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Chapter 1 — The Failure

The sharp, sweet scent of rain-soaked cedar fills my lungs as I push open the heavy oak door of the main lodge. The murmur of voices, the clatter of dishes, the low, comforting hum of pack life wraps around me. For a moment, I can pretend I belong here. That I’m just another beta, useful and unremarkable. That the little white pill I swallowed this morning with trembling hands is still doing its job.

My stomach gives a traitorous, low clench. A flutter, deep and unfamiliar. I ignore it. It’s just nerves. It’s always nerves.

The great hall is packed for the monthly pack dinner. Long wooden tables groan under platters of roasted venison, steaming herb potatoes, and loaves of dark rye. Firelight from the massive stone hearth dances over familiar faces, casting long, shifting shadows. I keep my head down, aiming for the quieter table near the kitchen where the unmated betas usually congregate.

“Wren! Over here!”

Lena, my only real friend in the pack, waves from a bench, her blonde braid swinging. She’s a beta, sharp-eyed and kind. She saved me a seat. I offer a small smile and slide in beside her, my shoulders relaxing a fraction.

“You look pale,” she murmurs, passing me a basket of bread. “Everything okay?”

“Fine,” I say, the lie automatic. “Just a long day in the gardens.” It’s not entirely a lie. I did spend hours weeding the medicinal herb beds, the earthy scent of soil and valerian root clinging to my skin. It’s a good smell. A normal smell.

Another clench, lower this time. Hotter. A bead of sweat trickles down my spine beneath my thick cotton sweater. I shift on the bench.

The head table is at the far end of the hall. My gaze, against my will, finds him.

Kade.

The Alpha. He’s not sitting; he’s leaning against the mantelpiece, one shoulder propped against the rough stone, a mug of something dark in his hand. He’s in his usual uniform: worn denim, a grey flannel shirt rolled to his forearms, exposing corded muscle and dark tattoos that curl like vines. His beard is trimmed close, his dark hair a little too long. He’s not speaking, just watching the room with those quiet, intense eyes the color of storm-thickened pine bark. He radiates a stillness that feels like a physical force, a gravitational pull that every wolf in the room subtly orbits.

I look away quickly, my heart doing a stupid, frantic tap-dance against my ribs. It’s not him. It can’t be him. It’s the suppressants. They’ve made me jumpy for years. That’s all.

I take a bite of bread. It tastes like dust. The savory smell of the meat, usually so appealing, suddenly feels overwhelming, greasy. The low thrum of conversation scrapes against my nerves. I can hear everything—the click of a fork three tables over, the whisper of fabric as someone shifts, the wet sound of chewing. My senses are dialing up, sharpening in a way that hasn’t happened since…

Since before.

No.

I reach for my water glass, my hand trembling so slightly only I can see it. The cool liquid does nothing to douse the sudden, unwelcome warmth spreading through my core. It’s a different heat from the fire’s warmth. This is internal, liquid, pooling low in my belly.

I need my next dose. I check the old clock on the wall. Not for two more hours. I’ll be fine. I’ve been fine for eight years. Since I presented at twenty-one in a terrified, humiliating wave of scent and need that sent the local unmated alphas into a frenzy. My parents, bless their beta hearts, didn’t know what to do. They got me the suppressants. They helped me hide. Omegas are rare. Coveted. Owned. I saw what happened to the last unmated omega in a neighboring pack—claimed, bred, kept like a prized ornament. I wanted none of it.

So I became a ghost. Wren the quiet beta. Wren the herb-gatherer. Wren the nobody.

Another wave of heat washes through me, stronger. My thighs press together under the table. A faint, traitorous scent, sweet and spiced like ripe peaches and cinnamon, whispers from my skin. I freeze, panic icing my veins. I glance around. No one is looking at me. No one’s nostrils are flaring.

It’s in my head. It has to be.

“You sure you’re okay?” Lena asks again, her brow furrowed.

“I think I’m coming down with something,” I manage, my voice thin. “Maybe I should head back to my cabin.”

Before she can answer, a loud laugh erupts from a table of young enforcers. One of them, a brash alpha named Rylan, slams his tankard down, his boisterous energy cutting through the hall’s murmur. The sound grates against my skull. My skin feels too tight, too sensitive. The wool of my sweater scratches.

And then, it happens.

A cramp. Not in my stomach, but deeper, in my womb. It seizes, a hot, aching fist that makes me gasp and double over, my forehead nearly hitting the table.

“Wren!” Lena’s hand is on my back.

The gasp drew attention. A few heads turn. My vision swims. The scents of the hall separate, stratify: the musk of alpha, the soft floral of beta, the clean, sharp scent of the rain outside. And underneath it all, my own scent blooming, unfurling like a poisonous flower.

Peaches. Cinnamon. Heat.

“What’s wrong with her?” someone asks.

I try to stand, to run, but my legs are liquid. I clutch the edge of the table, knuckles white. The cramp releases, only to be replaced by a slick, shocking wetness between my legs. My pussy throbs, empty and aching, a demand I haven’t felt in eight years. No. No, no, no.

The suppressants have failed.

The thought is a death knell. Total, paralyzing terror.

A low rumble cuts through the buzzing in my ears. A growl. Not aggressive, but deep, vibrating through the floorboards. The room falls silent.

I force my head up.

Kade has pushed off the mantel. He’s standing at his full height, his mug forgotten on the hearthstone. His gaze is locked on me. His nostrils flare, once, twice. The quiet intensity in his eyes has vanished, replaced by something primal, predatory, and utterly focused. The storm in his eyes has broken.

He smells it. He smells me.

“Out.” The word isn’t loud, but it carries the weight of his authority. It rolls through the hall, a command that brooks no argument. “Everyone. Now.”

Confusion ripples through the pack. They look from him to me, hunched and trembling at the beta table. Understanding dawns on a few faces—the older alphas, the mated pairs. Their eyes widen. Whispers start, sharp and sibilant.

“Is that…?”

“An omega scent?”

“Wren?”

Lena looks from me to Kade, her face a mask of dawning horror and pity. “Oh, Wren,” she breathes.

“Lena. Go.” Kade’s voice is harder now, a whip-crack.

She squeezes my shoulder, a touch that feels like a goodbye, and stumbles away from the table, joining the stream of pack members filing out of the hall with hurried, confused steps. They cast backward glances, their scents a muddle of shock, curiosity, and for some of the unmated alphas, a sharp, interested arousal that makes my nausea surge.

I can’t move. I’m pinned by Kade’s gaze, by the tsunami of my own body betraying me. The heat is building, a fire stoked with every frantic beat of my heart. My nipples are hard peaks against my bra, aching. The slickness is a steady, shameful trickle. I want to curl into a ball and disappear.

The last person—the head cook, an elderly beta woman—shuts the heavy oak door with a soft, final thud.

Silence. The only sounds are the crackle of the fire and my own ragged breathing.

Kade moves. He doesn’t rush; his stride is deliberate, powerful, eating up the distance between us. The air thickens with his scent—pine, cold river rock, and a dominant, virile musk that makes my mouth water and my inner muscles clench hard. My body recognizes what my mind is screaming against.

He stops a few feet from my table. The full force of his presence, his alpha aura, hits me like a physical blow. It’s not threatening. It’s… overwhelming. Consuming. It demands submission, worship, surrender.

“Look at me, Wren.” His voice is gravelly, strained.

I drag my gaze up from the rough wood grain of the table. His face is etched with a fierce control, but his jaw is tight, a muscle ticking in his cheek. His eyes are pure, blazing gold—his wolf is right at the surface.

“How long?” he asks, the words clipped.

“W-what?”

“The suppressants. How long have you been on them?”

“Eight years,” I whisper. The admission feels like a confession of a crime.

“And they stopped today.”

It’s not a question. A fresh cramp twists inside me, and I moan, slumping forward. The sound is pathetically wanton. I clamp my lips shut, humiliation burning my cheeks.

He curses, low and vicious. “A full synthetic block for eight years… Your first natural heat will be catastrophic. Your body will burn itself out trying to make up for lost time.” He takes a step closer. The heat from his body radiates toward me. “Do you understand what’s happening?”

“I’m going into heat,” I say, the words tasting like ash.

“Not a heat,” he corrects, his voice dropping. “The heat. The one your biology has been screaming for since you presented. It’s been chemically delayed, and now the dam has broken.” He runs a hand through his hair, a rare gesture of agitation. “If you don’t have an alpha to see you through it, to anchor you, it could kill you. Your body will literally not stop until it’s exhausted or satisfied.”

The finality of his words sinks in, colder than any fear. Death. Or… an alpha.

My eyes find his again. “You.”

A flicker of something raw passes over his face. “The pack is full of alphas, Wren. Some of them are already scenting you from outside that door. They’ll be fighting each other to get to you within the hour.”

A different kind of terror, sharp and immediate, lances through the fog of need. Rylan’s boisterous laugh echoes in my memory. The hungry glances of the others. To be fought over, claimed like territory…

“No,” I gasp, shaking my head. “Please, no.”

“Then you have one choice.” He says it slowly, each word measured. “You come with me. To my quarters. Now.”

“With you?” The idea is both terrifying and, on a level so deep it shocks me, profoundly right. My body hums in his proximity. The aching emptiness inside me screams that he is the answer. But my mind rebels. “You’re the Alpha. You can’t… I’m nobody. A beta gardener.”

A low, humorless sound escapes him. “You are an omega in catastrophic, life-threatening heat. And I am the only alpha in this territory strong enough to keep the others at bay and get you through this without you breaking.” His golden eyes hold mine. “This isn’t about rank. This is about survival. Your survival.”

Another wave of heat crests, so intense it blurs my vision. I cry out, my hands flying to my lower belly. The scent of peaches and cinnamon fills the space between us, cloying and desperate.

Kade’s control visibly frays. A deep growl reverberates in his chest. His hands, which had been clenched at his sides, flex. I see the struggle in him—the man versus the alpha, the leader versus the primal male presented with a mate in need.

Mate.

The word whispers through my soul.

“I can’t… I can’t think,” I whimper, tears of frustration and fear mixing with the sweat on my temples.

“You don’t have to think,” he says, his voice softening to a rough caress. “You just have to choose. Stay here, and let the chaos come for you. Or come with me.”

He extends a hand. Not to grab me, but as an offer. A lifeline.

I look at that hand. Broad, capable, scarred across the knuckles. The hand of a man who works, who leads, who fights. The heat inside me is a furnace, melting my resistance, my fear, my carefully constructed identity. The slick between my thighs is a constant, aching reminder of what my body needs. What it will force me to have, one way or another.

With him, there is a chance. A terrible, terrifying chance.

I lift my trembling hand and place it in his.

The contact is an electric shock. Heat, pure and fierce, rockets up my arm. A jolt goes through him too; I feel it in the sudden tension of his fingers as they close around mine. His grip is firm, warm, engulfing. It feels like an anchor in the storm of my senses.

He doesn’t say another word. He pulls me to my feet. My legs buckle immediately, the weakness and the dizzying need making me stumble into his chest.

He catches me. One strong arm bands around my back, holding me upright against him. My face presses into the soft flannel over his sternum. His scent envelops me—pine and rock and alpha—and it’s the most intoxicating, calming, arousing thing I’ve ever known. A broken sob escapes me. My body molds against his, seeking his heat, his strength.

“I’ve got you,” he murmurs into my hair, the words vibrating through his chest and into mine. It’s a promise, or a threat. I’m too far gone to know the difference.

He half-carries, half-guides me toward a discreet side door near the head table. As we pass the roaring fire, its heat feels insignificant compared to the inferno raging inside me, and the solid, burning man holding me together.

He shoulders the door open and pulls me out into the cold, rain-washed night. The sounds of the pack fall away behind us. He doesn’t pause, half-carrying me along a dark path to the heavy, reinforced door of his cabin, set apart among the pines. He releases my hand to fumble with a key, his other arm keeping me anchored to his side. I cling to his shirt, breathing him in, my mind a whirl of panic and a terrifying, growing hunger.

The lock clicks. He shoves the door open and ushers me inside.

His cabin is not what I expected. It’s not a lavish den, but a large, spartan living space. A massive bed with a simple iron frame and a dark duvet dominates one wall. A worn leather couch faces a stone fireplace, currently cold. Bookshelves line another wall, filled with volumes on history, forestry, pack law. The windows are shuttered. It smells like him—clean, masculine, deeply rooted.

He closes the door behind us and turns the deadbolt with a decisive thunk.

The finality of the sound echoes in the sudden quiet. We are locked in. Alone.

He turns to face me, his back against the door. The fierce control is back, but it’s a thin veneer. His chest rises and falls with deep breaths. His golden eyes are luminous in the dim light, tracing over my flushed face, my heaving chest, my trembling form.

I stand in the center of his room, exposed, my secret laid bare. The heat is a living thing inside me, coiling and pulsing. The slickness is undeniable now, soaking through my underwear and jeans. My skin feels feverish, hypersensitive. Every rustle of my clothes is an agony.

“It… it hurts,” I confess, my voice a thread of sound. The cramping is constant, a deep, rhythmic ache that centers on my throbbing clit and empty, clutching pussy.

“I know,” he says, his voice rough. He hasn’t moved from the door. “It’s the beginning. The build-up. Your body is preparing.”

“Preparing for what?” I ask, though I know. I’ve always known, in the secret, ashamed parts of myself I never let see the light.

His gaze drops, for a heartbeat, to the juncture of my thighs before returning to my eyes, blazing with frank, predatory intent. “For me.”


Chapter 2 — The Bargain

“For me,” he says, and the words hang in the cedar-scented air between us, a promise and a threat.

My knees almost buckle. The coiling ache inside me tightens, a desperate, clenching fist. I need pressure. I need to be filled. The instinct is primal, undeniable, and it horrifies me even as I lean into it. I’ve spent so long pretending I’m nothing but a beta, a quiet, unremarkable cog in the pack machine. Now, the machine is breaking, and I’m the one coming apart at the seams.

Kade remains against the door, a statue of contained power. He’s giving me space. Letting me breathe. The control he’s exerting is palpable, a force field keeping him rooted to the spot while every line of his body screams tension.

“You’re in pre-heat,” he states, his voice low and gravelly. “Full onset is probably twelve, maybe eighteen hours away. When it hits…” He pauses, his jaw working. “When it hits, it will be unbearable. Painful. Your body will burn itself up trying to find a compatible alpha to trigger the cycle’s completion. Without one, the fever can cause seizures. Organ failure. Death.”

I know this. I’ve read the forbidden texts, the dry, clinical pack archives I sneaked into as a teenager, terrified of my own biology. Hearing it from him, in this room, makes it real. It makes the slickness between my legs feel like a death sentence.

“The suppressants,” I whisper, my throat tight. “I never missed a dose. I don’t understand.”

“They’re not foolproof. Especially after long-term use. Your body was fighting it, Wren. And it finally won.” He pushes off the door, finally moving, but not toward me. He goes to a small sideboard, pulls out a glass, and fills it from a pitcher of water. He brings it to me. His fingers don’t brush mine as I take it. The care is excruciating.

I drink greedily, the cool liquid a shock to my parched system. I’m burning up from the inside.

“You brought me here,” I say, setting the empty glass on a nearby table. My hands are shaking. “Why? The pack doctor—”

“Is a beta. He can’t stabilize an omega in pre-heat. He’d try to pump you full of synthetic blockers that would likely make the eventual crash worse.” Kade’s gaze is unwavering. “I’m the pack Alpha. My biological signature is the strongest. My presence alone can… temper the symptoms. For a while.”

“Temper them?” A hysterical laugh bubbles in my chest. “It feels like I’m being turned inside out.”

“That’s the tempering,” he says, utterly serious. “Without me here, you’d already be incoherent.”

I believe him. The pain is a sharp, focused throb, but I can still think. I can still see the conflict in his golden eyes. He wants this. The alpha in him is responding to my distress call, to the pheromones saturating the air. But the man, Kade, the stoic leader I’ve watched from a distance for years, is holding back.

He runs a hand through his dark hair, the gesture uncharacteristically agitated. “There are options, Wren. I need you to understand them, and I need you to choose. That’s the only way this happens.”

“Choose?” The word feels foreign.

“Consent. Clear, sober, on-the-record consent.” He paces a short path near the fireplace, his boots soft on the rug. “Option one: I stay with you. I provide the alpha presence to moderate the heat. I’ll hold you, comfort you, but there will be no penetration, no knotting, no claiming. It will be agony. It might not even work. The fever could still spike, and it will last for days. You’ll be sick, weakened, possibly damaged.”

The clinical description makes my stomach churn. “And option two?”

He stops pacing and looks at me, his eyes blazing. “Option two: I help you through the heat. Fully. I give your body what it’s screaming for. I fuck you through every wave until the cycle breaks. I knot you. I breed you.” The vulgar, direct words from his mouth send a jolt of pure, undiluted lust straight to my core. I gasp, a fresh trickle of slickness soaking my jeans. He sees my reaction, his nostrils flaring. “It will still be intense. Overwhelming. But it will be a release, not a torture. It will be over in two, maybe three days. You’ll be sore, but you’ll be healthy. You’ll be safe.”

Safe. The word echoes. I’ve never felt less safe in my life, standing in my Alpha’s bedroom, my body betraying me with every shuddering breath.

“And you?” I ask, my voice small. “Why would you… do that?”

A muscle ticks in his jaw. “Because you’re pack. Because it’s my duty to protect every member, even from themselves. Even from their own biology.” He says it like it’s a rehearsed line. Then his gaze softens, just a fraction. “And because I want to. The alpha in me wants to claim you. It’s taking every ounce of my control not to cross this room and take you against that wall right now.”

The raw honesty is more shocking than the growled threat. My nipples are hard pebbles against my bra, aching for touch. The empty, clutching feeling inside me is a void begging to be filled. By him. Only him.

“What about after?” I force the question out. “When it’s over. What happens to me?”

He understands immediately. The politics. The shame. “You remain a member of this pack. Your status is whatever you want it to be. If you want to go back on suppressants and pretend this never happened, I’ll make it so. No one will know the details besides us. If you…” He hesitates, the first true crack in his certainty. “If you want something else, we will deal with that when your head is clear. This is about your survival, Wren. Nothing more is demanded.”

It’s a good speech. A noble one. But I can smell the desire on him, a rich, spicy scent cutting through my own sweet, desperate perfume. It calls to me. My body is voting, loudly and with total certainty.

The cramp that seizes me then is the worst yet. I double over with a cry, clutching my lower belly. It’s a deep, wrenching pain that steals my breath. Tears spring to my eyes.

In an instant, Kade is there. Not touching me, but close enough that his body heat washes over me. “Wren.”

“It hurts,” I sob, the last of my pride dissolving.

“I know,” he says, his voice a low rumble. “You have to choose. Now.”

I straighten up, wiping my tears with a shaky hand. I look into his face, into those fierce, glowing eyes. I think of the years of hiding, of the constant fear of discovery. I think of the cold, lonely option one, a slow burn into sickness. Then I think of his broad hands, his mouth, the hard body I’ve secretly watched for years. The promise of release, of an end to this torment.

My body has already chosen. My mind just needs to catch up.

“Option two,” I whisper.

He goes perfectly still. “Say it clearly. For the record.”

I take a shuddering breath. “I choose option two. I want you to help me through the heat. Fully.”

“And you understand what that entails? The knotting? The breeding? The intensity?”

“Yes.” The word is stronger now.

“We need a safeword, Wren. Something you can say at any time, for any reason, and everything stops. Immediately. Do you understand?”

I nod. I think of the forest outside, the place I’ve always gone to hide. “Cedar,” I say. “My safeword is Cedar.”

“Cedar,” he repeats, committing it to memory. “Good.”

The formalities are done. The gateway is crossed. The change in the atmosphere is instantaneous and electric. The thin veneer of his control shatters.

A low growl vibrates in his chest, a purely alpha sound that makes my pussy clench in response. He closes the distance between us, but still doesn’t touch me. His scent envelops me, dark and possessive.

“Take off your clothes,” he commands, his voice thick with need. “Let me see you.”

My fingers fumble with the buttons of my flannel shirt. I’m trembling so badly it’s a struggle. He watches, his gaze a physical weight, as I push the shirt off my shoulders. It falls to the floor. My plain white bra is next. The cool air hits my fevered skin, and my nipples tighten painfully. I hesitate, my hands at the button of my jeans.

“All of them,” he says, a rough edge to his tone.

I push the jeans and my soaked panties down my hips, kicking them aside. I stand naked before him, exposed in the dim light of his bedroom. I feel my freckles must be standing out like constellations on my flushed skin. I cross my arms over my chest, a feeble gesture of modesty.

“Don’t hide,” he says, and it’s not a request. He reaches out, his hands finally, finally landing on my bare shoulders. His touch is scorching. He pulls my arms down to my sides, his eyes raking over my body—my small, upturned breasts with their hard, pink nipples, the slight curve of my waist, the dark triangle of curls at the junction of my thighs, glistening with my slick.

“Fuck,” he breathes, the word reverent and filthy. “You’re perfect.”

He leans down, and his mouth finds mine.

It’s not a gentle kiss. It’s a claiming. His lips are firm, demanding, and I open for him instantly. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, tasting me, and I moan into him, my hands flying up to clutch at his flannel shirt. He tastes like coffee and wildness and pure, male alpha. The kiss is deep, wet, and relentless, a direct line of pleasure that shoots straight to my throbbing clit.

His hands slide down my back, over the curve of my ass, pulling me flush against him. I can feel the hard, thick length of his erection straining against his jeans. The contact makes me whimper, grinding against him instinctively, seeking friction for the unbearable ache.

He breaks the kiss, breathing harshly, his forehead resting against mine. “Bed. Now.”

He guides me backwards until my calves hit the edge of his large, firm bed. He pushes me down gently until I’m sitting, then he kneels on the floor in front of me, spreading my knees apart with his strong hands. I’m completely open to him.

His gaze locks on my pussy. I can see the swollen lips, the glistening evidence of my need. I’m embarrassed, but the heat burns the shame away, leaving only raw, desperate want.

“Christ,” he breathes, his voice a torn-up sound that belongs entirely to want. “All of this—for me.”

He doesn’t use his fingers. He lowers his head and licks a long, slow stripe right through my soaked folds.

I cry out, my back arching. His tongue is rough and hot and perfect. The contact is an electric shock, soothing and intensifying the ache all at once. He does it again, focusing on the slit, lapping up my slickness like he’s starved for it. Then he finds my clit.

He circles the swollen bud with the tip of his tongue, and I shatter. A sharp, sudden orgasm rips through me, my thighs clamping around his head as I scream. It’s too fast, too soon, a mere pressure valve release. The heat doesn’t break; it intensifies, the empty, clutching feeling returning twice as strong before the last tremor even fades.

“Kade,” I sob, “please, I need… I need more.”

“I know what you need,” he growls against my flesh. He pushes two fingers into my mouth. “Suck.”

I obey, coating his long, thick fingers with my saliva. His eyes are dark with lust, watching me. When he pulls them out, he brings them down between my legs and, without ceremony, pushes them inside me.

I gasp at the intrusion. It’s not enough—they’re just fingers—but the stretch is exquisite. He crooks them, dragging against my inner walls, and finds a spot that makes me see stars. He pumps them in and out, his thumb coming up to circle my clit in time with the thrusts. Pleasure coils, tight and urgent, but it’s a shallow thing. My body is screaming for his cock, for his knot.

“You’re so tight,” he says, his voice strained. “Taking my fingers so well. But you want my cock, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I beg, my hips rocking against his hand. “Please, Alpha. Please.”

He withdraws his fingers, and I moan at the loss. He stands up, towering over me, and begins to undress. He pulls his flannel shirt over his head, revealing a torso carved from granite. Broad shoulders, a sculpted chest dusted with dark hair, a flat stomach. His skin is marked with old scars, a history of violence and protection. He unbuckles his belt, the sound loud in the room, then pops the button of his jeans.

He pushes them and his boxer briefs down, and his cock springs free.

My breath catches. It’s thick, long, and already fully erect, the head flushed dark and leaking. At the base, I can see the slight, telltale swelling that will become his knot. It’s intimidating. It’s perfect. My mouth waters.

He strokes himself once, his fist gliding over his length, his eyes never leaving mine. “This is what you need. This is what will fix you.”

He climbs onto the bed, kneeling between my spread legs. He leans over me, bracing himself on one arm, his cock nudging against my soaked entrance. The sensation is maddening. So close.

His hand cups my jaw, tilts my face to his.

His expression is fierce, possessive, a hunger stripped of all pretense.

“Last chance,” he says, though his body is trembling with the effort to hold back. “Cedar. Say it now, or I’m not stopping until your heat is sated.”

I reach up, tangling my fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck. I pull his face down to mine. My answer is a kiss, deep and claiming, as I lift my hips, impaling myself on him in one desperate, upward thrust.

He sheathes himself inside me in one long, devastating stroke.

I scream into his mouth.

The stretch is incredible, a burning, perfect fullness that finally, finally eases the terrible emptiness. He’s so deep, hitting a place inside me I never knew existed. He goes still, buried to the hilt, letting me adjust to the overwhelming sensation of being filled by him.

“Oh, god,” I whimper, my inner muscles fluttering around him.

He breaks the kiss, his breath scorching against my cheek. A sound tears out of him—not a word, just a claim, guttural and absolute, a growl that vibrates through my sternum and settles somewhere deeper than bone.

Then he moves.

He pulls back almost all the way, then drives back in. The rhythm is brutal from the start, a deep, pounding pace that has me clutching at his back, my nails digging into his skin. There’s no gentle buildup. My heat demands this—demands the fierce, possessive claiming. Every thrust strokes that magical, sensitive spot inside me, sending sparks of pleasure through my veins.

The sound of skin slapping skin, of our ragged breaths and my constant, pleading moans, fills the room. He shifts the angle slightly, and the next thrust brushes against my cervix. A shockwave of intense, almost painful pleasure-pain makes me cry out.

“There?” he grunts, aiming for it again.

“Yes! There, Alpha, please!”

He fucks me like that, with deep, focused strokes that batter that perfect, devastating spot. The coil inside me winds tighter and tighter, a spring about to snap. My orgasm builds on the foundation of the first small one, a towering wave of sensation. I can feel the base of his cock swelling further with each thrust, the promise of the knot stretching me even more.

“Kade… I’m gonna… I can’t…”

“Come for me, omega,” he snarls, his pace never faltering. “Come on my cock.”

His command is the trigger. The wave crests and breaks. My orgasm erupts, a cataclysm that whites out my vision. My pussy convulses around him, milking his length, and I scream his name, my body bowing off the bed.

He grunts, his rhythm becoming ragged, frantic. The swelling at his base is pronounced now, a thick bulb. “Gonna knot you,” he pants. “Gonna lock us together and fill you up. Take it.”

On his next thrust, he pushes deep and holds. The knot pops past my entrance, an impossible, exquisite stretch. I gasp, oversensitive and overwhelmed. He’s locked inside me. Tied. I can feel him pulsing, throbbing within the tight seal.

He collapses over me, his weight a comforting anchor, and with a final, guttural roar, he comes. I feel the hot rush of his release flooding my channel, jet after jet, marking me, breeding me, just as he promised. The sensation triggers another, smaller, aftershock orgasm that ripples through my spent body.

We stay like that, knotted, joined, for long minutes. His breath is harsh in my ear, his sweat slick on my skin. The frantic, desperate edge of the heat has receded, replaced by a deep, satiated exhaustion. The pain is gone. In its place is a profound, physical connection, and a warmth spreading from where he fills me.

Slowly, carefully, he rolls us onto our sides, keeping me tucked against his chest, still tied to him. He brushes the damp hair from my forehead.

“The heat will come back,” he says quietly, his voice hoarse. “In a few hours. Stronger. We’ll do this again. And again. Until it breaks.”

I nod, my face nuzzled into his neck. His scent is all around me, on me, in me. For the first time since the suppressants failed, I don’t feel afraid. I feel… claimed. Protected.

“Cedar?” he murmurs, checking in.

A soft, exhausted smile touches my lips. “No,” I whisper. “Not even close.”

His arm tightens around me, and we wait, locked together, for the next wave.


Chapter 3 — The Claim

Sleep is a heavy, clinging thing, a dark blanket scented with him—with us. I drift in it, boneless and warm, anchored by the solid weight of an arm around my waist and the steady rhythm of a heartbeat against my spine. The sharp, desperate need is a memory, banked like embers, but the warmth it left behind is everywhere. I am sore in places I didn’t know could be sore, a deep, internal ache that feels less like injury and more like a profound rearrangement.

I stir, and the arm tightens instinctively. Kade. His name settles in my mind, solid and real. Not just “the Alpha.” Kade. The man whose scent is now a part of my skin, whose seed is drying between my thighs. The reality of it should shock me. It doesn’t. It feels inevitable, like the tide finding the shore.

A low rumble vibrates through his chest, pressed to my back. “You’re awake.” His voice is sleep-rough, a gravelly sound that sends a different kind of warmth through me.

“Mmm.” I try to shift, and a wince escapes me. Every muscle protests.

He moves instantly, his hand sliding from my waist to my hip, his touch surprisingly gentle. “Easy. You’ll be stiff. Here.”

Before I can process it, he’s sitting up, the cool air hitting my skin where his body had been. I make a small, involuntary sound of loss. He glances down at me, his dark eyes unreadable in the dim light filtering through the high cabin windows. It’s raining again, a soft patter on the roof.

“Stay,” he says, not a command but an instruction. He leaves the bed, his naked form a study of powerful, shadowed lines as he moves to the small adjoining bathroom. I hear water running. He returns with a damp, warm washcloth.

He doesn’t ask. He simply sits on the edge of the bed and, with a focused, clinical tenderness that is somehow more intimate than the sex, begins to clean me. The cloth is soft and warm as it glides over my inner thighs, between my legs. I tense for a second, overwhelmed by the vulnerability, but his movements are steady, careful. He’s cleaning away the evidence of what we did, and instead of feeling shamed, I feel… cared for.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my voice small.

He nods, his jaw tight. “The heat isn’t gone. It’s just resting. Like a storm between fronts.” He finishes and tosses the cloth toward the bathroom door. “You need fuel. And water.”

He stands and pulls on a pair of dark sweatpants that hang low on his hips, then disappears into the main part of the cabin. I lie there, listening to the domestic sounds of him moving around—the click of a stove burner, the clink of a glass. The room smells of sex, cedar, and now, the faint promise of food. My stomach growls loudly.

When he returns, he’s carrying a tray. A large glass of water, a bowl of what looks like stew from a pot he must have had simmering, and a slice of thick, buttered bread. He sets it on the bedside table and helps me sit up, propping pillows behind me. He hands me the water first.

“Drink. All of it.”

I obey, gulping the cool water until the glass is empty. He takes it and replaces it with the bowl. The stew is rich, full of tender meat and root vegetables. I eat greedily, the warmth spreading through my core. He watches me, his own bowl in his hands, eating methodically from where he sits in a wooden chair he’s pulled up to the bed.

“How long?” I ask between bites.

“Between waves? Usually four to six hours for an untreated first heat. Yours was chemically suppressed for years. It’s… volatile. Unpredictable. Could be less.” His gaze is direct. “It will get more intense. The next one. And the one after that. The peak is still coming.”

A flicker of the old fear returns, a cold trickle down my spine. “Will it… will it be like last time?”

“The pain?” He shakes his head. “No. That was the initial breakthrough. Your body fighting the last of the suppressants. Now it knows what it needs. The need will be sharper, the urgency greater. But the pain should be gone.” He pauses, his spoon hovering over his bowl. “If there is any pain, you use the word. Immediately.”

“Cedar,” I say, testing it.

“Yes.”

I finish the stew and the bread, feeling strength seep back into my limbs. The simple act of eating feels grounding, human. Kade takes the tray away and returns, sitting on the edge of the bed again. The space between us hums with a new awareness. I’m naked under the sheet. He’s half-dressed. We’ve been joined in the most primal way possible, and yet we’re almost strangers.

“Why did you hide?” he asks. The question isn’t accusatory. It’s flat, curious.

I pull the sheet up higher, a flimsy shield. “You know why. Omegas are… property. Bargaining chips. My mother was one. I saw what it did to her. The lack of choice.” I look at my hands, at the faint freckles on my knuckles. “I didn’t want to belong to a pack. To an Alpha. I wanted to belong to myself.”

He’s silent for a long moment. “And now?”

I meet his eyes. “Now I’m in your bed. And I said yes.”

“You did,” he acknowledges. “But belonging to yourself and belonging here don’t have to be different things, Wren.”

The way he says my name—like it’s a solid thing, a fact—does something to my insides. Before I can form a response, a familiar heat begins to uncoil deep in my belly. It’s subtle at first, a low, insistent warmth. But it grows, spreading like spilled syrup, thick and sweet. My breath hitches.

Kade’s nostrils flare. He scents it. Of course he does. “It’s starting.”

It’s faster than I expected. The warmth becomes a throb, a direct, pulsing need between my legs. My skin flushes. I can feel myself getting wet, my pussy clenching around nothing, already aching to be filled again. The memory of his knot, that incredible, stretching fullness, makes me moan softly.

“Kade,” I breathe, and it’s a plea.

He stands, his movements deliberate. He doesn’t rush. He reaches for the waistband of his sweatpants and pushes them down, his cock already hard, thick and curving up toward his stomach. The sight of it, knowing what it feels like inside me, sends a jolt of pure lust through my core. My mouth goes dry.

He comes back to the bed, kneeling over me. He doesn’t pull the sheet away. Instead, he leans down, bracing his hands on either side of my head, and kisses me. It’s not the frantic, consuming kiss from before. It’s slow, deep, and exploring. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, tasting me, claiming me in this softer, just as potent way. I arch up into him, my hands coming up to grip his biceps, the hard muscle flexing under my palms.

When he breaks the kiss, we’re both breathing harder. “This time,” he says, his voice a low rasp against my lips, “we go slower. We take our time. Your body needs to learn me. I need to learn you.”

He hooks a finger in the sheet and draws it down, exposing my body to the cool air and his hot gaze. He looks at me—really looks—his eyes traveling from my face, down my throat, over my small breasts with their tight, peaked nipples, across the flat plane of my stomach, to the thatch of dark curls between my thighs. I feel utterly exposed, and yet, under his stare, I also feel beautiful. Desired.

“So fucking pretty,” he murmurs, almost to himself.

He lowers his head and takes one nipple into his mouth. I cry out, my back bowing off the mattress. His tongue is rough, laving and sucking until the peak is a hard, aching point. He moves to the other, giving it the same devoted attention, while his hand slides down my side, over my hip, and settles on my inner thigh. He pushes my legs apart, and I open for him willingly.

His fingers find my pussy, slick and hot. He makes a sound of pure male approval. “Already dripping for me.” He circles my clit with a blunt fingertip, a slow, maddening tease. “This is for me. All this wetness. This heat.”

“Yes,” I gasp, my hips lifting, seeking more pressure.

He gives it to me, rubbing my clit in firm, deliberate circles. Pleasure, bright and sharp, shoots through me. It’s different from the frantic, goal-oriented friction of before. This is a slow build, a deliberate stoking of the fire. He watches my face as he touches me, his eyes dark with concentration.

“Come for me, little omega,” he commands softly. “Let me see you come on my fingers before I fuck you.”

The words, the command in his gentle tone, are my undoing. The coil inside me snaps. An orgasm crashes over me, less violent than the first but deeper, rolling through my abdomen in warm, pulsating waves. I sob his name, my pussy clenching around nothing, gushing around his fingers.

He doesn’t stop. He works me through it, his fingers gentle now, until I’m a trembling, oversensitive mess. Only then does he withdraw his hand. He brings his fingers, glistening with my release, to his mouth and sucks them clean. The sight is so obscenely erotic that a fresh surge of wetness coats my inner thighs.

“Now,” he says, shifting his body over mine. “Now I take my time.”

He guides the broad head of his cock to my entrance. I’m so open, so ready, but he doesn’t thrust. He presses forward, just an inch, filling me with that initial, breathtaking stretch. He stops, letting me feel it, letting my body adjust.

“More,” I beg, my heels digging into the mattress.

He obeys, sinking another inch, then another, in a slow, inexorable slide. It feels different this time. I’m aware of every ridge, every vein, the scorching heat of him as he fills me to the hilt. My eyes roll back in my head. “Oh, god. Kade.”

He bottoms out, his hips flush against mine, his cock buried so deep I feel him in my throat. He holds there, his body trembling with the effort of his control. Sweat beads on his temples. “Fuck,” he grits out. “You’re so tight. Even now.”

He begins to move. Withdrawing almost all the way, then pushing back in with that same slow, devastating precision. Each stroke is a lesson in pleasure. He finds an angle that makes me see stars, brushing a spot inside me that has my toes curling. The sound of our bodies meeting, skin slapping against skin, mixes with the rain and our ragged breaths.

He leans down, his lips brushing my ear, his voice a dark rasp between thrusts. “This is what you are. This heat. Every perfect, desperate inch of it.” His teeth graze my earlobe. “And it’s all mine to tend. Mine to satisfy.”

His words should chafe against the old, bone-deep fear of being owned. Instead they crack something open in my chest and pour heat in through the gap. “Yours,” I gasp, the admission wrenched out of me by every slow, devastating stroke. “God help me—only yours.”

His control fractures. The pace increases, his thrusts becoming harder, deeper, more demanding. I wrap my legs around his waist, pulling him in closer, taking him deeper. The room fills with the sounds of our coupling: his grunts, my cries, the wet, rhythmic slap of flesh. The knot begins to form at the base of his cock, a thickening swell that I feel with every inward stroke, promising the incredible lock to come.

“I’m going to knot you again,” he growls, his voice raw. “I’m going to fill you until you can’t take anymore. You want that?”

“Yes! Please, yes, Alpha, please knot me, please—”

The honorific slips out, a primal acknowledgment of his role in this dance. It seems to unleash something in him. His thrusts become brutal, punishing in their perfection. The pressure builds inside me, a tidal wave gathering force. The knot is swelling, catching against my entrance with every thrust, a delicious, maddening tease.

“Now, Kade, now, I need it, I need—”

With a roar that shakes the cabin walls, he drives home one final time. His knot breaches me—wider than before, fuller, a thick, irresistible lock that seats itself deep and holds. My body convulses. A scream tears out of my throat and my orgasm detonates, an endless, blinding implosion, each pulse milking him. He lets go completely, his release flooding into me, hot jet after jet, painting my innermost walls, breeding me just as he promised. The sensation of being knotted and filled and held triggers a second climax that rolls through me like aftershock, leaving me sobbing, limp, utterly undone.

He collapses, keeping his elbows under him even as his whole body shudders. He nuzzles into the crook of my neck, his breath ragged and scalding. He doesn’t say the word this time. He just presses his lips to my pulse point and holds them there while his cock keeps pulsing inside me, a quiet, insistent claim that needs no translation.

We are locked together, a fused, sweating, sated tangle. The heat, for now, is blissfully silent. In its place is a profound, drowsy connection. His knot holds us together, a physical anchor. I drift, feeling his heartbeat slow against my chest, feeling his cock still pulsing weakly inside me as he empties the last of himself into my womb.

Time stretches. The rain continues its gentle patter. Eventually, the knot softens enough for him to slip out, followed by a slow, warm trickle of our combined fluids onto the sheets. He doesn’t pull away. He gathers me against him, my back to his front again, and pulls a blanket over us.

“Sleep,” he murmurs into my hair. “I have you.”

And I do. Because he does.


Chapter 4 — Between Waves

I drift in the soft, dark space between sleep and waking. The world is Kade’s scent—cedar and rain and something that is just him, a deep, woodsy musk—and the solid heat of him curved around me. My back is plastered to his chest, his arm a heavy, comforting weight over my waist. For the first time in days, my skin doesn’t feel like it’s about to catch fire. It feels… saturated. Used. Pleasantly, deeply sore.

The heat hasn’t broken. I can feel it, a low hum in my blood, a simmering in my belly. But it’s banked, a furnace that’s been fed and is now glowing steadily, not roaring out of control. The frantic, desperate ache is gone, replaced by a heavy, liquid warmth that makes me want to stretch against him like a cat.

His breathing is even. I don’t think he’s asleep.

I shift my hips, just a little. A slick, telltale trickle leaks out of me, a reminder of how thoroughly he’s filled me. A low rumble vibrates through his chest and into my spine.

“You’re awake,” he says, his voice gravelly with sleep and sex.

“So are you.”

His hand slides from my waist, tracing up my ribcage until his palm settles over my breast. He’s not kneading, not demanding. Just holding. Possessing. My nipple tightens instantly against his calloused palm.

“How do you feel?” he asks.

I consider the question. My body feels like it’s been through a storm. My inner muscles ache with a delicious, stretched-thin feeling. I’m sticky with sweat and come and slick. And I’m… calm. The gnawing, panicked void is gone.

“Real,” I whisper. “I feel real. Not like I’m going to fly apart.”

He presses a kiss to the back of my neck. “Good.”

For a long moment, we just breathe together. The rain has slowed to a drizzle. Gray dawn light is starting to seep around the edges of the heavy curtains. I can make out the shapes of the room now—the massive log beams of the ceiling, the simple furniture, the fireplace with cold ashes.

Then his hand moves. His thumb strokes my nipple, a slow, deliberate circle. The simmer in my belly sparks.

“It’s not over,” he murmurs, his lips moving against my skin. “The heat. It comes in waves. You’re just in the trough.”

“I know.” The knowledge is innate, a biological clock ticking inside me. The peace is temporary. The need will build again. It’s already starting, a low curl of heat that follows the path of his thumb.

“When it does,” he says, his voice dropping, “you tell me what you need. The safeword stands. Always.”

“Cedar,” I say, the word feeling sacred in the quiet room.

“Cedar,” he confirms. He shifts behind me, and I feel the hard length of him, already half-awake, pressing against the curve of my ass. “But right now?”

I push back against him, a slow, deliberate grind. “Right now, I need you to touch me.”

He doesn’t need to be asked twice. His hand leaves my breast and slides down, over the dip of my waist, the swell of my hip, and down the outside of my thigh. He hooks my knee, pulling my leg up and back over his, opening me. The cool air of the room hits my wet folds and I shiver. His fingers find me immediately, sliding through the slick that’s already gathering.

“Already slick,” he growls, his voice thick, reverent. “Your body doesn’t wait.”

He teases my entrance, circling it with two fingers but not pushing in. He finds my clit, swollen and sensitive, and presses the pad of his thumb against it. A jolt of pure, sharp pleasure makes me gasp and arch.

“Kade.”

“Tell me,” he commands, his breath hot on my ear.

“I need you inside. Please.”

He removes his hand. I hear the soft sound of him spitting into his palm, then the slick, firm stroke as he coats his cock. He guides himself to my entrance, the broad head nudging against me. I’m open, I’m ready, but he’s still so big. He pushes in slowly, an inexorable, stretching fill that makes my breath hitch. He sheathes himself to the root in one long, smooth stroke, and a low moan tears from my throat. It’s different from last time. There’s no frantic race. This is slow, deep, and devastatingly intimate.

He holds himself there, buried to the hilt, and just… breathes. I feel every inch of him, the thick vein pulsing against my inner walls, the way my body clenches around him instinctively, trying to pull him deeper.

“Fuck,” he whispers, a prayer.

Then he starts to move. A slow, rocking withdrawal, then a deep, grinding thrust back in. The angle is perfect. Each push strokes over a spot inside me that makes stars bloom behind my closed eyelids. He sets a relentless, deep rhythm, one hand braced on the mattress by my head, the other back on my breast, pinching my nipple in time with his thrusts.

The heat is rising again, coiling tight in my core. It’s not the blinding inferno of before. It’s a slow, steady burn, building degree by degree. My moans are softer, continuous. I reach my hand back, tangling my fingers in the hair at the nape of his neck, holding him to me.

“You take me so well, omega,” he grunts, his pace increasing slightly. “Your perfect little pussy was made for my cock.”

The crude, possessive words send a fresh rush of slick between us. My climax is building, a heavy, pooling pressure. I can feel his own tension, the way his thrusts are becoming less controlled, more urgent.

“I’m close,” I pant. “Don’t stop.”

“Come for me,” he rasps. “Let me feel you.”

His hand leaves my breast and slides between my legs, his fingers finding my clit again. The dual stimulation—the deep, full penetration and the precise, frantic circles on my clit—is too much. My orgasm breaks over me like a warm wave, a rolling, pulsing release that makes my whole body shudder and my channel clamp rhythmically around his cock. He curses, his rhythm faltering, and with three more brutal thrusts, he’s following me over. His knot swells at the base, catching on my rim, and he forces it home as he comes. I feel the hot, pulsing jets of his release, filling me up, and it triggers another, smaller ripple of pleasure that leaves me whimpering.

We’re tied again. Locked together. He collapses over me, his weight a welcome anchor, his face buried in my hair as he rides out the last of his climax. We’re both slick with sweat, breathing in ragged unison.

After a long while, he rolls, taking me with him so I’m sprawled on top of his chest. The position pulls deliciously at where we’re joined. His arms come around me, holding me there.

“The trough,” I mumble into his skin, “is pretty damn good.”

A rough chuckle vibrates through him. “Just wait for the peak.”



I sleep, and the next time I surface the light through the shutters has shifted amber. Late afternoon. Kade’s arm around me has loosened, the knot long since softened away. His warmth is gone from the mattress before I’ve finished blinking.

He’s slipping out of bed. I watch him, the play of muscle under his skin as he moves to the fireplace. He builds a new fire with efficient, practiced motions, the flames soon crackling and casting dancing light over his body. He is magnificent. All broad shoulders, tapered waist, and powerful legs. His cock hangs heavy and half-hard between his thighs, and I feel a fresh pulse of slick at the sight.

He feels my gaze and looks over. His eyes are dark, hungry. “Hungry?”

I realize I am. Ravenous. “Yes.”

He disappears into the small adjoining kitchenette and returns with two apples, a hunk of cheese, and a bottle of water. He brings it to the bed, and we eat like animals, tearing into the simple food with our hands. The cheese is sharp, the apple crisp and sweet. He feeds me a piece, his fingers brushing my lips. The intimacy of it is almost as potent as the sex.

When we’re done, he wipes my mouth with his thumb. The heat is rising again, a noticeable tide. My skin is getting warmer. My scent is thickening in the air, that sweet, cloying omega call. I see his nostrils flare, his eyes glazing over with alpha response.

“It’s coming back,” I say, my voice already sounding breathy.

He nods, a predator acknowledging its prey. But I’m not prey. Not here. This is a dance.

“Show me,” he says, his voice a low command.

I blink. “What?”

“Show me what you need. You’re in control this time. Use me.”

The permission, the surrender from this dominant, stoic alpha, is more intoxicating than any drug. The heat surges in response, a hot, demanding pulse between my legs.

I push him onto his back. He goes willingly, watching me with those intense, dark eyes. I straddle his hips, my knees sinking into the mattress on either side of him. His cock lies thick and hard against his stomach. I reach down and wrap my hand around him, stroking him slowly, watching his jaw tighten.

“You’re so hard for me,” I murmur, more to myself than to him.

“Always for you,” he grits out.

I position myself over him, guiding his tip to my entrance. I sink down slowly, taking him inch by agonizing inch, my head falling back as I’m stretched open. When I’m fully seated, I just breathe, adjusting to the incredible fullness. Then I begin to move.

I set a slow, rolling rhythm, riding him with a deep, grinding motion that rubs my clit against the coarse hair at the base of his cock. My hands are braced on his chest, feeling the powerful beat of his heart. He lets me take my pleasure, his hands coming to rest on my hips, not guiding, just holding.

“Look at you,” he breathes, his gaze raking over my body. “My beautiful omega, taking her fill.”

His words fuel me. I ride him faster, my breasts bouncing, my breath coming in short, sharp cries. The heat is a crescendo inside me, a symphony of need. I feel his hands tighten on my hips, his own control starting to fray.

“Wren,” he warns, his voice strained.

“Not yet,” I pant. I want to feel it all. I lean forward, changing the angle, and his cock hits a spot that makes me see white. I cry out, my rhythm breaking into frantic, shallow bounces. “Oh god, right there, Kade, right there!”

That’s all it takes. His control snaps. With a growl, he flips us, pinning me beneath him in one powerful motion. He drives into me, hard and fast and deep, his knot already beginning to swell. The sudden dominance, the loss of control, sends me over the edge instantly. My orgasm is a raw, screaming thing, tearing through me as he pounds into my tender flesh. He slams home, his knot popping inside me, locking us together as he empties himself with a roar that seems to shake the room.

This climax is sharper, more brutal than the last. It scrapes me hollow and leaves me trembling. He collapses, his weight a crushing, perfect blanket. We’re both slick and shaking. He turns his head, his lips finding mine in a searing, possessive kiss. It’s our first real kiss. It’s messy and desperate and tastes of salt and us.

When he breaks the kiss, he rests his forehead against mine. His chest heaves. Something moves behind his gold-dark eyes—a man catching himself in freefall and deciding, quietly, not to stop. “Mine,” he breathes into my mouth.

This time, I don’t just feel it. I say it back. “Yours.” And the word tastes like a door opening rather than a cage closing.



The peak hits near dusk. There is no warning.

One moment I’m drowsing in his arms, the fire warming our legs, and the next, a tsunami of need crashes over me. It’s worse than the first wave. It’s all-consuming. My skin is on fire. Every nerve ending screams. My world narrows to a single, desperate point: I need him. I need his cock, his knot, his come. I need to be bred. The thought is primal, undeniable.

I writhe against him, a keening sound coming from my throat. “Kade. Now. Please, now, I can’t— I need—”

He’s already moving, already reacting to my frantic scent and sounds. He lays me out on the rug before the fire. The heat from the flames is nothing compared to the heat inside me. He kneels between my legs, his face a mask of alpha intensity.

“This is the peak,” he says, his voice guttural. “It will be rough. It has to be. Tell me you’re ready.”

“I’m ready! Please, alpha, please!”

The title slips out, unbidden. It ignites something feral in his eyes.

He doesn’t enter me slowly. He drives into me in one brutal thrust, burying himself to the root. I scream, my back arching off the rug. It’s too much, it’s perfect, it’s exactly what I need. He sets a punishing pace, fucking me with deep, powerful strokes that shake my whole body. The sound of our bodies slapping together, of his grunts and my sobbing pleas, fills the cabin.

He folds me in half, pushing my knees toward my shoulders, going even deeper. He’s hitting my cervix with every thrust, a relentless, pounding pressure that borders on pain and tips straight into mindless pleasure. I’m babbling, begging, coming apart beneath him. My orgasms start to crash into one another, one long, continuous seizure of pleasure with no beginning and no end.

“Gonna breed you,” he snarls, his rhythm becoming erratic. “Gonna fill this sweet cunt with my pup. You want that? You want my pup in your belly, omega?”

“Yes! Yes, alpha, breed me, give it to me, please!”

His knot swells, a rapid, intense pressure. He rams it home, sealing us together as his orgasm erupts. I feel it, a hot, endless flood, painting my insides. The feeling of being knotted and filled, of being claimed and bred at the peak of my heat, triggers the most powerful climax of my life. It whites out my vision. I lose all sense of where I end and he begins. I am just sensation, just pleasure, just his.

When I drift back, I’m sobbing uncontrollably, great, heaving cries that feel like they’re being ripped from my soul. He’s still on top of me, still locked inside, his own body shuddering. He’s murmuring into my skin, words I can’t understand, a steady stream of reassurance and possession.

Slowly, the world settles. The frantic, killing heat recedes, not to a simmer, but to a warm, deep glow. The desperate, biological imperative is… satisfied. For now.

His knot goes down. He pulls out, and a gush of his release follows, hot and wet between my thighs. He doesn’t let me go. He gathers my limp, boneless body into his arms and carries me to the bathroom. He runs a bath in the deep, clawfoot tub, and lowers us both into the warm water.

He washes me with a tenderness that makes my throat ache. He cleans the sweat and come and slick from my skin, washes my hair, his big hands gentle. I lean against his chest, too spent to move, letting him take care of me.

When the water cools, he lifts me out, towels me dry, and carries me back to the bed. He pulls on a fresh set of sheets and tucks me in before climbing in beside me and pulling me close.

The heat cycle isn’t over. I know it could last days. But the peak has passed. The danger is gone.

I survived.

No. We survived.

I tilt my head back to look at him. His face is relaxed in the firelight, the hard lines softened. He’s watching me, his gaze thoughtful.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

He frowns slightly. “For what?”

“For not making me feel like a thing. A problem to be solved.” I swallow. “For seeing me.”

His arm tightens around me. He leans down and presses a kiss to my forehead, a gesture so tender it brings fresh tears to my eyes.

“I see you, Wren,” he says, his voice a low rumble in the quiet room. “I’ve always seen you.”

And as I fall into a deep, dreamless sleep, I realize with a jolt that isn’t fear, but wonder, that I believe him.


Chapter 5 — The Crest

There is no gradual surfacing this time, no soft drift up from sleep.

One moment I’m under, dark and dreamless. The next, I’m slammed awake by a need so sharp it punches the air from my lungs—a full-body demand, hot and absolute, radiating outward from my core until even my teeth ache with it. My skin feels scoured, every nerve ending turned inside out and left raw. I’m draped across Kade’s chest, my nose pressed to the hollow of his throat, and the first thing I register is his scent—pine resin and cold river stone and something that has become, in the space of two days, the most necessary smell in the world.

He’s already awake. Not surprised by it. His hand moves in deliberate circles on my bare back, tracing my spine as though reading something written there. “It’s back,” he says. Not a question.

“Different this time.” My voice comes out wrecked, barely mine. The frantic, panicked desperation of the first wave is gone, and what’s replaced it is somehow worse—a deep, tectonic pull, unmistakable in its direction. Not just relief. Not just his body. Him. His weight. His knot swelling inside me. His come flooding deep. The thought alone floods me with slickness, a rush so immediate it startles me.

“The peak,” he says, and I hear the catch in his breath. His cock thickens against my hip. He’s caught in the same tide. “It’s different at the peak. More focused.”

“I know what I want,” I say. My fingers trace the rough line of his jaw, the stubble there like sandpaper. “I’m not afraid.”

His arm tightens. He rolls us, settling me onto my back beneath him. The fire has burned down to embers, the room all amber shadow and sharp lines. He looks at me the way a man looks at the one thing he would burn the rest of the world to keep.

“Safeword?” he asks, the word a quiet ceremony between us now.

“Cedar.” I hold his gaze. “But I won’t need it.”

“Tell me the moment you do. Any reason.”

“I know.” I reach up and pull him down to me. “Now stop being careful and touch me.”

A low growl vibrates in his chest. He leans down and kisses me, but it’s nothing like the tender forehead kiss from last night. This is claiming. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, tasting me, owning me. I moan into it, arching up against him, my hands tangling in his thick, dark hair.

He breaks the kiss, trailing his mouth down my throat, over my collarbone. He takes one of my nipples into his mouth, sucking hard, his tongue flicking over the peak until I’m crying out, my back bowing off the bed. He moves to the other, giving it the same fierce attention. The dual sensations—the sharp pleasure-pain at my breasts and the deep, empty ache between my legs—threaten to undo me.

“Please,” I beg, my hips rocking uselessly against the air.

He moves down my body, his beard scraping a delicious path over my ribs, my stomach. He hooks his hands under my knees and pushes my legs apart, opening me to the cool air and the heat of his gaze.

“So fucking beautiful,” he murmurs, and the reverence in his voice makes my heart clench.

Then he lowers his head.

His mouth finds my clit and he sucks, hard and direct, and I scream. My hands fly to his head, not to push him away, but to hold him there. He laps at me, his tongue flat and broad, tracing my folds, delving inside to taste my slick. The smell of my own arousal, musky and sweet, mixes with his scent in the air. He eats me like a man starving, with a focused, relentless intensity that sends shockwave after shockwave of pleasure through me.

“Oh god, Kade, yes, right there, don’t stop,” I babble, my thighs trembling around his head.

He adds a finger, then two, sliding them deep inside my pussy, curling them. The stretch is exquisite, but it’s not enough. I need his knot. I need to be full.

“Now,” I gasp. “I need you inside me. Now.”

He pulls back, his mouth glistening with my release. He kneels between my spread legs, his cock jutting out, thick and veined and already leaking at the tip. He strokes himself once, twice, his eyes locked on mine. “Look at me, Wren. I want you to see me when I fill you.”

I force my hazy eyes to focus on his. He guides his cock to my entrance, the broad head pressing against me. He pushes forward, and the sensation of him stretching me open, inch by glorious inch, steals my breath. I’m so wet, so ready, that he slides home in one smooth, deep stroke until his hips are flush against mine.

We both groan, a ragged, shared sound of relief and possession.

He’s so deep, I can feel him in my throat. He holds still for a moment, letting me adjust, letting us both feel the perfect, burning fit. Then he pulls back and thrusts in again, setting a slow, devastating rhythm.

Each stroke is deliberate. Each one grinds against a spot inside me that makes stars burst behind my eyelids. The room fills with the sounds of our bodies joining—the wet slap of skin, my high, keening cries, his low, guttural growls.

“Touch yourself,” he commands, his voice strained. “I want to watch you come on my cock.”

I don’t hesitate. My hand slides between our bodies, my fingers finding my swollen clit. The moment I touch myself, the coil of pleasure snaps tight. I rub frantic circles, matching the pace of his thrusts, my eyes rolling back.

“That’s it,” he grits out, his pace quickening. “Show me. Let me see.”

The pressure builds, a tidal wave gathering force. My muscles start to flutter around his cock, clamping down. “Kade, I’m gonna… I can’t hold it…”

“Come,” he snarls. “Come for me, Omega.”

The word, the command, the feeling of him pounding into me—it all crashes together. My orgasm rips through me, violent and endless. I scream, my body convulsing, my pussy milking his cock in rhythmic pulses. I sob with the intensity of it, my vision whiting out.

He fucks me through it, his movements turning brutal, chasing his own release. I feel him swell at the base, the knot forming, stretching me wider with every thrust. He’s panting, his body sheened with sweat, his muscles corded with tension.

“Gonna knot you,” he grunts. “Gonna fill you up. Breed you deep.”

The words are a filthy, perfect promise. I’m already coming again, a second, sharper peak triggered by the pressure of his growing knot and his dark vow.

With a roar that rattles the shuttered windows, he drives home one last time, the full swollen press of his knot forcing past my entrance in a single devastating push—wider than before, deeper, the lock so total it steals my breath entirely. He buries himself there and doesn’t move. Just pulses. His cock jerks against my inner walls, hot jet after hot jet flooding me, deep and relentless, filling my womb until I feel the warmth of it radiating all the way to my navel. He collapses over me, forearms bracketing my head, forehead dropped to mine. We’re both gasping, welded together, a single heaving thing.

His come pushes slowly past the seal of his knot, tracing a warm, obscene path down the crease of my thigh. The air is saturated with it: musk and slick and the raw, animal scent of what we’ve done.

Slowly, the world comes back. The crackle of the embers. The drum of rain starting again on the roof. The frantic beat of his heart against my chest.

He shifts, rolling carefully onto his side, pulling me with him so we’re spooned, still locked together. His arm wraps around my waist, his big hand splaying possessively over my lower belly.

“Okay?” he murmurs into my hair.

I’m beyond words. I nod, nuzzling back against him. A profound, bone-deep satisfaction settles over me. The burning ache is gone, replaced by a heavy, sated warmth. His knot keeps him buried inside me, a constant, stretching reminder of what we just did.

We lie like that for a long time, listening to the rain. My thoughts are slow, syrupy.

“It’s done, isn’t it?” I whisper eventually. “The heat cycle. It’s broken.”

“The peak is over,” he confirms, his thumb stroking my stomach. “It’ll taper off now. You’ll be sore, tired. But you’re safe.”

Safe. The word means more than just surviving a biological imperative. It means here, in his arms, tied to him by his body.

His knot finally begins to soften. He slips out of me, followed by another gush of his release. He doesn’t get up to clean us this time. He just holds me closer, his face buried in the nape of my neck. His breathing evens out into sleep.

I don’t sleep. I float in a hazy, contented space. The storm of my body has passed. And in its wake, something else is stirring. Something quiet and terrifying.

I think it might be peace.



The grey light of dawn filters through the windows when I wake. Kade is already moving, slipping out of bed. I watch the powerful shift of his back muscles as he pulls on a pair of sweatpants.

“Where are you going?” My voice is small.

“To make you food. You need to eat.” He looks back at me, his gaze softer than I’ve ever seen it. “Stay. Rest.”

He leaves, and the room feels too big without him. I sit up, wincing at the tender ache between my legs, the soreness in my muscles. I feel… used. In the best possible way. My skin is marked with the faint shadow of his beard burn, the memory of his bites and kisses.

I get up, wrapping the sheet around me, and pad to the bathroom. I look at myself in the mirror. My hair is a wild tangle. My lips are swollen. My hazel eyes are drowsy but clear, the feverish glaze completely gone. The freckles across my nose stand out against skin that’s flushed not with illness, but with life.

I am an Omega who just survived her first full heat. With her Alpha.

The thought doesn’t panic me. It settles.

I clean up at the sink, the water cold and bracing. When I return to the bedroom, Kade is coming back in carrying a tray. The smell of coffee and bacon hits me, and my stomach growls loudly.

He sets the tray on the bedside table. There’s a massive omelet, toast, a bowl of berries, and a huge mug of coffee, cream already added just how I like it. He remembered.

“You didn’t have to do all this,” I say, sitting on the edge of the bed.

“Yes, I did.” He sits beside me, his thigh pressing against mine. “Eat.”

We eat in silence, but it’s not awkward. It’s comfortable. He watches me devour the food, a satisfied look on his face. When I’m done, I lean back, cradling the warm mug of coffee.

“What happens now?” I ask, staring into the dark liquid.

“Now, you recover. For a day or two. Your body needs to reset.”

“And then?”

He meets my gaze. “Then you decide what you want, Wren.”

“What I want?” A bitter laugh escapes me. “What I want hasn’t mattered for years. I’ve been hiding. Running. Taking pills to pretend I’m something I’m not.”

“It matters now,” he says, his voice firm. “To me.”

I look at him—really look at him. The quiet intensity, the protective bulk of him, the way his eyes never waver from mine. He saw me through the most vulnerable, animalistic experience of my life and never once made me feel like less than a person.

“The pack…” I start.

“Will accept my choice,” he says, Alpha certainty in every word. “If it’s you.”

My heart stutters. “If?”

He takes the mug from my hands and sets it aside. Then he takes my hands in his. His are so much bigger, calloused and warm. “You are my Omega, Wren. Your scent calls to me like nothing ever has. Your body fits mine like it was made for me. I knotted you. I bred you.” He says it plainly, a fact. “But this isn’t just biology. Not for me. The bond… it’s forming. I can feel it. A pull in my chest toward you. But a bond requires two.”

He’s asking me. The grumpy, stoic Alpha, who commands everything, is asking for my choice.

“The bite…” I whisper, the ultimate symbol of a permanent mate bond.

“Comes later. Only if you ask for it. Only if you want it.” He brings my hand to his lips and kisses my knuckles. “I want you to stay. In my home. In my bed. Not just for the heat. After. To see what this is.”

Tears prick my eyes again. Damn these hormones. “What if I’m bad at it? Being an Omega? Being… yours? I don’t know the first thing about pack dynamics. I’ve been a ghost.”

“You learn,” he says, as if it’s that simple. “With me.”

The pull he described, I feel it too. It’s not just the faded echoes of the heat. It’s a connection, a tether anchoring me to him. It feels safe. It feels like home.

“Yes,” I say, the word leaving me on a sigh of relief. “I want to stay. I want to see.”

A smile touches his lips, a rare, breathtaking sight. He leans in and kisses me, soft and sweet. “Good.”

He stands, picking up the tray. “Sleep some more. I have to go check on the perimeter, deal with some pack business. I’ll be back by afternoon.”

He leaves, and I lie back down, burrowing into pillows that smell like him. The heat is gone. The fear is gone. In their place is a nervous, fluttering hope.

I sleep, and for the first time in years, I don’t dream of running.



I’m woken by a sound that doesn’t belong.

It’s a voice, female, calling from downstairs. “Kade? You in here?”

My eyes snap open. It’s not Kade. He said he’d be gone until afternoon. I sit up, pulling the comforter around me. I hear footsteps on the stairs, light and confident.

Panic, my old familiar friend, starts to claw its way up my throat. I’m naked, covered in the evidence of my heat, in the Alpha’s bed. I have no suppressants to hide my scent now. I am utterly, completely exposed.

The bedroom door swings open.

A woman stands there, frozen in the doorway. She’s tall, willowy, with sleek black hair tied back in a braid. Her eyes, a sharp amber, sweep over the room—the rumpled sheets, the clothes scattered on the floor, me clutching the covers to my chin.

Recognition flashes in her eyes, followed by a dawning, horrified understanding. This is Elara, the pack’s head sentinel. Kade’s second.

“Wren?” Her nose wrinkles as she takes in the scent in the room—sex, sweat, Omega in heat, Alpha claiming. Her face hardens. “Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”


Chapter 6 — Sentinel

Elara’s expression is a storm of shock, disgust, and a simmering anger that makes me want to shrink into the mattress and disappear. Her nostrils flare again, confirming what her eyes already see.

“Get up,” she says, her voice flat and cold.

“Elara, I—”

“Now. Get dressed. I will wait downstairs.” She turns on her heel and strides out, leaving the door wide open. The sound of her boots on the stairs is a series of harsh, judgmental thumps.

My hands are shaking. I scramble out of bed, my legs weak and my body feeling strangely hollowed out and tender. The scent of Kade and our coupling is thick in the air, clinging to my skin. I find my underwear and the oversized flannel shirt Kade gave me yesterday. I pull it on, the soft fabric doing nothing to shield me from the cold dread seeping into my bones. I don’t bother with pants. I just need to be covered.

I take a few steadying breaths, trying to summon the calm I felt when Kade was here. It’s gone, evaporated under Elara’s amber glare. I pad barefoot down the stairs.

She’s standing in the center of the main room, arms crossed, surveying the space like a crime scene. The empty soup bowl, the rumpled blankets on the couch where Kade slept the first night, the lingering, intimate scent that permeates everything. She turns as I reach the bottom step.

“Sit,” she commands, nodding to the couch.

I obey, perching on the very edge, pulling my knees to my chest.

Elara remains standing, a sentinel in truth. “Explain.”

“My… my suppressants failed. Two days ago. At the pack meeting. The heat came on too fast. Kade… Alpha Kade brought me here to ride it out. To keep me safe.” The words tumble out, defensive and small.

“Safe,” she repeats, the word dripping with sarcasm. “And was it part of this ‘safety’ protocol for him to fuck you senseless and knot you in his own bed?”

Heat floods my cheeks. “It was my heat. It’s biological. He was helping me.”

“Helping you.” She lets out a short, harsh laugh. “Do you have any idea what you’ve done? The chaos you’ve caused? The entire pack is buzzing. They know an Omega’s scent spiked and then vanished. They know Kade disappeared right after. Some are worried there’s a threat. Some are putting the pieces together. And now I find you here, reeking of him.” She paces a few steps, her movements tight with controlled fury. “He compromised himself for you. He left the perimeter unsecured, delegated critical decisions to me without full context—all for a hidden Omega who was too cowardly to present herself.”

Her words are lashings. “I wasn’t cowardly. I was surviving.”

“By lying. By using chemicals to deceive your pack. Omegas are rare. A gift. And you hid yours like a shameful secret.” She stops pacing and pins me with her gaze. “Do you understand the position you’ve put him in? An Alpha, unbonded, knotting an Omega in heat? The biological pull is one thing, but the political fallout is another. He’ll be expected to claim you. To mate you. Is that what you want? To trap our Alpha because your drugs stopped working?”

Anger, sharp and sudden, cuts through my fear. “I didn’t trap anyone! He asked me. He gave me a choice. We have a safeword. I agreed to this.” I stand up, my own temper flaring. “And what would you have had me do, Elara? Die in my cabin because the fever got too high? Present myself to the whole pack while I was delirious and let any Alpha in a fifty-mile radius come and try to claim me? Kade protected me. He’s been… honorable.”

The word hangs between us. Her eyes narrow, assessing me in a new way. The scent of my anger is unmistakable, and it’s pure, unfiltered Omega—not submissive, but fierce.

“Honorable,” she murmurs. “Kade is many things. Honorable is one of them. It’s why this is so dangerous.” Her shoulders drop a fraction, the rigid anger shifting into something more like grim concern. “He’s not a puppet of his biology, Wren. If he’s with you, it’s because he wants to be. And that is a problem.”

“Why? Why is that a problem?”

“Because our pack is stable. Because we have enemies who would exploit a sudden, passionate mating. Because an Alpha needs a clear head, not one clouded by a fresh bond.” She sighs, rubbing her temples. “And because I know Kade. He doesn’t do things by halves. If he’s in this, he’s in it.”

The front door opens.

Both of our heads snap toward the sound. Kade fills the doorway, a light drizzle glittering on his dark hair and the shoulders of his waxed jacket. He takes in the scene instantly: Elara standing tense in the middle of the room, me on my feet by the couch, flushed and defensive. The air is thick with confrontation and Omega distress.

His expression goes from neutral to alpha-protective in a heartbeat. A low, warning growl rumbles in his chest, so deep I feel it in the floorboards. His eyes, a stormy grey, lock onto Elara.

“You’re upsetting her.”

Elara doesn’t back down, but she dips her head in a slight show of respect. “Someone had to assess the situation, Alpha. You weren’t here.”

“I gave you authority over patrols. Not over my home. Or her.” He shuts the door and shrugs off his jacket, hanging it on a peg. His movements are deliberate, controlled, but the power radiating from him is a palpable force. The room feels smaller with him in it. “Report.”

Elara’s jaw tightens. “The pack is unsettled. Rumors are spreading. The scent of an Omega in distress was caught by several at the meeting hall. Your subsequent absence has been noted. The prevailing theory among the senior members is that you intercepted a rogue Omega and are securing her. They trust your judgment. For now.”

“And you?” he asks, his voice quiet.

“I found the Omega in your bed, covered in your scent. My judgment is that this is a complication we did not need.”

“Your judgment is noted.” He walks past her, coming to stand beside me. He doesn’t touch me, but his presence is a wall at my back. “Wren is under my protection. She is staying here. Her status as an Omega is now pack knowledge. You will quell any rumors that threaten her safety. Is that clear?”

Elara looks from him to me, and I see the exact moment she accepts the reality. Her Alpha has made his decision. Her loyalty to him overrides her personal disapproval. She gives a sharp nod. “Clear. What is your intended course?”

Kade finally looks at me. The intensity in his gaze softens, just for me. “That depends on Wren.” He then looks back at Elara. “You can go. I’ll convene the elders tomorrow. We’ll address it formally.”

Elara hesitates. “Kade… be sure.”

“I am.” The two words are absolute.

With a final, unreadable glance at me, Elara turns and leaves. The cabin is silent except for the soft patter of rain on the roof.

The tension drains from my body all at once, leaving me trembling. Kade’s hand comes up, his palm warm and steady between my shoulder blades.

“Breathe,” he says, his voice a rough whisper.

“She hates me.”

“She doesn’t hate you. She’s afraid for the pack. For me.” He guides me to sit back on the couch, then sits beside me, angled toward me. “She’s wrong about one thing, though.”

“What?”

“My head has never been clearer.” He reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. His touch is devastatingly gentle. “The heat is broken. The biological imperative is satisfied. What we do now is a choice. A real one.”

I search his face. The stoic lines are still there, but there’s an openness in his eyes I haven’t seen before. “What do you want to do?”

“I want you to stay. Not just for the heat. Not for protection. I want you here.” He says it plainly, no grand declaration, just a stark truth. “But you have to want it, too. No heat fever, no fear driving you. Just you.”

My heart is pounding again, but it’s a different rhythm. Not panic. Anticipation. The fluttering hope from this morning bursts into full bloom. “And if I stay? What does that mean?”

“It means you live with me. You join the pack as what you are—an Omega. It means we see what this is.” His thumb strokes my cheek. “It probably means I will want to mate you. Properly. With a bite.”

The thought sends a shiver through me that has nothing to do with fear. The mate bond. Permanent. A claiming that goes beyond a temporary knot. “That’s… fast.”

“It’s how we’re built. But the timing is yours. The choice is always yours.” He leans forward, his forehead almost touching mine. His scent envelops me, cedar and rain and pure Alpha. “Cedar.”

My safeword. He’s reminding me. The power is mine.

I don’t need it. I close the small distance, pressing my lips to his. It’s not a kiss born of desperate hunger, like before. It’s slower, sweeter, an exploration. A yes.

He groans into my mouth, his hands coming up to cradle my face. The kiss deepens, turning languid and deep. He tastes like coffee and the crisp outdoor air. I sink into it, into him.

When we break apart, we’re both breathing heavily. “I want to stay,” I whisper against his lips.

A rumble of pure satisfaction vibrates from his chest. “Good.”

He stands, and in one smooth motion, lifts me into his arms. I yelp, wrapping my arms around his neck. “Kade!”

“You’re staying. We’re starting now.” He carries me upstairs, back to the bedroom. The evidence of our previous hours is still there, but it feels different now. The past, not the present.

He sets me on my feet beside the bed. His eyes are dark, focused entirely on me. “This time,” he says, his voice thick, “we’re both here. All of us.”

He starts with the buttons of my flannel shirt. His fingers are work-roughened but incredibly deft. He parts the fabric, pushing it off my shoulders. It pools on the floor. I stand before him in just my panties, the cool air raising goosebumps on my skin. His gaze is a physical caress, heating me from the outside in.

“Your turn,” I say, my voice barely audible.

A slow smile touches his lips. He pulls his black t-shirt over his head, revealing the sculpted planes of his chest and abdomen, the dusting of dark hair. He toes off his boots, unbuttons his jeans, and pushes them and his boxer briefs down in one go. His cock springs free, already thick and hardening, curving proudly toward his stomach.

My mouth goes dry. Even after everything, the sight of him—fully aroused, completely focused on me—is breathtaking.

He closes the distance, his hands sliding around my waist to cup my ass, pulling me flush against him. The feel of his hard length against my belly makes me gasp. He kisses me again, a deep, consuming kiss as his hands roam my back, my sides, tracing my ribs.

He breaks the kiss to trail his lips down my neck, over my collarbone. He takes one nipple into his mouth, sucking gently, then grazing it with his teeth. A sharp cry escapes me, my fingers tangling in his hair. He lavishes the same attention on the other breast, his hand sliding down over my stomach to slip beneath the waistband of my panties.

He cups me, his palm a warm, heavy weight over my mound. “Still so wet for me,” he murmurs, his breath hot against my skin. “Even without the heat.”

“It’s you,” I confess. “It’s just you.”

He hooks his fingers in my panties and draws them down my legs. I step out of them. He urges me back onto the bed, following me down, covering my body with his. The weight of him is exquisite, anchoring me. He settles between my thighs, the head of his cock nudging against my entrance.

He stills, looking down at me. His eyes are nearly black with desire. “Look at me.”

I do. I open my eyes, locking onto his.

He pushes inside.

It’s different. Without the frantic, fevered drive of the heat, I feel every millimeter. The glorious, stretching fullness as he sheathes himself to the hilt. The way my body clutches at him, accepting him perfectly. A low, broken moan tears from my throat.

“Gods, Wren,” he grits out, his arms trembling as he holds himself above me. “You feel… you feel like mine.”

“I am,” I breathe, arching up to take him deeper. “I’m yours.”

That breaks his control. He begins to move, a slow, rolling rhythm that’s utterly devastating. Each withdrawal is a sweet torment, each thrust a claiming. He angles himself, and on the next deep push, he brushes a spot inside me that makes my vision whiten.

“Right there!” I cry out, my nails digging into his shoulders.

He finds that angle again, and again, building a coiling tension deep in my core. The sounds in the room are obscene and beautiful: the slick slide of our bodies joining, our ragged breaths, the soft creak of the bed, my helpless whimpers.

He lowers his mouth to mine, swallowing my sounds, his tongue mimicking the thrust of his hips. One of his hands slides down, his thumb finding my clit. He circles it with just the right pressure, and the coil inside me snaps.

My orgasm crashes over me, a wave of pure, shocking pleasure that contorts my body and wrings a sobbing scream from my lungs. I clamp around him, pulsating wildly.

“That’s it, baby,” he groans, his rhythm faltering as my inner muscles milk him. “Come on my cock. Take me with you.”

His thrusts become harder, deeper, more urgent. I can feel the base of his cock beginning to swell, the promise of the knot. The sensation of it stretching me even further sends another, secondary shockwave through my already sensitized nerves. I come again, a softer, prolonged unraveling.

With a roar that is pure Alpha triumph, he slams home one final time. I feel the knot pop, locking him inside me as he erupts. Hot pulses of his release fill me, a deep, possessive marking. He collapses over me, burying his face in my neck, his entire body shuddering with the force of his climax.

We are tied, bound together in the most intimate way possible. He shifts his weight to the side, taking me with him, so we’re curled on our sides. He’s still buried to the hilt, the knot a firm, unyielding anchor inside me. The feeling is profoundly primal, a total possession.

His arms wrap around me, holding me close. We lie there, panting, connected. The rain picks up outside, a steady drumbeat on the roof.

After a long while, his lips brush my shoulder. “Okay?”

I nod, nuzzling into his chest. “More than okay.” I’m sated, filled, and for the first time in my life, I feel a sense of rightness, of belonging, that has nothing to do with biology and everything to do with the man holding me. “What happens tomorrow? With the elders?”

His hand strokes my back, a soothing, possessive rhythm. “Tomorrow, I stand before my pack with you at my side. I tell them the truth. That you’re our Omega. That you’re mine.” He pauses. “They will challenge it. There will be questions. Some might even challenge me, for you.”

Fear tries to spike, but the solid weight of him inside me, around me, keeps it at bay. “What do we do?”

“We stand together.” His voice is iron. “And I win.”

Simple. Absolute. I believe him.

The knot begins to soften, but he doesn’t pull away. He holds me through the gradual release, through the slow, tender disconnection. When he finally slips out, he immediately pulls me back against him, tucking the comforter around us.

“Sleep,” he murmurs into my hair. “I’ve got you.”

And I know, with a bone-deep certainty, that he does. The heat brought us together, but this—this quiet, fierce claiming in the aftermath—is what will keep us here. I close my eyes, listening to the rain and the steady, strong beat of his heart. I am not hiding. I am home.


Chapter 7 — The Mark

The rain has stopped, leaving the world outside the window dripping and clean. Pale morning light filters through the pines, painting stripes across the rumpled sheets and Kade’s sleeping form. He’s on his back, one arm flung over his head, the other still anchored around my waist, pulling me tight against his side. I lie there, tracing the lines of his face in the quiet. The stern set of his mouth is softened in sleep, his dark lashes a stark contrast against his skin. His beard is rough against my temple. I breathe him in—cedar, rain, male, mate.

A deep, contented ache lingers between my legs, a pleasant reminder of the night. The frantic, desperate edge of the heat has subsided, replaced by a low, steady hum. It’s not gone, not by a long shot. It’s just… banked. Waiting. A warmth in my blood that feels more like belonging than a fever.

His arm tightens, his hand splaying possessively over my hip. “You’re staring,” he rumbles, his voice thick with sleep. He doesn’t open his eyes.

“How do you know?”

“I can feel it.” One dark eye cracks open, finding mine. “Like a touch.”

I smile, a flush heating my cheeks. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” He rolls onto his side, facing me, the sheet pooling at his waist. The morning light catches the scars on his shoulder, the powerful cut of his chest. His gaze is heavy, taking me in. “How do you feel?”

“Good,” I say, and it’s the understatement of a lifetime. “Sore. But good. The… the panic is gone.”

He nods, his fingers tracing the line of my jaw. “The peak broke last night. It’ll come back in waves now, less intense. Manageable.” His thumb brushes my lower lip. “Until next time.”

Next time. The words send a thrill through me, part anticipation, part awe. This is my life now. This rhythm.

“The elders,” I whisper.

His expression hardens, just a fraction. “After breakfast. We face them fed and on our feet.” He sits up, the muscles in his back flexing. “Shower with me.”

It’s not a question. It’s an offer, a command, and a promise all in one. I nod, pushing back the covers. The cool morning air kisses my skin, raising goosebumps. He stands, all effortless power, and holds out a hand to help me up. My legs are shaky, but his grip is firm.

The bathroom is steamy and small, the glass shower stall fogging quickly. He turns on the water, testing the temperature with his hand before guiding me under the spray. The hot water is a shock and a blessing, sluicing over my shoulders, washing away the last remnants of sweat and scent from the night. He stands behind me, his body a wall of heat against my back.

“Let me,” he says, his voice a vibration against my spine.

He takes the bar of plain soap and works it between his palms. Then his hands are on me, sliding over my shoulders, down my arms, across my stomach. It’s not sexual, not yet. It’s methodical, worshipful. He washes every inch of me, his touch firm and thorough. When his soapy hands glide over my breasts, my nipples pebble instantly under his palms. A soft sound escapes me.

He stills. “Too much?”

“No,” I breathe. “Never too much.”

He turns me gently to face him. Water streams down his face, over the hard plane of his chest, through the dark hair that arrows down his stomach. His cock is already half-hard, thickening against my thigh. He washes me with the same care, his fingers smoothing soap over my collarbones, between my breasts, down the curve of my waist. He kneels in the shower, water soaking his dark hair, and washes my legs, my feet. Then his hands are on my thighs, urging them apart.

I brace my hands on his wet shoulders. He looks up at me, his eyes black with intent. “I need to taste you,” he says, the words raw. “Just to know you’re still mine.”

The claim, the sheer need in his voice, unravels me. I nod, my breath catching.

He doesn’t use his hands. He simply leans forward and presses his mouth to my pussy, his tongue finding my clit in one long, slow, devastating lick.

My knees buckle. He holds me up, his hands gripping my hips, his mouth fastened on me. This isn’t the frantic laving of my heat; this is deliberate, deep, savoring. He licks into me, groaning as my taste hits his tongue. He flicks my clit with the tip of his tongue, then sucks it gently into his mouth. Pleasure, sharp and bright, shoots up my spine.

“Kade,” I gasp, my fingers tangling in his wet hair.

He hums against me, the vibration making me cry out. He eats me like a man starved, like this is his sole sustenance. His tongue delves inside me, then returns to circle my clit with relentless, focused pressure. The water beats down on us, steam filling the air, and all I can feel is his mouth, his stubble rough on my tender skin, the building coil of my orgasm.

It crests quickly, violently, tearing a ragged scream from my throat. I shudder against his mouth, my thighs clamping around his head as waves of pleasure crash through me. He drinks it all, gentling his tongue as I tremble, not stopping until the last aftershock has faded.

Only then does he rise, surging up to capture my mouth. I can taste myself on his lips, bitter and sweet, and the intimacy of it is more profound than anything before. His cock is a hard, insistent pressure against my belly.

“Now,” I pant against his mouth. “I need you now.”

He spins me, my hands slapping against the wet tile. He nudges my legs apart with his knee. One hand wraps around my hip, the other guides his cock to my entrance. He pushes in with one smooth, deep stroke, filling me completely.

“Fuck,” he grits out, his forehead dropping to my shoulder. “Every time. It’s like coming home.”

He sets a relentless pace, his hips pistoning, driving me into the tile. The water cascades over us. The sound of our bodies meeting, slick and loud, echoes in the small stall, mixed with my choked cries and his guttural groans. One hand slides around to my front, fingers finding my soaked, sensitive clit. He rubs tight, quick circles, perfectly in time with his thrusts.

“Come for me again, Omega,” he commands in my ear. “Let me feel you.”

I shatter, my inner muscles clamping down on his cock in rhythmic pulses. He shouts, his thrusts growing erratic, brutal. He rams into me, once, twice, three more times, then buries himself to the hilt as his knot begins to swell.

The stretch is incredible, a burning, perfect fullness that locks him inside me. He pulses, hot seed flooding me, and I feel another, smaller orgasm ripple through me at the sensation. He wraps both arms around me, holding me upright as we both shudder through the aftermath, joined, knotted, water streaming down our tangled bodies.

He nuzzles the side of my neck, his breath scalding on my damp skin, lips pressing softly to my pulse as though taking my temperature. When he finally speaks, the word is barely sound at all—just a rough, animal exhale against my skin: “Mine.”

A statement and a question both. I turn my head enough to press my lips to his temple. “Always,” I breathe back. Not just “yours.” Something bigger, a word that opens rather than encloses.

We stand there, locked together, until the water runs cold and his knot subsides. He washes me again, tenderly, then himself. He wraps me in a large, fluffy towel, drying me with a focus that makes my heart ache, before seeing to himself.

Breakfast is not a quiet affair, but it tries to be. He moves through his kitchen with the same focused efficiency he brings to everything— the coffee is strong enough to stand a spoon in, the eggs hit the pan in a clean sizzle, and he sets the plate in front of me before I’ve finished wrapping both hands around my mug. We eat across the small wooden table in his flannel and denim, and the domesticity of it—his elbow near mine, the steam off our cups, the soft tick of the rain easing outside—lands somewhere tender and precarious in my chest. Like something I have wanted without knowing I was waiting for it.

Neither of us says much. We don’t need to. The new bond hums between us, a warm wire stretched taut, and I can feel the shape of what’s coming in his steady breathing, in the way his jaw sets when he tops off my mug.

He reaches across the table. His hand covers mine. Just that. “Ready?”

I look at his face—the stern line of his mouth, the gold thread in his eyes. The cold knot in my stomach is still there. But under it, deeper, there is something else. A root. “Ready.”

The walk to the pack lodge takes twenty minutes through dripping forest, the pines shedding the night’s rain in slow, cold drops on our shoulders. The world smells of wet bark and turned earth and ozone. I match Kade’s pace and his hand rests at the small of my back, warm even through the flannel—not guiding, just present.

The lodge comes into view around the last bend, and I understand immediately that the whole pack has been waiting. Clusters of people stand on the porch and in the yard, and the conversations don’t just die as we approach—they collapse, word by word, person by person, until the only sound is the drip of the trees. Sixty pairs of eyes. Some wide. Some narrowed. A few openly angry. A few with something that looks like relief.

Kade doesn’t slow. His chin stays level, his hand steadies against my back, and the crowd parts for him the way water parts around a stone. He pushes open the heavy double doors and takes me through them.

The great hall is packed. The entire adult pack must be here, over fifty shifters. The elders sit at a long table on a raised dais at the far end: three men and two women, their faces lined with age and authority. The crowd parts for Kade, a silent, tense sea.

He leads me to the open space before the dais. His hand doesn’t leave my back.

An elder with silver hair and piercing blue eyes—Marlon, the head elder—stands. The room falls utterly silent.

“Kade,” Marlon’s voice booms. “You’ve called this gathering. You stand before us with Wren, a beta of this pack, at your side. Explain this disruption.”

Kade’s voice is calm, clear, and carries to every corner. “Wren is not a beta. She is an Omega. Her suppressants failed three days ago. She went into a lethal, unmediated heat. As Alpha, I intervened to save her life. The bond has been sealed. She is my mate.”

A roar of sound erupts—shouts of disbelief, outrage, a few murmurs of support. Marlon holds up a hand, and the noise slowly subsides.

“An Omega? Hidden among us for years?” This from Cora, a severe-looking elder woman. “This is a profound deception, Kade. The dynamics of an Omega affect the entire pack. Her presence, unmasked, will cause instability.”

“Her presence,” Kade counters, his voice hardening, “will bring the stability we’ve been lacking. An Omega’s scent calms the pack, harmonizes the bonds. You’ve all felt the agitation, the short tempers, for years. That was the lack. She is the cure, not the disease.”

A broad-shouldered man with a red beard steps from the crowd—Jax, a high-ranking beta, always challenging Kade’s authority. “How convenient. You ‘discover’ the one Omega and claim her for yourself in the same breath. You expect us to believe this isn’t a power grab? That you didn’t scent her out and decide to hoard the advantage?”

Anger, hot and protective, flares in my chest before I can stop it. Kade’s hand presses harder against my back, a warning and a reassurance.

I step forward. Just half a step, but it’s enough. All eyes swing to me. My heart hammers against my ribs. “He saved my life,” I say, my voice quieter than Kade’s but, in the stunned silence, it carries. “I was dying. The heat was… it was burning me up from the inside. I hid what I was because I was afraid. Afraid of being seen as just this… this thing. A biological prize. Kade didn’t hoard me. He saw me. He asked for my consent. He gave me a safeword. He has treated me as a person, not a possession, every single second.” I look directly at Jax. “Would you have done the same?”

Jax’s face darkens, but he has no answer.

Marlon studies me. “The bond you speak of. It is physical?”

Kade answers. “It is. But it is not yet complete.”

A new ripple goes through the crowd. Cora leans forward. “The mating bite.”

“Yes,” Kade says, his gaze never leaving the elders. “The final seal. I intend to give it, and for Wren to accept it, of her own free will. Today. Before this pack. So there can be no doubt, no challenge to her status, or to my claim.”

My breath hitches. Today. Here. In front of everyone.

Jax scoffs. “A show. To legitimize your theft.”

Kade finally turns his head, his gaze locking on Jax. The air in the room grows thick, heavy with the pressure of his alpha dominance. “You challenge my claim, Jax?”

Jax puffs out his chest, but I see the flicker of fear in his eyes. “I challenge the secrecy. The irregularity. An Omega belongs to the pack, not just to the Alpha.”

“She is not a territory to be divided,” Kade’s voice drops to a deadly calm. “She is my mate. But if you need a demonstration of the bond, of her place, you shall have one.” He looks back to the elders. “With your permission. Let the pack feel what an Omega truly means.”

The elders confer in low tones. Finally, Marlon nods. “Proceed. Let the bond be witnessed.”

Kade turns to me fully. The world narrows to his face. The noise of the pack fades to a distant buzz. He cups my face in his hands, his thumbs stroking my cheeks.

“This is the last step, Wren,” he says, for my ears only. “The bite will bond us for life. Our emotions, our physical states… they’ll be linked. You’ll feel my strength, but also my pain. It’s permanent. There is no going back.” His eyes search mine. “Do you understand?”

I nod, tears pricking my eyes. “I understand.”

“Do you want this? Do you want me? Not just because of the heat, not because you’re afraid. Do you choose me?”

I think of his tenderness in the shower, his fierceness in my defense, the safe harbor of his arms. I think of the lonely years of hiding, and the brilliant, terrifying freedom of being truly seen by him.

“I choose you, Kade. I want this. I want you.”

A profound relief softens the hard line of his mouth. He leans in, his lips brushing mine in a kiss that is achingly sweet. Then he turns me gently in his arms, so my back is to his chest. He wraps one strong arm around my waist, holding me secure. His other hand comes up to sweep my hair aside, baring the left side of my neck and shoulder.

His breath is warm on my skin. “Breathe with me, little Omega,” he murmurs. “And don’t be afraid.”

I feel the shift in the air first. A gathering of energy around him, a power that isn’t just physical. Then I feel his canines descend—not the full shift, but the sharp, elongated points of his alpha teeth. A gasp runs through the pack.

He doesn’t hesitate. He lowers his head and sinks his teeth into the junction of my neck and shoulder.

The pain is sharp, blinding, for a single instant—a bright, white-hot spike. Then it melts, transforms, into something else entirely. A flood of connection so intense it steals the air from my lungs. I feel him—not just his body around mine, but his essence. The steady, granite strength of his will. The deep, fierce river of his protectiveness. The simmering passion, always under control, directed solely at me. And beneath it all, a vulnerability, a loneliness that mirrors my own, now soothed, because he feels me too.

My knees give out. He holds me up, his teeth still locked in my flesh, the bond blazing like a forge between us. I feel my own consciousness expanding, reaching for his. My pleasure, my trust, my love, all flow down the new, psychic link. I feel his shock, his awe, then a surge of possessiveness so profound it feels like the bedrock of the world.

He releases my flesh with a sound that is almost tender—a slow, deliberate drag of his canines withdrawing, his tongue immediately following, laving the wound with soft, careful strokes. The mark blooms into a deep, sweet throb that I know, somehow, will never entirely stop. The bond doesn’t fade or close behind him. It settles. Roots. He is there at the back of my mind now, a warm, unmovable presence like a fire in an adjacent room—I don’t need to see it to know it’s burning.

He turns me to face him. His eyes have gone luminous, amber flaring through the grey, ancient and feral and entirely focused on me. His lips are dark with my blood and he doesn’t bother to wipe it. He looks like something from the old stories, from the part before the pack had walls and laws and elders with canes. He looks like the beginning of things.

He looks like mine.

“Yours,” I say before he can speak. His breath catches. Then, rough and low, with the full weight of the bond resonating through every syllable: “Mine.”

And then the pack feels it. It starts as a ripple, a wave of calm that rolls out from where we stand. The aggressive tension in the room dissolves. Hostile faces slacken in surprise, then soften. The agitated scents of anger and challenge mellow, replaced by a collective sigh, a sense of rightness, of balance restored. It’s the Omega effect, magnified a hundredfold by the completed mate bond, and it’s undeniable.

Even Jax looks stunned, his defiance evaporating. He lowers his gaze, a gesture of submission.

Marlon stands, his expression one of solemn acceptance. He places a fist over his heart. “The bond is witnessed. It is true, and it is complete. Welcome, Omega Wren, mate of Alpha Kade, to your rightful place.”

One by one, the entire pack follows suit, fists over hearts, heads bowing in our direction. The gesture is overwhelming.

Kade pulls me close, tucking my head under his chin. I can feel his heart pounding, a rhythm that now syncs perfectly with my own. The pack’s acceptance washes over us, but it’s nothing compared to the universe contained within the circle of his arms.

“It’s done,” he murmurs into my hair. “You’re home. For real.”

Later, back in his cabin—our cabin—the adrenaline fades, leaving me trembling. He sits me on the edge of the bed and tends to the bite mark with antiseptic and a gentle touch. It’s already healing faster than a normal wound, the edges pink and tender.

The low hum of my heat returns, a warm pulse deep in my core, echoed by a flare of answering desire from him through the bond. I feel his cock stiffen in his jeans. He feels the immediate wetness gathering between my legs. We both freeze, staring at each other, astonished by the intimate feedback.

A slow, wicked smile spreads across his face. “That’s going to take some getting used to.”

“I’ll say,” I breathe.

He finishes bandaging the bite, then frames my face with his hands. “The heat wave,” he says, his voice dropping to that dark, velvety tone that liquefies my bones. “It’s a gentle one. We can ride it out slow.”

He kisses me, and it’s different now. I can feel his intention in the kiss before his tongue even sweeps into my mouth—the desire to cherish, to claim, to worship. I pour my own answering need back into him, and he groans, the sound vibrating through both of us.

He lays me back on the bed, peeling the flannel shirt from my body, then his own clothes. He comes over me, not in a rush, but with a deliberate, hungry leisure. He kisses the mark on my shoulder, making me shiver, then trails his mouth down my body. He takes one nipple into his mouth, sucking deep, while his fingers dip between my legs, finding me soaked and ready.

“I can feel how much you want me,” he says, his voice thick with wonder. “It’s like a song in my blood.”

“Then come inside,” I beg, arching against his hand. “I need to feel you there, too.”

He settles between my thighs, the broad head of his cock pressing against my entrance. He pushes in slowly, so slowly, letting me feel every glorious inch. The physical sensation is magnified by the bond; I feel his pleasure at the tight, wet clutch of my body, and it amplifies my own. It’s a feedback loop of ecstasy.

He moves with long, deep strokes, his eyes locked on mine. We don’t look away. We’re sharing this, completely. I feel the building tension in his muscles, the control he’s exerting to keep his pace slow. I feel my own orgasm gathering, a bright, coiling heat in my belly, and I know he feels it too.

“Let go,” he urges, his rhythm faltering. “Come for me, mate. Let me feel you fly.”

I break, crying out his name, and the climax is like nothing before. It’s my pleasure and his joy in giving it to me, all mixed together, a whirlwind of sensation that whites out my vision. He follows an instant later, driving in one last time as his knot swells, locking us together. His release floods me, hot and endless, and I feel a profound, soul-deep satisfaction from him that has nothing to do with physical satiation and everything to do with completion.

Collapsed together, knotted, panting, I trace the lines of his face. Through the bond, I sense a profound peace, a quiet happiness I never knew he carried.

“I love you,” I whisper, testing the words, the new truth of them.

He goes very still. Then, through the bond, I feel it—a surge of emotion so powerful it steals my breath: reverence, gratitude, a love so fierce it borders on violence. He blinks, and his eyes are suspiciously bright.

“I have loved you since the moment I caught your true scent,” he says, his voice rough. “I just didn’t have a name for it.” He kisses the mating bite softly. “Now I do.”

We lie together, entwined, as the afternoon light fades. The heat wave passes through us gently, a series of warm, loving crests. The pack, the politics, the past—it’s all outside. In here, there is only the bond, a silent, perfect conversation between two hearts that have finally found their way home. And the mark on my shoulder, a tender, permanent promise, throbs in time with our joined pulse.


Chapter 8 — Home

The first thing I feel is the absence of heat.

It’s not that I’m cold. I’m warm, cocooned in the blankets and Kade’s arms, my back pressed to the solid wall of his chest. But the frantic, chemical burn that has been my reality for three days is gone. The fever has broken. My body is my own again, humming with a new, settled energy, but not desperate for it.

I open my eyes. The light is pale, early morning. The room smells of sex and cedar and us—a deep, mingled scent that is somehow comforting. Kade’s hand rests possessively over my mating bite, his fingers splayed across my ribs.

The bond is a quiet river in my mind. I can feel him sleeping, a deep, contented exhaustion that mirrors my own. There’s no urgency in it, just peace. I wiggle slightly, testing my muscles. They’re sore in the most delicious way, a detailed map of every place he’s touched me. Between my legs is tender, and the memory of his last knot, hours ago in the dark, makes me shiver.

As if my movement triggered him, Kade stirs. His hand flexes against my skin, then his lips find the top of my shoulder, just beside the bite. A soft, sleepy kiss.

“Morning,” he rumbles, his voice thick with sleep.

“Morning.” I turn in his arms, needing to see his face. His dark hair is mussed, his beard a little wild. His eyes, when they open, are warm and clear, the gold in them bright. He looks… younger. Unburdened.

He studies me, his gaze tracing my features. “The heat’s passed.”

“I feel it.” I bite my lip. “So… what happens now?”

A shadow crosses his face, brief but undeniable. The outside world, with all its complications, rushes back in. The pack. My deception. His position. The reality that we are now irrevocably mated in a society that has very specific rules about such things.

“Now,” he says, his thumb stroking my cheek, “we get up. We shower. We eat. And then we face them.” He doesn’t sound angry or worried, just resolved. “Together.”

The word settles something in me. Together.

The shower is a revelation. Standing under the hot spray, washing three days of sweat and passion from my skin, I feel reborn. Kade washes my hair with a gentleness that makes my throat tight, his big hands careful on my scalp. I return the favor, soaping the hard planes of his chest, the dusting of dark hair there, the powerful slope of his shoulders. We don’t speak much. The bond hums with simple affection, with a rightness that needs no words.

But when I look down, seeing the evidence of his release from last night still trickling faintly down my inner thigh, a new, different kind of heat sparks low in my belly. It’s not the omega’s demand. It’s just me. Wren. Wanting my mate.

He sees me look, sees my breath catch. Through the bond, I feel his answering flare of desire, sharp and instant.

“The heat’s gone,” I say, my voice barely a whisper over the water.

“I know,” he says, his gaze darkening.

“So this is just me.”

A slow, predatory smile touches his lips. “Good.”

He turns me, pressing me gently against the cool tile wall. The water cascades over us both. He kisses the mating bite, then the side of my neck, while his hands slide down my slick sides to grip my hips. His cock is already hard, thick and heavy against the swell of my ass.

“I want you,” I say, tipping my head back against his shoulder. “Just because I want you.”

He groans, the sound vibrating through my back. One hand slides around to my front, fingers delving through my wet curls to find my clit. I gasp, arching into his touch. It’s different now. The edge of frantic need is gone, replaced by a deep, luxurious ache. Every stroke of his fingers is a choice, not a compulsion. I feel every ridge of his fingerprints, the perfect pressure.

“Kade,” I breathe, pushing my hips back against his erection.

He notches the head of his cock at my entrance. I’m still slick from the shower, from him, and he slides in with one smooth, devastating thrust that fills me completely. My cry echoes in the small shower. He feels bigger somehow, now that my body isn’t dilated and desperate with heat. The stretch is exquisite, a fullness that borders on pain before melting into pure, shocking pleasure.

He sets a slow, deep rhythm, his thrusts measured and relentless. One arm bands around my waist, holding me tight to him, while his other hand continues to work my clit in firm, circling strokes. The sensations layer—the hard tile at my back, the hot water on my face, the incredible invasion of his cock, the clever torture of his fingers. It’s overwhelming in the best way.

“Look at us,” he growls in my ear, his voice raw. I open my eyes, foggy with pleasure, and see our reflection in the glass shower door. His big, powerful body curved over my smaller one, his skin gleaming under the water, my face flushed with ecstasy. The visual, combined with the physical, sends a new jolt of arousal through me. “See what’s mine. Who I belong to.”

The possessive words, instead of rankling, ignite me. “Yours,” I pant, meeting his thrusts. “Always yours.”

The climax builds not like a wildfire, but like a deep earthquake, starting in my core and radiating out in rolling, powerful waves. I come with a sobbing scream, my inner muscles clenching around him in rhythmic pulses. He follows instantly, his rhythm breaking into short, sharp drives as his knot begins to swell. It’s a slower inflation than during the heat, a gradual, undeniable claiming. He locks inside me, his release pumping into me in hot bursts as he grinds his hips against my ass, milking every last drop of sensation from us both.

We stand there, knotted in the shower, panting, until the water runs cold. He finally coaxes his softening knot free, and we finish rinsing off, touching each other with a new, quiet tenderness. This wasn’t about survival. This was about us.

Dressed in clean clothes—me in another of his flannels, him in his standard jeans and a dark t-shirt—we venture downstairs. The main lodge is quiet. It’s mid-morning on a weekday; most of the pack is at work or on patrol. But I can feel the weight of eyes as soon as we hit the bottom step.

Lena is in the great room, folding laundry. She looks up, and her expression is unreadable. She takes in my borrowed clothes, the fresh mating bite visible at the open collar of the flannel, Kade’s hand resting possessively on the small of my back. Her nostrils flare slightly as she catches our combined scent.

“Alpha,” she says, nodding to Kade. Her gaze shifts to me. “Wren.” There’s a pause. “Congratulations.”

It’s not warm, but it’s not hostile. It’s formal. It’s pack protocol.

“Thank you, Lena,” Kade says, his voice the deep, authoritative tone of the Alpha. “Where is everyone?”

“Council is waiting in your office,” she says, returning to her folding. “They’ve been waiting since dawn.”

Of course they have.

Kade’s hand presses firmer against my back, guiding me toward the hallway that leads to his private office. My heart begins to hammer. The council is the pack’s elders, the heads of the major families. They are tradition. They are the law.

He pauses before the heavy oak door. “You don’t have to face them right now,” he says quietly, for my ears only. “I can handle this. You can go back upstairs.”

I shake my head. The fear is there, a cold knot in my stomach, but beneath it is a steady, determined flame. “You said together. I’m not hiding anymore. Not from them. Not from anything.”

He searches my face, then nods, pride flashing through the bond. He opens the door.

Four people sit in the chairs arranged before Kade’s large desk. Marcus, the head of security, his face like granite. Cora, the pack historian and healer, her sharp eyes missing nothing. Silas, from the southern family, looking uncomfortable. And Gareth, the eldest, his gnarled hands resting on his cane. They all stand as Kade enters, a sign of respect for the Alpha, but their attention is laser-focused on me.

Kade doesn’t go behind the desk. He stands beside me in front of it, a united front.

“Sit,” he says, and they do.

“Alpha,” Gareth begins, his voice like dry leaves. “The pack felt the mating bond solidify last evening. We also felt the omega’s heat cycle conclude. The… situation… requires clarification.”

“The situation is simple,” Kade says, his tone leaving no room for argument. “Wren is my true mate. The bond is sealed. She is under my protection and is a member of this pack.”

“She is an unregistered omega who has been living under false pretenses for years,” Marcus states flatly. “She used human chemicals to deceive the pack. That is a serious breach of trust, and a danger. Omegas are rare. Their cycles, unmanaged, can cause instability.”

I flinch, but Kade’s presence beside me is a shield.

“Her reasons were her own, and they are valid,” Kade says. “She feared being reduced to a commodity. A prize to be fought over. I will not punish her for that fear, especially when our own traditions have given her cause for it.”

Cora leans forward. “Wren, child. The suppressants. Where did you get them? How long have you been taking them?”

All eyes are on me. My mouth is dry. I force myself to speak. “I got them from an online forum for rogue shifters when I was twenty-one. I’ve taken them ever since. They… failed. Three days ago.”

“And your family?” Silas asks softly.

“My parents were lone wolves. They’re gone. I came here looking for community, but not… that. Not to be defined by a biological designation I didn’t choose.” The words come out stronger than I expected.

“An omega’s nature is not a curse, Wren,” Cora says, not unkindly. “It is a gift to a pack. A source of great strength and cohesion. But it must be managed within the pack. In secret, it becomes a liability.”

“It is no longer a secret,” Kade interrupts, a low growl entering his voice. “She is my mate. The management of her cycles, and of our bond, is my responsibility. Our responsibility. The pack’s stability is my primary concern, and I assure you, this mating secures it, not threatens it.”

Gareth taps his cane lightly on the floor. “The bond is strong. We can all feel that. There is no denying a true mating. But the deception remains, Kade. The pack’s trust has been fractured. As Alpha, your mate must be above reproach. How do you propose to mend this?”

I feel Kade’s anger, a hot coil through the bond, but he keeps it leashed. “Wren will make a formal statement to the pack. She will answer their questions. She will apologize for the deception, though I understand the reason for it. And then,” he says, his voice dropping into a final, decisive register, “we will move forward. Anyone who has issue with my mate has issue with me. And they may bring that issue to the challenge circle.”

A heavy silence falls. A challenge circle is a brutal, often bloody, affair. For the Alpha to suggest it over his mate’s standing is a statement of ultimate protection. Touch-her-and-die.

Marcus looks down, conceding. Silas nods slowly. Cora’s expression softens into something like approval. Gareth studies us both for a long moment.

“Very well,” the old man says finally. “A gathering tonight, after dinner. She will speak.” He rises, the others following suit. As they file out, Gareth pauses at the door. He looks back at me, his ancient eyes piercing. “Welcome to the family, omega.”

When the door shuts, the sound of the latch is the loudest thing in the world. My legs decide, all at once, that they are done. Kade catches me before I hit the chair—catches me properly, with both hands, and lowers me into it like something breakable. He crouches in front of me.

His face is level with mine, close enough that I can see the tight control in his eyes, the fury he held leashed throughout and is still leashing now on my behalf. He takes both my hands in his.

“You were perfect,” he says. Quiet and absolute.

“I’m terrified of tonight.” The admission comes out smaller than I want it to. “Standing in front of all of them. Saying it out loud.”

“I know.” His thumbs trace slow circles over my knuckles. “And I’ll be so close to you that you’ll feel my heartbeat through your shoulder.” He tips his head toward the mating bite. “They’ll feel it too—not just my words, but the whole truth of the bond. The politics can’t argue with that.” He pauses, then: “This is the hard part. The part that feels like paying for something you’ve already bought. We get through it—together, tonight—and after that it’s ours. All of it. Our home.”

I lift his knuckles to my lips and hold them there a moment, feeling the rough scar tissue under my mouth. “Our home,” I echo, and the words taste like a key turning.



The pack gathering is held in the great room after the evening meal. It seems like every member of the pack is there, over sixty men and women, all watching as Kade leads me to the stone fireplace. The air is thick with tension and curiosity. I see familiar faces—Jake, a young enforcer I recognize from patrol shifts, gives me a small, encouraging nod. Others look wary, even suspicious.

Kade doesn’t stand on the hearth. He stands on the floor with me, his hand in mine. His Alpha energy radiates out, not in aggression, but in a calm, unshakeable authority.

“Pack,” he begins, and the room falls utterly silent. “You all feel the new bond. You know what it means. Wren is my true mate. The bond is sealed and recognized by the council.”

A murmur ripples through the crowd.

“There is more to the story,” he continues. “And my mate has the courage to tell it to you herself.” He squeezes my hand and lets go, giving me the space to speak.

All those eyes. My throat constricts. I feel a wave of reassurance through the bond, warm and solid as a stone wall at my back. I take a deep breath.

“My name is Wren,” I start, my voice quieter than I’d like. I clear my throat. “And for the last eight years, I’ve been taking suppressants to hide that I am an omega.”

A sharp intake of breath from the crowd. A few low growls.

“I lost my family young. I came here looking for a home, a real pack. But I’d heard stories… about unmated omegas in packs. The fighting. The pressure. The loss of choice. I was scared. So I hid the most fundamental part of myself to be accepted for everything else. To be valued as a person, not a… a function.” The words are flowing now, fueled by a lifetime of anxiety. “I know it was a deception. I know it broke trust. And for that, I am truly sorry. To the pack, and to my Alpha.”

I look at Kade, then back at the crowd. “The drugs failed. My heat came. And Kade… our Alpha… saved my life. But more than that, he saw me. Not just the omega. And I choose him. Not because he’s Alpha, but because he’s my mate. I choose this pack, if you’ll have me. Not as a hidden omega, but as Wren. As Kade’s mate. I will earn your trust back. I promise.”

Silence hangs for a long, heavy moment. Then, from the back, an older woman I recognize as the head cook, Maeve, speaks up. “An omega’s heart is the pack’s heart. A hidden heart is a sick one. But a heart that chooses to open… that is strong.” She nods to me. “You have my welcome, mate of our Alpha.”

One by one, others echo the sentiment. Not all—I see a few closed-off expressions—but most. The mood in the room shifts, the tension easing into a cautious acceptance. The truth, spoken openly, has disarmed them. The power of the mating bond, shimmering palpably between Kade and me, does the rest.

Later, when the crowd has dispersed into smaller, chatting groups, Jake comes over, clapping Kade on the shoulder. “Well, you sure know how to keep things interesting, Alpha.” He grins at me. “Welcome to the chaos, Wren. Officially.”

The relief is so profound it’s dizzying.



We don’t go back to the isolation of Kade’s rooms. Instead, he leads me to his—our—house. A modest cedar cabin a five-minute walk from the main lodge, nestled in a grove of pines. It’s sturdy, simple, and smells like him. Like us, now.

He shows me the living room with its big fireplace, the kitchen, the bedroom with a window that looks out onto the dark forest. “It’s yours,” he says simply. “Change anything you want.”

“It’s perfect,” I whisper, because it is. It’s a home.

That night, in our bed, he takes his time with me in a way the heat never allowed.

He starts at my collarbone. His mouth moves down in slow, deliberate stages—the hollow at the base of my throat, the curve of my shoulder, the upper swell of my breast—and he spends time on each inch like a man rereading something he intends to memorize. When he finally closes his mouth over my nipple, it’s with a slow, wet pressure that arches my spine off the sheets and pulls a broken sound from somewhere behind my breastbone. He drags out the pleasure there until my thighs are squeezing around nothing and my hands are fisted in his hair.

He works his way lower. His beard scrapes a path down my ribs, my stomach. When he settles between my thighs and looks up at me through the dark, his eyes catch the faint glow from the embers in the fireplace, and the expression on his face is not hunger—not the feral, urgent pull of the heat. It’s something quieter and more dangerous. Like devotion.

He licks into me slowly, thoroughly, learning me without the press of biology pushing him on. He traces each fold, finds my clit with the focused patience of a man with nowhere else to be, and brings me up so gradually that when I finally crest, it unravels me utterly—a long, rolling orgasm that soaks his beard and leaves me gasping, one hand pressed flat to his head.

When he finally rises over me and pushes inside, I feel every centimeter. No omega-fever dilating me wide, just my body opening around him of its own accord, soft and willing. He sinks to the hilt and goes still, and his eyes close. His jaw works.

“Every time,” he says, rough and private, “it’s like the first time I’ve ever been anywhere.”

He moves in long, deep rolls, the rhythm unhurried and devastating. I wrap my legs around him and pull him close, and we find a pace together that belongs entirely to us—not to biology or desperation, just to the two people we are to each other. I come again around him, soft and shuddering, my face pressed into his neck. He follows a moment later, his whole body clenching, a bitten-off sound against my hair, spilling into me warm and deep.

Afterward, tangled together, he doesn’t let go. One hand spreads low across my abdomen and rests there. He’s quiet for a long time.

“The next heat,” he finally says, his thumb moving in small circles. “It could result in a pregnancy. Omegas are fertile for several cycles after a true mating.” His voice is careful. Giving me room. “Is that—”

“Yes,” I say immediately, and feel the word settle over both of us. I think of his dark eyes in a smaller face, of the specific weight of his patience passed down. “With you? Yes. Absolutely yes.”

He exhales slowly against my hair, and I feel the knot in him loosen— something he’d been holding ready to concede. He tips my chin up and kisses me, thorough and sweet. When he breaks away, the corners of his mouth have done the thing they rarely do.

“Then we’ll be ready,” he says, “whenever it comes.”



A week passes.

In the mornings, I work in the pack archives with Cora—a dim, dust-smelling room full of ledgers in handwriting three generations old, and I am surprised to find that I am hungry for all of it. The history of this place, these people, the long ledger of births and claims and challenges. I am putting my own name in these pages now. The thought no longer makes me want to run.

The pack’s treatment of me is not warm, exactly—not yet. It is careful. Measured. A woman named Petra stops me in the herb garden to ask where I learned to identify yarrow; two of the younger enforcers nod when I pass. Small things. A pack learning to renegotiate what it assumed it knew. I can work with that. I have my whole life to earn the rest. The mating bite on my neck is visible above every collar, and I’ve stopped wearing my hair down to cover it. It isn’t a brand. It’s a name in a language everyone here already speaks.

I’m coming back from the archives just before dusk, my arms stacked with three volumes on pack-law history that Cora said I could borrow, when I see him.

Kade is on the porch of our cabin, leaning against the railing, just returned from patrol. His boots are muddy. His flannel is damp at the shoulders from the evening’s cold. The last of the sun has found the gap between two peaks and painted itself across the sky in orange and deep violet behind him, and he is standing in it entirely unselfconsciously, watching me come up the path the way he watches everything—with his whole attention.

Through the bond, I feel the shape of him: a steady, anchored warmth. Not excitement, not urgency. Just—settled. As though the world has finally arranged itself into the correct order of things.

I climb the porch steps. He takes the books from my arms without a word and sets them on the railing, then pulls me in and holds me. His face goes into my hair. He breathes me in the way he always does—deep, deliberate, like I am a thing he refuses to take for granted.

“Everything okay?” I ask against his chest.

He’s quiet for a moment. The pines drip around us in the fading light.

“Everything,” he says, and his voice has a roughness in it that has nothing to do with authority or command, “is finally exactly as it should be.” He pulls back enough to look at me, his gold-dark eyes tracing my face. “You are my mate. My heart.” He pauses. “My home. And I will spend every day of my life making sure you never regret choosing me.”

I reach up and lay my palm along his jaw, feeling the scrape of his beard. I have spent eight years making myself invisible, and here is a man who keeps seeing me anyway.

I rise onto my toes and kiss him. The bond hums between us, warm and unhurried—not the roar of the heat, just its quiet, lasting residue. A fire that doesn’t need to rage to keep a room warm.

“I’m already home, Kade,” I say against his mouth. “I got here the moment you held out your hand in that hall.”

He makes a sound that isn’t quite a word and pulls me closer, and as he does I can feel through the bond the thing I have no word for yet—not just contentment, but the specific relief of a man who expected to keep carrying something alone and found, entirely against expectation, that he didn’t have to anymore.

He leads me inside. The lamp on the table throws its warm circle across the floor we share, and the pines murmur in the dark outside our window, and I don’t dream of running. I don’t dream of hiding. I dream of nothing at all except the steady heartbeat under my ear and the small, bright future beginning to take shape on the other side of sleep.


Chapter 9 — Claimed

The cabin door clicks shut behind us, sealing us in a world of golden lamplight and the scent of cedar, woodsmoke, and him. Kade turns the lock with a quiet, deliberate sound, a final barrier against the outside world. I watch his broad shoulders move beneath the worn flannel, the shift of muscle as he turns back to me. The bond between us is a live wire, humming with a low, possessive frequency that vibrates in my bones.

He doesn’t say anything. He just looks at me, his gaze traveling over my face as if memorizing it anew. The quiet intensity I once found intimidating now feels like a blanket, a shelter. He reaches out and tucks a stray strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers calloused and gentle.

“You feel it,” he says, his voice a low rumble. It’s not a question. He’s asking about the bond, about the need that’s starting to coil in my belly, separate from the heat but intertwined with it. A deeper, more permanent hunger.

“Yes.” The word is a whisper, a confession.

He steps closer, eliminating the last of the space between us. His hands come up to frame my face, thumbs stroking my cheekbones. “I’ve wanted to claim you like this,” he murmurs, his eyes holding mine, “not just in the heat, not just because you needed it. I wanted you clear-eyed and sure. I wanted you to want it.”

“I am sure,” I say, and my voice is stronger now. “I want it. I want you.”

A low growl of approval vibrates in his chest. He lowers his head, his lips meeting mine in a kiss that is devastating in its tenderness. It’s slow, a deep exploration, a reaffirmation of every promise we’ve made. My hands slide up his chest, feeling the hard planes beneath the soft fabric, and I fist the flannel, pulling him closer.

The kiss deepens, turns hungry. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, and I taste the forest on him, the crisp evening air. My own need flares, bright and sharp. I arch into him, feeling the hard ridge of his erection press against my stomach. A soft moan escapes me, swallowed by his mouth.

He breaks the kiss, breathing ragged, his forehead resting against mine. “Tell me what you need, Wren.”

“You,” I gasp. “All of you. I don’t want gentle, Kade. Not tonight. I want to feel you. I want to feel claimed.”

His eyes darken, the gold flecks glowing with primal fire. “You are mine,” he says, the words a vow and a warning all at once. “And I am yours. Never doubt it.”

He lifts me then, my legs instinctively wrapping around his waist. He carries me through the living area, past the flickering hearth, into the shadowed bedroom. He lays me down on the thick comforter, coming down over me, his weight a delicious anchor.

His mouth finds my neck, nipping and sucking at the skin there, just below my mating mark. The sensation makes me shudder, a direct line of pleasure-pain zinging straight to my core. My fingers scramble for the buttons of his shirt, popping them open one by one until I can push the flannel off his shoulders. He shrugs it away, and then his hands are on my sweater, pulling it up and over my head.

The cool air kisses my skin, but it’s quickly chased away by the heat of his gaze. He looks at me, laid bare before him in just my jeans and a simple lace bra, and the raw hunger in his face steals my breath. He leans down, capturing a peaked nipple through the lace with his mouth, sucking hard. I cry out, my back arching off the bed, my hands flying to his hair to hold him there.

He switches to the other breast, giving it the same lavish attention, his teeth grazing the sensitive peak until I’m writhing beneath him. The denim of my jeans is suddenly too tight, too constricting. I buck my hips against the hard line of his own jeans, seeking friction.

“Patience, little omega,” he murmurs against my skin, but his voice is strained. He’s not patient either.

He makes quick work of my jeans, unbuttoning, unzipping, and dragging them down my legs along with my panties. He kneels between my spread thighs, and for a moment he just looks. The heat rises in my cheeks, but it’s not from embarrassment. It’s from the sheer, unadulterated intensity of his focus. He’s staring at my pussy, my folds already glistening with want, and he looks like a man presented with a feast.

“So beautiful,” he rasps. “Mine.”

Then he bends his head.

The first touch of his tongue is a lightning strike. A broad, wet stroke from my entrance all the way up to my clit. I gasp, my hips jerking. He groans, the sound vibrating against me, and holds my hips down with strong hands as he buries his face between my legs.

He eats me like he’s starving. His tongue delves inside, fucking me with slow, deep thrusts before swirling around my clit with relentless precision. He laps at my slickness, drinks me in, his beard scraping deliciously against my inner thighs. The sensations are overwhelming, a direct assault on my senses. The smell of my own arousal mixed with his cedar-and-musk scent, the wet, hot sounds of his mouth on me, the exquisite torture of his tongue—it’s too much, and not enough.

“Kade… oh god, please…”

He increases the pressure, sucking my clit into his mouth, and my world whites out. The orgasm crashes over me with shocking force, a wave of pure, sharp pleasure that makes me scream his name. My body convulses under his hold, but he doesn’t let up, drawing out the spasms until I’m sobbing, oversensitive and trembling.

Only then does he release me, crawling up my body to kiss me deeply. I can taste myself on his lips, salty and sweet, and the intimacy of it sends a fresh jolt of desire through my spent nerves.

He’s still fully dressed from the waist down, his cock a rigid, intimidating bulge straining against his jeans. I fumble with his belt buckle, my fingers clumsy. He helps me, shoving his jeans and boxer briefs down just enough to free himself.

His cock springs out, thick and heavy, the head already slick with pre-cum. The sight of it, of him, makes my mouth water and my freshly-aroused pussy clench with empty need. I reach for him, wrapping my hand around his length. He’s hot, velvety steel in my palm, and he jerks at my touch, a hiss escaping his teeth.

He reaches up and cups my jaw, tilting my face up from where it’s drifted. His expression is fierce and possessive and something else entirely—the thing the heat could never produce by itself, love and lust so fully merged they’ve become one substance.

“I’m going to fuck you now,” he says, the words blunt and raw. “I’m going to fill you so deep you feel me for days. I’m going to knot you, and claim you all over again, until the only thing you know, the only thing you feel, is me. Is this. Is us.”

“Yes,” I breathe, spreading my legs wider in invitation. “Please, Alpha. Please.”

He doesn’t need more encouragement. He positions himself at my entrance, the broad head of his cock nudging against my soaked folds. He pushes in, and the stretch is exquisite, a perfect, burning fullness. I’m still sensitive from my climax, every inch of his invasion amplified. I cry out, my nails digging into his bare shoulders.

He stills, buried to the hilt, his body trembling with the effort of holding back. “Okay?” he grinds out.

“More than okay,” I pant, rolling my hips to take him deeper. “Move. Please, Kade, move.”

He lets out a choked sound and withdraws almost all the way before slamming back in. The force of it drives the air from my lungs. He sets a brutal, punishing rhythm, each thrust a claim, a promise, a branding. The bed rocks against the wall with the force of his movements. There’s no finesse here, no careful build-up. This is pure possession, raw and beautiful in its honesty.

I meet him thrust for thrust, my heels digging into the small of his back, urging him on. The sounds we make are animalistic—grunts, gasps, skin slapping against skin. My breasts bounce with each powerful drive of his hips. He leans down to capture one in his mouth again, sucking hard as he pounds into me.

The pleasure builds again, a tighter, hotter coil than before. It’s not just physical; it’s the bond, wide open and singing, pouring his emotions into me—his love, his protectiveness, his fierce, unwavering devotion. They mix with my own until I can’t tell where he ends and I begin.

He frames my face with both hands, forcing me to hold his gaze while he drives into me, his eyes burning through every defense I ever built. “You feel this?” he grinds out. “This is forever. This is what we are.”

Tears spill down my temples into my hair, wrung from somewhere too deep to name—sensation and emotion fused into the same flood. “I feel you,” I sob. “I feel all of it. I’m not—I can’t—” But language isn’t the right tool for this. I pull him down and kiss him instead, hard and wet and claiming, and he understands.

His rhythm falters, grows more frantic. I can feel the base of his cock beginning to swell, the telltale sign of his knot forming. The pressure is incredible, stretching me even further, a delicious, impossible fullness.

“Come for me, mate,” he commands, his voice ragged. “Come with my knot in you. Let me feel you.”

His words are the final trigger. My second orgasm detonates, a supernova that shatters me into a million bright pieces. My pussy clenches around him, milking his swelling knot, and the intense, rhythmic pulses pull his own release from him.

He shouts my name, a raw, broken sound, as he buries himself as deep as he can go, his knot locking us together. I feel the hot, pulsing jets of his cum flooding me, filling me in a way that is profoundly, primally satisfying. The bond between us blazes, a white-hot cord of pure connection, and for a moment, we are one mind, one heart, one soul.

He collapses on top of me, careful to keep his weight on his elbows. We are both gasping, slick with sweat, utterly wrecked. He nuzzles into my neck, his breath hot against my skin, right over the mating bite.

We stay like that, locked together, for long minutes. The only sounds are our slowing breaths and the crackle of the fire in the other room. The fullness is immense, a constant, throbbing reminder of his claim. I’ve never felt so complete, so utterly possessed and so utterly possessing in return.

Eventually, his knot begins to subside. He shifts us carefully onto our sides, still joined, and pulls the comforter over us. He wraps his arms around me, holding me close against his chest. One of his hands rests low on my belly, splayed possessively.

“You okay?” he murmurs into my hair, his voice rough with spent passion.

I nod, incapable of speech for a moment. Then I find my voice, hoarse but sure. “I’ve never been more okay in my life.”

He kisses my shoulder, right over his mark. “Good.”

We lie in silence, drifting in the aftermath. The bond has settled into a warm, contented hum, a background radiation of love and safety. My body aches in the best way possible. His cum is a warm, sticky presence between my thighs, a tangible proof of what we’ve done. The thought should maybe be messy, but it isn’t. It feels right. It feels like ours.

“I love you,” I whisper into the quiet dark.

His arms tighten around me. “I love you, Wren. My mate. My heart.” He pauses, and I feel the rumble of his voice through his chest against my back. “My future.”

The words hang in the air, full of promise. My future. Not just surviving the next heat, not just navigating pack politics. A future. With him.

“Do you think…” I start, then stop, suddenly shy.

“What?” he prompts, his hand stroking my belly.

“Do you think… tonight… could it lead to…” I can’t finish. The idea is too huge, too precious.

He understands immediately. His hand stills, then presses a little more firmly against my stomach. “A pup?” he asks, his voice thick with emotion.

I nod against his arm.

He’s silent for a long moment. Then he turns me gently in his arms until we’re facing each other, though we’re still connected. His eyes search mine in the dim light. “Do you want that?”

The question is earnest, not presumptuous. He’s giving me a choice, even now.

“I think I do,” I say slowly, the truth of it crystallizing as I speak. “Not right this second, maybe. But… with you? Yes. I want a family with you. I want to build a home that’s more than just these four walls.”

A smile breaks across his face, so bright and beautiful it takes my breath away. He leans in and kisses me, soft and sweet. “Then we’ll have one,” he says simply, as if it’s the easiest decision in the world. “Whenever you’re ready.”

The simplicity of his faith in us, in our future, fills me with a warmth that rivals the fire in the next room. He rolls onto his back, pulling me with him so I’m sprawled across his chest. We stay connected a little while longer, until his cock softens and slips from me with a soft, wet sound.

He doesn’t let me go to clean up. He just holds me, his arms a loose, absolute circle, our skin tacky with sweat and spend and the specific warmth of bodies that have stopped keeping any distance from each other. His release is cooling slowly between my thighs, and the physical fact of it—messy, real, completely ours—doesn’t make me want to move.

“We should probably shower,” I mumble against his chest. I make no move to get up.

“Later,” he says. His voice has gone slow and dark with sleep. His fingers trace patterns on my back—random at first, then I realize they follow the freckles there, connecting them one by one, a private constellation.

The fire pops in the other room. Wind moves through the pines outside our window, a low, familiar murmur. I lie there cataloguing the small sounds of our life: the creak of the cabin settling, the distant call of a nightbird, the slow thunder of his heart under my ear.

I used to lie awake in my own cabin on nights like this and listen to those same pines and feel the particular ache of someone who has built a life with a wall through the middle of it. No one allowed too close. Always ready to run.

That wall is not there anymore.

In its place: this. His hand finding a freckle between my shoulder blades and staying there. The bond at the back of my mind, low and warm and constant as a hearth. The unshocked weight of being fully known by someone and held anyway, tighter for it rather than less.

I turn my face into his neck and breathe him in—cedar, sweat, pack, home—and I think that I could spend the rest of my life surprised by how easy it turned out to be, in the end, to simply stop hiding.

“Kade,” I say softly.

“Mm.” Not quite asleep yet.

“Thank you. For holding your hand out.”

A long pause. His fingers still on my back. Then: “Thank you for taking it.”

I close my eyes. The pines murmur. The bond hums. Somewhere beyond the dark of our window, the pack is sleeping, and we are a part of it—not hidden in it, not in spite of it, but woven in, at last, exactly as we are.

And I can’t wait to see what we build next.
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