender (Alpha/Beta/Omega), which only starts to appear during puberty. Sometimes, a person’s secondary gender can be guessed based on certain traits when they’re younger, but it only really shows once they hit puberty.

      Blood tests are often used to confirm the second gender.

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

      
        
        The following descriptions are generalisations and not applicable to each individual, but they’re a useful place to start from.

      

      

      Alphas

      Alphas tend to be taller, broader and more muscular than their Beta and Omega counterparts. They also can have a bit of a nasty temper and don’t always react well to being told what to do. They’re also very protective, of their own family and even random strangers at times.

      You often find Alphas at the head of companies or in government but also in places where their protectiveness is an asset, like bodyguards, the army and other things like that.

      All Alphas can impregnate female Betas and male and female Omegas and can go into rut when their Omega is in heat.

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

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

      Betas

      Betas are the most similar to ‘normal’ humans. They’re of average size, tend to have a more even temper and don’t usually act out too much.

      You often find Betas in manager roles, general work force (in things like office jobs) and places where their even temper is an asset.

      Male Betas don’t get a knot and also don’t go into rut, not even when their Omega is in heat, but are able to impregnate female Betas and male and female Omegas.

      Female Betas don’t go into heat, and can be impregnated by male and female Alphas and male Betas.

      Omegas

      Omegas are usually smaller and more delicate than Alphas and Betas. Their temper tends to be even but if they or their loved ones are put in danger, they might be more dangerous than some Alphas. Because of their body size, they’re often seen as weaker or more frail, but I would argue that being able to carry and birth a child makes them pretty fucking strong.

      When Omegas work (which isn’t accepted in all corners of society), you’ll often find them in carer roles like teachers and in the medical field, though they also regularly make up the bulk of staff in jobs that are easy to combine with childcare.

      All Omegas can get pregnant from male and female Alphas and male Betas, will experience heats and create slick when they’re turned on, so penetration is easier.

      Male Omegas grow a womb during their puberty and their semen doesn’t contain any sperm, which means they can’t impregnate anyone.

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

      Pheromones

      Everyone in this world creates pheromones, which are personal scent signatures. Alphas and Omegas tend to have stronger pheromones and also react stronger to them, while Betas have weaker and more neutral pheromones.

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

      Openly smelling someone’s pheromones, especially when you do it from well within their personal space and the other person isn’t someone you know well, is seen as very rude (and it’s still rude even if you do know them well).

      Scent match/fated mate

      A scent match is when someone’s pheromones are so attractive that you can’t walk away from them, finding your scent match is also referred to as finding your fated mate. This is the person that you ‘belong’ with.

      A scent match isn’t required for a relationship but is often seen as desirable especially for Alphas and Omegas.

      Pair bonding/pack bonding

      People in this world live as pairs (two people or in rare cases three people) or in packs (which can range from four to eight or more people). Most people tend to stay with the type of family dynamic that they’ve grown up with, as that’s what they know, but they don’t have to. A pack can be made up of any combination of Alphas, Betas and Omegas.

      If someone becomes part of a bond type that doesn’t match well with them, they suffer mental and physical distress. An Omega who’s best suited for a pack bond but is in a pair bond might struggle to calm down during a heat because there aren’t enough bonds for them, while an Omega who’s more suited for a pair bond but is in a pack bond will often push their body past their limits to accommodate the extra bonds.

      Scent matches or fated mates are more important for pack bonds as clashing scents often leads to infighting among Alphas, which can have deadly results.

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

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

      Heat/rut/knots

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

      Alphas go into rut, a state where their only focus is on impregnating their Omega (though, anyone will do in a pinch if they’re desperate). Most of the time, an Alpha’s rut is triggered by their Omega’s heat, but they can happen randomly, especially during their teens or if they’ve been away from their Omega for too long.

      While an Alpha is in a rut, they can knot someone, which locks them together and will increase the chances of a pregnancy.

      Outside of a heat, the chance of an Omega becoming pregnant is negligible and if an Alpha doesn’t knot an Omega their chances of impregnating them are similar to a Betas.

      Suppressants/pheromone masking

      There are various suppressants on the market that help people hide their second gender (often by changing the intensity and type of scent they have) and, for Alphas and Omegas, that help them suppress their heats or ruts.

      Depending on the severity of the suppressant, these might have negative side effects, ranging from a stuffy nose or slight discomfort to permanently altered heat or rut cycles or a total lack or overwhelming severity of pheromones.

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

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

          

        

      

    

    
      Calming down after the eventful evening we’ve just had isn’t easy. We were supposed to have a relaxing dinner at Mathew’s favourite place, but it ended in a horrible fight instead.

      The adrenaline might be gone now we’re back home, but an angry and nervous energy is still rushing through my body, keeping me on edge.

      Getting attacked by the Hearts at the restaurant was the last straw; I’m done waiting. I’m done waiting for them to make another move and get even closer to us. I’m done waiting and never knowing where the threat comes from next.

      I’ve lived like that for six years with Caleb and I’m not going to start my pack life the same way. My pack life will be different.

      Hell, what’s the use of sharing a pack with Mathew ‘The Cleaner’ Page, someone who isn’t just feared but who’s also fucking rich, if I still live the same way as I did when it was just Caleb and me? Always fearful, always on edge. I’ve had enough of it.

      Caleb, Jorge, Mathew and the others have been trying to find out how close the Hearts have gotten to us, how they could so easily influence Jorge’s sources and how long this has been going on.

      But what if that’s the wrong direction? What if that’s not what we should be doing?

      If we stay on the defence like this, we’ll never get the upper hand.

      I know that my pack is protective, that they want to make sure nobody gets hurt while they’re figuring things out. But even if we find out how much the Hearts have been messing with us, that’s not going to stop them —or anyone else from the Suits Syndicate— from coming after us.

      Tonight proved that. Tonight proved that they’re willing to do anything to get to us.

      I have no idea if they knew ahead of time that Riley would run into us —at this point, anything is possible— but someone from the group she was meeting with didn’t hesitate and called for reinforcements.

      They contacted someone at the Hearts because they saw Mathew was there. They were willing to take a chance like that, risk everything, just to get to him.

      And it cost them their lives.

      If anything, this shows that it’s very likely that the Hearts are behind the bounties that are on our heads, or, at least, that they’re happy to act on them if they get an opportunity.

      Either way, we’re in more danger than we were before and we have to stop worrying ‘what if’ and start making our own plans. The next time something like this happens, we might not be so lucky.

      I don’t want to think what could have happened if Derrick and the others hadn’t been there.

      How I could have lost my pack…

      “Vera?” Caleb’s voice is soft as he reaches out to me, pulling me onto his lap.

      We’re in the garden, the warm early summer air wrapped around us, as we’re trying to calm down after the eventful evening. I found Caleb and Riley sitting here, looking very serious, after I came down from my shower with Mathew and Jorge.

      Not that our conversation has gotten any lighter since then…

      “Hmm?” I sit down so I’m leaning against his chest but can still look at Riley. I like their combined pheromones, it’s a perfect mix, deep forest and dark red roses, comfortable and heady at the same time.

      “Did I ever fully explain what Erika’s organisation does?” He slides his arms around me, keeping me nestled against him. His steady heartbeat a soothing metronome, making me drowsy with sleep.

      “They help people escape bad situations, help them to start new lives. Things like that, right?”

      I’m aware that what they’re doing is much more involved, but since it’s all pretty secretive —to help protect the victims— I never asked for details. I didn’t need them. They were doing good work. That’s all I needed to know.

      “Correct.” He wraps his arms around me more, his pheromones spiking with satisfaction, and I watch Riley keep a close eye on us. She seems interested in where this is going. “Do you know what kind of situations she helps them out of?”

      I think, trying to remember what Caleb or others have told me before and what I’ve picked up over the years. “All sorts of things. Bad packs. Forced sex work. Human trafficking. Ehh… Probably more, but that’s all I remember right now.”

      “Correct. Though that’s just the surface level.” He lets out a long breath, his pheromones calm but he feels tense. “They specialise in helping people escape from the Suits Syndicate. They mostly focus on the Diamonds, as that’s the area they live in.”

      I blink, looking up at him. “You’ve known about the Suits Syndicate all this time?”

      Until Mathew told me about them, I had no idea organisations like that existed and —until not too long ago— I had no idea the Suits Syndicate was even a thing. But Caleb knew all along?

      “I worked for Erika and her pack before we met, remember? She explained the whole Suits Syndicate situation before I started, to make sure I knew the danger I was dealing with. Plus, it’s not like it really mattered where the people came from. They were in need, I helped them, that was all there was to it for me.”

      I keep staring at him, not sure if I should be angry or annoyed that he never told me this.

      But then, I guess I had enough shit on my plate without also being aware that Erika’s work wasn’t simply rescuing people but that she was rescuing them from very dangerous organisations. I don’t think I would have been able to deal with that at the time.

      “You worked for Erika?” Riley’s warm rose scent fills with surprise.

      Caleb nods. “For quite a long time. I think I was one of the first people she asked to help them after she married her pack. I worked for them until I met Vera and we had to go on the run. It’s a bit complicated to help people return to society when we didn’t even have a stable place to stay ourselves.”

      “You were on the run?” Riley frowns, eyeing Caleb and then me, her body tense. “You met Vera while dealing with the Syndicate? How are you still alive?”

      “No. We weren’t running from the Syndicate.” I let out a soft laugh at her incredulous look. “We were running from the Alpha my parents’ pack married me off to.” I glance up at Caleb and give him a kiss on his jaw, grinning. “This one here stole me out of the wedding car.”

      That makes Riley blink, her confusion deepening, which makes me smile. “Because he was ordered to by Erika?” She looks at Caleb, who smiles sheepishly.

      “No. I was driving past her parents’ pack’s place on my way to pick up some parts for a car I was working on. I smelled her distressed pheromones, parked the car and grabbed her. It was instinct more than anything else.”

      He kisses the top of my head. “I didn’t really realise what I’d done until we were far away and had both calmed down.”

      Riley reaches out, carefully touching my knee, worry still in her gaze. “But you’re no longer in danger? You’re safe now?”

      I nod. Though I’m not sure how she’s going to take the next part of our story. “Mathew killed the Alpha. He’s no longer a problem.”

      “Ah.” She relaxes as she nods. “And that’s how you met. When you hired him to kill the Alpha. That’s a pretty extreme way to deal with things, but it makes sense.”

      “Nope.” I can’t hide my grin. “The Alpha I was supposed to marry hired Mathew to kidnap us. Which Mathew’s team succeeded in.”

      “Then how did the Alpha end up dead?” Her confusion is interesting to watch, makes her look more human, less in control.

      To be fair, there are a lot of moving parts to our past…

      “Because they are my scent matches.” Mathew’s voice reaches us from the door, sounding amused. “The bastard was trying to renegotiate the pricing and pissed me off. It was easier to get rid of him and keep them for myself.”

      I narrow my eyes at Mathew, now he’s simplifying things way too much. “I’m pretty sure there was more involved than ‘keeping us for yourself’. I remember a contract and you making us choose between becoming ‘yours’ or paying you a million quid or something ridiculous like that.”

      He grins as he reaches out, sliding his fingers along my neck, his touch tender. “Did I ever make you sign anything?”

      “Not really... But still, you did make us choose.”

      “It wasn’t really a choice.” His voice is filled with warmth and pride. “I knew you wouldn’t choose the second option. You were too smart and practical for that.”

      He looks almost awkward as he drops his hand, staring out into the garden. “I didn’t know how else to make sure you wouldn’t immediately run away after what you’d just been through. Binding you to me like that seemed like the only way.”

      “I would have killed you, or at least kicked your ass.” Riley’s growling words and angry pheromones make it very clear what she thinks of his actions.

      She doesn’t have a good impression of Mathew and stories like this don’t make it any better.

      “I know.” Mathew flashes her a grin, his awkwardness and vulnerability gone. “And if Caleb hadn’t been hurt, and if they hadn’t been lifted from their beds in the middle of the night by my men, they would have kicked my ass too. Or, at least, would have attempted it.”

      That makes Riley stare at Caleb, her anger growing. “You were hurt?!”

      He nods, which makes Riley glare at Mathew even more. “You don’t hurt your targets. You should know that. What kind of crap team are you running here?”

      Caleb holds up his hand, stopping the rest of her words. “It wasn’t their fault. I was barefoot and stepped in some broken glass. It was an accident.” He lets out a soft laugh as he pulls me against him more. “This one here was ready to fight the whole time, but didn’t because I was hurt and wouldn’t have been able to escape with her. She wouldn’t leave me behind.”

      Riley’s eyes soften as she looks at me. “I believe that immediately. The way she handled herself tonight was magnificent.”

      “She definitely knows how to handle herself, she basically castrated one of my men.” Mathew laughs, pride in his eyes. “The two of them nearly took out half of the team before they were caught. And Vera had as much of a hand in that as Caleb did. With a knife, she might be more dangerous than me. Do not let her cuteness fool you.”

      My cheeks heat up and I glance down to my hands, my heart racing. “I’m not that impressive. I only applied what Caleb taught me. It’s just basic fighting skills.”

      Riley reaches out, touching my hand, her pheromones filled with joy. “In this world, being able to protect yourself, especially as an Omega, is a big advantage. And what I saw you do tonight, how controlled you moved and how aware of your surroundings you were, you’ve got great instincts and skills. I’d happily have you at my side when I’m on a mission.”

      “Those are some mighty compliments.” Jorge saunters over, dressed in boxer briefs and a t-shirt, his arm wrapped in clean bandages. “Riley won’t even let me near her when she’s on a mission. She claims it’s ‘too dangerous’.”

      I glance between Riley, Jorge and Mathew, and the soft way Riley smiles makes my face heat up even more and my pheromones flare.

      I’m not used to getting compliments. Especially from people who I know are much more skilled than me.

      Though, the thought of going on a mission with Riley, to see how she works and what she does, that’s very tempting too...

      Very, very tempting...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            MATHEW

          

        

      

    

    
      Listening in on Caleb, Riley and Vera from the office was interesting. Since my pheromones couldn’t betray my location and the three of them were way too focused on each other, they had no clue I was there.

      Most of what they were talking about, I already knew, like what kind of work Erika’s pack does, partially from what Caleb told me and the rest from working together with them these last couple of weeks. But, when it became about how they met me, I couldn’t stay hidden longer, I had to get involved.

      It felt too weird to listen to them talk about me, while they had no idea I could hear every word. And it’s important for Riley to know what kind of pack members she’s getting herself involved with.

      She doesn’t have the best impression of me, and I don’t know if this last conversation has made it any better. How is it that she seems to find fault with me all the time, with everything I do?

      I know we’re in the same line of work and I know I’m at least a couple of years younger than her, but that doesn’t mean I don’t know what I’m doing. That doesn’t mean that she has to keep picking on me all the time.

      It’s frustrating, but it doesn’t look like she’s doing it out of malice, she does it because she cares. She cares about other people and that they’re treated ‘right’. If she did it to be mean, it would have been so much easier to get angry with her, but right now, getting upset with her would only make it seem like I’m sulking. Which I’m not.

      Caleb stands up, keeping Vera tucked against his side as he looks at everyone. “I’m off to bed. I suspect we’ll have an exhausting couple of days ahead of us, and I would like to be well-rested.”

      “Same.” Jorge yawns. “And the sooner this day is over, the better.”

      “Are you off to bed too?” I touch Vera’s cheek and she nuzzles into my hand, nodding. She’s barely awake as it is, all comfortable against Caleb. “Okay. Good night.” I lean forward and she gives me a soft kiss.

      Then Caleb wraps his empty arm around me and pulls me against him, kissing me long and hard, leaving my body full of energy and need, his cock pushing against my hip.

      “Are you sure you’re not joining us?” His voice is a low rumble and my dick strains in my boxer briefs at the promise in his words. He’s clearly much more awake than Vera…

      I slowly shake my head, I’m too on edge to even think of going to sleep right now. Having a couple of orgasms in the shower with Jorge and Vera took care of the sharpest sensations, but that’s all it did, it didn’t calm my mind down.

      “Okay. I’ll see you when you’re ready.” He gives me another kiss, a softer one this time, and then I get a second kiss from Vera, who struggles to keep her eyes open.

      “Night, Riley.” Caleb nods in her direction as he tucks Vera against his side more, keeping her safe, and walks into the house.

      I turn to Jorge, who smiles and wraps his arms around me, holding me tight for a couple of moments. He feels very different from Caleb, since he’s not as tall or as broad as the older Alpha, but that doesn’t mean I feel any less safe or less protected in his arms.

      It’s different, but just as good.

      He kisses me slowly, letting me relax in his warm embrace, before he looks at me seriously. “Don’t stay up too late. You’re really going to need your sleep after the evening we’ve just had.”

      “I know. I’ll come up soon, I promise.” I nuzzle his neck, taking in his cedar pheromones. “My brain just needs to calm down a little more.”

      “Good.” He lets out a soft laugh. “Now, I’m going to follow the other two, before they get up to stuff without me.” He winks and then looks at Riley. “You too. Don’t stay up too late.”

      Riley lets out a laughing huff as she waves him inside. “I’m pretty sure I should be the one saying that to you, as I don’t think you’re planning to go to sleep any time soon.”

      Jorge laughs, happy, content, as he saunters inside, making sure I get a good look at his ass before he disappears through the door. Tease.

      The garden immediately becomes quiet, filled only with the sounds of the wind through the leaves and the chirping of the insects that use the cover of darkness to find someone to fuck and continue the species with.

      It’s just Riley and me now, which makes me nervous, so I start wandering further into the garden.

      The grass is warm under my feet, tickling my skin, as the air is filled with the scents of flowers and plants. I love being in the garden at night, it’s so calming.

      I stop under one of the apple trees, reaching up to touch the lowest branch as my eyes follow it to the leaves at the end.

      The flowers have already disappeared, which means that hidden between the leaves are mini apples that will grow to full size over the summer. I love watching fruit grow, I love watching all plants grow. I grew up in the city, so until I came here, I never saw much greenery.

      Riley’s rose scent intensifies as her soft footsteps come closer, stopping behind me. “Did you plant this garden yourself?” Her voice is warm, making my heart race.

      “Not the trees, they were already here. But I put together the rest.” It kept me busy while I was trying to make sense of the new world I was suddenly part of. Designing and putting together the garden was one of the few ways I could truly relax at the time.

      “It looks great and I’m sure it looks even better during the day.” She’s now right next to me.

      Even without her heels, she’s taller than me, which I realise I like a lot. I always thought I liked Alphas my height, like Jorge, but with Caleb and Riley around, I realise I might actually have a thing for taller Alphas too. Though, maybe only for some taller Alphas...

      “Do you dislike me?” The question leaves my mouth without me even meaning to ask it.

      Riley’s pheromones flare, filling with a moment of confusion before they settle on ‘unsure’. “Dislike? No. I’m... cautious. I don’t trust people very quickly. And while I’m sure Jorge, Caleb and Vera are right in trusting you, I barely know you. I know of you, and most of those things don’t really make me keen to trust you. But I don’t know you. I don’t know who you are in private, who you are when the world isn’t following your every move.”

      I nod slowly, glancing her way, looking at the way the shadows play over her face, making her appear intense and almost ethereal at the same time. She’s stunning. Even if she wasn’t my scent match, I would probably have tried to get her in my bed.

      She moves nervously under my gaze. “I’m sorry. I don’t know if that makes any sense. People say that I think too granular, that things aren’t so complicated as my brain makes them.”

      “I understand what you mean. What would you like to know?” I take a deep breath, trying to keep my heart under control. She’s strong and vulnerable at the same time.

      She scares me and makes me want to protect her in equal measures.

      I start perfuming, though I don’t think Riley notices it.

      She lets out a low laugh that makes my dick jump as she looks at me, meeting my gaze in amusement. “It’s not that simple. I have no idea what questions to ask. And you know as well as I do, that asking the right questions is key to getting the right answers.”

      “No questions at all?” I slowly reach out to her, desperate to touch her. Even if she doesn’t fully trust me, that doesn’t stop me from wanting her and wanting her bad...

      She turns, taking my hand in hers. “I am curious about one thing...” She eyes my neck.

      “Which is?” My voice has gone hoarse, and I can’t keep my eyes off her lips.

      “What are your pheromones like? I can smell all of the others, but I don’t think I’ve smelled yours yet.” Her voice drops and her pheromones fill with desire. Even if she can’t smell my pheromones, her body responds to them all the same.

      “Would you like to try?” I tug on our entwined hands, making her come closer. “They’re not very strong, but if you get close enough, you should be able to smell them.”

      That makes her pheromones spike even more and the next moment I’m pushed up against the tree as Riley wraps me in her pheromones and body at the same time.

      Fuck, she smells and feels so good. Her body isn’t as soft as Vera’s, but it still turns me on so much. I slide my arms around her waist and feel every muscle in her body move as she puts her nose against my neck.

      Instinctively, I start perfuming harder, slivers of my scent escaping from me as I roll my hips against her. The more I’m turned on, the stronger my scent, so she should be getting a good whiff of them now.

      “Oh. Fuck.” She lets out a low moan. “Wisteria. That smells so good and suits you perfectly.”

      She leans even closer. “It’s for the best that I couldn’t smell you in the restaurant, I would have dragged Vera and you to the bathrooms and fucked you there and then. Proper etiquette be damned.” She chuckles deeply.

      I rub my nose against her neck, making her dark red rose pheromones flare stronger. “I wouldn’t have had any complaints if you’d done that.” I slide my hands lower, grabbing her ass, pulling our hips together.

      She feels so fucking good.

      “If we hadn’t been in such a public place, I would have fucked you the moment I laid my eyes on you.”

      “Maybe next time.” She kisses my neck, slowly going up to my jaw. “I do have another question.” Her voice is filled with lust and I can’t help rolling my hips against her, almost like I’m dry-humping her.

      “Yes?” Fuck. I want her so much.

      “What happens if I do this?” She nips at my lips before carefully tugging on one of my lip piercings.

      I tighten my arms around her as I let out a moan, my head starting to spin from need.

      Then I push closer and kiss her, quickly deepening it, so I can play with my tongue piercing over her tongue and this time, her moan vibrates through my body.

      Fuck. I want to push her up against the tree and fuck her. And then I want her to turn us over and fuck me into the ground until there’s nothing left of either of us.

      I want her so badly, it’s making it hard to control myself.

      The last time I felt like this was the day Vera went into heat, but that’s not possible. I’ve just been in heat, and if I’m pregnant, I shouldn’t be getting another heat until after the baby is born.

      It’s probably just the exhaustion combined with meeting a new scent match.

      That must be it.

      She interrupts my thoughts as she rubs up against me, not breaking the kiss as she slides her hands lower and grabs my ass. Oh, fuck, yes.

      Yes, please.

      Yes.

      Then, something pulls my attention. I have no idea what it is, if it’s a sound or a smell, but it sets the hairs on my arms on end and Riley and I still at the same time.

      Something’s wrong.

      I have no idea what, but something is really wrong.
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      I wake up with a start. “Vera? Jorge?” I reach for them, but the bed is cold and empty.

      Fuck.

      I sit up, looking around and straining my ears to hopefully hear them. The light in the bathroom and the nest are off, so they’re probably not in there.

      Just to be sure, I climb out of bed and open the door to the nest. It’s dark and silent inside. Nobody here.

      Where are they?

      I reach for one of the drawers where Mathew stores his weapons and grab a knife. A second glance inside lets me know that Vera’s favourite knife is missing, though everything else is where it’s supposed to be.

      Oh, fuck.

      She might have taken it with her to the restaurant last night and forgotten to put it back, but the pit in my stomach tells me that’s idle hope. She took it when she left the bedroom, which means she’s feeling unsafe.

      This is bad.

      This is really bad.

      I slowly open the bedroom door. The dark hallway is silent, the only source of light comes from the staircase, from the downstairs hallway. Mathew turns that off once he comes to bed, so I expect that to still be on.

      Where the fuck are the others?

      I glance at the camera on the ceiling further down the hall. The red light is on, so it should still be working. Good. That’s at least something.

      It also means that whatever Vera is scared of probably didn’t come from the outside. There are only a few things that would freak Vera out like this, and they go from bad to much worse.

      I make my way down the hall, to the stairs, hoping to find someone there who can make more sense of the situation.

      There are so many people in this building, especially tonight, and somehow, I don’t see or hear anyone. Is that because I’m overreacting or because they’re all busy with something?

      “Caleb?” Mathew’s voice reaches me as I get to the top of the stairs, then Riley’s pheromones hit me, filled with desire and worry.

      Well, I don’t have to guess what those two were getting up to until moments ago. It’s good to know that they trust each other enough to make out, at least.

      “I’m here.” I walk down the stairs and find Mathew and Riley waiting for me, looking around them in worry. “Have you seen Jorge or Vera?”

      They shake their heads, their worry increasing. Well, fuck.

      The door to the kitchen slams open and Derrick storms out, his hair a mess, and he looks like he’s seen a ghost. When he spots us, he stops in his tracks. “Good. Good. You’re here.”

      “What is it?” Mathew’s voice is tight as he walks over to the Alpha, instantly turning from my Omega, my pack mate, into the head of the organisation, taking control of the situation.

      “Vera and Jorge are at the shooting range. Something’s wrong with Vera. Jorge is trying to get her out of there, but she’s not listening to him.”

      Fuck. Oh, fuck, no.

      My heart races as realisation sets in.

      I should have expected this. I should have stayed awake to make sure she actually went to sleep and then watched over her all night. I shouldn’t have felt relaxed enough to fall asleep. I should have noticed she wasn’t doing well.

      Fuck.

      I sprint out the back door, to the training complex, where the shooting range is located.

      Fuck.

      This is worse than I feared.

      If she’s got a knife with her, things could get dicey very quickly, because I don’t know if she’s aware enough of her situation that she knows what she’s doing.

      I spot some people from the security team outside the building, but no lights on inside.

      “Where are they?” I call out as I race to the entrance of the building. I need to get to Vera. I need to get to her as quickly as possible.

      “Shooting range, at the far back.” One of them says as they open the door for me.

      Okay. At least Vera and Jorge don’t seem to be on the move.

      I hold up my hand as Mathew and Riley follow me inside. “Let me try something first. I might be able to get her out of there. Don’t let the security team near her until I’ve got her in my arms.”

      “They won’t. They’ll stay away until I give the sign. What’s going on? What’s happening to Vera?” Mathew grabs my arm, stopping me.

      “She couldn’t settle down to sleep and now her brain is messing with her. It’s a mixture of anxiety and a nightmare. Her brain is struggling to process what happened this evening and this is the result. A waking nightmare.”

      “You mean, she’s sleepwalking?” Riley glances behind her, to the door, where the security team is waiting for further instructions.

      “No. She’s aware of what’s going on around her, but she doesn’t realise she’s not asleep. So, she thinks and feels this is a nightmare, while she’s actually awake.”

      “Can she snap out of it?” Mathew slowly lets me go, meeting my eyes, like he’s trying to get the answers straight from my brain.

      “I’m going to try, but it’s probably better for her to sleep it off. If she goes back to sleep, feeling as safe as possible, she’ll wake up normally in a couple of hours.” I take a deep breath and start walking down the hall to the shooting range.

      The building is quiet, apart from our footsteps.

      The darkness increases the feeling of dread, but I don’t want to turn on any lights, in case it scares Vera. She’s got a weapon and I have no idea what her state of mind is right now, so I have no idea if she’s a threat to anyone, including herself.

      Vera’s pheromones linger in the hallway, a mixture of anxiety and determination, while Jorge’s pheromones are full of fear.

      It’s a bad combination that I’m struggling to fight against, struggling to avoid influencing my mind. For this to work, I need to stay as calm as possible.

      There’s light under the door to the shooting range, though I can’t hear anything yet as the place is sound-proofed. Normally, a good thing; right now, very frustrating.

      I quietly open the door, hoping to not startle them. Their pheromones spill into the hallway, making a slow rumble start up in my chest. Their pheromones are thick with fear and anxiety and it’s making me want to kill anyone who’s threatening them.

      “We’re all okay.” Jorge’s voice is quiet, trying to sound soothing, but failing. “I promise you. We’re all safe. Everyone is inside, waiting for you to come to bed.”

      “I can’t let this happen again. It’s too dangerous.” Vera’s voice is calm, at odds with her pheromones.

      There’s movement at the end of the hall, and then Jorge steps backwards from behind one of the partitions that split the range up into more personal areas. His face is pale and he’s holding up his hands, like he’s trying to protect himself.

      I motion for Mathew and Riley to stay in the hallway, before I slip through the door.

      The movement catches Jorge’s attention and he quickly shakes his head, mouthing ‘no’ in my direction.

      I close my eyes, trying to flood the range with protective pheromones, but theirs are too strong. I won’t be able to reach Vera like this. I’ll have to get a lot closer first.

      Luckily, there are some boxes at their end, so I motion for Jorge to get behind them. If Vera doesn’t see him, she might forget he’s there, that should keep him safe.

      Once Jorge has hidden himself, I call out, trying to keep my voice as conversational as possible, trying to make her feel safe. “Vera? Are you in here?” I know she is, but hopefully this makes it seem like I’m simply trying to find her, that I’m not a threat.

      “Caleb! Good morning!” Her voice is clear, upbeat. “You can go back to sleep. I’m just here to practice.”

      Does she not realise that she’s saying something else now than what she told Jorge just moments ago, or is she aware enough that she’s trying to get me out of here?

      Let’s see what happens if I play along.

      “Did you have breakfast yet? You should at least have a good meal before you start working out. I thought Derrick made that clear?” I walk closer to the section she’s in, keeping my pheromones strong.

      “I’ll have breakfast later. It’s still early.”

      I expect to hear shots at any moment, but it stays quiet. Her pheromones also haven’t calmed down, so I don’t think she’s aware of what’s going on, she thinks she’s still in the middle of a nightmare.

      “Did you remember to put on all the protective gear?” I try to keep my voice calm, like this is a very normal conversation to have.

      She’s quiet for a few moments. “Some.”

      Which is totally what I’d expect of her. Especially if she’d slipped out for a couple of rounds before breakfast and didn’t want to let anyone else on about what she’s doing. It means she has at least some awareness of her surroundings.

      “Derrick’s not going to be happy when he hears that, you know? He’ll have you recite all the safety rules over and over until he’s sure you’ll always follow them in the future.” By now, I’ve gotten much closer to her and can look behind the partition.

      She’s still wearing the same night dress that she went to bed in, but is wearing protective goggles and next to her are a gun and headphones. Yeah, that’s definitely not according to the safety rules.

      Then I spot the knife in her hand, which she’s gripping tightly, her knuckles white and her hand shaking. She’s so tense, so scared.

      Fuck.

      She notices me and turns in my direction. Her eyes are dark and unfocused as she meets mine.

      A chill goes down my spine. If she thinks I’m a threat for even a moment, she will use that knife on me.

      “Aren’t you cold?” I step closer to her, slowly reaching out my hand but not touching her, just watching how she’ll respond.

      “I’m not cold. It’s warm enough.” Her voice sounds normal, but her face and eyes don’t show emotion, and her pheromones are still full of fear.

      “Are you sure? You’re shaking.” I pointedly look at the hand she’s holding the knife in and the moment she pays attention to it, the shaking stops and her hand seems to relax.

      “I promise, I’m not cold.” She puts the knife next to the gun and shows me her steady hand. “See? I’m fine.”

      Relieved, I pull her against me and step away from the weapons, wrapping my arms around her as much as I can, trying to get through to her with my words. “You scared me. I woke up and you were gone. If you go out in the middle of the night, you have to wake me up, you know that. You promised me.”

      This isn’t the first time this has happened, but it’s been years.

      These waking nightmares happened a lot more often when we were first on the run, but once she started to feel more confident in her abilities, they stopped. That they’ve come back is a very bad sign.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.” Her pheromones are still strange, and she doesn’t ease against me, no matter how much I flood her with protective and reassuring pheromones.

      “Let’s go inside. If you want to go to the shooting range, you have to get dressed first, and you can’t skip breakfast.” I start walking to the door, where Mathew and Riley are waiting and I hear Jorge follow us.

      “You don’t always have breakfast before you start working. I know you and Mathew have been working in the middle of the night without having breakfast first.”

      Okay, she’s not entirely wrong, and us working all night is clearly bothering her. That’s something we’re going to have to talk about once she’s properly woken up.

      But at least she doesn’t seem to be locked inside the ‘danger from all directions’ part of her nightmare anymore.

      “Well, I’m not the one who might be pregnant. Skipping breakfast is much worse for you than it is for me.” I keep up the conversation as I follow Mathew, Jorge and Riley down the hallways.

      The three shoot me questioning looks, but I give them a slight shake of my head in return. Vera is focused on me right now, I don’t want to overwhelm her and scare her. I need to get her to somewhere that she feels safe as quickly as possible.

      Vera lets out a frustrated grunt, the most emotion I’ve seen her express yet. “Mathew might be, though. And you don’t fuss over him like this. You don’t constantly tell him that he has to eat healthier or make him eat before he starts work.”

      Mathew glances at us in surprise.

      Yep, even in her nightmares, she’s more worried about him than she is about herself.

      “You’re right. I should do that with him too. You’re totally right.”

      She moves slightly, not like she’s relaxing, but like she’s changing her attention. Then her pheromones fill with deadly intent, her voice dropping. “I have to protect him. I have to become strong enough that I can kill anyone who threatens him. Even if that’s you.”

      Ice runs through my veins as I realise what triggered this episode.

      When Jorge became frenzied at the restaurant and Mathew couldn’t snap him out of it with his pheromones, Vera had to step in, again. Just like she had to do the first time it happened with Mathew and me.
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