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      Ditching your cheating fiancé at the altar? Empowering.

      Falling for his four alpha best friends? Knot. Even. Close. To. Smart.

      I catch my fiancé cheating on me with my maid of honor an hour before our wedding. He claims my curves are too much for him to handle. So I do what anyone would do: I run. Back to Largo Waters, the small town I fled six years ago, desperate for a fresh start.

      Bad idea.

      The town gossip spots me on my parents' lawn within hours and asks why I'm not married yet. Panicking, I blurt out that I'm on my honeymoon. Sure, it's a ridiculous lie, especially since I jumped out a window and stole a car to escape my own wedding. But my brain isn't exactly firing on all cylinders.

      Now everyone knows the truth. I'm a runaway bride. I left town six years ago as a beta, and I've come back as a late-turning omega with zero control over my instincts.

      Can it get worse?

      My parents' house springs a major leak. My mom jets off on what should have been my honeymoon with my aunt, leaving me with nowhere to stay. Enter the four alphas who just happen to be my ex-fiancé's best friends, offering me their guest room.

      Sergio makes me laugh until I forget why I'm hiding.

      Pedro guides me through my late presentation with a gentleness I didn't know alphas possessed.

      Carlos shows up to fix my parents' burst pipe, refusing payment.

      Nacho stands between me and my ex's fury like it's his job to protect me.

      The four men I've been running from for six years suddenly want to finish what we started that one unforgettable night.

      I have two choices: run again and keep pretending I don't remember what almost happened between us... or stay and risk my heart on four alphas who could shatter me worse than my ex ever did.

      But my heat is coming, my ex won't leave town, and my omega instincts are screaming that the Negrario Pack is exactly where I belong.

      Small town meets second chances in this cozy, spicy omegaverse romance. Knot My Ex's Best Friend features a curvy runaway bride, four protective alphas who've been waiting six years for their omega, forced proximity that ignites old flames, and a happily ever after worth every scandalous whisper.
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      Hey ladies,

      Thanks for picking up this book. Maybe the cover made you do a double take. It doesn’t matter, because you’re in the right place.

      Now, if you are new to the omegaverse, don’t freak out. There are no wolves. Nobody is shifting. No one is howling at the moon. No one is running around naked in the woods… unless they really want to, but that’s not my style. This is about humans, biology, and a little chaos.

      Here’s how it works. Men can be Alphas. Men and women can be Betas. Women are Omegas. Omegas go into heat every few months. So instead of that awful period that makes us feel like garbage, omegas have something hotter, more intense, and way more fun (if you like being chased by strong, very persistent men). During a heat, an omega’s scent is off the charts. Alphas notice. They can’t help themselves.

      My omegas come in all shapes and sizes. Curvy girls get the spotlight. My alphas are big, built, and ready to respond. Especially when it comes to scent, heat, and… the knot. That’s a ring of muscle at the base of their penis that locks them together with their partner. Yes, it’s romantic. Yes, it’s extremely hot.

      Bonding is when things get serious. An Alpha bites their mate during heat and boom, they’re linked for life. It’s intense, and yes, consent is still a thing.

      This book is set in a small mountain town known for Christmas trees and gossip. Imagine 27 Dresses meets Gilmore Girls with all the Christmas chaos you secretly love.

      A few important things to know:

      •No magic, no shifting

      •Suppressants exist to hide scents when needed

      •Scent is basically the universe’s way of saying “pay attention”

      •Consent matters, even when instincts are yelling

      •Curvy girls are front and center here

      •Modern world problems: phones, coffee shops, awkward family dinners

      Now here’s the fun part. This is a reverse harem. Yes, Jessica has more than one Alpha. They are big, tall, strong, and obsessed with protecting their Omega. They’re not shy about wanting her. Think Fast & Furious muscle meets the cuddly puppy energy of Paddington.

      So grab a snack. If it’s winter, hot chocolate. If it’s summer, wine. You’re about to meet four alphas who are everything you didn’t know you needed.

      Love,

      Beck Winters
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      The four alphas in this story are packmates, not biological siblings. They refer to each other as "brothers" due to their chosen family bond, as is common in pack dynamics.

      Packs have legal rights. When an omega goes into heat or is presenting, their pack can be medically informed. It's actually the law in most places because omegas need protection and support during vulnerable times. So yes, doctors can (and often must) notify packs. It's not a HIPAA violation in this world; it's omega safety protocol.
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      “I can't do this!"

      I spin around and face Mom.

      She's standing in the doorway of the bridal suite, one hand clutching her champagne flute, the other pressed against her chest like she's trying to hold her heart in place.Her blonde hair is swept into an elegant twist. She's wearing that dusty rose dress Callum, my groom waiting downstairs, picked out. She hated it but bought it anyway because I begged her not to make waves.

      She looks beautiful, but as if she has been waiting for this moment.

      "It's normal, wedding jitters before the big day."

      I shake my head. I wish it was as simple as that.

      We're on the second floor of the Riverside Estate, a sprawling Victorian manor that Callum's parents booked the second we got engaged. It's all exposed brick and crown molding, with massive windows overlooking the gardens below. Two hundred guests are already seated out there in neat rows of white chairs, waiting for me to walk down an aisle lined with roses I didn't pick.

      The bridal suite is supposed to feel luxurious. Plush carpet the color of champagne, an ornate mirror that takes up half the wall, a velvet settee in the corner where Melissa left her purse and half-empty mimosa. There's a table covered in champagne bottles and fruit nobody's touched. White roses spill out of crystal vases on every surface. The air smells like hairspray and lilies, and it’s making my stomach turn.

      Or maybe that's just the panic.

      "Constant nightmares, waking up in cold sweats, loss of appetite, drinking wine. Those are just a few things I've had ever since Monday. I can't stop feeling as if I'm making the biggest mistake of my life."

      "Oh!” She gasps as she puts the flute down.

      Yeah, Oh. I'm supposed to be happy thinking about how my life will change, but not feeling as if I'm giving myself a free pass to prison. There were signs, but even more signs this week.

      Mom walks toward me slowly, like I'm a spooked horse. Her heels click against the hardwood. She's shorter than me by a few inches, but she's always carried herself like she's six feet tall. Strong. Steady. The kind of woman who raised me to speak my mind and stand my ground.

      Except I stopped doing both of those things when I started dating Callum.

      "Talk to me," she says softly. "What happened this week?"

      I take a shaky breath. "First I want to get out of this corset. I can't think straight when I can't breathe. Then I'll tell you everything."

      She moves behind me and I feel her fingers on the zipper. The moment she pulls it down, I gasp. Actual oxygen floods my lungs.

      "Jesus, Jessica," Mom breathes. "This is way too tight."

      "I know." I sink onto the settee as she works the dress open, and it poofs around me like a cloud. There's so much fabric. Layers and layers of tulle and expensive lace. "Callum's mother picked it out. Ordered it in a size smaller than I wore because I'd want to 'slim down for the big day.' Callum agreed. Told me I'd look better if I lost a little weight. Wedding photos are forever, and I'd want to look my best."

      Mom's hands still on the zipper. "He said what?"

      "He was just being honest." The words come out automatically. A script I've repeated to myself for months. "Concerned about my health. Wanted me to feel confident. The camera adds ten pounds, and he didn't want me unhappy with the photos later."

      "That's not honesty. That's cruelty dressed up as concern."

      I don't respond. Can't. Because she's right, and I've known it for weeks, but admitting it means admitting I've wasted two years of my life with a man who made me feel like I needed to shrink to be worthy of love.

      "I haven't eaten a real meal in six weeks." The confession spills out. "Just protein shakes and salads with no dressing. Two hours of cardio every day. And this morning, when he saw me in the dress, you know what he said?"

      Mom's voice is dangerous. "What?"

      "'Almost there.'" My voice cracks. "A project still in progress. Not quite good enough yet, but maybe by the time we got to the venue, I'd be acceptable."

      So here I am, drowning in someone else's vision of perfection.

      My phone buzzes on the vanity. I can see the screen lighting up with notifications. Callum, probably. Reminding me that I'm supposed to do or say or be.

      I ignore it.

      "Monday. We were at breakfast. The Bluebird Cafe, remember? Going over the final wedding plans." My voice sounds hollow, like I'm talking through water. "You asked if I was going to Pine Hollow to help Sharon with the expansion of her wedding planing business.”

      Mom nods, her eyes never leaving my face.

      "I didn't even get a chance to answer. Callum just said, 'Work. She's not going to work. Once I put a ring on her finger.' Like it was already decided. Like I didn't get a say."

      I'd laughed it off at the time. Made some joke about him being old-fashioned while I pushed avocado toast around my plate, too nauseous to eat.

      Mom's face had gone tight across the table. I saw her fingers tighten around her coffee cup. She'd opened her mouth like she wanted to say something, then closed it again.

      But I saw the worry in her eyes. The recognition of something she'd been trying not to see.

      "That night I had my first nightmare. I was walking down the aisle wearing cement shoes. I couldn’t move. I just kept sinking."

      Mom sits beside me on the settee, and the cushion dips under her weight. She smells like the perfume she's worn my whole life. Gardenias and vanilla. Safe. Familiar.

      Everything Callum isn't.

      "Tuesday, he told me I needed to tone down my personality at the rehearsal dinner. His boss was there, and apparently I laughed too loud. Talked too much."

      The rehearsal had been at some upscale Italian place downtown. Dark wood paneling, low amber lighting, waiters in bow ties who moved like ghosts. Callum's boss had been there with his wife, both of them stiff and formal, the kind of people who measure every word before they speak.

      I'd been trying so hard to be charming. To be the kind of woman Callum wanted me to be. Light and bubbly and perfectly appropriate.

      In the car afterward, he'd given me that look. The disappointed one he tries to hide but never quite manages.

      "You made everything about you tonight. My boss barely got a word in."

      I'd apologized. Of course I'd apologized. I always did.

      "Wednesday." My throat tightens. "He rewrote my vows."

      Mom's jaw clenches, and I see her hands ball into fists on her lap.

      "I spent two weeks writing them. Stayed up late, trying to get the words right. Trying to explain how I felt. Or how I thought I felt." I laugh, but it comes out wrong. Brittle. "He read them over breakfast. Said they were too emotional. Too personal. Would embarrass him in front of the guests."

      Fifteen minutes later, he'd handed me a revised version. Shorter. Cleaner. Stripped of anything that felt real.

      "These are better. Trust me."

      And I had trusted him. Because that's what I always did.

      "Thursday." My voice drops to barely a whisper. "I heard him on the phone with his mother."

      Mom's hand finds mine and squeezes it.

      "I was packing for the honeymoon. Some resort in Mexico he picked without asking what I wanted. His voice carried through the bedroom door." I close my eyes, but I can still hear it. That casual, matter-of-fact tone. "They were talking about when we'd start trying for a baby. He said once we're married, it'll be easier to convince me. That there's no point in waiting. That I'll come around. I always do."

      Like I was a project. A problem to manage. A box to check on his life plan.

      Mom makes a sound in the back of her throat. Anger and grief mixed together.

      "Friday, I came here for the final fitting. His mother kept fussing over the dress, saying how perfect everything was. How lucky Callum was to have found such a lovely bride."

      I look at my reflection in the massive mirror across the room.

      "I stood in front of that mirror and felt nothing. No excitement. No joy. Just this overwhelming sense of dread."

      I turn back to Mom, and the tears I've been holding back finally spill over.

      "Now it's Saturday. My wedding day. And I feel like I'm drowning."

      Mom doesn't say anything for a long moment. She just pulls me into her arms, and I collapse against her shoulder. The dress crinkles and protests, but I don't care. I hold on like she's the only solid thing in a world that's spinning out of control.

      "What do you want to do?" she asks quietly, her voice steady against my hair.

      I pull back and look at the door. At the window with its view of the gardens below. At my reflection in that mirror, this stranger in white lace who's been pretending for so long she forgot what real felt like.

      "I want to run."

      A sharp knock on the door makes us both jump.

      "Jessica?" A voice calls from the hallway. Melissa. My maid of honor. "Everyone's asking what's taking so long. The ceremony was supposed to start ten minutes ago."

      Mom's eyes meet mine. She stands up, walks to the door, but doesn't unlock it.

      "She needs a few more minutes," Mom calls through the wood. "Makeup emergency."

      "Well, hurry up. Callum's mother is having a fit, and the photographer is threatening to leave if we don't start soon. The guests are getting restless."

      I can hear the irritation in Melissa's voice. She's been like this all week. Short with me. Impatient. Always checking her phone and disappearing for long stretches during wedding prep.

      Always coming back smelling like men's cologne that isn't her boyfriend's.

      My stomach twists.

      "We'll be out soon," Mom says firmly.

      Footsteps retreat down the hallway. Mom turns back to me, and I see the decision crystalize in her eyes.

      She walks to the door and locks it. The click of the deadbolt echoes through the room.

      "How much of a head start do you need?"

      Relief crashes over me so hard I almost can't breathe.

      "Ten minutes?"

      She checks her watch, that delicate gold piece Dad gave her on their twentieth anniversary. He died two years later, and she's never taken it off.

      "I'll tell them you're having a breakdown. That you need space." She grabs her phone from the vanity. "Where are you going?"

      That's the question, isn't it?

      I have nothing. My apartment is in Callum's name. My job, the one I quit because he said his salary was enough for both of us. My friends, the ones who slowly disappeared because Callum didn't like the way they "encouraged my worst impulses." Even my bank account is joint now. He said it was romantic. A symbol of our partnership.

      Really, it was just another way to keep me dependent.

      I grab my phone, scrolling past Callum's texts. Fifteen of them now in the last hour alone.

      Don't forget to smile for photos.

      Keep your speech short. Nobody wants to hear you ramble.

      Remember to thank my parents. They paid for the venue.

      You're not going to cry during the ceremony, are you? Your makeup will run.

      Where are you? People are asking questions.

      My hands shake as I scroll until I find the number I need.

      Sharon.

      I helped her arrange the Tangle wedding, which became wedding of the year. And as a result, not only did she find a pack who loved her, but she’s pregnant now. Her last message was from three days ago. A photo of her growing belly with the caption: Twins are no joke. Come visit before I'm too huge to move.

      I hit call before I can second-guess myself.

      It rings twice.

      "Jessica! Oh my God, shouldn't you be walking down the aisle right about now?"

      Sharon's voice is bright and warm.

      "I can't do it." The words rush out. "I'm in the bridal suite and everyone's waiting and I'm supposed to marry him in fifteen minutes but I can't. I can't breathe, Sharon. I can't do this."

      Silence on the other end. Then Sharon's voice shifts, softer but still steady. Still strong.

      "Okay. Deep breath. In for four, hold for four, out for four. Can you do that for me?"

      I follow her rhythm, clutching the phone like it's the only thing keeping me tethered to earth. Mom watches from across the room, her face a mixture of concern and possibly pride.

      "Good," Sharon says after a minute. "Now tell me what you need."

      "I need to leave. I need to get out of here."

      "So leave,” she says.

      "It's not that simple."

      "If you don't want to marry this man, then don't. Get in a car and drive. Right now."

      "I don't have anything. He controls everything,” I confess feeling like a fool.

      "Come to Pine Hollow." Her voice is firm. "I would love to spend time with you before these babies arrive and I turn into a house. We'll figure everything else out later. You can stay as long as you need."

      Pine Hollow. Where Sharon lives with her pack. Where I could disappear for a while with the protection of Sharon’s pack.

      But.

      "I can't. Not yet. I need to go home first. Largo Waters. I need to face my past.”

      This has to be a new beginning for me. I need to be strong.

      I spin around, and I can see Mom making calls. Telling the caterers that the wedding is canceled. Calling the hotel, where we have an extravagant reception planned. But she isn’t telling Callum’s family. She’s giving me a ten minute start and here I am chatting to Sharon. I need to get out of here now.

      "Why?"

      The ache low in my belly pulses, a reminder of everything that's changed in the past month. Everything I've been trying to ignore.

      "I need my suppressants."

      Sharon goes quiet. Then, carefully, "You're officially an omega?"

      "Late-presenting." The words still feel foreign on my tongue. "I was a beta my whole life, Sharon. Twenty-eight years of being completely normal. Then three weeks ago at Aunt Linda's, my body decided to betray me. Started feeling off - hot flashes, heightened senses, the works. Her doctor ran tests and confirmed it: omega. He said it's rare at my age but not impossible." I swallow hard. "He prescribed suppressants immediately. Gave me a three-week supply with instructions to refill before the wedding."

      "Why didn’t you?”

      "With what money?" The laugh that escapes is bitter. "Callum monitors our joint account like a hawk, and a prescription for omega suppressants would raise questions I wasn't ready to answer…” My voice cracks. "So they ran out two days ago, and I had to go without."

      Late-presenting omega. Rare, but not unheard of.

      “So you're not a beta. Well, I’ll be damned!” She giggles. Memories of our talks about omegas, and how I was safe being a beta are probably running through her head right now.

      “But then I went back to Callum’s apartment.”

      I'm already acknowledging my foolishness. Callum and I dated in high school back in Largo Waters. After graduation, we moved to the city together. Four years later, he dumped me. Said he was bored with me, with us.

      I spent years trying to find myself until I started working with Sharon organizing weddings. Then two years ago, Callum showed up at the wedding venue where I worked. The apology came with tears and promises. He'd made a terrible mistake leaving me, wanted me back, had never stopped loving me. Right there, he dropped to one knee and proposed. I thought it was romantic, my second chance at happiness. I quit my job and moved back in with him. We've been planning this wedding ever since.

      “I ran out of money, I’m not working I had no funds of my own. And I needed to buy more suppressants, but I thought I’ll be getting married I didn’t need anymore.”

      Suddenly I could smell everything when the suppressants ran out a couple of days ago. The coffee brewing three rooms away. The flowers in the lobby of our apartment building. Callum's cologne that used to smell nice but now made me want to gag.

      Then came the aches. The restlessness. The strange, pulling sensation low in my belly that I didn't understand.

      “I just had an idea. I can get to my old doctor is in Largo Waters. That's where I grew up. I can get my prescription refilled there. Figure out what the hell I'm doing." I take a shaky breath. "Then I'll come visit. I promise. I just need to go home first."

      Home. Largo Waters. The place where four alphas still live. The pack I ran from six years ago because I was too scared to face what I felt.

      "Okay," Sharon says. "But Jessica? Listen to me. You don't owe anyone an explanation. Not Callum. Not his family. Not the two hundred people sitting in those chairs. If I wasn’t heavily pregnant then I would have been there.”

      “I know. I’ve got to run.”

      "And call me when you're safe. I don't care what time it is."

      "I will. Thank you, Sharon."

      I hang up and look at Mom. I’m not sure how much she heard of the conversation.

      "Largo Waters?" Mom asks.

      I nod.

      "Then go. Now. Here’s my keys!”

      Another knock on the door. Harder this time. More insistent.

      "Jessica, seriously. What is going on in there?" Melissa again. "Callum sent me to check on you. He's getting worried."

      I'll bet he is.

      Mom walks to the window and opens it wide. Fresh air rushes in, carrying the scent of roses and cut grass and freedom.

      "Just a minute," Mom calls toward the door.

      The knocking stops. I hear Melissa's footsteps retreat, but I have a feeling that she won't stay gone for long.

      "I'm proud of you," Mom says, turning back to me. Her voice breaks on the last word.

      I hug her tight, breathing in gardenias and vanilla one more time.

      Then I move toward the window.

      The balcony is narrow, barely wide enough for me to stand, I panic about my wide hips getting stuck in them, but then I do hot yoga, I’m more flexible than I look. So, I get rid of the fear of escaping and just get to it. The railing is wrought iron, cold and solid under my palms. Below me, a flower bed full of hydrangeas and a trellis covered in ivy.

      I'm halfway to hiking up my dress when the door handle rattles.

      "Mrs. Delacroix? Jessica? Why is this door locked?"

      Melissa. She's back. And she doesn't sound happy.

      "Give us a minute," Mom calls, but there's an edge to her voice now.

      "Open the door. Now. Callum wants to see her."

      "The groom can't see the bride before the wedding," Mom says. "It's bad luck."

      "I don't care about bad luck. Open this door or I'm getting security."

      Mom looks at me, and I see the calculation in her eyes. How much time do we have? How long can she stall?

      Not long enough.

      "Go," she mouths.

      I hike up my dress and swing one leg over the railing. The trellis is right there, covered in thick ivy. I grab onto it, praying it holds my weight.

      Behind me, I hear a key turning in the lock.

      Of course. Melissa probably sweet-talked the venue coordinator into giving her a spare.

      The door swings open.

      "What the hell is going on in here?" Melissa's voice is sharp. Accusatory. "Why was the door locked?"

      I'm halfway over the railing, one foot on the balcony, one reaching for the trellis. There's no way she doesn't see me.

      "Jessica? What are you doing?"

      I freeze. Turn slowly.

      Melissa stands in the doorway, her bridesmaid dress a pale blush pink that Callum's mother picked out. Her blonde hair is perfectly curled, her makeup flawless. She looks like the picture-perfect bridesmaid.

      She also looks furious.

      "I'm leaving," I say, and hearing the words out loud makes them real. Final.

      "You can't leave. The wedding is about to start."

      "I know."

      "Jessica." Melissa steps into the room, and Mom moves to block her path. "You're being ridiculous. It's just nerves. Everyone gets cold feet."

      "This isn't cold feet."

      "Then what is it?" She crosses her arms, and I see something flicker in her eyes. "You're going to embarrass Callum. You can’t do that to him.”

      "I don't care."

      "Well, you should. Do you have any idea how much money his parents spent on this wedding? How many people are sitting out there waiting for you?"

      "Let them wait."

      "You're making a huge mistake," Melissa says, and now she's moving toward me, pushing past Mom.

      "Callum is a good man…"

      I swing my other leg over the railing, and that's when it hits me.

      The scent.

      I’ve only been an omega for three weeks, and with no suppressants, I'm still learning what my nose is telling me, but right now? Right now it's screaming.

      Melissa smells like Callum's cologne. Not just a whiff from a hug or sitting too close. She's drenched in it. Cedar and bergamot and that expensive stuff his mother buys him in bottles.

      And underneath it?

      Oh.

      Oh.

      How did I miss this? Every time she disappeared during wedding prep, she came back smelling like him. Every time I couldn't find Callum, she'd show up twenty minutes later with that same scent clinging to her skin. Every time she defended him, championed him, told me I was overreacting—

      I'm an idiot.

      No. I was a beta who couldn't smell worth a damn. Now I'm an omega, and suddenly the last three months make perfect sense.

      "You're right," I say, and the laugh that comes out is half-hysterical, half-relieved. "He does deserve someone like you. Someone who thinks his behavior is patience instead of control."

      Melissa's face goes pale. "Jessica—"

      "Someone who's been screwing him behind my back."

      She freezes. Mom gasps.

      "Oh, don't look so shocked, Melissa. I can smell him on you. I mean, seriously, did you two even shower? Or did you just roll out of bed and come straight here to help me into my wedding dress?" I grab the trellis and start climbing down, because if I don't move right now, I'm going to say something I can't take back.

      "Congratulations, by the way. You can have him. Consider this my wedding gift to you both."

      The dress catches on branches. The bodice digs into my ribs. My new omega nose is still cataloging scents—his cologne, her perfume, the mixing of them that can only mean one thing—and God, how was I so blind?

      Oh right. Because I wasn't an omega three weeks ago.

      Because scent meant nothing when I was a beta.

      Because I trusted them both.

      "Jessica, wait—" Melissa leans over the railing, but I'm already halfway down.

      "Have a great life, Melissa. I hope you two are very happy together. Really. I mean it."

      I don't mean it. But I also don't care anymore.

      My foot finds purchase on a thick branch. Then another. The ground is getting closer, and freedom is getting sweeter.

      I drop the last few feet to the ground, landing in the soft earth of the flower bed. My veil catches on a branch above me, and I yank it free, letting it fall.

      I hear her talking, but I'm already running.

      Through the side garden. Past the fountain with its cherubs and flowing water. Around the corner of the estate where the parking lot stretches out ahead of me.

      Cars everywhere. Guests still arriving, late and flustered. The photographer by the garden entrance, checking his equipment. The venue coordinator talking urgently into her headset.

      No one notices the bride in the ruined dress sprinting across the grass like her life depends on it.

      Maybe it does.

      I spot Melissa's car near the back. Her little blue sedan parked crooked because she's always in a rush. She leaves her keys in the cupholder. Has since college.

      The door is unlocked.

      Thank God.

      I wrench it open, and there they are. Keys sitting in the cupholder like a gift.

      "Sorry, Melissa,” I mutter, even though I'm not sorry at all. Not anymore. "Consider this payment for sleeping with my groom."

      The engine roars to life. I throw the car into reverse and peel out of the parking lot.

      In the rearview mirror, I see Melissa running out of the estate, waving her arms. Shouting, but I can't hear over the engine and my own racing heartbeat.

      I don't look back.

      I drive.

      The dress is bunched up around my thighs, tulle spilling everywhere. Bobby pins rain down on the dashboard. My hair whips around my face, half up and half down.

      My makeup is running because yes, Callum, I'm crying.

      But this time, they're not sad tears.

      They're relief.

      For the first time in two years, I can breathe.

      The road stretches ahead, winding through farmland and forest. The sky is that perfect shade of early autumn blue, and the trees are just starting to turn. Reds and oranges and golds flashing past like promises.

      My hands shake on the wheel. My heart pounds. But underneath the panic and fear and shock of what I just did.

      Freedom.

      Mom: I couldn’t cancel the honeymoon.

      I chuckle at the idea of it, the honeymoon where I was supposed to go and produce a little Callum.

      Me: Go Mom. Have fun. I’ll get your passport to you by courier.

      Mom: No need. Aunt Linda can do that.

      Even better.

      I smile at the idea of Mom maybe going on my honeymoon and finding her happy ever after.

      Largo Waters – 147 miles

      My foot eases off the gas.

      Largo Waters. Home. Mom still lives there, in the same house where I grew up. The same house with the porch swing Dad built and the garden Mom tends every spring. After Dad died, everyone thought she'd sell and move closer to Aunt Linda, but she refused. Six years ago, I kissed Carlos, one of Callum’s best friends, and ran before the sun came up. Largo Waters, where the Negrorio pack still lives. Where they run half the town. Where I swore I'd never go back because facing them would mean admitting I chose wrong.

      My hands turn the wheel.

      Toward the four alphas I've spent six years trying to forget.

      I press harder on the gas.

      The wedding dress crinkles and tears around me. The lace is ruined where it caught on the trellis. The beading scratches my skin.

      Good.

      Let it become exactly what it was. A beautiful prison I almost locked myself into.

      I'm done being who everyone else wants me to be.

      Even if I have no idea who I am anymore.

      The sign for Largo Waters gets closer.

      My new omega instincts hum under my skin, unfamiliar and overwhelming. I need my suppressants. Need to get my head straight. I need to get home, and pray that going back doesn't destroy me all over again.
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      The "Welcome to Largo Waters" sign looks exactly the same as it did six years ago. Faded green paint. Cheerful yellow letters. A cartoon oak tree with a face that's supposed to look friendly but looks like it's judging you for every bad decision you've ever made.

      Join the club, tree. I'm judging me too.

      I slow down as I pass it, my hands still shaking on the wheel. The tulle of my wedding dress has somehow migrated everywhere. There's a piece stuck to the gear shift. Another wrapped around my left ankle. A third has attached itself to the rearview mirror like a sad, deflated ghost.

      Melissa's car smells like her perfume. That expensive vanilla and jasmine stuff she started wearing after Callum complimented it once at dinner. I remember thinking it was weird at the time. Why would she care what my fiancé thought of her perfume?

      Now I know.

      I crack the window and let the autumn air wash through the car, carrying away the scent of betrayal and poor life choices. Mine and hers.

      Largo Waters unfolds around me like a postcard from a life I used to live. Lanzarote Street with its brick storefronts and hanging flower baskets. The Bluebird Cafe where Mom and I used to get pancakes every Sunday. The hardware store that's been run by the same family for four generations. The gazebo in the town square where they do summer concerts and Christmas caroling and probably sacrifice goats under the full moon for all I know about what happens in small towns after dark.

      Everything looks smaller than I remember. Quieter. More... real.

      A woman walking her dog stops dead on the sidewalk as I drive past. I see her mouth fall open. See her reach for her phone.

      Right.

      I'm driving through my hometown in a ruined wedding dress, mascara streaked down my face, hair half up and half collapsed, behind the wheel of a car that definitely isn't mine.

      Everything is fine.

      I take the turn onto Thorne Street, and my chest tightens. Three blocks. Two blocks. One.

      There it is.

      Mom's house sits at the end of the cul-de-sac, a pale blue Victorian with white trim and a wraparound porch. The garden is immaculate, as always. Chrysanthemums in orange and burgundy. Decorative kale in purple and green. A scarecrow wearing one of Dad's old flannel shirts, standing guard over the pumpkins.

      I pull into the driveway and turn off the engine.

      Silence.

      For a long moment, I just sit there. Breathing. Staring at the house where I grew up. The house I ran from six years ago. I try to open the door and realize my dress is caught on something. The gear shift. The seat belt. Possibly the fabric of space and time itself. I yank and pull and eventually just rip a chunk of tulle free, leaving it behind like a shed skin.

      The October air hits me the second I step out. Cool and crisp, carrying the smell of woodsmoke and fallen leaves which my throat tight.

      My heels sink into the gravel as I walk toward the house. These stupid shoes. Four-inch stilettos that Callum's mother insisted were "elegant" and "appropriate for a bride." They're also instruments of torture designed by someone who hates women and wants us all to suffer.

      I kick them off halfway up the walkway. Leave them lying in the grass like casualties of war.

      The porch steps creak under my bare feet. The same creak they've always had. Dad kept saying he'd fix it, but he never did. After he died, Mom said she liked the sound. Said it reminded her of him.

      The porch swing hangs in its usual spot, swaying slightly in the breeze. Dad built it the summer I turned ten. Spent three weekends measuring and cutting and sanding while I handed him tools and pretended I was helping.

      I sink onto it now, and the familiar groan of the chains sends something cracking open inside my chest.

      I don't cry. Not yet. I just sit there, dress pooling around me like a deflated meringue, staring at the garden Dad planted and Mom still tends, breathing in air that smells like childhood and safety and everything I gave up when I followed Callum to the city.

      My phone buzzes. I pull it out without thinking.

      Twenty-three missed calls from Callum. Forty-seven text messages. Twelve voicemails.

      I don't read any of them. I scroll past all of it until I find what I'm looking for.

      Mom: Are you there yet? Are you okay?

      I look at the timestamp. Three minutes ago.

      Me: I'm here. I'm okay.

      The reply comes immediately.

      Mom: We're at the airport. Aunt Linda is checking our bags. Jessica, are you sure about this? I can cancel. I can come home right now.

      I stare at the message. At the worry bleeding through even in text form. Mom giving up her honeymoon—my honeymoon—to come take care of me.

      No.

      I nod to myself, even though she can't see it, and type back.

      Me: I'm sure. Go. Have fun. You deserve this.

      Mom: I arranged for someone to pick up Melissa's car in the morning. Don't worry about it. Just rest, sweetheart. Please rest.

      Me: That's exactly what I intend to do. The left the key in the glove box.

      Mom: I love you. Call me if you need anything. Anything at all.

      Me: I love you too. Have the best time.

      I set the phone down beside me on the swing and stare at the house.

      Empty.

      Mom's at the airport. On her way to Mexico with Aunt Linda, living the honeymoon I was supposed to have. And I'm here. Alone.

      The realization settles over me slowly. Not scary. Not sad. Just... quiet.

      "Jessica?"

      I look up.

      Mrs. Whight is standing at the edge of Mom's property, her ancient Pomeranian tucked under one arm like a furry football. She's wearing a tracksuit the color of a traffic cone and an expression of barely contained glee.

      Mrs. Whight has lived next door my entire life. She's also the president, secretary, and sole member of the Largo Waters Information Distribution Network, which is a fancy way of saying she's the town gossip and she takes her job very seriously.

      "Hi, Mrs. Whight."

      "Isn't it your wedding day?" She's already reaching for her phone with her free hand. Probably has the group chat open and ready.

      I look down at my dress. The torn hem. The dirt stains. The piece of ivy still clinging to the bodice from my trellis escape.

      "Yes," I say. "And this is my honeymoon."

      Her eyebrows shoot up so high they nearly leave her face.

      "The honeymoon is... here?"

      I laugh, the sound slightly hysterical. "Surprise destination. Very exclusive." I gesture at the porch like I'm a game show host.

      She opens her mouth. Closes it. Opens it again.

      "Well," she finally manages. "That's... nice."

      "Isn't it?"

      She backs away slowly, phone already pressed to her ear. I hear her whisper as she retreats down the sidewalk: "Marge, you're not going to believe this. The Delacroix girl is back. Sitting on her mother's porch in a wedding dress. Alone."

      A pause.

      "I know. Times must be hard if she's having her honeymoon here."

      I should probably care. Should probably feel embarrassed or ashamed or something other than this hollow, floating numbness.

      But I don't.

      Let the whole town know. By dinner, every resident of Largo Waters will have heard some version of the story. By tomorrow, it will have grown and twisted and become something barely recognizable.

      Jessica ran away from her wedding, and showed up on her mother's porch in a destroyed dress.

      The swing creaks as I rock it gently with my feet. Back and forth. Back and forth. The same rhythm Dad used to make when he'd sit out here with his coffee in the mornings, whilst watching the sunrise.

      I miss him. The feeling hits me suddenly, sharp and unexpected. I miss his quiet steadiness. His terrible jokes. The way he'd look at Mom like she hung the moon, even after thirty years of marriage.

      Callum never looked at me like that. Not once in two years.

      How did I not see it sooner?

      The tears finally come. Silent at first, just a burning in my eyes and a wetness on my cheeks. Then bigger. Heavier. The kind of crying that comes from somewhere deep, somewhere I've kept locked away for too long.

      I cry for the wedding I ran from. For the woman I almost became. For the two years I spent shrinking myself to fit into someone else's idea of who I should be.

      The porch swing creaks and groans as my body shakes with sobs. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barks. A car drives past slowly, definitely rubbernecking. Mrs. Whight's voice carries from her yard, still on the phone, still spreading the news.

      I don't care.

      I just let it all out. Every tear I've been holding back. Every scream I've swallowed. Every moment of rage and grief and relief that's been building since I climbed out that window and left my old life behind.

      By the time the tears finally slow, my face is swollen, my nose is running, and my dress has absorbed enough moisture to qualify as a biohazard. I wipe my eyes with the back of my hand, smearing mascara across my wrist like war paint.

      I need to go inside. Need to change out of this dress. Need to figure out what the hell I'm doing with my life.

      But for now, I just sit on the porch swing in my ruined wedding dress, watching the sun set over Largo Waters, letting the autumn breeze dry my tears.

      Tomorrow, I'll have to face reality. The fallout from running. The conversations I don't want to have. The four alphas who live in this town and probably already know I'm back.

      But that's tomorrow.

      Tonight, I'm just a girl in a ruined wedding dress, sitting alone on her mother's porch, watching the sky change colors, and that’s more than enough.
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      "Fuck!" I shout.

      Being the hockey coach, I try and keep my profanities until I get home. So I can let loose and I don't have to be the role model. But with the team playing badly, I'm not sure what I am anymore.

      How did we lose that last game?

      Practice is crap.

      The guys aren't in the game. It's all those damn teenage hormones. Some want to be professional and the rest just want to get laid before Prom. Kids don't have the heart that they did before and I'm starting to take after them, because I'm feeling demotivated. Maybe that's the issue and Nacho's right and I just need to get laid.

      If only it was that simple. Ever since I heard Jessica's marrying Callum. A guy that's supposed to be my best friend, I've felt sick. Distracted. I couldn't even go to their wedding.

      Earlier I put my phone on silent for two reasons, one so I don't hear about the wedding and two, I just don't want to hear about the wedding.

      10 missed calls!

      Where was the fire?

      "What's up?"

      I say to Nacho as I pick up his call.

      "Man. I was worried about you."

      Yeah, I can't hide anything from Nacho. As soon as I told him that I wasn't going to the wedding, he didn't ask why. He just pressed his lips against mine and left. He knows. But then he's the damn sheriff of the town, if he didn't pick up on things including what goes on in our packhouse then he would be in the wrong job.

      "I'm fine. Just finished practice." I grab my water bottle and take a long drink. The rink is empty now, the last of my players having shuffled off to the locker room with their heads down. We got destroyed last week. Destroyed. And today's practice didn't give me any confidence that next week will be different. "The kids are playing like they've never seen a puck before."

      "That's not why I called."

      Something in his voice makes me pause. Nacho doesn't do emotion. He's the steadiest of all of us. The one who can stare down a drunk driver or a domestic dispute without flinching. But right now, there's something underneath his words. Something that sounds almost like... concern.

      "What's going on?"

      "Have you checked your texts?"

      I pull the phone away from my ear and look at the screen. The missed calls are from Nacho, Pedro, and Carlos. But there are also texts. A lot of them.

      From Mrs. Whight: Sergio, you need to know. Jessica just drove through Rio Way. In a wedding dress. ALONE.

      From Coach Richards at the high school: Negrorio, wasn't that Callum's fiancée who just blew through town looking like she escaped a tornado? What's going on?

      From my mother, who lives two streets over and has never met a piece of gossip she didn't want to share: Sergio, why is that sweet Jessica girl sitting on Dorothy Delacroix's porch in a destroyed wedding dress crying her eyes out? Call me immediately.

      My heart stops.

      My alpha roars to life, demanding I go to her. Every instinct I have screams at me to drop everything and drive straight to that house. Check on her. Make sure she's safe. Hold her. Tell her everything's going to be okay. The need is so overwhelming I take a step toward the exit before I catch myself.

      "Sergio? You still there?"

      My hands are shaking. I grip the phone tighter.

      Jessica.

      Wedding dress.

      Alone.

      Crying.

      "She's back," I manage, and my voice cracks on the words.

      "Yeah." Nacho's voice is carefully neutral. The voice he uses when he's trying not to influence a witness. "She ran. From the wedding. Mrs. Whight called the station to report a 'suspicious vehicle' and then spent fifteen minutes telling dispatch the whole story."

      Jessica ran from her wedding, and she's in Largo Waters.

      "I'm calling a meeting," I say, because that's what I do. When things fall apart, I try to hold everyone together.

      "Already texted Pedro and Carlos. They're on their way to the house."

      Of course they are. Because that's what we do. That's what pack does. When something happens, we gather. We talk. We figure it out together.

      Except this isn't something. This is Jessica.

      And there's nothing to figure out. She's Callum's. They’re both betas, they both match. It doesn’t matter if she's back in town.

      She's still his.

      Isn't she?

      "I'll be there in twenty," I say.

      "Make it fifteen. Carlos's already pacing."

      I hang up and stand there for a moment, alone in the empty rink. The ice gleams under the fluorescent lights. Cold and clean and uncomplicated.

      Nothing like the mess waiting for me at home.

      I grab my bag and head for the parking lot. My truck is the only vehicle left, sitting under a light that's been flickering for three weeks. I keep meaning to tell maintenance. I keep forgetting.

      The drive home takes twelve minutes. I know because I count every single one of them, trying to get my head straight before I have to face my brothers. Now the evenings are getting dark earlier now, leaves skittering across the road in the wind.

      Even when I'm falling apart inside.

      Jessica's back.

      She ran from her wedding.

      She's in Largo Waters.

      The thoughts circle like vultures, picking at something I buried a long time ago. Something I wasn't supposed to feel. Something that made me the worst kind of friend.

      I fell in love with my best friend's girlfriend.

      Not right away. Not the first time Callum brought her home and introduced her with that smug smile of his, like she was a trophy he'd won. But slowly. Gradually. In the small moments that added up until I couldn't ignore them anymore.

      The way she laughed at Carlos's stupid jokes. The way she'd curl up on the couch between Pedro and Nacho during movie nights, all soft curves and warmth, so relaxed she'd fall asleep. Like she belonged with us. But she’s a beta, being with her, meant we could never physically be together, because she just couldn’t handle our knots. It wasn’t fair to do that to her, or maybe we should have given her an option. No. There was no option. Callum is a beta. She’s a beta. And he’s our best friend.

      You don't betray your friend like that.

      You bury it. Deep. And you try to be a good person. A good friend.

      Even when it kills you.

      The packhouse comes into view, and I see three vehicles already in the driveway. Pedro's practical sedan. Carlos's work truck with the Negrorio Carpentry logo on the side. Nacho's patrol car, because he apparently came straight from the station.

      I park and sit for a moment, hands on the wheel.

      Whatever happens in there, I need to hold it together. For them. For Callum. For Jessica, even if she doesn't know it.

      I need to be the good guy.

      Even if it feels like swallowing glass.

      I get out of the truck and head inside.

      The living room is exactly what I expected. Pedro is standing by the window, arms crossed, face set in that permanent scowl he wears when he's processing something he doesn't like. His dark hair is perfectly styled even after a full day at the clinic, his wire-rimmed glasses catching the light. He's still in his work clothes: dress pants and a button-down with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, exposing forearms corded with lean muscle. The scent of sage and honey clings to him, the calming alpha scent that makes his patients trust him instinctively.

      Carlos is pacing the length of the room, running his hands through his dark curly hair every few seconds like he's trying to pull his thoughts out through his scalp. He's still in his work clothes too. Jeans covered in sawdust, a flannel shirt with the sleeves torn off, exposing arms thick with muscle from years of manual labor. At six-foot-two, he's built like he spends his days hauling lumber and building houses, because he does. The scent of sandalwood and sawdust surrounds him, earthy and warm.

      Nacho is sitting in the armchair by the fireplace, perfectly still, watching everything. His sheriff's uniform is crisp despite the long shift, his badge gleaming on his chest. He's the shortest of us at just under six feet, but he's built like a tank. Broad shoulders, thick chest, the kind of solid presence that makes people think twice about causing trouble. His black hair is cut military-short, his jaw covered in dark stubble. The scent of leather and rain surrounds him, clean and masculine and steady as hell.

      Their eyes dart in my direction when I walk in, and I can see it written on their faces. The same thing I'm feeling.

      Hope. Fear. Confusion.

      "About time," Carlos says, and his voice is tight with emotion. "I've been losing my mind here."

      "You lost your mind years ago," I say, but there's no bite to it. I drop my bag by the door and move to the center of the room. At six-foot-four, I'm the tallest, my frame lean and athletic from years of hockey. My dark hair is getting too long, curling at my neck, and I'm still wearing my coaching gear—track pants and a team jacket. The scent of cedarwood and ice clings to my skin, sharp and cold from hours at the rink. "What do we know?"

      Pedro answers. His voice is clipped. Professional. Like he's giving a medical report instead of talking about the woman we've all been trying not to think about for six years.

      "She drove through town approximately two hours ago. Wedding dress. Alone. No sign of Callum or anyone else from the wedding party. She went directly to her mom’s house and has been there since."

      "Mrs. Whight saw her," Nacho adds. "Apparently she's been telling everyone that Jessica said she's on her honeymoon."

      Carlos lets out a sound that's half laugh, half sob. "Honeymoon. On her mother's porch. In Largo Waters."

      "It was probably sarcasm," I say softly. "That's so... Jessica."

      The way I say her name makes my chest ache. Carlos stops pacing and looks at me, and I see it in his eyes. The same pain I'm feeling.

      Carlos kissed her. Six years ago, the night before she left. He's never told us exactly what happened, but I saw his face the morning after, when we woke up and she was gone. I saw the guilt. The grief. The way he's never quite forgiven himself for whatever role he played in making her run.

      "Has anyone talked to Callum?" I ask, even though I already know the answer.

      Silence.

      "Someone should probably call him," Pedro says, but he doesn't move toward his phone.

      Neither does anyone else.

      "He's supposed to be our best friend," I say, and the words hurt coming out. "His fiancée just ran out on their wedding. He's probably losing his mind right now. He probably needs us."

      "Probably." Nacho's voice is flat. "But I'm not calling him."

      "Why not?" I ask, even though part of me doesn't want to know.

      "Because if I talk to him right now, I'm going to ask questions I don't want answers to." He meets my eyes, and there's something dark in his gaze. "She ran, Sergio. Women don't run from weddings for no reason. Something happened."

      "You don't know that," I say, but it sounds weak even to my own ears.

      "I know what I saw." He leans forward in the chair. "I've been sheriff for five years. I've seen a lot of women who were scared of the men they were with. And Jessica ran, because she’s scared.”

      The room goes quiet.

      I don't want to think about what he's implying. Golden boy Callum, my best friend since we were kids, charming everyone with his smile and his money and his casual confidence, as someone who would hurt her.

      But I also remember things. Small things. Things I tried to ignore because acknowledging them would mean I was a terrible friend.

      The way Jessica got quieter over the years. The way she stopped laughing as much. The way she always seemed to check Callum's expression before she said anything, like she was asking permission.

      I told myself I was imagining it. Projecting. Seeing what I wanted to see because it would make my feelings for her less of a betrayal.

      Now I'm not so sure.

      "It doesn't matter," I say, and my voice cracks. "Whatever happened between them, it's not our business. She's Callum's fiancée. We can't just—"

      "Ex-fiancée," Carlos interrupts. "Pretty sure running from the altar cancels the engagement."

      "Fine. His ex. But still his." I run my hands through my hair, frustrated with myself, with this whole situation. "They were together for years, then they broke up and he went back to her on bended knees and she took him back without hesitation. They have history. If anyone's going to help her through this, it should be him. Right?"

      I'm asking them. Begging them to tell me I'm doing the right thing. Because I don't know anymore.

      “But he must be the reason she ran!” Carlos says.

      I don't have a response to that.

      Carlos stops pacing and turns to face me. His eyes are bright. Intense. The same look he gets when he's about to do something stupid and knows it.

      "I want to see her," he says.

      My heart clenches. "Carlos..."

      "I need to see her, Sergio. I need to know she's okay."

      "I know. God, I know." I press my palms against my eyes. "You think I don't want the same thing? You think I'm not dying to get in my truck and drive over there? But we can't. She just left Callum. Our best friend. If we show up now, it looks like we're swooping in. Like we're vultures."

      "Maybe we have been," Carlos says quietly.

      "Don't." The word comes out sharper than I intended. "Don't say that. Callum is our friend. He's been our friend for years. We don't betray him like that."

      "Even if he's been hurting her?"

      "We don't know that!"

      "Don't we?" Carlos takes a step toward me. "Sergio, we've all seen it. She changed after she got with him. She got smaller. Quieter. And we all just... let it happen. Because he's our friend and she's just... what? A girl?"

      "That's not fair."

      "Isn't it?" He looks around the room. At Pedro, stone-faced by the window. At Nacho, watching everything with those sharp eyes. At me, trying to hold this pack together when I'm barely holding myself together.

      "We all felt it," Carlos continues, and his voice breaks. "Don't pretend we didn’t, but then again they’re both betas, so this made letting go of her easier. Accepting that they matched.”

      Carlos's eyes are wet now. "He asked her out first. We just... accepted it. Because he's our friend."

      "Because that's what friends do," I say, but my voice is shaking.

      “Betas don't control their girlfriends. They don't..." He stops. Swallows hard. "I've heard things, Sergio. Rumors. About how he treats her. About how she's changed since she moved away with him."

      "Rumors aren't facts," I say weakly.

      "No. But she's sitting on a porch in a ruined wedding dress, and that's a fact." He holds my gaze, and I see tears on his cheeks now. "Something broke her. And I don't think it was cold feet."

      The room is silent except for the tick of the clock on the mantel. The same clock that marked time while we grew up, while we became a pack, while we built lives that were supposed to be complete.

      They never felt complete.

      Not to me.

      Pedro finally speaks. His voice is quiet. Controlled. But I can hear the emotion underneath.

      "Carlos's right. About all of it."

      I turn to look at him, surprised. Pedro doesn't usually get involved in emotional discussions.

      "She never belonged with Callum," he continues. "We didn't want to rock the boat." He uncrosses his arms and shoves his hands in his pockets. "I'm a doctor. I'm trained to see things other people miss. And I saw the way she looked at him sometimes. Not like a woman in love. Like a woman waiting for the other shoe to drop."

      "So what do you want me to do?" I ask, and I hate how helpless I sound. "March over there and tell her we've been in love with her for years? Destroy our friendship with Callum? Start a war? I'm trying to do the right thing here. Help me out, because I don't know what the right thing is anymore."

      "No." Nacho stands up from the chair. Moves to stand beside me. "We stay away. For now. We give her space to figure out what she needs. And we give Callum a chance to explain himself."

      "And if his explanation isn't good enough?" Carlos asks.

      Nacho's jaw tightens. "Then we'll deal with that when it happens."

      It's the right answer. But it feels like giving up. I look around the room at my brothers.

      "Okay," I say softly. "We stay away. We don't contact her. We don't go to her mom’s house. We give her space." I swallow hard. "But if she needs help. If she reaches out. If something happens and she's in danger... all bets are off. Okay? I can't just abandon her. I can't."

      Carlos nods, relief crossing his face.

      Pedro nods too, stiff but understanding.

      Nacho watches me with that knowing look of his. The one that says he can see right through everything to the mess underneath.

      "Meeting adjourned," I say quietly. "I need a minute."

      I head for the stairs, and this time my legs are shaking. Every step takes me further from the conversation but not from the thoughts circling in my head.

      Jessica's back.

      She ran from her wedding.

      She's in Largo Waters, probably crying, probably scared, probably wondering what the hell she's going to do next.

      And I'm supposed to stay away.

      I make it to my room and close the door. Lean against it. Let out the breath I've been holding.

      My phone buzzes. Another text.

      From my mama: Sergio, I know you boys were close with Jessica before she left. That poor girl looked absolutely devastated. Someone should check on her.

      I stare at the message for a long time, and I feel tears burning in my eyes.

      Then I turn off my phone and head for the shower.

      The water is scalding. Hot enough to burn. I stand under it and let myself fall apart where no one can see.

      I remember the Fourth of July barbecue the summer before she left. She'd been wearing cutoff denim shorts that hugged her hips and a tank top that showed off her curves. All soft stomach and thick thighs and full breasts that I tried so hard not to stare at. She'd challenged me to a hockey bet and won, laughing that bright, genuine laugh that made my alpha sit up and take notice. Made me want to pick her up and spin her around. Made me want to kiss her.

      I remember watching her play with the kids at the town fair, patient and kind, her curvy body moving with an easy grace as she lifted them onto the carousel horses. The way Callum had made some comment about her "letting herself go" and I'd had to walk away before I said something I'd regret. She wasn't letting herself go. She was perfect. Full and lush and soft in all the right places. Beautiful.

      She stared at Carlos when he talked about his carpentry projects, her hazel eyes bright with interest. The way she'd fall asleep during movie nights, her head on Nacho's shoulder, her legs tucked under her, completely at ease. The way she'd ask Pedro about his cases at the clinic, genuinely caring about the answers.

      The way she fit with us.

      And I did nothing. I stayed loyal. I was a good friend.

      And now she's two miles away. In a ruined wedding dress. Crying. Alone.

      Pack code. Loyalty. Friendship.

      The words feel hollow. Empty. Like rules from a game I'm not sure I want to play anymore.

      But I'll play it. Because that's what I do. That's who I am. The good guy. The one who tries to do the right thing.

      Even if it costs me her.

      I turn off the water and reach for a towel. My reflection stares back at me from the foggy mirror. Red-rimmed brown eyes. Tight jaw. The face of a man who's been lying to himself for too long.

      We agreed to stay away.

      But we won’t. No matter how hard we try.
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