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      To anyone who has ever felt lost, broken, or like the odds were stacked against them - this is for you.

      

      To the readers who love messy, feral alphas, sassy heroines, and finding family in the chaos - you make these stories worth writing.

      

      And finally, to love in all its wild, complicated, and beautiful forms - this one’s for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Trigger Warning

      

      
        Note From The Author

      

    

    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Also by Rynne Voss

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TRIGGER WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      This novel contains mature themes and content that may be triggering or distressing to some readers. Topics include:

      •	Graphic violence: including physical abuse, torture, and descriptions of injuries.

      •	Sexual content: explicit scenes and discussions of sexual situations, including consensual and non-consensual themes.

      •	Emotional abuse and manipulation: psychological trauma and power dynamics.

      •	Forced bonding and its aftermath: exploration of the trauma associated with forced relationships and their emotional toll.

      •	Death and loss: mentions and depictions of death, including family members and significant others.

      •	Dark themes: including captivity, betrayal, and discussions of survival under extreme circumstances.

      This novel contains RH/Why Choose/MM scenes. If that’s not your jam, that’s okay. This story does include a HEA (Happily Ever After). Reader discretion is advised.
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      Hey there!

      First of all, thank you for picking up this book. Whether you’re a veteran of wild Omegaverse chaos or this is your first step into the madness, I’m so glad you’re here. Before reading this note, please be aware that there are spoilers so proceed with caution.

      Let’s take a second to go over some key terms and details that’ll make your experience even more immersive (and spicy).

      Quick Omegaverse Guide

      •	Alpha: The protective, dominant partner with a feral streak, a lot of growling, and some seriously intense… urges. Think growly cinnamon roll, but make it feral.

      •	Beta: Often the level-headed voice of reason (though not always), they’re somewhere between Alpha and Omega. Less intense instincts but still super protective.

      •	Omega: The heart of the pack, nurturing but strong as hell. The world might label them submissive, but trust me, this book proves they’re anything but weak.

      •	Rut: The Alpha’s extra-intense, I-need-to-fuck-now-or-die period. Handle with care. [image: fire]

      •	Heat: The Omega’s hormonal rollercoaster, where their instincts go wild and bonding often happens. Also very, very hot - literally and figuratively.

      •	Knot: Alphas come equipped with something… extra to seal the deal during intimate moments. It’s intense, emotional, and totally unique to the Omegaverse.

      Dead Bonds: A Quick Guide

      Dead bonds are a rare and complex part of the Omegaverse world in this story. They occur when an attempted bond between an Omega and a pack or Alpha is severed, whether by loss, betrayal, or other violent means. Here are some key points to understand about them:

      •	Forced Bonds: When a bond is created without mutual consent or under duress, it can turn "dead" if the Omega rejects it emotionally or physically. This often leaves behind a painful scar, both physically and mentally.

      •	The Infection: In this book, a dead bond isn’t just emotional - it’s a physical wound. It can fester, causing pain, illness, and even death if not resolved or healed.

      •	Healing a Dead Bond: The only way to truly heal a dead bond is by forming a new, healthy bond with a loving, compatible pack - or, in some cases, facing the trauma head-on.

      Standalone, But With Familiar Faces

      If you’ve read The Omega Chronicles, you might catch a few nods to that world sprinkled throughout this story. While it’s a separate standalone, some threads do connect. Don’t worry, though - you can dive in here without having read the Chronicles. If you have, consider these easter eggs a little treat.

      Content Warnings & Handling Trauma

      This book contains MM relationships, reverse harem/why choose elements, and plenty of explicit content. It’s steamy, messy, and a little unhinged at times. (Okay, a lot unhinged.)

      It also delves into trauma and how characters handle - or don’t handle - it. Their methods of coping might not always align with mental health standards, and that’s okay. They’re flawed, complicated, and learning as they go. No blame, no judgment - just raw, honest storytelling.

      Have Questions?

      I love hearing from readers! If you have thoughts, questions, or just want to scream about these characters (or with them), feel free to email me at rynnevoss@gmail.com.

      Now grab your favorite drink, settle in, and prepare for alphas, omegas, and all the chaos they bring.

      With love and growls,

      Rynne [image: red heart]
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      “Oh my god, Kat! You finally get to meet them all!” Lacey squeals, her high-pitched voice cutting through the air like a chime that won’t stop ringing.

      But tonight? Tonight, I don’t care. Nothing - absolutely nothing - can ruin the joy thrumming through me. Because Lacey’s right.

      Tonight, I finally meet my pack.

      I smile at her, biting my bottom lip softly, as I’ve been taught. “I’m so excited. Conrad is just…perfect. Meeting his pack brothers feels like a dream come true.”

      Lacey and Carmen both sigh in unison, their lashes fluttering as they giggle like the picture-perfect omegas we were trained to be.

      The perfect omegas.

      That’s what the Royal Omega Academy demands of us - what it’s drilled into our heads day after day. Demure, soft, pretty, and responsive. We exist to serve, to complement, to belong to our alphas. These lessons have been etched into me since I was sent here three years ago, just after my scent spiked. Lacey came at sixteen, Carmen at fourteen, and me at fifteen. From the moment our designations were clear, our families sent us to ROA to mold us into what packs desire most.

      I couldn’t be more grateful that Mama convinced my dads to send me here. It led me to Conrad. My future bonded alpha.

      He’s been courting me for a month now, a tedious and carefully measured process designed to protect omegas and ensure that packs are serious. As the pack leader, Conrad was the only one allowed to meet me at first. But from the moment our eyes met, we knew. One date was all it took for me to realize I’d found my place - with him. With them.

      Still, ROA’s rules are unyielding. Courtship must follow strict guidelines, every step planned to guarantee safety and stability. I respect the process, even if my heart feels like it might burst from impatience.

      Tonight marks one month and three days since Conrad initiated the process. Tonight, at the grand Fall Omega Ball, I’ll finally meet the rest of his pack.

      If everything goes as I know it will, I’ll join them in two weeks. We’ll bond, and I’ll finally take my place in their lives. I’ll become their one and only omega, devoting myself to them completely. I’ll show them what a perfect addition I’ll be to their pack.

      And then, finally, I’ll experience my first heat.

      The Academy ensures we remain untouched, our heats suppressed until we bond. It’s a gift - a chance to belong wholly to the pack we choose without ever giving ourselves to another alpha. The thought makes my cheeks flush as my mind wanders to Conrad, Bentley, and Charles. What will they be like? Will they be soft and tender, coaxing me gently through it? Or will they be rough, feral, utterly unrestrained? A shiver runs down my spine. Part of me hopes for the latter.

      “You’re blushing,” Carmen teases, her sweet smile lighting up her face.

      I giggle and duck my head, letting my long golden hair shield me. “I just…I’m nervous. And excited. So excited.”

      “It’s going to be perfect, Kat,” Carmen assures me with that warm, soothing tone that makes her the kindest of us all. “Conrad’s already smitten with you. His pack will be the same - probably even more so once they see you.”

      Her words buoy me, and I can’t stop the grin that spreads across my face. I bounce lightly on my seat, barely able to contain my anticipation. Tonight, I’ve gone all out to look flawless. Soft makeup accentuates my high cheekbones and full lips, and I spent hours curling my golden locks until they cascaded in perfect waves. My dress - a shimmering pink satin - hugs every curve. The sweetheart neckline reveals just enough to tease, to invite.

      My alphas are going to love every inch of me.

      The soft chime of the evening bell breaks through the buzz of excitement, signaling it’s time.

      A tiny squeal escapes my lips as I clap my hands together, my heart hammering in my chest. Lacey and Carmen each grab one of my hands, their faces glowing with the same anticipation I feel. Together, we step out of our shared room and begin the descent down the sweeping stone staircase.

      The courtyard is lush and perfectly manicured, the scent of roses and night-blooming jasmine clinging to the cool evening air. The ballroom looms ahead, pristine and grand, its polished floors gleaming like glass beneath the brilliance of the crystal chandeliers. Even before we step inside, the heavy, intoxicating musk of alphas fills the space, teasing my senses. It’s dizzying, magnetic, almost impossible to resist.

      Their excitement is palpable, buzzing through the room like electricity. But I only have eyes for one alpha. My alpha. My heart races as I scan the space, searching for the only man who matters tonight.

      When my gaze locks on Conrad, a wide, joyful smile spreads across my face. His piercing blue eyes are already fixed on me, darkening with unmistakable heat as he takes in my dress, my curls, the way I’ve presented myself just for him. My scent spirals slightly out of control, rising to meet his, and it takes every ounce of restraint not to let the entire room know just how aroused and excited I am.

      After all, this man is going to be mine.

      Conrad stands tall, his broad shoulders filling out his dark jacket perfectly, his blond hair swept back in a way that looks effortless yet polished. He’s the epitome of the perfect boy next door - clean-cut, charming, utterly safe. He reminds me of the high school quarterbacks in the romance novels I’ve spent so many nights devouring.

      When I first began the courtship process, I had secretly hoped for an alpha who was dark-haired and dangerous, someone who exuded raw, untamed power. That’s always been my guilty pleasure in the books I read.

      But Conrad? Conrad is polo shirts and khakis, the kind of man I can proudly take home to Mama and my Papas. They’ll adore him, just as I do.

      His long, lean legs eat up the distance between us, each step confident, sure. My heart skips a beat, then another. I’m giddy, practically trembling with excitement. At my sides, Lacey and Carmen squeeze my hands in encouragement before letting go, slipping away to join the other unmatched omegas.

      “You’re beautiful, Kat.” Conrad’s voice is rich, steady, and it washes over me like a soothing balm, drawing my attention away from the lingering crowd. His ocean-blue eyes rake over me, appreciation etched into every line of his face. It’s enough to make my omega purr, but I choke the sound back, swallowing it down like a secret.

      “You look very handsome, Conrad,” I reply, offering him the soft, demure smile Lady Donovan, our headmistress, has drilled into us. My tone is calm, controlled, but I can’t help the way my gaze flickers behind him, searching. My brows furrow slightly. “Where are Bentlyand Charles?”

      He takes my hand in his, his fingers warm as they intertwine with mine. “They went to the park,” he says gently. “I thought we could meet them outside where the scents aren’t so overwhelming.”

      I nod quickly, the idea instantly appealing. Meeting them in a quieter space without the mingling scents of so many alphas and omegas sounds perfect. My pulse quickens at the thought of finally memorizing their scents, holding them in my mind like treasures. Maybe tonight our scent-match bond will snap into place, just like I’ve dreamed.

      It hasn’t happened with Conrad yet, but that doesn’t mean it won’t. Bonds can be tricky sometimes - they need all the members of the pack to align before they snap into place. But I know deep in my heart that we are fated. We have to be. Conrad has been utterly devoted to me from the moment we met, and that kind of loyalty only comes with fate.

      He begins walking toward the exit, his long fingers still entwined with mine. I follow without hesitation, my heart skipping a beat with every step. The pathway is quiet, lit by the soft glow of garden lights, the cool evening air wrapping around us like a secret. We slip around the side of the grand ballroom and make our way toward the front administration building, where no one else is lingering.

      The silence feels heavier now, broken only by the crunch of gravel underfoot. What should be comforting - a rare moment alone with my alpha - feels wrong. I glance around, expecting Bently and Charles to appear at any moment, their presence grounding me. But they don’t.

      “Are they okay? It’s taking them a while to park,” I ask, trying to keep my voice even despite the nervous edge creeping in.

      Conrad scoffs, the sound sharp and dismissive. It cuts through my worry like a slap. “They’re fine, omega.”

      The word omega, spoken like that, stings more than it should. I don’t respond, my feet dragging slightly as we move down the path. Something inside me - instinct maybe - feels off. My body slows without me realizing, my skin prickling with unease. But I push the feeling away. I should trust my alpha… shouldn’t I?

      Conrad’s grip tightens on my hand. Hard. Too hard.

      “Conrad, that hurts,” I say softly, my voice barely above a whisper.

      He doesn’t respond. Not even a glance in my direction. The pressure in his grip grows until a small whimper escapes my lips, and his pace quickens as he drags me off the path, toward the darkened gymnasium.

      “Conrad?” My voice wavers now, the unease boiling over into something sharper, something closer to fear.

      Still, nothing.

      The gym door creaks loudly when he pushes it open. The sound echoes in the empty space, each step of his shoes against the floor landing like a thunderclap in the silence. The air is stale, heavy. My eyes dart toward the exit, but Conrad pulls me farther inside, my pulse pounding harder with every step.

      “Don’t fucking move,” he barks suddenly, his voice sharp and cold, echoing off the walls.

      My body freezes instantly, instinct taking over. I can’t stop it. It’s the omega in me responding to the command in his voice, locking me in place no matter how desperately my mind screams to run. My heart is racing now, my breaths coming short and fast as I stand there, helpless.

      I turn toward him slowly, tears burning in my eyes, and the sight of him makes my stomach twist. His eyes - those ocean-blue eyes I’ve admired for weeks - are dark and hard, almost black. His face, once so warm and kind, is now twisted into something cruel.

      “You just had to tease me, didn’t you?” he snarls, stepping closer.

      “N-no, Conrad - ” I stammer, the words catching in my throat.

      “Don’t speak. Don’t move,” he commands again, the bark hitting me like a whip. My body locks up tighter, the tears spilling over now. I can’t stop them.

      He steps into my space, his chest brushing against mine as his hands grab at me roughly, sliding down my dress in a way that feels wrong. So wrong. The sound of fabric tearing fills the room, and I feel the cool air against my skin as he exposes me. His scent, once comforting and familiar, now reeks - bitter and sour, burning my nose and making bile rise in my throat.

      “You just had to push me,” he growls, leaning in close, his nose pressing into the curve of my neck. “Little whores get treated like sluts.”

      I can’t move. I can’t even speak. The fear is suffocating now, drowning out every rational thought as I stand there, powerless, while the alpha I thought I knew unravels before me.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Blood.

      So much blood.

      Between my thighs, warm and sticky. On my ribs, smeared in streaks that don’t feel like they belong to me. On my hands. Tangled in my hair. Everywhere.

      And a body.

      A large alpha body sprawled on the floor, unmoving. Lifeless. Staring at the ceiling with wide, empty eyes.

      His pants are undone, his soft cock exposed, glistening with the blood of my virginity.

      I gag. My stomach twists violently, but nothing comes up. Just dry heaves that wrack my body as I stare at the scene in front of me.

      He’s dead.

      Conrad.

      He took something from me. He stole it. My first time. My innocence. My belief in him.

      So I took something from him.

      Run…I have to run.
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      The bone-deep ache hits me like a sledgehammer, sharp and unrelenting. It’s the same shit, every time. Like I’ve been hit by a freight train, backed over, and then dragged just for kicks. Scratch that - this is worse. So much fucking worse.

      I crack my eyes open, instantly regretting the decision. The room is dark, almost pitch black, with just the faintest sliver of light leaking through the edges of the blackout curtains. I made this place a cave for a reason. Darkness is safe. It’s unbothered. But right now, even that feels like too much. My body, the traitorous sack of meat that it is, takes its time adjusting, dragging itself back to a reality I don’t even want to deal with.

      My hands twitch before they move, dragging themselves up my body in a lazy, half-assed sweep. Routine at this point - check, catalog, confirm. Sweats: damp as hell, plastered to me like a second skin. Shirt: same deal. Hair: braided to the side, frizzy as shit but still there.

      And then my fingers brush it. The tubing.

      A hiss slips out before I can stop it.

      The thin plastic line snakes under my skin, cold and clinical, like it belongs there. It doesn’t. I feel every inch of it, coiled and heavy, reminding me just how fucked up my life is. My fingers trail down to the crook of my arm, where the needle sits, stabbing into me like a goddamn parasite. Mocking me. Always mocking me.

      I don’t think about it. I just grab it and yank. The needle slides free with a sharp sting, leaving my arm burning in its wake. The pain is fresh, raw, and almost satisfying. It’s something real, something sharp enough to cut through the dull, endless ache I wake up with every fucking time.

      The needle clatters to the floor with a hollow ting. I don’t bother looking at it. Why would I? I already know what it looks like - thin, sharp, useless. It’s supposed to keep me sane, keep me functional. Instead, it’s just another reminder of how fucked my life is.

      Suppressants and sedation. The so-called miracle solution. Every few months, I pump my veins full of this magic juice, and presto! No more lucid heat. No more pheromones. No more omega bullshit clawing its way to the surface. Just peace and quiet.

      Except it’s not peace. It’s a void.

      An empty, soul-sucking nothingness. Survival at the expense of every other goddamn thing that made me, me.

      I stare at the ceiling, tracing the jagged cracks running through it like veins. I’ve counted them before. Once because I was bored out of my mind. Twice because I was too pissed off to sleep and needed something to distract me from punching a hole in the wall. They haven’t changed. And neither have I.

      Every three months, I wake up like this. Sweating, shaking, soaked in slick, feeling like I’ve been chewed up and spit out. It doesn’t matter how long I’ve been doing this. Doesn’t matter how much I know what to expect. It still feels like shit. It still feels like the universe has it out for me.

      Seventeen-year-old me wouldn’t even recognize us now. That girl? She thought being an omega was supposed to mean something. A blessing, they called it. A gift. Something sacred or beautiful or whatever flowery garbage they were feeding us at the Academy.

      God, I was such a fuckin’ idiot.

      Now? Now all that’s left is this. Me. Alive, breathing, bitter as hell, and pissed off about it.

      I force myself upright with a groan, pain flaring through my muscles like an old, familiar enemy. The heat sheets squish beneath me, slick and sweat pooling in places I really don’t want to think about. My jaw clenches as I pat the mattress, praying to whatever sick bastard runs this shitshow of a universe that the sheets did their damn job.

      Because if they didn’t? If this mess seeped through?

      I’m gonna fucking lose it.

      I can’t afford another mattress. Hell, I couldn’t even afford this one - bought it used and tried not to gag at the stains. But there’s no way I can stomach sleeping on something soaked in that. The idea alone makes my skin crawl. I force myself off the bed, shoving down the sick feeling rolling through me, and stumble to the bathroom.

      The floor is cold, the tiles rough under my bare feet, but I barely notice. My head’s pounding, my body’s screaming, and I’m too busy trying to make it to the shower without crumpling. Everything feels off. My muscles don’t move right, like they forgot how to work during the days I spent unconscious.

      I crank the water on, scalding hot, and strip off my clothes in jerky movements. The damp fabric clings like it doesn’t want to let go, like it’s fucking laughing at me. I rip the shirt off and kick the sweats away, breathing hard, teeth gritted so tight my jaw feels ready to snap.

      The first blast of water hits my skin, and that’s when the tears come.

      “Fuck,” I choke out, gripping the tile as my chest heaves. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      It doesn’t stop. It never fucking stops. The water burns, steaming around me, but it’s nothing compared to the fire inside my chest. I slam a fist against the wall, the sound sharp and hollow over the pounding spray, but it doesn’t help. The tears keep coming, hot and messy, and I hate it. I hate it so goddamn much.

      I hate this.

      Another heat, another three days gone, wasted. Writhing and soaked and alone. Always alone. No relief, no connection, no…no fucking point to any of it. Just me, stuck in my own goddamn body, waiting for it to break me again.

      “Fucking omega bullshit,” I snarl, scrubbing at my face with shaking hands. My skin feels raw under my fingers, but I can’t stop. I dig my nails in, clawing at the sticky residue of everything that came pouring out of me while I was too out of it to stop it. The slick, the sweat, the goddamn shame.

      Unfulfilled. That’s the word for it. Like it’s clinical, like it’s not the single most gut-wrenching part of the whole thing. It’s the fallout. The crash that slams into me after every heat - the part no one ever talks about. They don’t tell you that once the screaming stops, all you’re left with is this gaping fucking emptiness. This hole that nothing fills.

      I punch the wall again, harder this time. The dull thud echoes in the steam-filled bathroom, louder in my head than it has any right to be. Doesn’t matter. None of this shit matters. The heat is over. The tears are here. And I can’t fucking stop them.

      I stand there, letting the water scald my skin, until my knees threaten to give out. Then I shut the shower off, grab the nearest towel, and wipe myself down like I’m trying to erase everything that just happened. It doesn’t work. It never works.

      Damp hair re-braided, body stuffed into old sweats and an oversized hoodie, I shuffle out of the bathroom. The mirror caught a glimpse of me on the way out - red eyes, blotchy skin, the picture of someone who’s been wrecked by her own biology - but I didn’t stop to look. What’s the point?

      The couch in the living room is where I end up. My shitty, sagging couch that I picked up secondhand and pretended wasn’t disgusting when I bought it. I grab a mountain of blankets and a couple of mismatched pillows, tugging them into a lopsided pile around me. It’s not much, but it’s enough to feel like something. Enough for my omega to stop screaming in the back of my mind.

      She’s thankful for it. Grateful I haven’t stomped out every last instinct she has. This crappy pile of fabric is all she gets, and she’s practically purring over it. It’s pathetic.

      Once the “nest” is done, I drag my laptop and phone closer, settling in like I’m planning to stay here forever. Which, honestly, I might be. First order of business? Food. I power on my phone, swipe away a few notifications I don’t give a shit about, and open the delivery app.

      Mishkov’s. The only restaurant in the entire goddamn nation worth caring about. Their pierogis are legendary. They don’t just make pierogis - they own them. They’re everything pierogis should be: soft, pillowy perfection stuffed with buttery potato and chives. The kind of food that makes you feel like maybe life isn’t total garbage for five minutes.

      And the chocolate pierogis? Don’t even get me started. Sweet, gooey chocolate filling wrapped in dough that somehow tastes better than any dessert has a right to. I place my usual order: one savory, two sweet. Enough to drown in carbs and sugar for at least a day.

      Now that food is handled, I figure it’s time to get my shit together and make sure I can pay rent this month. Even though this apartment is a complete hellhole, it still demands its pound of flesh, and the landlord’s not exactly the forgiving type.

      I shove the blankets off my lap and grab my laptop. The hinges creak when I open it, but it boots up fine. It’s old, but it works. Kind of like me.

      Work. It’s one of the few things I can tolerate. Honestly, I’m good at it - better than most. If there’s one thing I took away from my time at the Royal Academy, it’s how to manage finances. They drilled it into us, probably hoping we’d use those skills to be good little omegas for our packs. Keep the books, balance the accounts, make yourself indispensable to your alpha. Because God forbid an omega isn’t “useful” in every possible way.

      What a load of horseshit.

      I used to believe that crap. I really did. But here’s the thing: it’s not about being “useful” or “supportive.” Most of them can’t fucking do it. They look at a spreadsheet and see hieroglyphics. They try to balance accounts and end up bleeding cash. That’s not pride - that’s stupidity.

      But me? I see the patterns. I understand the flow. Numbers make sense in a way most people don’t.

      When I left everything behind, I decided to make a living doing something I actually enjoy. It took time - a lot of time. Starting from scratch isn’t easy, especially when you’ve got nothing but a bitter attitude and a knack for Excel. But I scraped my way up, clawed through every rejection and underpaid gig until I found a place where I could dig in.

      That’s why the Alekseevs hired me.

      They’re not just a pack. They’re the pack. The kind you whisper about in dark rooms. The kind that makes people disappear when they step out of line. I’m not stupid enough to ask questions, but I’ve seen enough in their accounts to know exactly what they are: mafia.

      And they’re good at it. Ruthless, calculating, terrifyingly efficient. They’ve got their claws in everything - construction, imports, clubs, casinos. If there’s money to be made, the Alekseevs are in it. And if you’re in their way? You don’t stay there long.

      I work for them as a finance analyst - or, in simpler terms, I keep their books clean. I make sure their money is where it’s supposed to be, double-check their deals, and flag anything that smells like a rat. I send reports, updates, projections - whatever they need to keep their empire from crumbling.

      I’m not stupid. I know what happens to people who fuck up in their world. But here’s the thing: I don’t fuck up. Not anymore.

      My hands hover over the keyboard as I open the secure message portal, the familiar logo spinning for a moment before my inbox loads. A handful of spreadsheets stare back at me, the kind of busywork I usually knock out without breaking a sweat. But my stomach twists when I see his name pop up.

      Mak.

      He’s my contact within the family. The one who hands me the jobs, passes along updates, and occasionally checks my work when he feels like being a hardass. I don’t deal with anyone else, and frankly, I’d prefer it stayed that way. I’ve never met him in person, but I know enough. Mak doesn’t babysit. He doesn’t micromanage. If he’s messaging me, it’s either important or it’s a problem.

      I click on the message, and the text loads in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have you looked over the Casino file?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Zyn?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s been two days. I thought you weren’t going on vacation until next week.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Do I need to send someone looking for you?

      

      

      

      

      

      Ice floods my veins.

      Fuck.

      I stare at the screen, my pulse hammering as my brain tries to catch up. My heat hit this weekend - so early, so unexpected, it threw me completely off. It hadn’t even occurred to me to let Mak know. I was ahead on my work. The casino file was done, sent, wrapped in a neat little bow. He never checks in on me like this. Why would he now?

      But here he is. And now I feel like I’m sitting on the edge of a fucking cliff, teetering between annoyed and terrified. He’s either pissed as hell or genuinely worried, and I’m betting everything I’ve got on the first option.

      Mak doesn’t strike me as the type to give a shit about anyone. Not that I really know for sure. The guy’s a ghost - a voice on the other end of a secure line, a name at the top of my inbox. I don’t know what he looks like, where he operates, or even if Mak is his real name.

      What I do know? If he’s messaging me, I need to respond. Fast.

      I crack my knuckles, forcing my hands to steady, and start typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey, Mak. No need to send the cavalry. I had a family emergency, forgot my laptop at home.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I sent the casino file last week. Should be in your email.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hit send and immediately regret it. My fingers twitch over the keyboard, resisting the urge to add something else - maybe an apology, maybe an excuse. No. That’d look weak.

      The truth is, I don’t think Mak would actually take the time to send someone looking for me. He’s not that kind of guy. But if he did? That would be bad. Like, career-ending bad. I don’t leave my apartment unless I absolutely have to. Groceries, if the delivery fees are too high. That’s it. It’s not paranoia - it’s survival.

      If Mak’s pissed enough to dig into where I live, why I’m missing, what the hell I’ve been doing?

      I shake the thought off, clutching a blanket tighter around my shoulders like it’s some kind of shield. One problem at a time. For now, I’ve responded. That’s what matters.

      To keep my hands busy - and my mind from spiraling - I click into the other spreadsheets sitting in my queue. My brows furrow almost immediately as I skim through them. These files have already been signed off on. The initials in the corner are clear as day, stamped in that neat, robotic font. Another bookkeeper’s work.

      What the fuck?

      Why am I reviewing documents that someone else has already approved? This isn’t my usual workload. These are dead files - already processed, checked, and shelved. I rub at my temple, frustration clawing at me. This feels like busywork, which is not Mak’s style. If he’s sending me something, it’s because it matters.

      My phone buzzes on the couch next to me, the screen lighting up with a new text. I snatch it up, thumb swiping before I even read the notification.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need you to review the files I sent in last night. Immediately.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Is your family ok?

      

      

      

      

      

      I blink at the screen, momentarily stunned. Since when does he ask about my family? Since when does Mak ask about anything that isn’t directly tied to the Alekseevs’ business?I’m on it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is there a reason I am reviewing things that have already been checked?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Family is fine. Won’t happen again. Also can cancel the vacation I had planned. Ill be working.

      

      

      

      

      

      His response is immediate.

      I freeze.

      The word sits on my screen, a sharp punch of adrenaline firing through my veins. Rat. A single syllable that means a thousand different things in this line of work, none of them good.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rat.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      What the fuck…what the actual fucking fuck?

      There are some things in life that should just be known. Don’t put pineapple on pizza. Don’t steal a car in front of a cop. Don’t go streaking at a football game unless you’re actively trying to ruin your life. And for the love of all things holy, don’t fucking steal from the mafia family you work for.

      Apparently, Luis C. Dalgato didn’t get that memo.

      I stare at the spreadsheets, my stomach doing somersaults. It’s all there, clear as fucking day. Wonky numbers, missing expenses, displaced balances. It’s so obvious, it practically screams, LOOK AT ME, I’M A RED FLAG. The kind of shit no one in their right mind would ever let slide.

      My fingers twitch against the keyboard as I go over it all again, even though I don’t need to. I’ve already triple-checked every line. The mistakes are there, glaring at me, laughing in my face.

      Luis.

      Luis fucking Dalgato. The man who gave me the crash course on running books for the Alekseev Family. The one who showed me the ropes, answered my endless questions, and didn’t complain when I fumbled through my first few weeks.

      Luis, who - let’s be real - has probably been part of this family since the Stone Age. The guy’s old enough to have seen the Alekseevs rise to power, kind enough to never lord that experience over anyone, and patient enough to deal with someone like me.

      So why the fuck would he do this?

      It doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t add up. It’s confusing, infuriating, and, more than anything, scary. My hands feel cold, my chest tight, and I’m torn straight down the middle.

      Because I have a responsibility.

      To Mak. To the Alekseevs. To the family that could have me buried six feet under if they ever thought I was complicit in something like this. I should tell him the truth. I should send the report, point out the discrepancies, and let Mak handle it.

      But if I do that? It’s over for Luis.

      I think about his quiet patience, the way he smiled when I finally started getting the hang of the work. The way he explained things so carefully, like he didn’t want to overwhelm me. Luis is sweet. He’s kind. He’s the one person in this line of work who doesn’t make me feel like I need to have a knife strapped to my thigh just to survive the day.

      But the math doesn’t lie.

      I’ve gone through this so many times I could recite the numbers in my fucking sleep. It’s there. It’s real. And I can’t pretend it’s not.

      My breathing feels shallow. My chest tightens. I take a deep, steadying breath and shove my chair back, putting distance between myself and the laptop.

      Think.

      I rake my fingers through my damp hair, pacing the tiny living room. This isn’t just some innocent mistake. It’s deliberate. Calculated. But why? And more importantly, what the fuck am I supposed to do about it?

      I glance at my phone, the weight of Mak’s earlier message heavy in the back of my mind.

      Rat.

      It feels heavier than it should, that single word. Like it’s sitting there, watching me, daring me to ignore what I’ve found.

      I swallow hard and take a deep, steadying breath before grabbing the phone. My thumbs hover over the keyboard as I type out a message that feels like it weighs a thousand pounds.

      
        
          
            
              
        I found discrepancies in some of the reports.

      

      

      

      

      

      There. Short. Simple. Maybe he’ll think I’m overthinking it. Maybe he won’t ask for details. Maybe he’ll shrug it off and tell me to focus on something else.

      Yeah, fucking right.

      I throw my head back, staring at the ceiling like it’ll magically give me answers. The tension in my chest knots tighter as my phone vibrates.

      I stiffen when my phone vibrates.

      
        
          
            
              
        Explain.

      

      

      

      

      

      Fuck. Fucking fuck fuck.

      I sit down, grabbing the laptop and dragging it closer, rattling off the details as I type.

      
        
          
            
              
        Spreadsheet One has 200,000 missing from the final balance, spread out over different inputs and outputs. Spreadsheet Two is missing nearly 500,000. And Spreadsheet Three is missing 120,000.

      

      

      

      

      

      I hesitate before hitting send, my finger hovering over the button. Then I grit my teeth and tap it.

      His response is immediate.

      
        
          
            
              
        Name of the report.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Luis

      

      

      

      

      

      Silence. No response.

      The moment I hit send, silence falls. No response. No acknowledgment. Just…nothing.

      The quiet stretches long enough to make my skin crawl. My palms are sweaty, my heart pounding, and the tiny voice in the back of my head is screaming, This is bad. This is really, really fucking bad.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s been two days since I sent the report to Mak. Two long, silent fucking days.

      No messages. No follow-ups. No confirmation that he even read what I sent him. Nothing.

      And that nothing is getting under my skin in a way I’m not used to. Normally, I’d bury myself in work, wrap myself in blankets, or sit on the couch with a bowl of pierogis until the world made sense again. But this? This silence has me restless.

      The kind of restless that has me pacing my tiny apartment like a caged animal, hands twitching at my sides. The kind that makes me feel like I need to do something - get out, go for a walk, breathe fresh air for the first time in what feels like weeks.

      It’s not like me. My apartment is my sanctuary. My cave. The place where the outside world doesn’t exist. But right now? It feels like the walls are closing in. Like the silence is pushing against my chest and making it impossible to fucking breathe.

      My skin itches. My muscles feel tight, coiled, ready to snap. It’s a feeling I know too well, the precursor to a panic attack. But this is also…different.

      It’s sharper. Louder.

      I can’t figure out why it’s digging its claws into me. Why it won’t leave me the fuck alone.

      Finally, I throw my hands up. Fuck it. I grab my phone and toss it into my purse. A walk to the grocery store won’t kill me, and I’m running low on coffee and a few other essentials anyway. It’s not like I’m diving headfirst into society - I’ll go, grab my stuff, and get back before anyone even notices I was out.

      I pull on a pair of jeans and an oversized sweatshirt that hangs mid-thigh, tugging the fabric down as I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My hair goes up into a messy bun, glasses perched on my nose, and I look just disheveled enough that no one will want to talk to me. Perfect.

      I double-check my purse before heading for the door.

      Glock? Check.

      Safety first and all that jazz.

      I take a breath, steady myself, and open the door.

      The cool night air hits me like a slap, a sharp contrast to the stale heat of my apartment. Luckily, it’s late enough that the streets are mostly empty. Just a few drunken stragglers stumbling between bars, laughing too loudly at jokes that probably weren’t funny.

      Good. The less attention, the better.

      I keep my head down, my steps even, and thank the gods of modern science for de-scenter. No one so much as glances my way. As far as the world is concerned, I’m just another nobody making a midnight grocery run. No trace of omega. No trace of anything worth noticing.

      I’m almost to the store when the sound stops me in my tracks.

      Grunts. Thuds. Low, sharp yells.

      It’s muted, like whoever’s fighting doesn’t want to draw attention. But come the fuck on - it’s one in the morning. Of course someone walking by would notice.

      Someone like me.

      I glance down the dark alley the noise is coming from, and everything in me goes still.

      Five men. Five big men. And one guy standing alone.

      At first, it looks like he’s holding his own. The movements are sharp, fluid, calculated. You can tell he’s trained, whoever he is. The others don’t swarm him all at once, either. It’s one-on-one, sometimes two. Like they’re testing him, toying with him.

      But then the leader speaks, and my stomach twists.

      “Enough,” the big one barks, his arms crossed like he owns the world. “End this bullshit and send the message to the Alekseevs. We’ve been here too long.”

      That name freezes the air in my lungs.

      The Alekseevs.

      Before I can stop myself, I’m
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