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      Three cowboys, one broken ranch, and a curvy omega who swore she'd never come home.

      Coming back to Montana was never part of the plan. But Grandpa's gone, and I'm drowning in student debt.

      My inheritance comes with one condition: make the ranch profitable or lose it all. I'm a city girl who can barely ride a horse. Selling is my only option.

      Except the family ranching next door refuses to let me fail.

      Silas is the silver fox who looks at my curvy body as if I belong to him.

      Wyatt hovers like my personal bodyguard and scents me obsessively like he's already claimed me.

      Colt is the golden retriever former Marine who shows up every morning with coffee and enough sweet devotion to make my omega purr.

      They don't just want to save my ranch. They want to bind me to their pack, claim me as their mate, and keep me in Montana forever.

      My debt demands I sell and run. My omega craves their knots and their bites. And the longer I stay, the harder it is to remember why I ever left.

      A standalone omegaverse cowboy romance with obsessive alphas, fated mates energy, and enough steam to fog up your screen. No cheating. No choosing. Just one curvy city Omega and three possessive neighboring Alphas who'll burn the world down to keep her.
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      Hi lovely,

      This is a contemporary omegaverse romance, which means no shifters, no magic, no vampires sparkling in the woods. Just biology, instinct, questionable life choices, and enough chemistry to light a small town on fire. Everything you're about to read could happen in the real world if the real world included heat cycles, knotting, and pack dynamics squeezed between awkward grocery store run-ins and family dinner standoffs.

      Here’s the deal:

      •	Alphas are dominant, protective, and very scent-driven. Think built-in bodyguards with territorial issues and feelings they don’t know how to process.

      •	Omegas go into heat, aka the only time they can get pregnant and also the worst possible time to be stuck in a room with three determined alphas and no escape plan. Suppressants exist (thank the gods) but using them long-term can cause omegas to go unscented, meaning no more heats, no more fertility, and for some, a one-way ticket to existential crisis-ville. Don’t worry, there’s a secret society of unscented omegas who’ve learned to channel that energy into being quietly powerful and low-key terrifying.

      •	Betas are the everyday folks except for a few with type BA blood who are basically the wild cards of the population. Some of them get alpha-level strength. Some experience heat-like cycles. Some wake up one day with enhanced smell and an inconvenient attraction to someone who really, really shouldn’t be that hot. Gender, scent, role — it all kind of flexes.

      Still with me? Great.

      Now picture Yellowstone. Instead of cattle drives, we’ve got pack bonds, heat deadlines, and emotionally unavailable ranchers who bake when they’re upset. If you’re into found family chaos, loyalty so fierce it’s borderline illegal, and dinner scenes where no one makes it through dessert without yelling, welcome home.

      And if you’re here for Blaze Blackwood, the chain-smoking sister with a sharp tongue, hotter exes than sense, and the inability to flirt without causing emotional damage, good news. She demanded page time and I gave it to her. Every bar flirt, disastrous pickup line, and unfiltered truth bomb? She wrote those herself. I just tried to keep up.

      This book is full of heart, heat, and at least one accidental bonding. I laughed writing it, blushed editing it, and now it’s yours.

      Go meet the pack. They’ve been waiting for you.

      With love (and a highly suspicious cinnamon roll left on your doorstep),

      Beck Winters

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Beck Winters writes heat-packed omegaverse romance from her cozy corner of Alaska, where the winters are long, the cocoa is hot, and her cat judges every spicy scene. She’s obsessed with Yellowstone (Beth Dutton forever) and Bridgerton drama, and loves putting plus-size heroines at the center of messy, emotional, alpha-fueled chaos.

      Want to say hi? Find her on Facebook or email her - authorbeckwinters@gmail.com
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      I need a stiff drink and sex. But not necessarily in that order.

      I glance at the passenger seat, taking my eyes off the road just long enough to regret it. After digging through what used to be a glove compartment and is now more of a graveyard, all I find is a melted granola bar and a handful of receipts stuck together with goo.

      The mountain air slips in through the cracked window, reminding me I'm still a country girl, whether I like it or not. Something I've tried to keep buried under city noise and concrete.

      But I'm not in Chicago anymore. I'm in Montana.

      Where the trees look like they've got a personal grudge and the air smells like pine, sagebrush, and inherited trauma.

      Sixteen hours in the car, and I've made it back to the beginning of the story. The one I never tell.

      My childhood.

      The place where I spent more time at funerals than birthday parties. Where people kept dying in ways that felt too absurd to be real. A horse went wild and threw Ma off, while she was training it. She'd done it hundreds of times.

      Then Pa died the same way. Then Aunt Betty went for a hike and didn't come back.

      They used to call our land CC. Cursed Callahan. Montanans were never very creative.

      It didn't matter. When too much time passed between funerals, I started wondering if I'd be next. So I never worked the ranch. I hit eighteen, jumped in my car, and drove straight to university like it was the last lifeboat off the Titanic.

      I never looked back.

      I promised myself I wouldn't. But here I am. Out of options. Out of money.

      And desperate to sell the Callahan land before the curse decides I'm its next victim.

      I'm nearly at the ranch when The Timberline appears through the grime on my windshield. It looks nothing like the dive bar I used to stumble out of at eighteen. The weathered wood is gone, replaced with sleek stone and glass catching the afternoon sun like it's showing off.

      The gravel lot has been paved, and the parking spots are lined with spotless SUVs, most of them out-of-state. Not a pickup or rusted-out truck in sight. Just clean, expensive machines costing more than my yearly salary ever did.

      I pull in and park, cutting the engine but not moving right away. Just sitting. Watching. Breathing.

      This used to be Blaze's and my escape hatch. Cheap beer, big talk, and late-night schemes to get the hell out of here. This was where we pretended we had a future without generational trauma or small-town gossip. Where smooth-talking cowboys took their shot, and high school girls pretended not to fall for it.

      Now? Now it's all curated charm and reclaimed wood.

      I finally step out of the car and walk in. I know I won't find what I really need here, but I'll settle for a drink. Sex was never the plan anyway.

      Inside, the place feels like a stage set. The scarred floors are gone, replaced with polished concrete reflecting the exposed brick like it's part of a showroom. The old mismatched tables and barstools have been swapped for carefully chosen "rustic" pieces probably coming with a design consultant and a five-figure invoice.

      The lighting glows warm and flattering, all vintage bulbs and iron fixtures, and the scent is all cedar, citrus, and overpriced cologne.

      The bar top is granite now. Not wood. Not worn. No rings, no stories. Just shine.

      It smells like money and ambition. Like people who come here to feel authentic, not be it.

      My omega instincts twitch. This isn't the bar I remember. It's a sterilized version for tourists and newcomers with money to burn and nothing real to lose.

      I slide onto a leather stool halfway down the bar. My dress, my heels, my whole look feels like it was made for this kind of place, but I still feel out of place.

      Half the crowd looks like they just stepped out of a catalog, with clean jackets, pristine hiking boots, good teeth, and practiced laughter. The other half are locals who've adapted. Ranchers who figured out how to brand themselves just enough to survive on tourist dollars.

      The bartender is a beta in his twenties with artfully tousled hair and the kind of smile practiced in front of a mirror. He slides a leather-bound menu toward me, voice smooth.

      "What can I get you started with?"

      I think, for a split second, about the past and what I used to down back then. The girl I was ten years ago should be forgotten, but it's as if the minute I get here, she takes over my body and mind.

      Going to Chicago hasn't changed me. If anything, it's just kept the Montana girl hidden.

      "Whiskey. Something local."

      I don't bother opening the menu. I'm not here for foraged blueberries or small-batch bitters. I want the burn.

      He pours. The glass is heavy, the whiskey deep amber. I take a sip, and to his credit, it's good. It's warm and complex.

      It goes down like fire and memory, loosening a knot in my chest I didn't know I was still gripping.

      For a second, I close my eyes.

      Trying to forget the memories I once had here. They weren't all bad, as a smile appears across my face.

      Halfway through my drink, I check my phone. Nothing I want to see. Nothing making any of this easier.

      Then I hear it: a smooth male voice, a few seats down. Confident. Amused. Rich.

      "I didn't expect to see a dress like that in Montana."

      I don't react, but the sound crawls down my spine.

      I glance over, just enough to see him. Polo shirt. Polished khakis. Expensive haircut. The kind of alpha whose scent says trust fund, not sweat. His confidence is inherited, not earned. The world always bent around men like him.

      Then comes the answer. Low. Steady. Familiar.

      "I'm working."

      and, the whiskey turns to ice in my veins.

      Every muscle in my body tenses as my omega senses confirm what my ears already know. The voice is smoky and dangerous, with just enough sweetness underneath to make it addictive. It belongs to someone I had hoped never to see again.

      I set my glass down carefully and stare straight ahead, willing myself to go unnoticed while my traitor body reacts to a scent I would recognize in my sleep.

      Not after ten years. Not after everything.

      "Really? What kind of work?" the man asks.

      I can hear the smugness in his tone, polished alpha confidence assuming any omega within range is fair game.

      I steal a sideways glance, because curiosity gets the better of me. I know the scent anywhere, but I can't help but see if she still looks the same.

      She has the same red hair, which falls in calculated waves around razor-sharp cheekbones. She's wearing a black dress probably costing more than everything in my suitcase combined, but still manages to look like it was made to be peeled off by rough hands.

      Her green eyes seem to scan him as she looks at him from head to toe. They're still fearless, as if they are two seconds from starting a fire.

      "Buddy," she says. Her voice is honey-sweet, slow, and lethal. "This is your one chance to leave me alone with your self-esteem intact."

      I press my lips together to keep from smiling, watching the condensation slide down my glass like it's more interesting than the bloodbath unfolding beside me. Some things haven't changed.

      Blaze Blackwood, the girl who lives on the ranch next to my family's still knows how to slice a man open without ever raising her voice.

      "Give me your best shot," the guy says.

      His ego basically walks across the bar and orders its own drink.

      I take a sip, slow and casual, like I'm not fully invested in watching him crash and burn. I am.

      "You're in real estate or something equally unimportant," Blaze says. Her tone is almost bored. I can already hear the knife being unsheathed. "You're married. Two kids. Probably one on the way. You told your wife you needed time to clear your head, breathe some mountain air. You came alone because you're the only one in your circle who can afford it. Also because your friends' wives wouldn't let them tag along."

      I cough into my hand, pretending to be discreet while hiding the grin tugging at the corner of my mouth. The cocky alpha musk has gone sour, and it's glorious.

      "But one thing's for sure," she adds. There's a wicked sort of amusement in her voice now. "You didn't come here to fish."

      "Who the hell are you to judge me?" he snaps.

      His voice wobbles at the edges. I can practically smell the panic under all the posturing.

      "I'm not judging you," she says. Her voice is gentler now, which somehow makes it worse. "You just look like a soft fuck. All you city boys do."

      I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. My eyes drop to my phone, pretending I'm not living for this moment.

      "Fuck off, you crazy bitch," he mutters.

      His stool scrapes across the floor like a temper tantrum in barstool form. Footsteps stomp. The door slams.

      Silence. Then the background hum of conversation slowly returns. Jazz plays overhead like nothing happened.

      I exhale through my nose and wait. I already know what's coming.

      "Blaze."

      "Well, well." Her voice is close now, like warm honey poured straight into my ear. "Look what the highway dragged in."

      I turn. I shouldn't, but I do.

      It's the same woman. Not the same girl.

      I remember what it felt like to be around her. Not safe. Not close. Just pulled in, the way people get drawn to a house fire they can't stop watching.

      Blaze was always the one they wanted. The alphas. The teachers. The entire damn town. She drank what she wanted, did who she wanted, and never had to say sorry. I followed her around like a shadow, thinking it made me dangerous too.

      It didn't.

      We weren't friends. Not really. She liked having someone quieter nearby. Someone who made her look even louder.

      And I was stupid enough to call it a bond.

      Of all the people I didn't want to see the second I came back to Montana, she's the one at the top of the list. And somehow she's here, sitting next to me in the same bar where we used to plan our grand exits. The timing would be funny if it didn't make my stomach twist.

      This is exactly why I hate small towns. The buildings change, the bars are renovated, but the people never do. I should've known better than to stop here and poke around in the ashes of a past I've spent ten years burying under work and city noise.

      I should get up and walk out. I should drive straight back to the airport and pretend this place never existed, but I can't afford to do so.

      But I'm not the scared eighteen-year-old anymore. I'm a grown woman with a law degree, a downtown apartment I can't afford to live in, and a spine I earned the hard way.

      I can handle this.

      "Nothing's changed, Blaze. Still drinking too much and terrorizing unsuspecting tourists."

      She lifts her glass without missing a beat. Whatever she's drinking, it's clear and expensive, not the cheap beer she used to love. The same wicked grin curves across her face, the one that always meant trouble.

      "Welcome home, darling. Here to pick up the money but couldn't be bothered to come for the funeral."

      I feel the words like a punch to the ribs. She meant them to hurt, and they land exactly where she aimed.

      "I had to work. I had a case I'd been on for two years, and I couldn't just walk away from it."

      She doesn't flinch. Just tips her glass back and sips like she's got all the time in the world.

      "We all have work, darling. If you can't show up when it counts, you don't get to act like you're from around here. You never could stomach the hard stuff. Back in high school, you ran from everything. Looks like that hasn't changed."

      I swallow whatever reaction threatens to show and shove the rest down where she can't reach it. Blaze was always like this. Sharp and beautiful in a way that made it hard to look away.

      Now she's sharper. Richer. And still knows how to draw blood without blinking.

      She looks like she belongs in a magazine spread about powerful women with secrets and black Amex cards. Everything about her screams trouble and confidence and barely contained danger. And the worst part is it still works. She still looks like the kind of woman who can wreck your life and make you say thank you.

      The way she tore into Mr. Real Estate two minutes ago proves it.

      "Come on," she says, lifting a hand to the bartender like she's still calling the shots. "One more drink. For old times' sake."

      The bartender places two glasses of whiskey in front of us without a word. I should walk away. I should grab my keys and disappear before I can't handle the direction the conversation will turn into.

      But instead I sit there, staring at the amber liquid and wondering if I've already lost control just by staying.

      Blaze lights a cigarette like she's doing it just to spite the expensive lighting and polished floors. The flame glows across her face, highlighting the sharp edges, the defined cheekbones, the same defiance she wore at seventeen.

      For a second, she doesn't look like the polished woman in heels and designer labels. She looks like the girl who once told me I could be more than a ranch kid with dead parents and a closet full of grief.

      "So," she says, blowing smoke toward the ceiling beams like she's bored. "How's big city life treating you? Still pretending you're too good for the rest of us?"

      "No." I take a sip of whiskey, holding onto the warmth as it rolls through me. "I built a life in Chicago. A real one. I have a career. A good apartment. A..."

      "A what? A nice alpha who brings you flowers and calls you baby?" She doesn't even look at me, just watches the smoke swirl like she's seeing something I can't. Her scent shifts, and it's impossible to ignore. Wild roses with bite. "Or are you still climbing the corporate ladder and pretending you're not lonely at the top?"

      It hits harder than I want to admit. Mostly because it's not wrong.

      I've dated in Chicago. Smart alphas. Successful ones. Men with good smiles and better manners. But it never stuck. Every time it started to feel real, I found a reason to end it. Too busy. Too stressed. Too focused.

      Blaze tips her cigarette into the ashtray, then levels her gaze at me like she's lining up a target.

      "If you're doing so well," she says, voice steady, eyes sharp, "then why are you back here after ten years, chasing your grandpa's money?"

      I don't answer. She doesn't wait for one.

      "You didn't come to the funerals, Hazel. Not Grandpa. Not Grandma. Not your uncles. Not Aunt Janice. She was your favorite, and you didn't even show for her. There were too many to count, and you couldn't manage a single one."

      She leans in just enough to twist the knife.

      "So tell me again, darling. How well are you really doing in Chicago?"

      My jaw tightens. The truth is messier than I want to admit, but I'm not about to spill it all here, in front of her.

      "My personal life is no one’s business, but mine,” I say, calm but firm.

      It lands better this time. She doesn't smile. Doesn't gloat. Just watches me with the still, unreadable look she's perfected over the years.

      "Fair enough." She flicks her fingers toward the bartender for another round. I don't stop her, even though I should.

      "But you know what is my business?" she adds, her voice just light enough to be dangerous. She taps her glass with a perfectly manicured nail. "The ranch you inherited."

      Here it comes. The reason everyone in town suddenly remembers I exist.

      "So what?" I say, sharper than intended. "You want me to keep the ranch out of some nostalgic fantasy about Montana roots and rugged values? I don't know the first thing about managing livestock. I'm a corporate lawyer. I negotiate contracts. I don't deliver calves or fix broken water lines or wrestle fencing in the snow."

      She doesn't flinch. Just scans me again, slow and deliberate, like she's cataloging every thread and flaw. The way her gaze moves makes my skin itch.

      "You walk in here like a hotshot from the big city, but if things were going so well, you wouldn't be sitting in here, drinking alone with someone you clearly hate."

      "I'm not drinking alone," I say coolly. "I'm sitting with the ghost of a high school mean girl who still thinks she's the main character."

      Blaze raises an eyebrow but doesn't bite. Not yet.

      She glances at my purse, her lips curling slightly.

      "Please don't tell me you believe it's real Gucci."

      "It is authentic," I say, too fast. Too defensive.

      Blaze tilts her head, eyes gleaming. "Then it should have your name stitched inside. Let's see it."

      "No."

      "You sure?" she says. "Because if it is, the tag should be right there."

      Before I can move, she reaches across the space between us and snatches the purse from my shoulder. The motion is fast and practiced, like she's done this a thousand times. I lunge forward instinctively.

      "Give it back."

      But she's already pulling it open, flipping it over in her hands. A moment later, she holds up the inside lining.

      "Would you look at this," she says, her voice thick with fake sympathy. "Not even a knockoff done well. Just your classic Made in China."

      She drops it.

      My purse hits the floor hard, and it all spills out: my wallet, loose change, tampons, an old cracked compact, a protein bar I forgot was in there, half-melted lip balm. My whole life, cheap and sad, dumped out in a perfect little display.

      I squat down quickly, trying to gather everything without making a scene, but my heel snags on the edge of the barstool, and I drop again with my knees against cold tile. I suck in a breath, too proud to cry out. My hands scramble for the tampons first, like those are somehow the most humiliating part.

      Blaze laughs. Not a polite chuckle, but a sharp sound.

      "You always did have a flair for drama," she says, her tone bright and biting. "And disaster."

      I stand slowly, clutching my purse to my chest. I smooth my skirt with shaking hands and look her dead in the eyes.

      "You want to talk about not belonging?" My voice doesn't shake, even though the rest of me does. "I could never even ride a horse. Not without panicking. My ma died in the saddle. So did my pa. Both tossed like trash before my very eyes. I saw them both die with broken necks. This land gave me trauma. Not tradition. Not legacy. Trauma."

      Blaze's laughter dies off.

      "You have no idea what it's like to grow up where funerals are more regular than birthdays. Everyone kept saying it was bad luck. I started thinking I was next."

      I step closer, even though my knees still sting and my pride feels like it's bleeding out.

      "You think I left because I was too soft? I left because I was scared out of my mind and no one ever gave me a reason to stay. Everyone I loved either left or died. So yeah, I wear knockoff perfume. I haven't had a haircut since before my last court case wrapped. I drove here because I couldn't afford to fly. But don't you ever mistake that for weakness."

      She doesn't speak. Just stares at me. Her eyes don't flicker.

      I grab my purse, ignoring the sticky zipper and the feeling I'm walking out with more bruises than I walked in with. I push off the stool and turn toward the exit.

      "You could learn," Blaze calls out, quieter now.

      I stop, facing the door, spine straight.

      "Why would I want to?"

      There's a beat. For a second, I swear I can feel her softening. But it passes.

      "Because this place shaped you," she says. "Whether you admit it or not. It's in your blood. Your grandfather knew it. Why do you think he left it to you? Why not just sell it when he couldn't manage it anymore?"

      "Because he was sentimental," I snap. "Because he couldn't accept times change."

      "Or maybe he was smart enough to know some things are worth preserving. Even when they're hard. Especially then."

      Her voice makes me hesitate.

      I narrow my eyes. "How do you know so much about my grandfather?"

      She smiles. And I already know.

      "No."

      She winks. "Yes."

      I just stare. "I'm going to be sick."

      She lifts her glass. "He aged well."

      "You’re so full of shit," I growl, stepping forward, heat rising behind my eyes. "You think you're better than everyone in this town. You always have. Strutting around like some untouchable goddamn queen. And you think because I left and came back with bags under my eyes and a law degree I should be ashamed? At least I've done other things. What about you, Blaze? A personality out of cruelty?"

      Her eyes flash, but she doesn't back down. "I went to university too, sweetheart. Got my degree. Got a job. Own land. I'm doing just fine. Definitely better than you. When was the last time you even had sex?"

      I open my mouth, but I don't have a comeback fast enough.

      She leans in, smiling like she's got me cornered. Then she sniffs the air and laughs under her breath.

      "Just as long as the last time you were here."

      A memory slams into me without warning.

      Blaze. Her eyes glazed over from too many shots. Her mouth curling into a grin never meant anything good.

      "Stop being a virgin, Hazel. You're in heat. You should enjoy it."

      Me. In the back of her car. Shaking. Crying after she dropped me off at the house party with an older alpha she claimed was "gentle." I remember the pressure of his body. The smell of him. The way I said no, and he laughed like it was cute.

      Blaze had disappeared halfway through the night. I had to walk home barefoot, clutching my shoes like armor.

      Back in the bar, I can't breathe. The air feels too thin. My pulse thunders in my ears.

      "You don't know a damn thing about me," I snap. My voice is shaking now, but not from weakness, but from the sheer force of holding it together.

      Blaze opens her mouth again, but I'm done.

      I don't care my purse is fake., nor what she thinks she knows.

      I turn on my heel and walk out.

      This was never a conversation, but the universe's way of confirming what I already knew.

      I need to sell the ranch and get the hell out of here.

      Sooner rather than later.
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      The dining room's too damn quiet tonight, and that pisses me off more than it should. I've been sitting here twenty minutes, staring at empty chairs around a table that’s supposed to bring the family together. The same way my wife, Catherine, used to do every day when she was alive. But she's not in my thoughts tonight. No, I'm thinking about Joe Callahan lying cold in his grave while his granddaughter plans to sell out to the highest bidder.

      I can still catch traces of Hazel’s scent sometimes, lavender and vanilla and the kind of omega warmth that could gentle even my worst moods. But, tonight all I smell is the ghost of pipe tobacco from Joe's place and the bitter taste of betrayal.

      My fingers drum against the wood, each tap marking another second Joe's granddaughter's is back in town, another moment closer to her destroying everything two families built over generations. Makes my jaw clench so hard I can hear my teeth grinding.

      "Sir." Devon's voice comes from the doorway, careful as always. He's learned to read my moods over the past six years, knows when to keep his distance and when I might bite his head off for breathing wrong. "Will you be dining alone tonight?"

      The beta's scent carries fresh bread and herbs, but underneath there's a sharp edge of caution everyone gets around me when they ain't sure which version of Silas Blackwood they're dealing with. Smart man. He stays put in the doorway, hands clasped behind his back, keeping respectful distance like he's learned to do when my temper's riding close to the surface.

      "A good man died yesterday," I growl, not bothering to soften the rough edges in my voice. The words come out like a challenge, daring him to offer platitudes or empty comfort. "And his city-bred granddaughter's already planning to cash out and run. Tell me how I'm supposed to feel about that."

      Devon doesn't answer, which shows he's got more sense than most. He just waits there in the doorway, his beta instincts recognizing the danger in pushing an alpha who's already on edge. His scent carries the faintest hint of submission, the response of someone who knows better than to test my limits tonight.

      I can see him calculating, weighing whether to retreat to the kitchen or wait for orders. His shoulders are tense, ready to move quick if my mood shifts from angry to explosive. Six years of working for this family's taught him to read the warning signs, to know when I'm spoiling for a fight and when I just need space to work through my rage.

      "How long you been working here?" I ask, though I know the damn answer. My voice carries the kind of flat authority that makes it clear this ain't really a question, it's a test.

      “Twenty-six years, sir."

      Twenty-six years since Catherine died and left me to hold this family together through sheer force of will and alpha dominance. Six years of teaching my children the Blackwood name means something in this valley, we don't back down from fights that matter. Six years of being the kind of man people cross the street to avoid when they see me coming to town.

      “Then you've seen what happens when people forget where they come from," I say, letting my gaze drift toward the window looking out over Joe's place. Our lands are too big for me to see his house from here, but if I got to the top of my house and pulled out the binoculars, I could catch a whiff of it. I know his house sits dark and empty, soon to be carved up by developers who see dollar signs where there should be respect for legacy.

      "I tend to focus on my duties, sir," Devon replies careful-like, his voice pitched to avoid any hint of disagreement. "Feeding this family, maintaining the household. Other matters ain't my concern."

      It's a diplomatic non-answer, the kind keeping him employed through my worst moods and my children's various rebellions. But I can smell the lie underneath. Devon notices everything, processes it all with the quiet efficiency making him valuable. Just knows better than to voice opinions that might get him thrown off the property.

      The careful neutral in his tone tells me he's already heard about Joe's granddaughter, probably from whoever delivers supplies or picks up mail. News travels fast in a place this size, and a successful city lawyer coming back to sell the family ranch is exactly the kind of story that get’s people talking.

      The sound of boots on hardwood announces Wyatt's arrival, and I brace myself for whatever financial disaster he's discovered in his spreadsheets this time. My youngest son's got a talent for finding problems where everyone else sees opportunity, for turning simple solutions into complex equations requiring charts and projections to understand.

      "Dad, we need to talk about Maxwell," he says, barely through the doorway before he's launching into business. His alpha scent's sharp with stress, and his usually neat appearance looks like he's been wrestling with numbers all day. Brown hair disheveled from running his hands through it, coffee stains on his sleeve, the kind of frazzled energy coming from spending too many hours staring at screens full of data.

      "Evening, son," I say with the kind of flat tone warning him to slow down and show some respect. The words come out cold enough to frost glass, carrying the weight of authority keeping this family in line for generations.

      But Wyatt's too worked up to read the signs, too caught up in whatever crisis he's uncovered to notice I'm already on edge. "I've been running projections, and if we don't find alternative revenue streams in the next eighteen months..."

      "Sit down." I cut him off, letting enough alpha authority into my voice he drops into his chair without argument. The command echoes through the room like a whip crack, and I can smell the immediate shift as his alpha instincts respond to the dominance I'm projecting. "When you walk into my dining room, you show proper respect for this family and this table. Then we talk business."

      Wyatt's scent shifts to include submission, and he nods, his back straightening as he remembers the lessons I've been teaching him since he was old enough to sit at this table. "Yes, sir. How was your day?"

      The question comes out stilted, formal, but at least it shows he's remembered his manners. I can see Devon relaxing some in the doorway, probably relieved this ain't going to turn into one of our legendary shouting matches.

      "My day was spent watching Joe Callahan's land while his granddaughter plans to sell his life's work to vultures." The words come loaded with all the grief and rage I've been carrying since I heard the news. I still don't know how he died, but I suppose it doesn't matter. He's gone. All I need to know. How is irrelevant.

      "Now tell me about Maxwell."

      Wyatt pulls out his phone but keeps his voice respectful this time, his alpha instincts properly subdued by the authority I'm projecting. "They're offering a partnership for the eastern section. Luxury resort, forty rooms, authentic Western experiences for high-end clients." He pauses, probably reading from whatever document he's pulled up. "The numbers would solve our cash flow problems, but..."

      "But what?" I demand, though I already know where this is heading. Can hear it in his voice, the reluctance meaning he knows I ain't going to like what comes next.

      "It would mean hosting guests, providing entertainment, turning parts of our working ranch into tourist attractions." He sets the phone down careful-like, like he's handling explosives. "Horseback rides, cattle drives, farm-to-table dining experiences. Kind of thing."

      The back door slams, and Colt's scent fills the air. Pine and fresh earth and the contentment of someone who's more comfortable with horses than people. He moves with the quiet confidence of a man who's never had to prove himself with words, just results. At thirty-two, he's got the lean build and weathered hands of someone who works outside in all kinds of weather, who understands animals better than most people understand themselves.

      "Sorry," he says, settling into his chair with the fluid grace of someone spending his life in the saddle. He hooks his hat on the back of the chair before reaching for his napkin. "Starlight had a stone bruise. What's this about Maxwell?"

      "Your brother thinks we should turn our ranch into Disneyland for rich city folks," I say, letting my disapproval color every word. The sarcasm drips from my voice like acid, making it clear exactly what I think of the proposal.

      "The resort proposal's a viable solution to our financial challenges," Wyatt argues, his alpha instincts bristling at my dismissive tone. He's young enough to think being right about numbers gives him the right to challenge my authority. "Unless you got better ideas for increasing revenue."

      "We're not turning our legacy into some overpriced petting zoo for rich idiots," I snap. My temper starts to rise like a beast waking up in my chest. "This ranch has supported six generations of Blackwoods without turning it into entertainment for people who think cattle are just part of the scenery."

      My voice rises as I speak, carrying the kind of alpha dominance making weaker men step back and reconsider their position. The words echo through the dining room like thunder, and I can smell the immediate response from both my sons. Wyatt's scent sharpening with defensive aggression, Colt's settling into the careful neutral of someone who knows better than to get between two alphas squaring off.

      "Dad..." Wyatt starts, but I cut him off with a look ending plenty of arguments over the years.

      "This discussion's over until you bring me alternatives don't involve selling our dignity," I say, my voice dropping to the dangerous tone smart people know better than to ignore.

      The front door bangs open with enough force to rattle windows, and Blaze's scent hits the room like a wildfire. Cigarette smoke and whiskey and the chaotic energy of an omega who's been drinking and looking for trouble. The smell of rebellion and defiance following her around since she turned sixteen and decided authority was something other people worried about.

      "Well, look at this happy family scene," she announces, swaying in the doorway while lighting a cigarette despite knowing my rules about smoking in the house. "Dad's glowering, Wyatt's panicking about money, and Colt's pretending he'd rather be anywhere else. Just like every other night."

      She's dressed to scandalize and attract attention. Tight jeans showing off curves she ain't never been shy about displaying, a low-cut black tank top, and boots seeing more barroom floors than pasture dirt. Her red hair's messy in a way suggesting she's been in the hay again, as I see straws coming out of it. But if not the only thing giving it away, it's her makeup, slightly smudged around the edges, and the smell of whatever alpha she was with.

      At twenty-eight, she's got no filter and no respect for authority, including mine. She's also one of the smartest people I know, with a head for business rivaling Wyatt's and an instinct for reading people making her dangerous if she ever decided to use it for something other than stirring up trouble.

      She strolls in with a cigarette between her fingers and a grin telling me she knows just how far she can push before I snap. Her scent sharpens, full of reckless confidence she wears like war paint, and the room feels tighter.

      "You gonna make me put it out?" she says, all challenge, like she's testing fences for weak spots.

      Wyatt sniggers, as if he loves watching her being told off, then her eyes widen as if she's ready for a fight. One thing for sure, Blaze is always ready for a fight with Wyatt whether he provokes her or not.

      "You wanna eat, you do it smoke-free. Otherwise, the porch is wide open," I say.

      How she had the balls to come in here, and think I would be alright with it, is beyond my comprehension, but then again nothing Blaze does makes any sense to anyone, not even me and I'm her father.

      She watches me for a beat, then takes one last drag, slow and dramatic. Without breaking eye contact, she walks over and grinds the cigarette out right in the center of Wyatt's recently filled plate, ashes scattering across the meat and potatoes.

      "Happy now?" she says, dropping into the chair like nothing's out of place.

      Wyatt lifts his hands up in the air, as if he's ready to surrender. One thing for sure, Wyatt may be my son, but he was never built to be a cowboy. He's the weak one out of the three of them, but doesn't mean I love him any less. I just love him differently.

      "I'll be happy when you start showing some respect for this house and this family."

      She rolls her eyes, completely doing the opposite of whatever I told her to do only a few seconds ago.

      "Talkin' about respect," she says, dropping into the chair like it's hers. "I ran into Hazel tonight. Yeah, Hazel. Joe Callahan's granddaughter. Says she's handin' the whole damn ranch over to Maxwell Corp."

      The words hit the room like a physical blow, changing the entire atmosphere in an instant. I can smell the immediate spike of alarm from my sons, can feel the territorial aggression rising in my chest like a beast waking up. Every alpha instinct I possess roars to life, flooding my system with the kind of rage making my vision narrow and my hands clench into fists.

      "What did you say to her?" I snap, my voice dropping to the kind of tone making smart people step careful. The words crack through the room, sharp enough to silence everyone but Blaze.

      "I told her the truth," Blaze says, her chin raised like she's proud of herself. "Selling to Maxwell would destroy everything our families built. She's taking the easy way out. Doesn't have the backbone for ranch life. Never did."

      "Jesus, Blaze," Wyatt mutters, setting his fork down a little too hard.

      My chair scrapes back as I rise. The room tenses. My presence alone fills every corner. No scent needed, no words. Just weight.

      "You did what?"

      Before Blaze can say another word, Wyatt gestures toward his plate, his voice rising. "Why the hell would you bring this up at dinner? We were supposed to eat, not start a war."

      I turn on him. "You brought it up first. Don't play innocent."

      Wyatt scoffs and looks down at his plate. "Well, I can't eat this. It's full of ash."

      He reaches across the table to swap plates with Blaze, but her eyes narrow as she sees what he's doing.

      She picks up her fork and jabs it toward his hand. It misses by an inch.

      "Touch my plate and see what happens," she says, eyes daring him.

      "You're out of your mind," Wyatt snaps, pulling his hand back.

      Colt finally stands, slow and steady. His palms rest on the table like he's bracing for an earthquake.

      "Alright. Enough," he says. "Let's not tear the place apart."

      Blaze doesn't hear a word. Her eyes stay locked on Wyatt, furious and unblinking. Then she reaches across the table, grabs the steak knife next to her plate, and stands in one sharp motion. Her chair screeches back. Without hesitation, she hurls the knife at the table near Wyatt. It hits with a solid thud, the blade buried in the wood.

      I slam my fist down. The whole table jumps.

      "Enough!"

      Everything stops.

      Wyatt's voice is low but shaking. "I've lost my appetite."

      He pushes his chair back and storms out, muttering under his breath.

      Colt watches him, then turns to me. "I got fencing to finish before dark."

      He grabs his hat and walks out without waiting for a response.

      Blaze stands still for a second. Then she steps over, wraps her hand around the handle of the knife she threw, and slowly pulls it free from the table. Her fingers trail along the edge of the blade, like she's toying with another bad idea.

      "Put the knife down."

      She rolls her eyes and drops it with a clatter onto her plate, as if I just ruined her evening.

      "Sorry, Daddy," she says, not looking at me.

      She disappears too.

      Devon walks in with a new plate. He sees the ash-covered one shattered on the floor and doesn't say anything. He replaces it with care.

      Then he vanishes again.

      A moment later, he reappears with coffee and pie, but there’s no one to serve. No one to talk to.

      Just me.

      I sit down, slow and heavy. The chair groans under my weight. My hands land on the edge of the table, next to a meal no one touched, and a mess no one's coming back to clean.

      This family of mine is all cracked porcelain and wildfire tempers. Wyatt with too many words and no filter. Colt trying to be the glue while the walls split apart. And Blaze—Blaze with a spark she never learned to control.

      All I wanted was a quiet meal.

      Instead, I'm left with cold pie, silence, and a table full of reminders why nothing stays whole for long in this damn house.
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      I can't believe it's already Monday.

      Three days ago, I rode into town with a plan to sell the land, ranch and pay off every cent of debt I've accumulated since I walked away from this place ten years ago. Student loans, credit cards, the life I built brick by expensive brick in Chicago. I came here ready to let it all go.

      But something has changed.

      I'm not quite sure if it was meeting Blaze at The Timberline, with her words still echoing in my ears. Maybe it's guilt, gnawing at the edges of my resolve. My plan was simple, and now it's starting to feel complicated.

      I had a suitcase, a plan, and a contract folded neatly in my purse. The Maxwell Corporation was offering a generous buyout, enough to wipe my debts clean and let me start fresh. No strings. No nostalgia. No looking back.

      But the second I stepped inside this house, the second the door shut behind me and I smelled old pine, faded tobacco, and something faintly sweet from the pantry, I felt it. This place still remembers me. And worse, I remember it.

      I haven't signed a thing. I've been sleeping in my old bedroom, eating food left quietly on the back steps by Devon, the Blackwood family's cook, who somehow knows exactly what I'll eat and never waits for thanks. I haven't answered Wyatt's calls, and I've avoided town like it's full of ghosts I'm not ready to see.

      Devon brought the biscuits and sausage gravy himself this morning, catching me in my ridiculous silk pajamas, which is the most expensive thing I've ever bought for myself, back when I thought such glamour would protect me from ever feeling small again. The pants barely fit now. The top gapes a little when I move. But I still wear them. Maybe as armor. Maybe because I can't admit they don't suit me anymore.

      He handed me the bag with the easy Blackwood calm, not quite looking me in the eye but not avoiding it either. Then, before I could thank him or retreat behind the door again, he added, "You're expected at the ranch tomorrow. Dinner. Silas said so. Blaze said it louder."

      Then he tipped his hat and walked off toward his truck without waiting for a reply.

      Now I sit on the porch steps, warm biscuits in my lap, the scent of sausage and pepper gravy curling into the cool air. For a while, I just sit there, staring out at the pasture as the morning sun starts to rise higher, warming the boards beneath me. The breeze carries the distant low of cattle, the rustle of dry grass, and the occasional creak of the windmill.

      Out near the fence line, the rosebush catches my eye. A few blooms are still clinging on, but more petals have fallen overnight. I don't know how long they'll last. Every time I see them, it feels like the land is reminding me time is slipping past, waiting much longer isn't really an option.

      Eventually, the quiet becomes too heavy to bear, and I gather my coffee and stand. Then, I step through the kitchen, past the worn table and the vase of dried wildflowers somehow still standing from years ago. The floorboards creak under my weight, familiar and accusing. I make my way to the hallway and pause at the threshold of my old room.

      The sky outside is a soft watercolor wash of lavender and gold, clouds stretching in long streaks over the distant ridge. Light slips in through the front windows and paints narrow stripes across the wood floor. It's beautiful and lonely.

      The door sticks, just like it used to. I shoulder it open.

      Everything is the same.

      The twin bed with the faded quilt. The bookshelf with the missing middle shelf I once tried to fix with duct tape. The window looking out over the pasture where I once named every calf. And on the dresser, right where I left it, sits the little wooden house Grandpa carved for me when I was eight.

      I walk across the room and pick it up. The wood is smooth under my fingers, the edges worn soft from years of handling. It smells like cedar and the lemon oil he used to polish the furniture. I run my thumb over the tiny door, the little chimney. He built it by hand, whittled it from scraps in the barn, then painted it the color of wildflowers. Inside, I used to hide tiny notes, feathers, smooth stones I found near the creek.

      I open the little roof and find nothing inside now, but memory floods in like light through the window.

      He built things for me. Not just this house, but real things. A tree swing. A toy barn. A fence so I could have a pony of my own for exactly one summer. He taught me how to braid rope, how to spot a snake hole from ten feet away. I remember mornings in this room waking to the sound of his boots on the porch and the smell of bacon drifting through the house.

      Not all my memories here are bad.

      I sit down on the edge of the bed, clutching the little house to my chest. The quilt beneath me smells faintly of lavender and woodsmoke. The scent of home, stubborn and sweet.

      For a moment, I let myself cry.

      Tomorrow, they'll expect me at the Blackwood ranch for dinner. Devon told me so, and something in his tone said it wasn't just a polite invite—it was a promise. Silas confirmed it without needing to say a word, and Blaze, well, Blaze made sure the whole bar knew before I could even think of refusing.

      I still haven't decided if I'll go.

      Because something's changing.

      I came here to say goodbye.

      But I don't think I'm done with this place just yet.
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      Now, I stand in front of the mirror near the front door ready to bury Grandpa with one hand gripping the edge of the wall like it might hold me steady. The black suit I managed to pull on is stretched tight across my chest and hips, clinging in all the wrong places. It's just a cheap knockoff I found on clearance during a desperate week in Chicago. The skirt rides up when I move, and the jacket bunches at the elbows.

      My auburn hair is twisted into a low bun, but strands keep slipping loose, curling around my ears and sticking to my neck. I look in the mirror and try to see myself clearly, but all I see is someone trying too hard to look pulled together and not even coming close. A city lawyer in a secondhand suit. A broke omega who didn't come home in time.

      Behind me, the mirror reflects movement I can't always track. People moving through the house, quiet and careful. The scent of casseroles and strong coffee drifts through the hallway, mingling with the faintest trace of pipe smoke clinging to the curtains. My grandfather's smell, still here like he's watching from somewhere just out of sight.

      Someone brushes behind me. I blink, unsure if they were really there or if it's just my mind playing tricks again. I haven't taken my suppressants since I got here. I keep forgetting, and it's messing with me. My scent's all over the place. My head feels thick and slow, like I'm moving underwater.

      I catch glimpses in the mirror. A black sleeve. A hat lowered in respect. The glint of a belt buckle. There are alphas here, and betas too. I can smell them, thick and layered with grief and old dust and barn air. Their pheromones blend into the walls, into my skin, into the breath I'm trying to hold in. Everything feels too close, too loud.

      Mrs. Patterson appears at my side. I didn't hear her come in. Her soft body is wrapped in a simple black dress probably seen more than one funeral. She smells like flour and strawberry and warm kitchens. When she reaches for my hands, I flinch, then let her hold them.

      Her grip is gentle, but it grounds me. I look at our hands in the mirror. Hers are lined and steady. Mine tremble just a little.

      and, I can't tell if I'm about to cry or collapse.

      "Hazel, honey," she says, her fingers smelling of bread dough and Sunday mornings as they squeeze mine gently. "You look just like your sweet mother, Lord rest her soul." Her eyes, kind and watery behind wire-rimmed glasses, study my face like she's looking for traces of the girl I used to be. "Your grandfather talked about you every time he came into the store. So proud of his granddaughter, the big city lawyer."

      "Thank you for coming, Mrs. Patterson." My voice carries the professional warmth I've perfected in courtrooms, but it feels hollow here. "He would have appreciated it."

      She pats my arm with the gentle touch of someone who remembers bandaging my scraped knees and sending me home with cookies still warm from the oven. As she moves toward the kitchen where the church ladies have set up enough food to feed an army, I watch her navigate carefully around Tom Bradley, the alpha who owns the feed store. Even at her age, her beta instincts give him the space his pheromones demand while he talks in low tones with other men about cattle prices and weather patterns, the eternal conversations of ranch country.

      The house itself tells our family's tragic story in faded photographs lining the hallway walls. There's Ma at nineteen, her brown hair catching sunlight as she laughs beside Pa's old Ford pickup. Uncle Jake grins from another frame, his cowboy hat pushed back, a beer in one hand and his arm around a sorrel mare, taken just months before the barn fire killed him and three prize horses and left Grandpa more alone than any man should be. Even Grandma Eleanor is there, frozen in time at twenty-eight, and sitting by the front door in the background of the photo.

      "The Callahan spread's seen too much heartbreak," I hear someone whisper. Or at least, what passes for a whisper in Montana, where folks think dropping their volume a notch counts as keeping it quiet, even though it still carries clear as a bell through an old farmhouse wall. I hear the conversation they're having about my family and I in the kitchen.

      "The whole damn place has a history of bad luck," one of them mutters. "Trainers thrown, ranch hands busted up, stock gone wild for no reason. Ain't just family neither. One boy broke his back fallin' off a ladder last fall, and the year before, someone lost three fingers fixin' the baler."

      "Only folks workin' here now are the ones who ain't heard the stories," another says. "Locals keep their distance. Always have."

      "Load of bull," a third cuts in. "What about Pete? Worked this place ten years without a scratch. You forget old Marla, too? Cooked for the crew near fifteen years, said she felt safer in the kitchen than in church. And Hank before her, the old stableman? Lived long enough to retire and still rode a horse on his eighty-second birthday."

      "Yeah, and all of 'em swore there wasn't nothin' cursed about this land. Just ranching. It's hard work. Sometimes bad things happen."

      Still, no one says much after this. Boots shuffle. Like even arguing about it might stir something up.

      Then I come into view.

      And just like this, the talk cuts off.

      They turn away, quiet as shadows. One nods stiffly, the other two suddenly find the countertop real interesting. No eye contact. Just polite silence, the kind pretending it wasn't saying anything a minute ago.

      And I let it pass.

      Because I know exactly what they were saying.

      And I wonder if they're right.

      Maybe everyone I've ever loved was destined to die here, and me trying to escape it is like being in one of those Final Destination movies, because I'm trying to outrun something that’s always going to catch up. We're all going to die someday. Being here won't change it.

      I straighten my shoulders and move toward the front of the house, grief wrapping tight around my ribs and keeping me from joining any conversation. Through the windows, I see pickup trucks and sedans lined up along the gravel drive, some spilling out onto the grass. The October afternoon is crisp and clear, the kind of day making the Rockies look close enough to touch. In the distance, I can see the family cemetery on the hill, where four generations of Callahans rest under the big oak tree my great-grandfather planted when this land was still wild and full of promise instead of grief.

      I head to the living room and watch through the lace curtains as a convoy of trucks pulls up, a massive black Ford F-350 dually leading the way, followed by a smaller red Chevy and a pristine white Ram looking like it just rolled off the showroom floor. The sight of The Blackwoods together makes something twist in my chest, a longing I don't want to acknowledge. This is what family looks like when it isn't broken, when tragedy hasn't scattered the pieces too far to put back together.

      The front door opens, and Silas Blackwood fills the frame like he's been carved from the mountains themselves.

      At fifty-five, he's still every inch the alpha who built an empire from nothing, and the sight of him steals my breath in ways I'm not prepared for. Silver hair swept back from a face weathered by decades of Montana sun and wind, steel-gray eyes missing nothing, and shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of the world without breaking. His black suit is expensive but practical, the kind going from boardroom to barn without missing a beat. A silver and turquoise bolo tie rests against his white shirt, distinctly Western but undeniably elegant. His black leather boots are polished but worn, the kind having seen real work, and a black Stetson hangs from his fingers like a crown temporarily set aside.

      His scent hits me as he enters the house, and I have to grip the window frame to keep myself steady. Leather and cedar smoke, mountain air and something indefinably alpha making every omega present take notice. It whispers of safety and strength, of a man who can protect what's his and provide for those under his care. My omega instincts respond before my brain can stop them, a flutter of warmth in my belly I immediately try to suppress even as my carefully maintained scent betrays me. The warm amber, roasted chestnut becomes sweeter, more complex, and I can smell the faintest hint of Montana wildflowers trying to break through my perfume.

      Behind him come his sons, and I feel my carefully constructed composure crack like ice under sudden pressure.

      Colt Blackwood steps through the doorway like he owns every space he enters, and my breath catches in my throat. Dark hair looking like he's run his fingers through it, green eyes, and the kind of lean, rangy build coming from years of physical work. His black suit jacket is open over a white dress shirt, the sleeves rolled up to reveal forearms corded with muscle and decorated with old scars telling stories I suddenly want to know. A black leather belt with a silver buckle cinches his narrow waist, and his black boots are scuffed from real use. He's forgone a tie, leaving his collar open in a way somehow managing to look both respectful and rebellious.

      He smells different to his father. It's more pine trees and fresh earth after rain, but underneath it something darker making my pulse quicken and my omega biology respond in ways I can't control. Grief, yes, but also whiskey and campfire smoke, leather and something wild speaking to parts of me I thought I'd buried when I left for law school. When his dark eyes sweep the room and land on me, I feel pinned in place, like a rabbit who's suddenly realized she's in the presence of a predator. My scent flares despite my best efforts, storm clouds gathering as my body betrays every professional instinct I possess.

      Wyatt follows, and the contrast between the brothers is striking enough to make me dizzy. Where Colt looks like he'd be more comfortable on horseback than in a boardroom, Wyatt moves with the confidence of someone equally at home in both worlds. His sandy brown hair is perfectly styled, his hazel eyes sharp with intelligence reminding me uncomfortably of my own ambition, and his charcoal suit is immaculate. A silver tie bar gleams against his burgundy tie, and his black leather shoes are polished to a mirror shine. Everything about him says success, ambition, the kind of alpha who conquers with spreadsheets instead of spurs.

      His scent is surprising and somehow even more dangerous to my equilibrium. Hazel and clean linen, but underneath it coffee and something smelling like expensive cologne. It's appealing in a completely different way than his brother's raw masculinity, more refined but no less alpha, and it makes my omega instincts hum with a different kind of recognition. The scent of a man who could understand my world, who could speak my language.

      And then Blaze stumbles through the door, and every conversation in the house stops.

      She looks like a beautiful disaster wrapped in black silk, and the sight of her makes my chest tight with something might be envy or admiration or pure terror. Her shocking red hair, hangs in waves obviously been carefully tousled to look effortless. Blue eyes rimmed with enough black eyeliner to supply a small goth convention sparkle with mischief and what I'm beginning to suspect is alcohol. Her black dress is appropriate for a funeral somewhere, but probably not in rural Montana. It hugs every curve, ends several inches above her knees, and features a neckline making the church ladies whisper behind their hands.

      Black thigh-high boots with silver buckles add several inches to her height and click against the hardwood floors with each step. A black leather jacket hangs from her shoulders, and silver jewelry glints at her ears, throat, and wrists. She looks like she's stepped out of a rock video and accidentally wandered into a funeral, completely unrepentant about the chaos she's about to unleash.

      But it's her scent really getting my attention and making my omega biology sing with dangerous recognition. Wild roses and cigarette smoke, sweet omega undertones should be delicate but somehow aren't. There's leather and rebellion in the mix, along with something smelling suspiciously like whiskey and definitely doesn't belong at a funeral. It's intoxicating and completely inappropriate and absolutely unforgettable, the scent of an omega who's never apologized for taking up space in the world.

      She's also clearly already drunk, and the realization makes my stomach clench with secondhand embarrassment and unwilling fascination.

      "Well, well," Blaze announces to the suddenly silent room, her voice carrying the careful precision of someone working very hard not to slur. She plants her hands on her hips and surveys the gathered mourners with the critical eye of a general reviewing troops. "Looks like half the county showed up to see old Joe off. Y'all clean up nice when somebody dies."

      "Blaze," Colt's voice is low, carrying the kind of alpha authority making omegas pay attention, and I feel my body respond despite my best efforts. But Blaze just grins at him with the fearless disregard of someone who's never met an authority she couldn't challenge.

      "What? I'm being social." She turns her attention to me, and I feel pinned by those bright blue eyes like a butterfly on a board. "And look at you all fixed up Hazel Callahan."

      She moves toward me with the careful gait of someone navigating in heels after several drinks, her leather jacket creaking softly. Up close, I can see her makeup is expertly applied despite the early hour, and her scent is even more complex. Wild roses, yes, but also something reminding me of summer storms and freedom, the kind of wild omega energy I've spent years suppressing in myself.

      "You came in here dressed like you've got court in the morning," she says, voice low and cold. "Hair like a news anchor. Shoes never touched gravel. The blazer? Screams 'I bill by the hour.' You sure you remember what dirt feels like?"

      My cheeks flush, heat rising under my collar. I can feel my scent shift, betrayal curling into the air. The hint of chestnut and amber sweetens with discomfort, and beneath it, the faintest trace of wildflowers slips free.

      "Blaze, don't…"

      She cuts me off with a smile isn't a smile.

      "No judgment, counselor. Just calling it like I see it. You walk in here looking like you're trying to prove something. To me. To them. To yourself. People can still smell the fear under it."

      The intake of breath from Mrs. Patterson is audible across the room. Someone's grandma makes a small scandalized sound cutting through the atmosphere like a knife.

      "Blaze!" Wyatt hisses, but I catch the slight quirk of his lips suggesting he's not entirely disapproving of his sister's assessment.

      The room has gone silent except for the tick of the grandfather clock and the distant sound of someone running water in the kitchen. Every face is turned toward us, pretending not to listen while hanging on every word. I can smell the mixture of shock, disapproval, and unwilling amusement rising from the gathered mourners like incense.

      Silas steps forward, removing his hat and running a hand through his silver hair. His weathered face is gentle with sympathy, but I catch the slight tightness around his eyes suggesting he's fighting embarrassment over his daughter's behavior. As he approaches, it's as if he puts a warm blanket around me with his alpha strength and protection, and my omega instincts purr with contentment despite the circumstances.

      "Hazel, darling," he says, his voice warm honey aged in whiskey barrels, and the endearment makes something in my chest flutter like a trapped bird. When he reaches for my hands, his are callused from decades of ranch work, warm and gentle in a way making my professional composure
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