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Chapter One

 


Every protest I’d ever been to was
different. My first was a simple march down the street leading to
the private road of the local Omega Compound. I had also held signs
outside of buildings where terrible decisions were being made,
chanted in circles, worn a dog collar around my neck and tape over
my mouth—my favorite.

I’d been protesting since the day I bloomed
into an omega at thirteen and was forcibly admitted into the local
Omega Compound for my supposed protection. Just playing in the
snow, the proud thirteen-year-old that I was and bragging to my
friends that I’d already gotten my period and designation.

I had no idea who had called the OC, still
didn’t, since that information was considered sensitive. But I
remembered begging my parents, my friends, anyone to save me. No
one did. Even as the workers told me I was safe, that it was simply
my hormones making me act out, I knew that what was happening was
wrong.

They told me all about alpha ruts, something
uncontrollable in the more dominant designation that was only
triggered by an unbonded omega. For my safety, I needed to be taken
away. To me, it had always seemed like an alpha problem.

My body went into heat, but I wasn’t
dangerous. Alphas were.

Omegas were the ones taken from our
families, pulled out of schools to learn how to be a proper omega.
It was all bullshit. How to nest, how to cook, how to nurse, and
watch children. All the things that supposedly came naturally, yet
we had to learn.

Just the idiocy of that thought had me
snorting out loud, breaking up the awkward silence of the
sit-in.

A sit-in didn’t feel nearly as effective as
all the other protests I’d been a part of. Honestly, it was boring,
not speaking, holding myself still. I preferred the protests where
I could yell, my throat aching for the next few days from screaming
so loud I’d lost my voice. The only reason I kept my ass firmly
planted on the cold hard tile flooring of the restaurant was for
the sole reason that I believed in the stance we were taking.

Omegas’ rights were already limited. We
weren’t allowed to live on our own, needing to be bonded to alphas
in order to move out of the OC. Higher education was basically
impossible since the institutes never accepted omegas on the
idiotic basis of our heats forcing us to miss too many of the
classes. And of course, there was the fact that we needed a
chaperone if we left our homes. Alphas were dangerous to
omegas—that much I agreed with.

The restaurant we were protesting in was
owned by an up-and-coming politician. The alpha—because of course
it was an alpha—claimed society needed more protective stances for
omegas. Specifically, he wanted to age omegas out of the OC,
forcing them to bond with alpha packs to help them through heats
after a certain age.

Considering his pack didn’t have an omega
yet, it was easy enough to see his true intentions.

That was why I, and this random group of
betas, had shown up eight hours ago, immediately at the
restaurant’s opening, taking up all the seats, including the floor
space, and refusing to move or order. Despite never having met the
group before, my natural designation meant I knew I was the only
omega. Fortunately, that also meant I was able to participate since
an alpha would have been able to detect my omega perfume.

Just the thought of some strange alpha
scenting me made my perfume spike in agitation. I forced myself to
take a deep breath, ignoring the cold bite of air down my throat
from the rapidly lowering air-conditioned room attempting to force
us out.

I thought of my own alphas—Jackson,
Sebastian, Han, and Zeke. They rescued me from the OC two years
ago. I’d already loved them when I decided to bond with them. When
they learned my secret, and wanted to help me? I knew I was going
to spend the rest of my life with them, happily.

My mates were anxiously waiting for me on
the other side of the shopping complex this restaurant was located
in. When this protest eventually got shutdown, I’d make my way to
them.

I wasn’t supposed to be out alone. That
crime alone would get me sent back to the OC, potentially taken
away from my mates. Hiding my designation was usually possible
among betas since their ability to smell perfumes, designations,
and heightened emotions was weaker.

The front door swung open, making me jump,
and revealing the exact reason I never made it to the end of the
protest. Peace officers.

Dressed in protective gear around their
chests and backs, their job was all about designation handling in
public. Usually, that meant pulling alphas out of public ruts,
stopping alphas from bullying betas, even pulling freshly perfumed
thirteen-year-old omegas from their homes.

Since more protests had been popping up,
they were the ones answering the call.

They were usually a mix of alphas and betas,
which meant my time was officially up when they arrived. Outside, I
was usually safe long enough to run the planned route as soon as
they showed up. Inside, it would take a bit of finesse to manage
not getting arrested as they blocked the only exit.

“Okay, folks,” one of the officers said,
already sounding bored. “You’ve made your point. Now it’s time to
leave.”

No one moved, but my muscles tensed.

This was my least favorite part. No matter
the good I felt like I was doing by showing up for the cause, I
never got to follow through. When the peace officers showed, I took
that as my opportunity to leave.

It was a compromise. Commit to the amount
that meant I could go home every night and be with my mates. Even
if it meant I didn’t make the grand declaration I always wanted. To
be the first omega arrested. To prove that omegas weren’t happy
with the way things were.

Even my best friend, Koda Tucker, was doing
more. She was an omega who somehow presented as a beta, meaning she
was able to attend college, and actually get a degree. And she had
bonded with a pack of alphas. The girl was getting knotted and
educated in the same week.

The same peace officer sighed, adding,
“Anyone still on the premises that’s not an employee or is
unwilling to purchase food, will find themselves in a cell
overnight and charged.”

I wish they’d given me more time. In my own
mind, I had refused to get up. In my mind, I’d seen the inside of
the cell or the center without fear. Only, I couldn’t get myself to
risk my pack.

Here I was, at a protest, slowly standing
up. Around me, I heard the mutters of the betas who thought of me
as weak for leaving.

The entire restaurant watched me move, step
by step closer to the door. I could scent at least seven peace
officers, almost all of them betas. Except one. They didn’t fully
move out of the way of the door, attempting to force me to walk
between the two rows they’d created in order to leave.

My heart was pounding, partly from all the
silent attention, and partly because I hated the peace officers.
They might not have been the exact ones that took me from my home,
but their uniforms were the same. It was enough to make me feel
thirteen again, making me lose all the confidence I’d actually
gained in the last eight years.

Each thud of my boots seemed to be the only
noise, and much louder than shoes had probably ever sounded
before.

One of the officers opened the door, the
bell chiming—

Then I felt it. A hand on my upper arm. The
sheer fabric on my sleeves wasn’t enough to hide the warmth from
their touch.

I knew immediately, before their scent even
reached my nostrils. Only alpha assholes grabbed whoever they
pleased, and the old, dusty scent only confirmed their
designation.

“Are you an omega?”

Maybe his question was rhetorical. Maybe he
was only barely able to scent my omega perfume in the clouded room
of beta stress.

Panic looped in my stomach until I thought I
might throw up right there. Their touch wasn’t painful, but my
instincts demanded only my alphas be allowed to touch me. The
aggressive behavior would definitely get me some mandated lessons
back at the OC.

Instead, I swallowed down the growl, the
need to bare my teeth and claw at the hand that had still been
touching me. And I screamed. Not the kind asking for help, the loud
high-pitched kind that made the officer drop my arm in a startled
reflex.

Then I ran.

My feet took me toward my alphas without
even thinking.

The restaurant was in the middle of the
fashion center, a prime commodity spot considering the amount of
foot traffic it gets from shoppers. Unfortunately, the fuck-ton of
people didn’t work to my advantage.

No one seemed willing to move out of my way.
I tried shoving and squeezing through crowds, but I could still
feel myself being chased like prey.

My entire focus was on the path in front of
me. I couldn’t see over the shoulders of basically everyone, which
meant I couldn’t tell if I’d passed the turn I should have made
between the two stores that was a shortcut to the back parking
lot.

Despite the fear coursing through my system,
it wasn’t enough to block out the burn in my lungs from how much I
was heaving, or the strain in my calves as I tried to run with my
thick heavy boots. I could tell I was naturally slowing down, but
not even that knowledge helped me move faster.

Unlike my mates, I couldn’t feel them
through our bond. Omegas relied on our sense of smell to identify
our mates’ emotions which meant the bond was more one-way.

Maybe I was hoping that they’d sense my
panic and come to my rescue? Except the longer I ran, shoving and
stumbling, the more I realized that I wasn’t going to be rescued
this time.

I felt the tug on the back strap of my
overall-denim dress, just enough to throw off my momentum. My feet
stumbled as I tried to right myself. Then a sharper tug, this one
with a full grip on my clothes. Rather than falling straight back
into the alpha, the movement pulled me toward his side.

I was looking up at the alpha—knowing that
something was wrong even without my instincts. The male was pale,
and backing away?

Other faces started to crowd in around me,
and I couldn’t figure out how they were managing to look down on
me. I was used to others sort of glancing down to talk to me, but
this felt extreme.

Looking around, I realized I was on the
ground. Something touched my ear, most likely a bug, and I lifted
my hand to swat it away, feeling like it took every ounce of my
strength to move my arm.

When I lifted my hand back up, I saw the
red, and it took me several long seconds to realize it was mine.
That I shouldn’t be lying down.

The faces over me changed. These ones were
much more handsome—my mates. Sebastian was at my head, completely
upside down, and saying something if his moving lips was anything
to go by. His indulgent smile was missing, the one he always wore
as he called me princess and let me run wild. Han and Zeke, like
always, were on either side of me, almost perfect mirrors of each
other if you ignored their looks. Where Zeke was an artist in skill
with his drawings, Han was the masterpiece of clothes, loving to
try styles from around the world. And of course, Jackson, my grumpy
mate, the one that was usually glaring at the world to protect me
but was glaring down at me.

That’s how I knew something was wrong. My
other mates might overreact, not Jackson. He’s my levelheaded
alpha. The one that takes the pamphlets about keeping an omega
happy very seriously. He made it his life goal to keep me safe and
healthy and happy.

I reached out, visibly watching the shaking
of my hand as I touched his cheek. His dark skin hid the stain of
my blood. His hand caught mine, keeping it against his cheek, which
was good because I couldn’t hold it up anymore.

For just a moment, the world went dark—no, I
blinked. My eyelids were like weights, and I was never one for
exercise unless you counted every time I was on top of my mates,
riding their dicks. That was a thigh workout for sure.

I wanted to ask something, only the words
went missing almost as soon as I thought of them. Despite how light
my body felt, it was impossible to open my eyes again. And then the
world truly went to shit.


Chapter Two

 


I slept like crap. My entire body felt
stiff, like rather than blood running through my veins, it was
sand, weighing me down and making it impossible to get
comfortable.

Plus, it was colder than I like my nest to
be. The OC was filled with assholes, but they at least had
independently separated controls for each omega’s nest. I liked
mine warm, so I didn’t have to be wrapped up in blankets. Not hot,
I didn’t want to sweat. Just perfectly in the middle so I could
spread out.

This was borderline torturous. I curled my
legs up, trying to nuzzle under the thin blanket and get warm.

“She’s cold.”

Those words had me gasping in outrage.
Someone was in my nest. Apparently, a bad night’s sleep could mute
my instincts, that’s what they should be teaching me.

I sat up, my vision immediately swimming as
I struggled to take in everything. It was all so bright—too
bright.

“The lights,” someone snapped. A different
someone. How many people were in my freaking nest?

Shutting my eyes, I took a deep breath,
scrunching my nose at the harsh smell of chemicals. It was almost
overwhelming, but I managed to pull out four distinct scents. Four
alphas.

Even with my eyes closed, I could tell the
lights had been properly dimmed. By this point, I was starting to
realize that something wasn’t right. This bed was definitely not my
nest, it was too boxed in and uncomfortable. The room should have
been soaked in my scent and I couldn’t imagine the OC allowing
anyone into my nest. It was supposed to be a sacred place for
omegas, the one place in the entire world that was solely mine.

Omegas had been known to go into rages when
someone entered their nest without permission. Even their
mates.

“Hannah, how are you feeling?” a third voice
asked.

With my eyes still shut, I glared in the
direction of the voice. Obviously, something wasn’t right. I tried
to think about yesterday, except I couldn’t. What day was it? No
one from the OC was knocking on my nest door demanding I get up to
attend the mandatory sessions, so most likely a weekend.

Again, I tried opening my eyes. They were
blurry at first, which was gross. I rubbed at the eye boogers and
tried a third time.

I was right. Four males, alphas by their
scent, standing all around me. Rather than stressing me out, my
body seemed to relax at their presence, which was definitely not
something that was supposed to happen. I’d met alphas before, and
they all made me nervous. These ones, they actually made me
stressed for them.

Dark circles under their eyes, their
shoulders almost hunched, hair mussed, and the air around them was
like they were at a 24-hour funeral.

Considering how fragile they looked, I
didn’t immediately snap at them for being so close. “What
happened?”

The alpha by my feet, the smallest in the
group, though definitely larger than me, spoke first. “That asshole
officer raced after you. He tried to stop you, but he apparently
overestimated his strength because he flung you back so hard you
smacked your head on the stone walkway.”

I looked at the other alphas, their anger
increasing with each word the male said. On my behalf?

Reaching up, I wanted to touch the back part
of my head where the pain seemed to be. The cool texture of my
scalp, along with the feel of staples—I screamed.

Regretting it almost instantly as nausea
boiled up from my stomach. I threw up once in my mouth and the
second time over the side of the bed and into a pan.

“I got you, princess, let it all out.” The
nearest male’s words were soothing, and he petted my shoulder which
was weirdly comforting as he held the pan for me.

When I finally finished, sitting back
against the bed, I felt worse. It was like I could finally
recognize the thudding in my head, how much effort it took to move
my neck, even the cold. My legs were still curled close to my body,
but it wasn’t enough with just the thin blanket on top.

“Blanket,” the large male on my left side
snapped. His voice was deep, with a natural growl that had me
shivering with just that word.

I must have closed my eyes because I missed
whoever set a blanket on top of my lap. I petted it, feeling the
familiar weave of the sarape blanket which had me opening my eyes
again.

Most omegas preferred super soft blankets,
ones that were fluffy and warm. But I’d always preferred the slight
roughness of sarapes. I felt like I sweated too much in traditional
nesting fabrics, and these were more breathable. Great for keeping
me covered without making me too hot.

The design was beautiful. A dark green and
brown, the diamond in the middle a light tan. It definitely wasn’t
one of mine, except when I brought it up to my face, I could scent
myself—the lavender floral of my natural omega perfume.

I guessed that meant it was time to ask,
“Who are you?”

No one spoke right away. I looked between
the four males, each one radiating fear and sadness and worry to
the point that my instincts were demanding I comfort them. I
didn’t, though, because comforting strangers while I was in a
hospital bed seemed too ironic for even me.

“I’ll get the doctor.”

The male who’d comforted me while I vomited
basically ran out of the room, the bright lights from the hallway
making me slam my eyes shut until I heard the click of the door
shutting again.

“You really don’t know who we are?” one of
the others asked.

I looked at the male. His skin was naturally
tanned, his features sharp, and his eyes tilted in a way that made
him look classically handsome. Even his clothes were good-looking.
His white shirt was tucked into his pants, the buttons done up
except for the top two, exposing his chest. At some point, he’d
curled up the sleeves over his arms, showing off his sexy forearms.
Had I ever thought forearms were sexy before?

And his scent. Pumpkin. Not like the
dessert, like autumn. He reminded me of fall nights and candle
lights. Cozy to the core.

Opposite him was an alpha with a completely
different vibe. This male wore a sweater, the V of his collar just
barely ripped and proving he wasn’t wearing a shirt underneath. His
sleeves were scrunched upwards, bunched at his elbows and showing
off ink tattooed into his brown arms. He had his hair shaved close
to the scalp with some sort of design on the sides.

His scent was like berries. A whole mix of
them together that I’d like to grab a handful of and eat. It made
my mouth water and my stomach rumble.

Then there was the final male. He was
everything that society thought alphas should be. Large and strong.
Built in a way that would have other alphas admiring him. Despite
his intense stare, he seemed laid back. No, maybe that was the
wrong way to describe him. He was the kind of male that didn’t give
someone the time of day if he didn’t care for them. And those he
considered his? He’d do anything.

He smelled like crisp apples. Delicious and
juicy. Healthy yet even better when dipped in chocolate. His dark
skin was an almost shocking contrast to my paleness.

I wanted something to jog a memory.
Something that I could tell these men to make them feel better. But
I didn’t know them. Not their names, or what they did for a living.
I didn’t even remember seeing them before, because I knew that I
wouldn’t have forgotten these males if I’d passed them on the
streets or spotted them through a window.

“I’m sorry.” I looked between all three. “I
don’t know…”

A knock on the door couldn’t break the
awkward tension in the room as a doctor came in, followed by the
fourth male in this group. “All right, all right. It looks like
you’re finally awake. How are you feeling, Hannah?”

“Why is my head shaved?” Not quite what I’d
meant to ask, but same gist.

The beta doctor smiled like I’d made a joke.
“You took quite a hit to the head. We had to clear the area in
order to properly put you back together.”

I huffed, looking away from the doctor’s
kind gaze. My own immediately caught on the large male’s next to
me. He was still watching me, a sort of intense look on his face
like he thought I might disappear if he so much as blinked.

I blamed my instincts for reaching out and
squeezing his forearm. Then my arousal for mumbling, “shit, you’re
hard.”

Someone laughed which had me yanking my head
away from the male.

The doctor cleared his throat, pulling my
attention back to him as he asked, “How’s your head? Can you tell
me what you last remember?”

My lips parted, ready to say something,
except no words came out. What did I last remember? Maybe trying to
fall asleep in my nest? I couldn’t tell if that was last night or
just a memory of a bad night from a few weeks ago.

“I’m not sure.” I hated how confused I felt.
And I especially hated the pain that seemed to form between my eyes
as I tried to remember anything. “These guys said I was attacked? I
don’t remember that at all?”

Something I said seemed to truly get the
doctor’s attention. He’d been content to stand near the foot of my
bed, asking his questions. After my answer, he moved two of the
alphas away, a brave move for a beta.

“Can you tell me your name?” he asked.

“Hannah Zeal.”

“And what about over there on your left
side. What’s his name?”

“If I had to guess—”

“No, don’t guess.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine, then I don’t
know.”

“What about any of the alphas in here?”

“Without guessing?”

“Yes.”

“No.” I bit my bottom lip, feeling the
tension rise in the space. Something behind me started beeping,
which made me jump, attempting to turn around and see what it
was.

“Just your heart monitor. Maybe we should
finish this assessment alone.”

Then the beeping started to go crazy. I was
shaking my head, the idea of the men leaving sounded like a
terrible idea. They were protecting me. They cared about me. Not
knowing their names didn’t mean they should abandon me like
everyone else had—

Warm fingers wrapped around the back of my
neck. Distantly, I heard the doctor tell the alpha to be careful,
but I was fully focused on the dark brown eyes in front of me.
“Calm down, rebel. We aren’t going anywhere.”

I felt the stress drain from my body. I
inhaled deeply, taking in his apple scent mixed with lavender. No
wait, that was me. Leaning forward, the male let me inhale by his
neck, where scents were the strongest. I hadn’t noticed it before.
He’s been claimed already.

“Are we mates?” I asked.

“Yes.”

Guilt. That was a new emotion for me. At the
OC I refused to make any friends. For starters, their families came
to visit, whereas mine stopped being welcome after I went into a
teeny tiny rage the first week after my imprisonment. Then there
was the fact that I snuck out of the facility to attend protests,
and I didn’t trust a single omega in the compound to not tattle. I
was bitter, refusing to trust anyone.

I never considered that I’d find a mate. My
plan was to live at the OC until I figured out how to survive on my
own. I hadn’t figured out how to do that yet, nevertheless it was
in my plans.

But knowing I had mates. And forgot about
them. It felt like I had abandoned them. Treating them worse than
my parents had me. I’d claimed them. I could scent my perfume
embedded in their scents.

Tears burned my eyes, making my head hurt
even worse.

Then I felt it. A vibration in his chest
that stopped the tears in their tracks. A purr. I’d heard them
before in my mandatory omega lessons. In the OC shoppette, you can
actually purchase recordings of the sound in blankets.

Those always felt wrong. It was just a noise
like any other.

This one was like the best drugs in the
world. Not that I’d actually ever taken drugs. But I would do
terrible, sinful things for him to keep going.

“Well, it seems even if bits of your memory
are missing, your instincts are still intact.” The doctor’s voice
ruined the blissful state I was in.

Pulling back, I reached up to wrap my
fingers around the male’s wrist, keeping his hand around the back
of my neck where I wanted him. I was starting to think I should get
everyone’s name if I was going to be so dramatic in front of
them.

I would’ve sworn my emotions were more
stable than this. I couldn’t even remember the last time I
cried—outside of enduring painful heats by myself.

Coming to stand next to me again, the beta
doctor started flashing a little light in my eyes. “I’m going to
get a technician ready for some scans of your brain. Memory loss
isn’t uncommon with head injuries. Unfortunately, there’s no way to
know if it’s permanent or not.”

“What about other side effects?” the blond
alpha asked. He wasn’t close enough that I could take in his scent
fully, but I was getting something tropical. Not beachy, more
foodwise.

“Let’s not borrow trouble, yeah?” the doctor
said. “I’ll leave you all alone for a bit to get your images all
scheduled. If you need anything, Hannah, there’s a button on the
bed rail you can press for a nurse.”

The doctor left, and that time, I didn’t
flinch from the hallway lights. Progress.

“So…” I started. “I kind of need to know
your names.”

The alpha with the berry scent and tattoos
spoke up first. “I’m Zeke.”

“Han,” the handsome, pumpkin scented alpha
added.

Fingers tightened around my neck slightly,
physically turning so I was facing him. “Jackson.”

I blushed. Heat rushing to my cheeks at the
intensity of Jackson’s gaze. When I turned away, he easily let
me.

The last male looked like he was in pain. He
was the lightest of all the alphas with his dirty blond hair,
perfectly unperfect like he’d purposefully ran his fingers through
the length in order to style it. As he stepped closer, his tropical
scent became stronger, letting me pull out notes of pineapple and
guava. Mostly the latter.

In some ways, he was similar to Han in the
way both alphas held themselves, prim and proper like they’d been
trained to walk with sticks up their asses. Only this alpha, he
never relaxed.

“Sebastian,” he finally said. “My name is
Sebastian. But you usually call me Seb.”

His voice almost broke. And it felt like my
heart was breaking right along with him.

“Should I call you that?” I asked. That
instinct to comfort them, to give them what they wanted was pulling
at me like the memories were simply hiding inside my head,
attempting to fight their way out. I tried, imagining hands inside
my brain clawing their way toward the memories, ignoring the
pounding in my head that was getting stronger.

“Hey, no, don’t hurt yourself.” Seb said,
rubbing his fingers against my temples. It wasn’t where the
pounding was, but it still felt good to have his fingers on me. If
there was any doubt that he was my mate beyond our marks, the fact
that my body simply obeyed his command was proof enough that I
instinctually trusted him.

“Well,” someone said, clapping their hands.
I turned away from Seb to look at Han who kept saying, “I feel like
we’ve had our morbid moment but it’s time to look at the positives.
Hannah is awake, and so far, only her memory seems to be hurt. As
far as I’m concerned, we can make new memories.”

Next to Han, Zeke started nodding. “A few
hours ago, I would have agreed to memory loss if it meant you woke
up.”

It was weird. It was like the air in the
room physically changed. Becoming something softer, lighter.
Shoulders lost their tension, lips turned up naturally at the ends.
Everyone seemed to get closer to me—Zeke and Han barely sitting on
edge of the bed, Jackson keeping his hand on the back of my neck,
and Sebastian reaching out to hold my hand.

Having all four of them so close, without
the morbid air distracting me, it gave me a weird mix of calm and
arousal. With my one free hand, I reached out to the blanket over
my lap, petting it, pretending to arrange it around me as if it
needed to be tucked under my legs just right.

For the first time in my life, I wished I’d
paid attention to the classes at the OC about flirting—yes, that
was an actual mandatory lesson.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t feeling very
confident. Especially when I thought of the patch of missing hair.
Was it vain? Sure. But it made me worried that the males wouldn’t
want this version of me.

Fuck this.

I bottled up the emotions, grabbing onto the
negative tail ends and shoving them so deep inside me that I could
ignore them. Pulling my shoulders back, I sat up straight. I was
letting my instincts run the show right now, that was why I was so
trusting. But I didn’t want to get lost in them.

“We’re all mates?” I looked at each male,
watching them nod along to my question. “You’re all hot, so that’s
good, at least. How long have we been together?”

“Two years,” Han said.

Zeke glared at the other male before turning
his focus back to me. “Two and a half.”

“That would make me … how old exactly?” I
couldn’t remember the last birthday I celebrated.

“You’re about to turn twenty-two,” Seb said.
His fingers were starting to trace invisible designs onto my hand
and wrist. With how much attention he was giving the area, I was
surprised his claiming mark wasn’t there.

It would be interesting to figure out where
all my bites were. Weird, too, exploring my own body.

Someone knocked on the door, peeking in
through the crack. I could just make her out between Seb and Han,
giving me just a sliver of a view of the room. Considering the
scrubs, it was obviously a nurse. “Hey, Hannah. We have time now to
get your images taken. You ready?”

“Sure.” I tried to get out of the bed, which
was hard enough since the side railings basically blocked me in
like a crib. Only none of the alphas moved. Even when I scooted
down to the foot of the bed, expecting Han or Zeke to get out of my
way, neither did.

The nurse basically shoved her way between
them, giving me a wide smile. She looked remarkably happy, as if
she was having the best day of her life while working in the
hospital. Her smile was definitely contagious.

“Oh, you can stay lying down.” She patted
the top where the thinnest pillow in existence was. “I’m going to
push the whole bed out of here. Doc says you shouldn’t be
walking.”

I literally wasn’t going to argue with her
until she’d added that last bit. “I can’t walk?”

Someone groaned, it sounded like Zeke, but I
couldn’t be completely positive since I didn’t look away from the
nurse.

“Just for a bit. Once we get your head all
scanned and cleared of any brain injuries, no doubt you’ll be up
and running.”

I could run now. I didn’t say that,
but if the muffled smirks were anything to go by, the sentiment was
understood through my mating bonds. Not even physical exhaustion
was stronger than my spite.

“Be good, rebel,” Jackson called out. The
command seemed to wash over me, but it didn’t encourage me to do
anything I would have considered good. And his deep chuckle as the
nurse pushed me away told me that he knew it too.


Chapter Three

 


Apparently, there was a difference between
sleeping and being knocked out. After all the scans of my head, I
was pushed back into my room. All I had done was basically lie
still, and yet I was exhausted.

I didn’t remember falling asleep, but I
noticed the whispered shouting that woke me up. It was weirdly
comforting to hear the voices of the familiar alphas and being able
to recognize them. At least until their words finally managed to
penetrate the heavy fog of sleep in my mind.

“Tell them to leave me the hell alone,” I
mumbled before adjusting on my other side so I could fall back
asleep.

With the stitches along the back of my head,
and the gap of missing hair, I couldn’t lay on my back. Usually I
slept on my stomach, needing the perfect mattress to caress my
boobs, not smash them, so I hadn’t even tried that position with
this hospital one.

A hand ran along the side of my face, gently
tracing my features. The spiced pumpkin scent told me it was Han.
“Unfortunately, I think you’re going to have to talk with them. It
isn’t a great look if we deny them access. They’ll just send a
mandatory appearance in the mail.”

I groaned, ensuring the sound was loud and
emphasizing how put-out I felt.

I was more tired than when I had first woken
up. My head wasn’t thumping anymore, but I would’ve sworn the
stitches were too tight with the amount of pressure I felt on the
back of my head.

The room was dark, with just a sliver of
light coming from the attached bathroom between the cracks and the
floor. Even with the black-out curtains over the windows, I knew
the sun had already set. In late winter, that made knowing the time
slightly more difficult since the sun went down before dinner.

Everyone seemed to stop talking, obviously
realizing I was awake. Just barely peeking open my eyes, I could
see Han in front of me, giving me an amused smile. It made him look
impossibly more handsome as dimples appeared on both of his
cheeks.

“If you talk to them, I’ll sneak out of here
and bring you a shake.” He whispered the words softly and he
suddenly had all of my attention.

“A shake?”

“I guess you don’t remember. But we have a
secret place that we like going to. The others don’t know where it
is, so they try to bring you random ones. It’s usually just a
little game we all play, although now that I’m trying to describe
it—”

“Will you get one too?”

The sad look that was creeping onto Han’s
face disappears at my question. “Sure. I’ll let the others know
that you’re willing to meet with the OC rep.”

Han stood and left, taking Zeke with him.
The two alphas seemed unusually close, not just because they were
leaving together, but in how physically close they walked side by
side. It wasn’t impossible for alphas to be together, although
omegas were known to be territorial. That was not my feeling about
the idea, however, if my blooming scent of arousal was any
indication.

Jackson basically prowling toward me didn’t
help the growing scent of lavender either. He stopped at the foot
of the bed, leaning over the end with his fists on the mattress
looking like the predator he was. “I’ll tell them to leave. You
don’t have to speak with them.”

Behind him, Seb moved closer. “It’s better
to just let them in. I don’t want them making a visit to the house
and ruining the safe space Hannah’s created there.”

“She doesn’t have to see them at all. It
should be her choice.”

Seb sighed. “It should. Unfortunately,
that’s not the way it works. They’re following protocol. It’ll
raise flags if we deny them.”

“What sort of protocol?” I asked.

“You came in with a severe head injury. The
hospital called the center to talk to you about abuse.”

Jackson growled, pushing off the bed to
start pacing. “Absolutely ridiculous.”

“What do you say, princess? Seb asked. “We
won’t be able to stay in here with you, but we’ll be just outside
the room.”

I agreed, mostly because I knew saying ‘no’
wasn’t truly an option. The OC always got its way. Their decisions
controlled the peace officers, the law makers, the social rules. It
wasn’t just a place to home unbonded omegas, it was a neatly
packaged form of control. Their ‘scientists’ made claims that
turned into laws and with such a beautiful working relationship
with enforcement, it wasn’t a surprise that our society was heavily
regulated by their influence.

Seb basically had to haul Jackson out of the
room. No doubt, the other alpha was letting him, but there was
something special about the way Jackson wanted to protect me. I
wasn’t oblivious to both males doing what they thought was right. I
just loved seeing someone stand up for me, even against someone
else who they also loved.

My moment of quiet almost had me falling
back asleep.

It seemed rare that I was actually left
alone. Technically, I knew that I’d have to have a nest at the
house I was living in with the alphas. Since I couldn’t remember
that, though, I thought about my nest at the compound. It was
private, but it hadn’t given me comfort. From the rest of the
omegas living nearby, sure. From my life? No.

I winced when my fingers found the stitches
on the back of my head. It wasn’t even a conscious thought to touch
it, something just kept drawing my hand to the square bald
spot.

When I left the hospital, I was planning on
getting my hair fixed. I didn’t remember dying it purple and as
much as I imagined it looked cute, it didn’t feel right anymore.
Maybe a burnt orange. Or a red. And shorter. Definitely
shorter.

As I was lost in thought, someone entered my
space. I hadn’t heard the door—it was their scent that drew my
attention. Sweet, just not naturally. Some betas used a chemical
perfume to create a distinct scent to cover their softer, natural
one. Either for the purposes of blending in with omegas, or for
trying to attract an alpha.

Some of the beta employees at the compound
wore fake perfumes because they thought omegas worked best with
other omegas. That we’d be more likely to trust them, seek them
out, that sort of thing.

“Hello, Hannah.” The beta was leaning
against the door, a notebook pressed tightly against her chest. She
was dressed in a long, tight pencil skirt and a blouse tucked in.
Flats rather than heels which added to the
beta-wanting-to-be-an-omega vibe since omegas were stereotypically
short.

“Hi.”

“My name is Eve. I’m with the Omega Center.
I was hoping to speak with you for a few minutes, would that be
okay?”

“Sure.”

She gave me a soft smile, and I couldn’t
help wondering if it was the same one she’d give a child. No matter
what betas said, I’d never met one that liked me. Some pretended to
be kind, gushing over me or my scent or something else that they
thought would make me their best friend. This type of beta was easy
enough to spot because they were strangers that constantly touched
me, hoping to get enough of my scent on them that they’d attract
the attentions of alphas.

Then there were the kinds of betas who
didn’t even pretend to tolerate me. All they saw were the courting
dates, the private rooms, and the fact that we didn’t work—if you
didn’t consider mandatory lessons on pleasing your mates, work.

Those betas didn’t get it though, the
concept of a golden cage. They wanted an easy life, and they
could have it. It would be hard, but the only thing stopping an
alpha pack from mating a beta were social norms.

Omegas weren’t allowed to work. They weren’t
allowed to go shopping without an escort or attend higher education
beyond whatever they learned once they presented. We had no
choices. Not even about whether we wanted to live at the OC.

Eve moved all the way around the room since
the chairs were all pushed to that side. She tried to make small
talk as she opened her notebook, finding a free page without even
needing to look since all the used pages had been bent inward.

“I know you’ve been through such a traumatic
ordeal,” she started. “The doctor on rotation filled me in and I
spoke with the emergency personnel who transported you here.
Everyone seems to be in agreement that your injuries aren’t
conducive to a simple fall. I was hoping you could shed a light on
what happened, from your own perspective.”

“I don’t remember.”

She immediately started writing in her
journal. In a weird way, it was amazing to watch her two hands work
together, one writing, the other guiding as she continued to stare
at me, not even needing to glance down at the paper.

“The doctor said something about memory
loss. Apparently, I’ve lost a few years.”

“That must be quite disorienting. How do you
feel with your alphas? They’ve all been to visit, yes?”

I nodded. “I don’t remember them, but my
instincts do.”

“That’s wonderful to hear. The bond between
alphas and their omega is very special. Your instincts are
definitely important in your relationship. That being said, you’re
currently in a unique situation.”

Without even looking, she folded the top
corner of the page she was writing on and started on the next.
“With your memory loss, forgetting your mates, I want to make sure
you feel comfortable going home with them.”

“I do.”

She nodded as if she expected that answer.
“Can I be honest with you, Hannah? It’s a very unusual case for a
bonded omega to come to the hospital with such a severe
injury.”

No way was that true.

“I can see your disbelief. Illness is one
thing. Small home
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