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Chapter 1: The Careful Equation
The silence in Lecture Hall 3B was a specific kind of pressure. It wasn't empty; it was thick with the weight of seventy-five neuroscience and pre-med hopefuls holding their breath, a collective tension that smelled faintly of burnt coffee and desperation. Professor Davies stood before the chalkboard, a wraith in tweed, his thin lips pressed into a familiar line of disappointment. On the board, a sprawling molecular structure—a chiral ketone—waited, the question scrawled beneath it a death sentence for someone’s GPA: Predict the major product and stereochemical outcome following reduction with lithium aluminum hydride.
A graveyard of half-raised hands had already fallen. Someone in the front row had mumbled something about a racemic mixture and Davies had cut him off with a look that could curdle milk. My own pen was still, resting beside the neat diagram I’d already sketched in the margins of my notebook. The answer was right there, a clean, logical pathway from reactant to product. It was a beautiful, predictable system. A set of rules that, if followed precisely, always yielded the correct result. Unlike biology. Biology was messy, chaotic, and treacherous.
I lived for the certainty of this. The clean lines of a hexane ring, the absolute truth of a pKa value. In here, I wasn’t a scholarship kid. I wasn’t the only Black woman in the advanced track. I was just the person who knew the answer. Control. It was the only variable I could afford to master.
Davies’s gaze swept the room, lingering on the faces of the hockey players in the back row who looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. His eyes, small and sharp behind his glasses, finally landed on me. He didn’t call my name. He didn't have to. We had a silent understanding.
My hand went up. It felt steady, even if my heart was hammering against my ribs—not from fear, but from the sharp thrill of the challenge. “Ms. Adebayo,” he said, his voice a dry rustle.
I stood, the scraping of my chair legs loud in the charged quiet. “It’s not a simple hydride addition,” I began, my voice clear and even. “The carbonyl is sterically hindered by the adjacent isopropyl group. You have to consider the Felkin-Anh model.” I walked him through it, step by step. The nucleophilic attack from the less-hindered face, the resulting diastereomer, the final protonation that would lock in the stereocenter. “The major product will be the (2S, 3R) isomer. A diastereomeric excess of roughly ninety-five percent.”
I could feel the stares of my classmates, a mixture of resentment and grudging respect. I didn't care. Let them stare. Their opinions couldn’t get me into med school; only my grades could do that. When I finished, the silence returned, but this time it was different. It was the quiet of a solved problem.
Davies stared at the board, then at me. A slow, thin smile spread across his face. It was the highest praise he ever gave. “Precisely,” he said, and turned back to the chalkboard to draw the correct structure, my words given form in white chalk. I sat down, my pulse evening out. Another point scored. Another step forward. The equation balanced, just the way I liked it.
My dorm room was a sanctuary of order. Textbooks were stacked on my desk at perfect right angles, pens were sorted by color in a ceramic holder, and my schedule for the week was pinned to a corkboard, each hour a neat, black block of ink. It was a fortress built against the unplannable, the unpredictable. The single greatest point of chaos in my life was locked in a small, steel box hidden beneath a false bottom in my sock drawer.
It was Tuesday. Injection day. The ritual was always the same, performed with the grim precision of a surgeon prepping for a procedure she despises. I locked my door, drew the blinds, and set my materials out on the clean surface of my desk: the small, unlabeled glass vial of clear liquid, a sterile, single-use syringe in its crinkling plastic wrapper, and a foil-wrapped alcohol pad. Each component cost a fortune—enough to make me sick when I thought about the extra hours I worked at the campus coffee shop, the meals I skipped. A debt paid to a body I refused to be ruled by.
I tore open the alcohol pad, the sharp, sterile scent cutting through the air. It was a smell I should have associated with healing, with the hospitals I dreamed of working in. Instead, it smelled like shame. I swabbed the vial’s rubber stopper, then the skin on my upper thigh, the cold stinging for a brief moment before evaporating. My hands were steady as I drew the liquid into the syringe, tapping the barrel to release the tiny air bubbles. Years of practice had made the mechanics of it second nature, but it did nothing to dull the cold knot of resentment in my stomach.
This was the price of my freedom. The cost of passing as a Beta, of being seen for my mind instead of my biology. Every week, I poisoned a part of myself to preserve the rest. I held the syringe poised over my leg, the needle glinting under the desk lamp. For a second, I let myself wonder. What would it be like to just… stop? To let the suppressants wear off, to let the natural cycle take over? The thought was a physical jolt, a terrifying glimpse into an abyss of lost control, of heats and scents and instincts I had spent my entire life caging. It would mean the end of everything. The end of my scholarship, my medical school ambitions, my carefully constructed life. An Omega on a public heat was a scandal. An Omega at Northwood was a liability.
No. The choice was not a choice. It was a necessity. I exhaled slowly and pushed the plunger. The liquid burned as it entered the muscle, a cold fire spreading beneath my skin. It was a familiar violation, a weekly reminder of my body’s betrayal. I withdrew the needle, pressing the alcohol pad against the tiny pinprick of blood. The whole thing was over in less than two minutes.
I disposed of the syringe in a discreet sharps container I kept hidden in an old shoebox, tucking the evidence of my crime away. I was safe again. For seven more days, I was Zaina Adebayo, pre-med student. Not a recessive Omega hiding in plain sight. The equation was rebalanced. The cost, however, was getting harder to ignore.
“If you draw the cyclohexane as a flat hexagon one more time, I’m going to stab you with my pen,” I said, not looking up from my own notes. The third-floor study carrels of the library were our usual spot—isolated, quiet, and with a good view of anyone approaching.
Javi sighed dramatically across the small table. “It’s a conceptual representation, Zai. I see the chair conformation in my mind.”
“Your mind is going to fail you on the midterm,” I countered, finally glancing up. He had his brow furrowed in concentration, his pencil tapping a frantic rhythm against a diagram of a Diels-Alder reaction. Javi Rossi was the only person on this campus who could keep up with my study pace, and the only one who knew the truth behind my obsession with control. “Axial and equatorial positions matter. You know they do.”
“Fine, fine, Professor Adebayo.” He grinned, the exhaustion in his eyes lessening for a moment. “But only if you admit that spending four hours on nucleotide synthesis is a form of self-flagellation.”
“It’s worth ten percent of our final grade.”
“It’s still sick,” he muttered, but he dutifully began redrawing the molecule. The easy back-and-forth with him was a relief, a small pocket of normalcy in my otherwise rigid schedule. With Javi, a Beta who saw me as nothing more or less than his friend, I could almost forget the vial in my sock drawer.
Our quiet was shattered by a wave of noise from the stairwell. Loud laughter, the heavy tread of expensive sneakers on linoleum. A moment later, they appeared—a pack of them. Northwood Howlers, instantly recognizable by their matching team jackets and the sheer amount of space they seemed to occupy. They moved like they owned the building, their voices low but carrying, laced with an easy arrogance. The air shifted, growing thick with the cloying, sharp scent of Alpha pheromones—pine and musk and something metallic, like cold steel. Even on suppressants, my nose registered the intrusion, and my entire body tensed in response.
“Oh, great,” Javi whispered, his eyes flicking towards the group. “The gods of the ice descend from their Olympus to grace us mortals.”
I kept my eyes fixed on my textbook, refusing to give them my attention. “Just ignore them. They’ll get bored and leave soon enough.”
But they didn’t. They took over the large table near the windows, dropping their heavy bags with loud thuds and sprawling in the chairs. At the center of them, holding court without saying a word, was Rowan Sinclair. The Annihilator. Team captain. I knew who he was; everyone did. He was a campus legend, a walking monolith of muscle and privilege, destined for the NHL. He leaned back in his chair, a silent, brooding presence, while his teammates joked around him. The raw power coming off him was suffocating, a silent assertion of dominance that grated on my every nerve.
I decided I needed more coffee. A break. Anything to get away from the oppressive atmosphere. “I’ll be right back,” I muttered to Javi, gathering my wallet and phone. To get to the stairs, I had to walk past their table. I kept my gaze straight ahead, my focus on the exit sign at the far end of the hall. But as I passed Sinclair’s chair, one of his teammates stretched his long legs out, blocking my path. I stopped short to avoid tripping.
“Whoa, watch it,” the guy said, not bothering to move.
Before I could say anything, a low voice cut through the air. “Move your leg, idiot.” It was Sinclair. He hadn’t even looked up from his phone. The other Alpha immediately complied, muttering an apology.
I moved past, my shoulders tight. As I drew level with him, Sinclair finally lifted his head. Our eyes met for a fraction of a second. His were a startling, intense gray, like a winter storm. There was a flicker of something in them—a brief, sharp focus that was gone as quickly as it appeared. I felt a strange, unwelcome jolt deep in my gut, an instinctual recoil I couldn’t name. Then his gaze slid past me, dismissive, as if I were nothing more than a piece of furniture.
Good. That’s exactly what I wanted to be. Invisible. I walked faster, my heart beating an uneven rhythm against my ribs. It was nothing, I told myself. Just irritation at his arrogance. By the time I returned with my coffee, they were gone. The air was cleaner, the quiet restored. Javi gave me a questioning look, but I just shook my head and opened my textbook. It was a minor disruption. A variable I had already discarded from the equation.

Chapter 2: The Unmovable Object
The air in the rink is a razor. It smells of ozone, scraped ice, and the coppery tang of exertion. Each breath is a frozen thing that hurts the lungs in a good way—a clean way. This is my church. The cathedral of speed and violence where the only thing that matters is the bite of my skates and the solid thud of a puck hitting my stick.
We’re running suicide drills; back and forth, red line to blue line, the rhythmic scrape-scrape-scrape of two dozen blades carving trenches in the ice. Sweat slicks my skin under layers of gear. The burn in my quads is a familiar friend. Coach Orlov stands behind the glass, a stoic statue in a team parka, his expression unreadable. He doesn't need to yell. His silence is heavier than any shouting.
Then there’s Declan Harding. He’s been riding my ass all practice, his presence a sour spike in the air. A rival Alpha, smelling of ambition and cheap cologne. He fancies himself a predator—they call him 'The Shark'—but he’s just a bottom-feeder looking for scraps. Today, he’s getting bold. A little too close on the turns, a stick-lift that feels more like a challenge than a play.
“Watch it, Harding,” I say, my voice a low rumble that doesn’t carry past him. I don’t turn my head.
He skates up beside me, grinning. “Getting slow, Sinclair? Worried you can’t keep up?” The words are a puff of white vapor in the cold. It’s a probe, a test of the fences. He wants to see if the Alpha is sleeping.
I ignore him. Rising to the bait is a Beta’s game. An Alpha acts. The moment comes a few minutes later during a puck-handling drill. It’s supposed to be about finesse, about control. Harding, however, makes it about brute force. He barrels toward a younger player—a freshman, barely settled into his Alpha presentation—and shoulders him hard, sending the kid sprawling and the puck skittering away. It's a pointless, aggressive move. A dominance play in the wrong fucking arena.
Orlov’s whistle shrieks, cutting through the rink. But I’m already moving. This is my pack. My responsibility. Harding’s challenge wasn't just to me; it was to the order of things. He sees the freshman on the ice, smirking as he skates for the loose puck. He doesn’t see me coming.
I build speed in three powerful strides, an intercept course. I don’t aim for the puck. I aim for him. The impact is a concussive boom that echoes in the cavernous space. It’s a clean, open-ice hit, technically legal, but the intent is unmistakable. It’s punishment. My shoulder connects with his chest, and for a split second, I feel the solid wall of him, then the give, the crumpling of his body as the air explodes from his lungs. He goes down—hard. His helmeted head bounces off the ice with a sickening crack of plastic.
Silence. Every player on the ice freezes. The only sound is Harding gasping for breath, the wet, ragged sound of a man who just had his soul knocked out of his body. I stand over him, not saying a word, my shadow falling across his prone form. My scent floods the air—ice, winter pine, and pure, undiluted authority. It’s a statement. This is my territory. These are my men. You are nothing.
Harding pushes himself onto his elbows, his eyes burning with a hatred so potent it’s almost a physical force. Humiliation radiates from him, a bitter stench of ozone and fury. From the sidelines, Orlov taps his stick against the boards. Twice. The sound is a judge’s gavel. Get on with it. The message is clear. He doesn't care how I keep the pack in line, as long as I do. I give Harding one last look, a promise of worse to come if he tries it again, and skate away, leaving him to pick up the pieces of his pride.
My apartment is quiet, bordering on sterile. All clean lines, polished chrome, and cold leather—a space designed to be looked at, not lived in. It’s a fortress against the chaos I court on the ice and the mess I carry in my head. I’m nursing a protein shake, the muscles in my back and shoulders screaming from the hit on Harding, when my phone vibrates against the granite countertop. The screen flashes a name I both expect and dread: FATHER.
I let it ring three times, a small, pathetic act of defiance. Then I answer, leaning back against the counter, bracing myself. “Sir.”
“Rowan.” His voice comes through the speaker with perfect, unfeeling clarity. It’s a voice that has never known uncertainty, a baritone honed by generations of Alpha command. “I saw the stats from the Clarkson game. Your time on ice was down seven percent.”
Not hello. Not how are you. Just numbers. Data points on a Sinclair asset. “Orlov is rotating the lines,” I say, my own voice flat. “Trying new pairings.”
“Orlov is a pragmatist. He shortens the bench when his top players aren't performing. Are you injured? Distracted?”
My jaw tightens. The word distracted hangs in the air between us. He doesn’t know anything, but he senses everything. It’s his gift. “I’m fine.”
“See that you are,” he says. There’s a pause, the rustle of papers on his end. He’s in his study, surrounded by mahogany and the ghosts of Sinclair men who all achieved, all conquered, all dominated. “The draft is in seven months. Scouts are at every game. A Sinclair does not get picked in the second round. A Sinclair does not become a footnote.”
“I’m aware of the timeline.”
“Are you? Your mother called me today.” My knuckles are white where I’m gripping the counter's edge. Here it comes. The real reason for the call. “She was worried. Said you sounded… distant. I reminded her that distance is a requirement for focus. Sentiment is a liability an Alpha cannot afford.”
I can picture her perfectly: a delicate Omega, navigating the cavernous quiet of their mansion, her scent permanently tinged with the anxiety his presence creates. He speaks of her like she’s a malfunctioning appliance. The same old rage, hot and familiar, coils in my gut. This is the man whose legacy I’m supposed to uphold. A man who sees love as a weakness and control as a birthright. A man I swore I would never become.
“Her feelings are not a topic for discussion,” I manage to get out, the words clipped and sharp.
He chuckles, a dry, grating sound. “Everything is a topic for discussion when it affects the family name. Remember why you’re at Northwood, Rowan. Not for the degree. Not for the college experience. You are there to become the most dangerous man on the ice. Nothing else matters. No one else matters. Am I clear?”
The unspoken threat is there, as it always is. The funding for my life, the strings he can pull, the weight of his disappointment—a pressure designed to crush. He’s not asking a question. He’s issuing a command.
“Perfectly,” I say, my voice dead. I end the call before he can. The silence that rushes back in is absolute. It presses in on me, thick and heavy. I stare at my reflection in the dark screen of my phone, but for a second, it’s not my face I see. It's his. I slam the phone down on the counter, the crack of plastic on stone a gunshot in the quiet room. The anger doesn’t help. The fear, cold and sharp, is that he's right. That in the end, his blood in my veins will win.
The lab smells like bleach and something vaguely sweet, like burnt sugar. It’s an alien environment. Fluorescent lights hum overhead, casting a flat, sterile glare on the black-topped benches and stainless-steel fixtures. I feel like a caged animal in here, my six-foot-three frame too large for the narrow aisles, my hockey bag a bulky intrusion by the door. This is a world of precision and patience—two things I have in short supply outside of a rink.
I take a seat at an empty station in the back, trying to be invisible. It doesn’t work. Heads turn. Whispers follow me. That’s Sinclair. What’s he doing in Orgo II? I ignore them, flipping open a notebook to a blank page. And then I see her.
Zaina Adebayo. She’s two rows ahead, her back ramrod straight, already arranging her station with an unnerving efficiency. She lays out her pens, adjusts her goggles, and consults her textbook, her focus a tangible force field. She is the only person in the room who hasn't looked in my direction. Not once. It’s an infuriating, magnetic kind of indifference. In a university where my name grants me a certain… gravity, she seems to exist in a separate orbit entirely. Her scent is clean, almost nonexistent. A Beta. Nothing that should register on my Alpha instincts, and yet, I can’t seem to look away.
Professor Albright, a man whose beige cardigan seems to absorb all light and energy from the room, clears his throat. “Alright, settle down. Before we begin with today’s synthesis, a piece of administration. Your lab partners for the semester have been assigned. This is final. No changes, no appeals.”
A collective groan ripples through the class. Albright picks up a clipboard. “When I call your name, find your partner and the corresponding lab station. Anderson, with Byrne. Station four.” He drones on, the names a meaningless litany. I doodle plays in the margin of my notebook, formations and breakout patterns. I’m only half-listening, my attention snagged again by the woman two rows ahead. She makes a small, precise note in her textbook, her brow furrowed in concentration.
“Sinclair…” My head snaps up. Albright peers at me over his spectacles. “You will be with… Adebayo. Station seven. Right here in the front.”
The name hits me like a body check. For a second, I’m sure I misheard. I look at her. At the exact same moment, her head turns, and her eyes—dark, intelligent, and utterly unreadable—meet mine. There’s no surprise in her expression. No flicker of anything, really, except maybe a deep, profound annoyance that she has managed to perfectly conceal in less than a second. The mask is that good.
My own annoyance is less controlled. Her? The one person who looks at me and sees nothing of value? A Beta girl who thinks she’s better than everyone else because she gets good grades? This semester just went from a requirement to a special kind of hell. I grab my bag and stalk toward the front of the lab, to the station marked with a crisp number 7.
She’s already there, standing on her side of the bench. She doesn't say hello. She doesn’t even acknowledge me with a nod. She just looks at me, her gaze direct, waiting. The air between us is suddenly thick, charged with a silent, mutual antagonism. The clean, sterile lab scent is gone; all I can smell is the faint, sharp scent of her soap and something else, something I can’t place. Something that makes the back of my teeth ache.
“Looks like we’re partners,” I say, my voice rougher than I intended.
She raises a single, perfect eyebrow. “It would appear so.”
And that’s it. She turns away, directing her attention to the equipment laid out on the bench as if I’m no more interesting than a Bunsen burner. I am dismissed. We stand in the charged silence, a captain and a scholar, an unstoppable force and an unmovable object, bound together for the next four months. I have a sudden, sinking feeling that this lab is about to become far more volatile than any hockey game.

Chapter 3: Terms of Engagement
The acidic tang of chemical solvents still clung to the air in the hallway, a familiar perfume I barely noticed anymore. Students spilled out of Professor Albright’s lab, their chatter a dull roar of relief. I, however, had one final, unpleasant task. My target was a solid wall of muscle and arrogance, currently leaning against the lockers with the easy ownership of someone who’s never had to fight for his space in the world. Rowan Sinclair.
I clutched my planner to my chest, the smooth plastic a flimsy shield. My approach was planned, my speech rehearsed. This was a transaction, nothing more. A necessary evil to secure my grade. I stopped a respectable, professional distance from him. “Sinclair.”
His head turned slowly, an almost theatrical movement. Those dark eyes—so dark they seemed to absorb the fluorescent light—landed on me. There was no recognition, then a flicker of it. The girl from the lab bench. He didn’t smile. He just watched me, his expression unreadable, his posture unchanged. The scent rolling off him was sharp, clean, like ozone after a storm and something else, something deeper and musky that made the hairs on my arms prickle. An Alpha scent. Undiluted. Aggressive.
“Adebayo,” he finally said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated through the floor. It was the kind of voice that was used to giving commands and being obeyed.
“I’ve drafted a potential schedule for our lab work,” I said, opening my planner to the color-coded spreadsheet I’d printed and taped inside. I held it out. “I have availability Tuesday and Thursday evenings from six to nine, and Sunday afternoons. Given the complexity of the upcoming syntheses, I suggest we schedule two three-hour sessions per week to ensure adequate time for titrations and workup procedures. This maximizes efficiency and builds in a buffer for unexpected procedural delays.”
He didn't take the planner. He didn't even look at it. His gaze remained locked on my face, intense and unnervingly still. He pushed off the lockers, and the motion, though lazy, unfolded six-foot-three of athletic power. He took a step closer, violating the professional distance I’d established, and the air thickened with his presence. I forced myself not to retreat.
“No,” he said.
I blinked. Just… no? “I’m sorry?”
“Tuesday and Thursday are out. I have practice,” he stated, as if it were the most obvious fact in the universe. “And I’m not spending my Sunday in a lab.”
Frustration, hot and sharp, jabbed at my composure. “Practice isn’t over at nine. And this is an advanced course. It requires significant time commitment outside of lecture. My grade—our grade—depends on it.”
“I’m aware of what the course requires,” he said, a dangerous edge creeping into that low voice. He finally glanced down at my planner, a dismissive flick of his eyes. “I can’t do evenings. We’ll work in the mornings.”
“I have other classes in the mornings. And a work-study position at the library.” My meticulously structured life, the one that allowed me to juggle a full scholarship course load and a job, felt like it was being dismissed as an inconvenience. “My schedule is not particularly flexible.”
“Then make it flexible,” he countered, his jaw tight. A muscle ticked there, just below his ear. “We can use the lab Monday, Wednesday, Friday. Eight a.m.”
It was an impossible suggestion. An assertion of dominance. He had to know it was impossible. “I have an advanced cellular biology lecture at eight on Mondays and Fridays. It’s a prerequisite for my major.”
“Then Wednesday at eight it is. For the whole day, if we need it,” he declared, not asked. He was dictating terms. As if he were a captain and I was a rookie who should just be grateful to be on the ice. The sheer entitlement was breathtaking.
“That isn’t sufficient time,” I ground out, my knuckles white where I gripped my planner. “A single session is inefficient for multi-step reactions that require monitoring over extended periods. We need two sessions. Minimum.”
He stared at me for a long, silent moment. I could feel the gazes of other students lingering as they passed. A confrontation between the Howlers’ captain and… me. I hated it. I hated being visible. He seemed to be weighing something, his expression hardening. “Fine. Monday. After your class. We work until I have to leave for the rink at two.”
It was still his schedule, on his terms, but it was two sessions. A concession. Sort of. It would mean rearranging my entire study schedule, sacrificing my lunch breaks, and living on caffeine. But it was a workable solution.
“Fine,” I clipped out. “I’ll book the lab time. I expect you to be on time and prepared. I’ll email you the pre-lab work tonight.”
“Don’t bother,” Rowan said, his lips twisting into something that wasn't a smile. “I’ve already done it.” He held my gaze for another beat, a silent challenge, before turning and walking away down the hall, leaving me standing there with my useless, color-coded schedule and the unsettling scent of ozone and Alpha.
The lab was an island of sterile quiet in the evening campus hum. The ventilation fans droned a steady, low note, and the only other sound was the clink of my glassware as I laid everything out on the black countertop. Our first experiment: a Grignard reaction. Tricky, sensitive to moisture, and requiring absolute precision. My territory.
Rowan arrived exactly on time, not a minute early or late. He moved with a predatory silence that was unnerving in the echoing space. He'd shed his hockey team jacket for a plain grey t-shirt that stretched taut across his shoulders and chest. He said nothing, simply dropping his bag by a stool and washing his hands at the sink, his movements economical and sure. The air shifted, becoming heavier, charged with his presence. He smelled of cold air and that same damn storm-scent I couldn't shake.
“I’ve already flame-dried the glassware and flushed the reaction vessel with nitrogen,” I announced, my voice sounding too sharp in the silence. “We need to prepare the Grignard reagent first. I’ll weigh out the magnesium turnings.”
“I’ll set up the addition funnel for the bromobenzene,” he said, moving to the other side of the fume hood. He didn't ask; he just did it. For a few minutes, we worked in a tense, silent truce, the rhythmic scrape of my spatula against a watch glass and the squeak of his fingers on the stopcock of the funnel filling the void.
He was surprisingly competent. His hands, which I’d only ever imagined wrapped around a hockey stick, were steady as he calibrated the funnel, his movements deft and efficient. It was irritating. I had mentally prepared myself for carrying a lazy jock through the semester, a scenario that would at least confirm my intellectual superiority. This was different. This was a challenge.
“You’re adding the ether too quickly,” he said, his voice flat. He wasn't looking at me, his eyes fixed on the beaker in my hands.
I paused, my fingers tight on the graduated cylinder. “I’m following the procedure outlined by Professor Albright. It specifies a slow, steady addition to control the exothermic reaction.”
“The procedure is a baseline for students who don't know what they’re doing,” he countered, finally turning his head to look at me. His gaze was dismissive. “You add it that slow, and the reaction will take forever to initiate. You need to add a small amount quickly to etch the magnesium oxide layer. Create a hot spot.”
“And risk a runaway reaction? No, thank you. I prefer a controlled synthesis to a miniature explosion.” I tipped the cylinder, letting a thin, slow stream of anhydrous ether drip onto the magnesium turnings.
Rowan let out a quiet, exasperated sound. “It’s not going to explode. It’s basic organometallics. You have to be aggressive with it.”
“I’ll stick with precise, not aggressive,” I retorted, setting the empty cylinder down with a sharp click. “Chemistry rewards precision.”
“And hockey rewards winning,” he shot back. “Sometimes that means taking a calculated risk, not hiding behind the lab manual.”
We stared at each other over the pristine setup of glassware. The air crackled. This wasn't about ether. It was about control. He was trying to establish himself as the alpha in my lab, and every cell in my body rebelled against it. This was my world of molecules and reactions, of logic and predictable outcomes. He had no dominion here.
“This isn’t a hockey rink, Sinclair. There are no points for improvisation, only deductions for poor yield.”
“Yield is a result. I’m talking about the process.” He leaned against the counter, crossing his arms over his chest. The pose was casual, but his eyes were hard. “You can follow the recipe and get a C. Or you can understand the chemistry and get an A. Which one do you want?”
My jaw clenched. He was questioning my understanding. He was implying I was just a rote learner, a student who could follow instructions but couldn't think. It was the one insult guaranteed to find its mark.
“My GPA speaks for itself,” I said, my voice dangerously low.
“I’m sure it does,” he said, and the corner of his mouth lifted in that infuriating, not-quite-a-smile. “But we’re not talking about your other classes. We’re talking about this flask. And right now, nothing is happening in it.”
He was right. The ether lay placidly over the magnesium turnings, no bubbles, no cloudiness, no sign of the reaction initiating. It was galling. Utterly, infuriatingly galling.
Without another word, I picked up the flask and gave it a hard swirl, much more vigorous than I normally would. I added another few milliliters of the ether-bromobenzene solution all at once. For a second, nothing. Then, a few tiny bubbles appeared on the surface of the metal, and the solution began to turn a faint, cloudy grey.
I set the flask down, refusing to look at him, and began setting up the heating mantle. I didn't have to see his face to know he was smirking. The low hum of the stirrer hotplate filled the lab, a sound that felt suspiciously like him having the last word.
The coffee shop was an assault of noise and smells after the sterile silence of the lab. Steamed milk, burnt espresso, and the low thrum of a hundred conversations filled the air. I huddled over my textbook, but the words—nucleophilic acyl substitution—were just black squiggles on the page. The argument with Rowan played on a loop in my head, a bitter, irritating refrain.
“You look like someone just swapped your reagents with tap water.”
I looked up to see Javi sliding into the booth opposite me, a steaming mug in one hand and a concerned frown on his face. He pushed a cup of black tea across the table to me. My favorite. He knew me too well.
“Worse,” I muttered, taking a grateful sip. The heat was a small comfort. “Sinclair.”
Javi’s frown deepened. “I saw you talking to him after class. What did he want?”
“He’s my new lab partner.” I said it flatly, hoping the bald statement would drain it of its power. It didn’t. The name sat there between us, ugly and heavy.
Javi actually recoiled. “You’re kidding. Albright partnered you with Rowan Sinclair? The Annihilator?” His voice was a shocked whisper. “Zai, that’s… that’s not good.”
“It’s just a lab, Javi. Not a life sentence,” I tried, aiming for breezy and landing somewhere near brittle. “He’s arrogant and infuriating, but he seems to know his way around a distillation column. I can handle him.”
“Handle him?” He leaned forward, his expression earnest, his Beta scent—a warm, steady fragrance like sandalwood and paper—spiking with anxiety. “This isn’t about chemistry, and you know it. These guys, the Howlers… they’re a pack. And he’s the Pack Alpha. They don't just partner with people. They collect them. Especially…” He trailed off, his gaze flicking around the crowded cafe before landing back on me. He didn’t need to say the word. Omegas.
“I’m not an Omega,” I said automatically, the lie tasting like ash in my mouth. My weekly injection was tomorrow; I could feel the faint, underlying hum beneath my skin, a ghost of the biology I kept chained. “I’m a Beta. He has no reason to be interested in me that way.”
“He’s an Alpha,” Javi insisted, his voice low and urgent. “A prime Alpha from a powerful family. They don’t need a reason. They see something they want, and they take it. You’re the best student in that program, Zai. You’re a challenge. To a guy like that, you’re a prize to be won.”
“I am not a prize.” The words came out sharper than I intended. I hated the implication—that my hard work, my intelligence, was nothing more than attractive bait for some prehistoric primate in hockey pads.
“I know,” he said, softening his tone. “I know that. But he doesn't. Listen, I’ve heard stories. Girls who get involved with that team… they drop out. They transfer. They change. They talk about a loyalty that sounds more like a cage.”
I thought of the way Rowan had looked at me in the lab, the possessive glint in his eye as he challenged my methods. It wasn’t just about being right. It was about winning. Javi’s words slotted into place with a terrifying click.
“It’s just a grade,” I repeated, more to convince myself than him. “I’ll keep it professional. We do the work, we get the A, and we never speak again after finals. I have a system. I have my suppressants. I am in control.”
Javi stared at me, his brown eyes full of a worry that I couldn’t bear to see. He knew how fragile that control really was. He knew that my entire future was balanced on a weekly injection and a carefully constructed lie.
“Just be careful,” he finally said, his shoulders slumping in resignation. “These guys play for keeps. Don’t let him get in your head.”
I nodded, forcing a smile that felt like cracking glass. “My head is an impenetrable fortress. He doesn’t stand a chance.”
But as I looked down at my textbook, I saw Rowan’s face superimposed over the reaction diagrams. His dark, challenging eyes and the infuriating smirk that said he knew something about me that I didn’t even know myself. And for the first time, my fortress felt like it was already under siege.

