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      “Why couldn’t you choose somewhere closer?” My mother sighed dramatically as she looked over the ruin of my bedroom. 

      I was packing; therefore, I was allowed to be messy. 

      I shook my head and shoved more clothes into the open suitcase on my bare mattress. The car I’d bought with my savings was sitting outside, stuffed to the gills with everything I thought I’d need for my first year of college. I probably wouldn’t need half of it, but that didn’t matter right now. All that mattered was that I was finally leaving. 

      My mother plucked a puffy down jacket out of the suitcase in front of me and made a face. “Winter clothes are so much more expensive here. Really, Rhys, if you wanted to go skiing all you had to do was ask...” 

      It was hard not to roll my eyes. My mother was a busy woman—a brilliant divorce lawyer who spent more time trying to buy her way into my good graces than I cared to think about. It wasn’t her fault she was in demand, but she could have tried a little harder too. 

      I pulled the coat out of her hands gently. “I don’t want to go skiing.”

      “Then what is it? Are you feeling suffocated? Is it because you’re the only one in your class still living at home with mommy?” She pursed her lips at me, grabbed my chin in her carefully manicured hand, and shook my head gently. “No, I love living at home,” she said in a sing-song voice. 

      I turned my head and pushed her hand away. That move had been cute when I was a kid. Now, it just made me cringe. 

      “Mom. Come on. Everyone has already gone away for college or gotten a job. I can’t just… sit here. This is what I’m supposed to do!” 

      My mother shook her head and crossed her arms over her “tastefully augmented” chest. “Rhysy, my honey, you know I’d be just as happy if you did a year of community college and then settled down with a nice dentist so you could get busy giving me some grandbabies while I’m still young enough to be a fabulous grandmother.” 

      I blinked slowly and stared at my mother. She was perfect in every way, from her carefully dyed hair to her Prada heels, but she hadn’t always been like this. She’d struggled for years to get where she was, and I was proud of her. It had been just the two of us since I could remember, and she never talked about my father. But she did talk about how rough it had been without him around and how hard she had worked. My mother was a planner, something that I’d taken for granted when I was younger. But her planning also extended to me—something I wasn’t exactly happy about. 

      She’d been hinting at her plans for me in a not-so-subtle way as soon as I’d started dating. I’d seen her Pinterest boards of cute baby rooms and magazine-worthy baby showers. She hadn’t been able to have any of those things when I’d been born, and, as she kept telling me, she wasn’t going to let me stand in her way of making sure I had them. 

      The only thing was, I didn’t know what I wanted. But I knew I wanted to make my own decisions. Especially when it came to children. I wasn’t even ready for a serious boyfriend, let alone dirty diapers and a baby on my hip. 

      When I was younger it was easy to laugh it all off, but now that it was time for me to go off on my own she’d gotten a little more… insistent. 

      “I just want a change of scenery,” I said finally.

      My mother sighed and plucked a thick cable-knit sweater out of my suitcase. “These winter layers are so bulky. You have such nice shoulders. They’ll look ridiculous under all this wool.” 

      I pulled the sweater out of her hands, folded it back into the suitcase, and closed the zipper with a determined flourish. “We already talked about this,” I said firmly. “I’m going to a proper school to get a proper degree I can be proud of so I can do something for myself. I’m not trying to get into anything serious, and I’m definitely not looking for a dentist. Why would I hook up with a dentist?” 

      My mother snorted and flipped her artfully waved hair over her shoulders. “Rhys, you ‘hook up’ with actors and environmental studies majors,” she said airily. “You marry dentists.” 

      “Whatever you say, Mom,” I laughed. This was going nowhere, just like it always did. 

      “I know,” she said with a smile. She kissed me loudly on the cheek and strode out of the room. “Finish your packing and we’ll order pizza,” she called over her shoulder. 

      “I can’t! I have to go!” 

      “The highway can wait!”

      I groaned and flopped down over my suitcase. I’d known that this was going to be hard, but I hadn’t really thought it would be this hard.
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      Thanks to my mother’s insistence on checking and rechecking my route and then taking it upon herself to pre-book all my hotel stays it would have been pointless to do any driving. I spent my last night in LA sleeping on the massive couch in our living room—and even though I tried desperately to sleep, I ended up staring at the ceiling while my thoughts and doubts rolled around in my head like bowling balls. 

      It felt like I’d only been asleep for ten seconds when my mother woke me up as she was leaving for work. She always left precisely at six to beat the morning rush into the city. I could smell espresso and almond butter as she swept into the room. 

      “If you leave now the traffic won’t be too painful,” she said as she pulled down my blanket and swatted me with a couch cushion. I groaned in response and buried my face in the couch. “But if I come home and you’re still here, that’s okay too.” 

      “Mom!” I lifted my head from the couch and rubbed my face. “I’ve already paid the deposit on my first semester!” 

      My mother kissed me and pinched my chin the same way she always did. “Whatever you need my pumpkin seed, Mommy’s here for you.” 

      “Moommm—” 

      My mother flung her hands in the air in mock defeat—Calliope McArthy was never defeated—and sighed dramatically. “I know. I know. But I’m allowed to be worried about you!” She fluffed another couch cushion and perched on the arm. “Did I tell you I have a new client?” 

      I groaned inwardly and rubbed a hand through my hair. Here we go.

      “He has a son about your age—and he’s an alpha too. And single!” 

      “Stop it! I’m leaving today!” 

      It was hard not to laugh. Coming from anyone but my mother this would all have been unbearably insulting, but she was just so damn charming. Her arguments were always flawless, and it was obvious why she got her way as often as she did when she was in court. 

      Alphas loved her for her fire, and omegas worshipped her strength and power. Calliope McArthy could be overbearing, domineering, demanding, argumentative, manipulative, and selfish—sometimes all those things at the same time—but she was never malicious, and I knew she loved me more than anything. Sometimes she just forgot I wasn’t a child anymore. 

      My mother smiled her dazzling smile and pulled me to my feet. She wrapped me in a tight hug, and I inhaled the scent of her expensive perfume and high-end hair products. “I love you pumpkin seed,” she said softly. “I’ll miss you until Christmas.” 

      “I love you too,” I said into her shoulder. I was going to miss her, but the allure of freedom was too close, and I couldn’t even think about Christmas. 

      Three months seemed like a lifetime away. 

      

      With way too much fussing and all-business hugs that turned into too tight hugs, I was finally able to push my mother out the door. I stood on the landing and waved as she backed her powder-blue BMW out of the driveway and sped away down our quiet street. 

      I closed the door carefully and leaned against it with a heavy sigh that was more out of relief than anything. 

      The house was strange when it was quiet. My mother didn’t like silence, and there was always some kind of noise happening when she was home—music in the kitchen, a TV blaring in another room—always something. This was nice. 

      I showered, dressed, and filled a bag with snacks for the road. This was my first real road trip, and I didn’t know what I’d need or what would be happening, but there was always time for pretzels. 

      My first stop was just over the state line in Utah. My mother had wanted me to stay in Vegas. She had connections at Mandalay Bay and had promised me the best room possible with a complimentary buffet, but I’d talked her out of it. I don’t know how I managed it, but somehow, I’d managed to talk her out of every big city hotel she’d suggested. All I expected on this trip was a bed to sleep in and some substandard takeout to fill my belly. I was planning to drive six or seven hours a day and see how that treated me… with any luck, I’d get into Oakmount sooner than I expected, and that was all I was looking forward to. 

      I was nervous and excited at the same time. Maybe even a little terrified. But it was going to be worth it. I knew that for sure. 
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      To call my road trip ambitious was generous, but I managed to get my little green Chevette to Oakmount in one piece without breaking down once—something my mother had been convinced would happen. 

      Like a dutiful son, I called her at every hotel so she would know I’d made it safely. 

      “I know you’re trying to have an ‘experience,’ but you know I would feel much better about this if you’d agreed to stay in the cities and hotels I picked out for you,” she said at the start of every phone call.

      Her voice echoed in my head as I drove past the wooden sign that welcomed me to Oakmount. “Steel and Coal for the Future!” the faded paint on the sign proudly proclaimed. I didn’t even want to know what she would have to say about this place. 

      Oakmount, Pennsylvania was a college town now, but for more than a hundred years it had been a bustling industry hub that had fed the railroad boom. Production had fallen off with the closure of a steel factory and two nearby mines, and then the town had all but dried up until the college was founded. It wasn’t a resurgence by any means, but it was enough to keep the town alive. 

      It was all in the college brochure, but I didn’t really care about the history of the place. I’d found Oakmount because of its literature program. My mother hadn’t taken much interest in what I’d applied for, but if she’d known what I’d decided on, she would have suggested a thousand other options that didn’t involve moving across the country with everything I owned stuffed into the back seat of a vintage rust bucket.

      I pulled the printout my mother had given me from the pocket of my jacket and tried to unfold it on the dash. My GPS barked its imperious commands, and I turned obediently down a quiet residential street lined with the oak trees that gave the town its name. 

      “Two-Two-Seven,” I murmured aloud as I read the house numbers and stopped in front of the correct address. “All my unlucky numbers. Go figure.” I took a deep breath and got out of the car, wincing as the driver’s side door creaked loudly. It had always sounded awful, but it had gotten worse somewhere in the middle of Kentucky. 

      I leaned on the roof of the car and looked up at the house that would be my dorm room for the year. When it came to my “little adventure,” the only thing I had allowed my mother to use any of her scarily cast connections on was my accommodations.  

      I’d only ever lived at home, what did I know about what I was going to need to survive for a year? With my luck I would have ended up in a frigid basement suite with a sparking hotplate and a leaking toilet in a shared bathroom. 

      I knew how to do laundry, and I knew not to leave dirty dishes in the kitchen sink for days, but that was about where my levels of “adulting” ended. I knew how sad that sounded, but that’s why I was here in Oakmount—so all of that could change. 

       The house my mother had chosen was over a hundred years old, but from the list of extensive renovations the owners had bragged about on the rental site, it was a wonder there was anything original left to give it the heritage status that was proudly proclaimed by the brass plaque on the beautifully painted front gate.

      The photos on the website had done the actual house almost no favors, but as I stood in front of the three-level, navy blue structure with gabled windows and a sharply pitched roof, some of my nervousness began to melt away. At least I had a nice place to live while I was here. Maybe this wouldn’t be a bad start after all. 

      “Home Sweet Home,” I muttered as I zipped up my jacket against the nip of the autumn wind and walked up the white-painted front stairs with as much confidence as I could muster. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do.

      My fingers hadn’t even touched the shining brass knocker when the door flew open. A young man, an omega like me by the look of him, with glasses and a mop of wildly curly dark hair grinned at me from the doorway. I was no good when I was startled, and I struggled to keep my balance. My hand slapped against the doorframe and the young man laughed loudly. “Whoa there,” he cried. “We’re not taking any flyers or signing any petitions today, so if you’re looking for signatures you’ve gotta come back tomorrow. Maybe Friday.” 

      The door began to close, and I snapped back to my senses. “Uhhh, hey!” I held up the printout and pointed at the confirmation number on the bottom of the page. “I’m Rhys—”

      “You don’t look like a surfer.” The curly-haired omega blinked at me curiously. 

      “Uh… no. I’m supposed to move in today.” 

      Had I made a mistake? Fear gnawed at my stomach and crept up my spine. Was this the right house? Was I fucking up already? 

      A wider grin greeted my obvious confusion. “It’s fine, man. I’m just messing with you. Ever since we found out who was taking the last room, we’ve been trying to figure out if everyone from California is a surfer or if it’s just a big propaganda conspiracy set up by Rip Curl to get more sales. You’re from LA, right? We’ve been expectin—” he stared past me with wide eyes. “Is that your car?” he asked in a horrified whisper.

      I bristled just a little. My mother had hated that car from the moment I’d bought it, but she’d been good to me. “Yup. She got me here in one piece, and that’s all that matters to me.” 

      I couldn’t be sure if the other omega’s low whistle was one of appreciation or something else, but if the height of his eyebrows was any indication—it was something else. Oakmount College wasn’t just any college. I’d worked my ass off to get here, and the deposit I’d paid for my first semester certainly confirmed the fact that I wouldn’t be slumming it—something else my mother had been very concerned about.  

      “I’m just going to come right out and say it. You can’t park that in the driveway,” he laughed. 

      “Fine. Look, am I in the right place or not?” 

      His smile widened again, and some more of my nervousness fell away. If this guy was going to be one of my housemates, there wasn’t going to be a dull moment to be found anywhere. “You are, you are. Sorry, I just get carried away sometimes. That’s why they make me answer the door. I send the missionaries running for the hills before I can even offer them any lemon bars.” 

      “Lemon bars?” I didn’t even know the guy’s name, and I wasn’t sure it would be offered in any kind of organic manner. Were we past that point now? Was it awkward to ask? “I didn’t catch your—” I was interrupted by the sound of heavy footsteps thundering down the stairs that led up to the second floor of the house. 

      “Myles! What the hell are you doing? You’re letting out all the heat! Close the damn—oh!” A tall, broad-shouldered omega with dark eyes and a wary smile stared at me from the staircase. “Rhys, right?” 

      “Yeah,” I replied sheepishly. 

      “I’m Caleb,” he said as he descended the remaining steps and walked toward us. He pointed at the other omega. “That’s Myles, but I bet he hasn’t told you that yet. We’ve been waiting for you. Thought you’d be in last night.” 

      I nodded and shook the hand he extended my way. “I know. I got caught up along the way… traffic.”  

       He peered over my shoulder and made the same face Myles had only a moment ago. “Nice ride,” he chuckled. 

      “It does the job,” I said somewhat defensively. 

      Caleb raised his hands and laughed. “All right, man. You just can’t park it in the driveway.” 

      “I know.” 

      Caleb slapped me on the back and pushed the door closed. “Welcome to Oakmount. Let me show you the house.” 

      I winced just a little but followed Caleb’s lead as he took me through the house and pointed everything out with Myles following behind filling in all the blank spaces in the conversation with his own lively commentary. 

      The place was larger than I’d expected. The four bedrooms were larger than I’d guessed they would be from the photos, and each was sparingly decorated with the usual bed, desk, wardrobe arrangement I’d expected from a student house. There was a large living room with cozy furniture, an open kitchen with a massive refrigerator, and a loft space that had been turned into a library. It was filled with books I would never read. Nautical manuals and legal texts, clearly the possessions of someone much older and most definitely not living in Oakmount anymore. My mother had mentioned the owner was located in Florida or something. 

      The window in the loft looked out over the town and the changing color of the leaves. It was breathtaking and so different from what I was used to. 

      I nodded and set my hands on my hips. “Is there anyone else staying here for the term?” 

      “Nope, just us. There was supposed to be one other guy, but I think something changed.” Caleb smiled broadly. “Come on, let’s get that hideous thing you call a car unpacked, and you can get settled.” 

      “It’s not that bad!” I protested loudly as he pushed me gently toward the door. 

      “Yes, it is,” the other two called out in unison. 

      With only a minimal amount of complaint, Caleb and Myles helped me move everything I’d stuffed into my car into the third bedroom. 

      Myles raised his eyebrows at a few of the things I’d brought, but since my mother had chosen most of it, there was very little for him to sneer at. Caleb was the more practical of the pair, and it didn’t take long to see why he’d taken the role of house alpha—at our very first house meeting—which happened to take place in my bedroom—he doled out the chores and responsibilities and promised to help me figure out my classes as soon as term started. 

      “You only have a few days to get acquainted with Oakmount, and I suggest you get started,” he said with a quick smile.  
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      I couldn’t decide if it was the miles of highway I’d driven, the countless lumpy hotel beds, or marching up and down the stairs with boxes of my possessions, but my first night in that house was one of the best sleeps I’d had in months. Anytime I’d ever stayed overnight at a boyfriend’s house I had always lain awake—sometimes for hours—as I stared at the ceiling, listened to the breathing of the alpha beside me, and obsessed over every tiny creak and groan of the house.

      But it was different here. As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was asleep. No dreams. No restless tossing and turning. Nothing. One minute, the room was dark and the night was quiet and the next, the late autumn sun was streaming through my bedroom window. I felt lighter here, as though all the weight of all my mother’s expectations had been lifted off my shoulders and set aside. 

      My phone vibrated on the bedside table, and I checked it quickly. Three messages from my mother. 

      I need to know everything about the house! Send me photos!

      No call for mama tonight? 

      Two were from after I’d fallen asleep, the last one from only a few minutes ago. It was nine in the morning, of course she was up. 

      Good morning, pumpkin seed! Call me when you’re awake!

      I shook my head ruefully—how did she always know? I set my phone down and rubbed my hands through my hair before pulling it into a bun on top of my head. “Very California,” Myles had called it. I hadn’t even thought about it until I’d gotten here, but maybe my long hair was a little out of place here. My mother called it the “Venice hipster look,” and that hadn’t sat well with me either, but I was also too lazy to change it. 

      That was my excuse anyway. 

      There were two bathrooms on this floor, and since Myles had taken the bedroom on the main floor, that meant I didn’t have to share. The house was quiet, and I showered and dressed at a leisurely pace. I was used to being left to my own devices but being in a house with two other omegas was a different kind of experience for me. I had responsibilities like cleaning and garbage duty, but it was nothing more strenuous than what I’d taken care of at home. The only difference was I didn’t have my mother nagging me— 

      My phone beeped in my pocket. 

      Well, maybe it was still the same. I tossed my phone on my bed, shoved a beanie over my hair, and pulled the down jacket I’d bought before I left California out of my wardrobe. It didn’t look cold out, but I had a feeling that weather on the east coast would be a thousand times different than what I was used to back in LA.

      I crept down the stairs, peered around the corner, and saw that Myles’s bedroom door was closed. I grabbed an apple from the bowl on the kitchen counter and shoved it into the pocket of my jacket. 

      With any luck, I’d find a bakery or something on my way.while I was wandering. Maybe even something to bring back for the guys as a thank-you for helping me move my stuff. I pulled on my jacket and opened the front door as quietly as possible. The chilly morning air hit me hard in the face and made me gasp in surprise. I was definitely not ready for this.

      I zipped up my jacket and pulled my beanie down over my ears. I was definitely going to have to invest in a scarf before winter hit. Maybe this would be a shorter walk than I’d originally intended. I shoved my hands deep into my pockets and wished for gloves as I walked down the front stairs.

      I strode down the quiet street and tried my best to pick out landmarks as I went. A house with red-painted shutters. A mailbox shaped like a rooster. The residential streets were lined with identical trees, but the left street was covered in gold leaves, and the way I’d come was lined with red leaves. I could do this. 

      It didn’t take long for me to decide that I liked the cool crispness in the air here. It was so different from the heavy humidity of Los Angeles. I chuckled at the thought of my mother trying to retain her signature composure in this temperature. She would never have survived it.

      Maybe that was why I’d chosen Oakmount College in the first place. 

      I wasn’t really sure where I was going, but it didn’t really matter anyway. Oakmount was old, and every road led into the center of town. The locals seemed friendly enough. Older couples and young families with small children. I was relieved that my mother wasn’t here with me, otherwise that nonsense with the dentists would have, undoubtedly, come up again. The longer I could avoid that the better. 

      It was obvious that the shops were preparing for the students that had begun to trickle into town and there were even Halloween decorations in some of the windows. 

      Paper ghosts and graveyard cutouts were a common theme, and I couldn’t help but smile as I saw orange and black striped crepe paper hung from the ceiling in a small coffee shop. October in Los Angeles was definitely not a big deal unless you wandered into Downtown Disney. But in LA, Halloween was still full of palm trees and sunshine. I didn’t realize how much I’d been craving real seasons. 

      I followed my nose to the bakery I’d been hoping for and loaded up on fresh croissants, gigantic gooey cinnamon buns, and a loaf of sourdough that smelled better than anything I’d ever bought in LA. 

      The older alpha behind the counter smiled as he rang up my purchases. “Getting ready for a carb load?” he chuckled. 

      “What? Oh, no—” I stammered. “My roommates. They helped me move in all my stuff. I wanted to say thank you.”

      “This will definitely do the trick,” he said as he handed me a massive paper bag loaded with pastries. “Are you here for school?” 

      “Yeah, just arrived from California,” I replied. 

      He pointed to my jacket. “I could have guessed,” he observed. “Don’t worry, young fella. You’ll get used to the weather soon enough. One winter with us and you’ll know what you can handle.” 

      I tucked the bag under my arm and shoved my freezing hands into my jacket pockets again. “I’ll take your word for it,” I said sheepishly. 

      “Whereabouts are you settled?” he asked kindly. 

      I looked at him suspiciously and hesitated for just a moment, and then remembered that I wasn’t in Los Angeles anymore. Relax. “Over on Riverside,” I said. 

      The man nodded. “The old Rainleigh place is on Riverside,” he said absently. 

      “Sure, I guess.” 

      “You’ll know it when you see it,” he said. An elderly woman fixed me with a stern glare and stepped in front of me in line. 

      “Thanks,” I said weakly and let myself out of the shop. The alpha behind the counter waved briefly, but his focus was on the woman in front of him. 

      I zipped up my jacket and tucked my chin down as the wind swept around me. I could feel the warmth of the baked goods through the bag as I walked through town, and the smell of the sweet pastry was more tempting than I had anticipated.

      My stomach growled, ignoring the apple I’d eaten on my walk into town, and I finally gave in and opened the bag. I leaned against a crumbling, moss-covered stone wall and pulled out a thick cinnamon bun. There were six, no one would notice if one was gone. Still plenty to share. 

      I opened my mouth to bite into the pastry and paused mid-bite as I heard the agonized scrape of grinding metal. I took a hasty bite and dropped the bun back into the bag so I could peer over the edge of the wall. The smooth stones had probably been pulled from the Oakmount River years ago, but most of the mortar had long since crumbled away to dust and the stones spilled into what, at one time, must have been an expansive lawn. The hole was large enough to climb through and I was sorely tempted to scramble over the stones and explore, but there was too much traffic passing on the street. 

      I stood on tiptoes to peer over the broken wall, but all I could see was a tangle of dark greenery and the almost bare branches of oak trees that had already dropped their leaves on the overgrown grass below. The source of the metallic sound I had heard was a twisted wrought iron gate that swung on broken hinges in the bitter wind. It was rusted in places and choked with ivy, and the opening it had once guarded was now filled with the tumbled down river rocks that had made up the wall. 

      I squinted, trying to see through the branches to a dark shape that loomed in the background. Was that a house? I set the bag of pastries onto the sidewalk and stepped up onto one of the protruding stones so I could see up over the wall. There was a flash of something in the trees and the snap of a branch, and my head whipped around to follow the movement—but it was gone. Had I imagined it?

      I held my breath and tried to concentrate on what I was seeing. The grey-brown trunks of the oak trees, the bare branches, and the dark shape of the house in the distance. Everything was so still, even the sound of the traffic seemed to fade away into the background. I had a sudden urge to clamber over the wall. I let out a low whistle and tried to imagine what it would have looked like fifty years ago or even a hundred. “This place must have been amazing—” 

      “It was,” a voice said. 

      At the sound of the strange voice, I turned in surprise
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