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Author Note


Welcome back to the Hiddenverse. Although, the first book and this one are not ‘connected’ in the typical way, it is still in the same world.

This story’s backdrop is Omega in Paradise, first introduced in The Sins of Darkness Duet. And it will contain minor other woman/men drama that comes with The Bachelor type shows. Also, as stated in the blurb, she was cheated on by her ex and her best friend. While this is a driving force for her behavior there are no flashbacks to that time.

It is also an omega verse, meaning there is Alpha, Beta, Omega designations but no shifting. Knotting, scenting, pheromones all play a role.

I hope you enjoy every moment of this fun story.


CHAPTER 1
Lilah


A sigh works its way up my throat, and I sag back into the comfort of my blankets. It takes everything not to roll my eyes at the TV screen. Not that the girls and guys fawning over the most recent eligible bachelors would see it.

“No! Erica, can't you see she's not your friend?” I fling my hand out, tossing my Twizzler at the television. “She wants the same alphas you want!”

The licorice bounces off the side of Sarah’s face, currently taking up the whole screen with her fake smile, before falling the rest of the way to the plush carpet of the living room floor. Eyeing it, I debate retrieving it.

Never throw your last snack.

Rules to live by.

My sister, the Ashlyn Robinson—the one with all the luck and fame—pops her head into the room, efficiently stopping me from acting on my thoughts.

“Hey, want to go to the club? Owen said he'd take us.”

I groan, rolling my eyes. Hanging out with my sister sounds fun, adding Owen into the mix not so much. He’s terrible in general, one of those alpha’s that thinks they are big and bad, but come off like they are covering for a small knot. If Jared was a jerk, Ashlyn’s boyfriend’s worse, and I wish she could see that.

“I'd rather continue being a couch potato. Thank you very much.”

She laughs as if I'm joking. I'm not. Being a third wheel isn't something I'm interested in.

“You need to get out of this dark room. Did you put blankets over the windows?” She peers across the room at the darkened windows with dismay.

I sink further into my cocoon of blankets and shrug. “Maybe I'm a vampire.”

She opens her mouth to say more, and I shush her.

“Xavier is going to overhear Sarah being a bitch to his one true love.”

Ashlyn turns to watch the television for a moment. She crosses her arms and shifts on her heels. “It would be more interesting without the scent blockers.”

“A house full of scenting omegas fighting for the same alphas would kill each other,” I say with a snort. I don’t mention they do that once the numbers are lower. She’s never going to watch this show anyway.

“Maybe. It would still be fun to watch.” She stands there for a few minutes in silence as a near-miss plays out on the TV. Xavier strides into the room seconds after Sarah reveals her true colors to the viewers.

“What a bitch!” My fingers curl around the remote, ready to launch it across the room in the same trajectory my snack took.

“Okay, get up. We're done sulking for the day. It's not good for you.” She yanks the comforter off of me, holding it out of my reach.

“I'm not sulking.” I give a half-assed attempt of grabbing the warm blanket back, but she shifts on her heels further away from me.

She huffs. “It’s like you’ve forgotten you have a life.” She drops the blanket behind her on the ground and moves closer again.

“That's not true.” I slap her hand away before she can take my pillow.

“It is, Lilah. When's the last time you brushed your hair?”

Mentally counting, I wince.

“That's what I thought. He isn’t worth your tears, neither of them are.”

I open my mouth, and she holds up a hand. She’s talking about Tabitha, my ex-best friend, also known as the one that helped my ex-boyfriend show me that happily ever after doesn’t exist.

“You know it's true.”

She crosses the room and pulls the blankets off the windows, allowing the bright summer day to shine into even the darkest corners. It's cheerful, and something pangs inside my chest. She's right. I'm a mess.

“Fine, I'll go. But only for a few hours.”

I pause Omega in Paradise and stand up. Then I set the couch pillows back where they belong and fold the blankets into a neat pile.

When I stand straight and turn back to my sister, she’s looking at the paused screen. “You should do that.” She points at the TV.

“Do what?” I flick my gaze over to what she's looking at.

“Apply to be on Omega in Paradise.”

I laugh. Love isn’t real. At least not for people like me.

“I'm serious.”

“Ashlyn, how many times do I have to tell you, I'm not interested? Being bonded isn’t something I ever want.”

She snorts.

“What would your fans think of you making that sound?”

“They'd love it. Now go get ready.” She pushes me to the door with a laugh. “And make sure you wash everything. Twice.”
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Once we are past the bouncers and paparazzi lining the front of the building, I breathe a sigh of relief. The flashing lights and intrusive questions are my least favorite part of my sister's job.

A beta steps forward with a welcoming smile on his face. “Ms. Robinson, we have a VIP room ready for you. If you'll follow me.”

He only has eyes for my sister. It’s kinda cute until Owen releases a low warning growl as he steps between them, staking a claim like she’s a piece of meat. “Eyes off, beta.”

The poor man flushes three shades of red. “I didn't mean—” he stutters.

“Of course you didn't,” I say, stepping around them both to save him from himself and Owen’s temper. “You were going to show us to a private room?”

“Right!” He explodes into action, quickly leading us along the edge of the club and its massive dance floor.

Metal, human-sized cages hang from the ceiling with dancers working their special kind of magic inside them.

I'd be envious if I liked that kind of attention. I don't.

I watch them regardless of that fact until we enter a hallway that leads to a set of stairs up to the second floor.

A soft scent of vanilla lingers in the air as we climb the stairs, indicating they use a scent smoker in the club. Otherwise, the perfume and musks of all these bodies would be overwhelming. The beta pushes open the first door we come to and gestures inside. Windows are floor to ceiling on one side of the room, showing the dance floor below, full of the crush of bodies we passed. Black leather couches line the other wall, with a stripper pole in the middle of the room. Nice touch. I roll my eyes and follow him over the threshold.

“Wet bar’s over here. It’s fully stocked, but if you use the phone, they will bring anything up for you,” he’s rambling.

I ignore the beta as I move to the window and watch the dancers in the cages, now at eye level. I’m entranced by a guy in the cage closest to me. His golden irises make my stomach flip with nerves before I shut that shit down.

Of course, being attracted to alphas, or anyone else for that matter, doesn’t equate to love or forever. Maybe what I need is to fuck Jared out of my system. That’s an idea. That asshole doesn’t deserve any part of me he left behind.

With that thought firmly in mind, I drop my gaze down his oiled-up body. Man, he’s a work of art. He moves like he’s made to dance, his muscles bunch and release in a rhythm that has me transfixed. Something about him is familiar, but I can’t place it.

The tattoos etched into his skin wrap around his torso and into the waistband of his low-rise jeans. When I drag my eyes back to his face, he winks at me. Gripping the bars above his head to show off more of his rippling muscles, he dips low, keeping his attention fixed on me. His curls flop over his forehead in a dark, untamed mess that makes my fingers itch to push it back.

I smile, or drool… the same thing right?

I’m sold. My libido has woken up, and it’s ready to climb him like a tree. I turn back to my sister to tell her I am going down to the dance floor, but she’s wrapped in Owen’s arms, and they are clearly lost in each other. Gross. He kisses like he’s trying to eat her face. A shiver of distaste runs down my spine.

Crossing to the wet bar, I pour myself a shot for courage. Downing it, I take a second and third in rapid succession. It’s now or never.

Reaching the dance floor, I scan the cages for the mystery man. He’s gone. Disappointment filters in, but I push it away. I can still have fun. I’m here, out of the house for the first time in more days than I can count, I owe it to myself to enjoy every second.

It helps, I’m sure, that the three shots I took are loosening my muscles and making me feel great.

I make a beeline for the bar. A cute blonde with a ponytail is working, and I wave her down. “Mai Tai, please.” I pass her a twenty, and she mixes my requested drink before sliding it over the counter. She pops open the register to get my change, and I shake my head. “Keep it.”

Moving closer to the thrumming crowd, I sway to the music. Just because I can’t dance doesn’t mean I can’t feel the beat as it pumps through me. I sip on my drink, the shots from earlier making me loose.

Then I see him through what feels like a haze. The guy from the cage. He’s put on a shirt, and he’s dancing with a few girls in slinky dresses. I watch him for a few songs and a couple more passing shots. He moves as fluidly on the dance floor as he does in the cage. And the women love him it seems. I down the Mai Tai I bought in one last bitter gulp and set the glass on a passing shot tray. I feel like superwoman with the alcohol running through my veins.

They don’t call it liquid courage for nothing.

Threading through the crowd to get closer to him, I trip over my heels, almost fall, but I totally got it under control. No way I’m gonna break my ankle tonight! Nice save. I ignore the weird tilt of the ground, throw my arms up, and sway to the music. This is definitely dancing... right?

When he spots me, it feels like a fire is lit in my stomach. Then he leans down and says something to the girl currently molded to him. She glances back at me with a pout, following his line of sight before she moves away. He crosses the space between us effortlessly, his gaze running down to my heels that make me six inches taller to the hem of the short blue dress my sister convinced me to put on. And back up again.

It makes me feel powerful. His full attention is just for me, like I’m the center of his world. I hold back my eye roll. At least for now I’ll be the center of his world. But that’s what I want. One night in the arms of a stranger to wash my ex out of my system.

I run my palms down his shirt, and he glances down at my hands. Cupping them with his own, he peers at me.

“Are you okay?” he shouts over the crowd.

“Yeah,” I yell back.

It’s pointless to try to carry on a conversation with our voices, so I press against him, hoping he’ll get the message. His hands go to my ass as he steadies me. Wait, what? Steadies me? Did I almost fall?

“Whoa, I think you’ve had too much to drink. Come on, let’s get you a seat,” he says. His words ghost over the shell of my ear and make my hormones go haywire.

At that moment, I will go anywhere he wants to lead me. He presses me into an open seat, and my world spins. Ugh. I shake my head, and it makes it worse. I need the bathroom.

Lurching to my feet, I slam into him, knocking my head against his chin. He swears and steps back as I straighten. My head pounds where we hit, so I know his jaw has to feel it. I open my mouth to apologize and proceed to lose the contents of my stomach all over him.

He blinks down at his puke-covered outfit in stunned silence as heat crawls up my neck and over my cheeks. Another wave of nausea hits me, and I turn away from him this time, adding more of my stomach to the floor next to his feet. It splatters across his shoes, as it seems to bounce off the floor, intent on embarrassing me further.

“Christ,” he swears as he stumbles back a step.

I do the only thing I can think of and grab the damn napkin holder off the table, but the stupid thing won’t budge. I fumble with it, muttering, “Come on, you piece of crap,” and swearing under my breath.

Finally, the top pops off, and I yank out a stack of those useless thin napkins. I try to wipe the vomit off his shirt, but it’s not working at all. It’s humiliating in the worst way because he just stands there, staring at me like I’m some kind of alien. He doesn’t even stop me, just watches as I uselessly smear the mess around. A waitress rushes over, clearly horrified, and hands him an actual towel. He takes it and starts blotting his jeans, probably wishing he was anywhere but here.

My sister appears next to me, her face a mixture of horror and concern. “Lilah, what happened?”

I swallow, my throat hurting from the acid I just expelled. I have no words, so I gesture at the man in front of me. Ashlyn glances at him before doing a double take.

“Rafe Carson? Oh my God, what happened?”

His name. It’s familiar. Because it’s in the tabloids right next to my sister's name all the time. At one time, they said they were a thing. But he does not look like this on the magazine covers; no, in person he’s so much—more. Or at least he was until I puked all over him.

Can I die? The room spins, the faces blur, and I’m drowning in it all. I can’t do this. I can’t stay here. I need out. I need air. Without thinking, I lurch forward, my feet tangled beneath me as I stagger toward the front doors. I trip, catch myself, and keep going. The lights outside blind me, and the paparazzi's shouts turn into a chaotic roar. I can’t make sense of the words. My head’s pounding, my stomach’s churning, and I just push through them, stumbling down the street, barely aware of where I’m going.


CHAPTER 2
Lilah


“Holy shit.” I drop the magazine to my lap, my eyes going wide. In a circle in the corner is me in the blue dress, looking like I’m beyond drunk—with a puke-covered Rafe Carson standing in front of me, his arms spread wide in shock. Just when I thought the worst of the pap pictures had already aired two weeks ago, with me running from the club, this is like being slapped in the face.

Of course, paparazzi made their way inside. Even with the club rules, they are like little snakes slithering their way into places they shouldn’t be. And now, my embarrassment is nationwide. They don’t even know my name. I shake my head with a snort at the caption. ‘Has Ashlyn Robinson’s sister gone off the deep end? Did being jilted at the altar break the younger Robinson?’

What would they know about either? It isn’t like I’ve broadcasted what Jared and Tabitha did to me everywhere. I wonder who got paid for that tidbit.

“What’s wrong?” Ashlyn asks, spotting my face as she enters the living room—my personal sanctuary. “Lil, why are the blankets back on the windows?”

I glance guiltily at the dark fabric blocking out the annoying sunshine that thinks it can just go around being cheerful all the time. I can’t have its influence in my life.

“Did you see this?” I ignore her and hold the gossip magazine up.

“Where did you get that? Did Owen bring it home? I told him that he should stop doing that, but he finds the stories so funny and out there. Like fanfiction about himself or people he knows.” She sighs and reaches for it. Her lips twist when she sees the picture. “It could be worse.”

I blink at her like an owl. “It could be worse?” Is she crazy? This is terrible; I can never show my face again. The next headline can be, ‘What happened to Ashlyn Robinson’s sister?’ Because I will never be seen again. I will live in my sister's living room for the rest of my life.

“Yeah, at least the pap wasn’t taking continuous pictures, they could have got your moment of glory on film. They probably had to scramble to get their camera on the two of you.”

I press my lips together. She’s right, that would have been worse, I’d give her that. Covering my face, I groan into my hands and mumble, “I’m never leaving this room again.”

She laughs and drops the magazine to the coffee table. “You are actually.”

Her tone is serious, and I peek at her through my fingers before dropping my hands altogether. “I’m not going to the club with you again.”

She snorts and drops next to me on the sofa.

“I’m going to record that sound one of these times and sell it to the paparazzi. I’d be rich. The perfect Ashlyn Robinson, superstar, snorts.” I giggle as she smacks me with a pillow.

“I’m serious, Lil. The film crews will be here tomorrow to film your introduction.”

“Uh, what? What film crews and what introduction?” All of the blood drains from my face, and I feel lightheaded. She had to be joking, I’m sure of it. Any second, she will laugh and say, ‘Gotcha.’

I stare at her, and she gives me a tight smile. Oh, that isn’t the joking face. “For Omega in Paradise. I mentioned your name to the producer; Shelly loves the idea. She jumped right on it as soon as I mentioned it.”

“Ash—” I say, my ears ringing. I had to be hearing things because I swear she just said she signed me up for Omega in Paradise. “I thought you loved me.”

She lets out a surprised and uncomfortable laugh. “I do love you. It’s why I suggested you as a contestant. You deserve love, Lilah.” She grasps my hand, and I’m too stunned to do anything but stare down at her pale skin.

“We talked about this.” My throat’s tight as panic starts to take over.

Her lips go flat, and she gives me a sad smile. “You have stopped living; it’s been two months. You let Jared and Tabitha win. Do you think either one of them has stopped for one second and thought about what they did to you? Because I know they haven’t. They have a baby on the way, Lil.” I grimace at her painful but true words. She probably got pregnant while helping him cheat on me. Some best friend she turned out to be. My sister was right—they don’t care about me. Neither of them ever did. “When the media gets a hold of that information, this right here, it will be nothing,” she says, picking the magazine back up.”You’ve already caught the attention of the paparazzi. Why not spin your story the way you want it to be told?”

I swallow, my heart lodged in my throat. “There’s no such thing as true love.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. But you aren’t going to find that out sitting on my couch every day watching reruns of Omega in Paradise.”

She shrugs and tosses the magazine back to the coffee table. It lands on a full-page spread of me, with napkins, attempting to clean Rafe Carson off. I want to sink into the sofa and disappear. It’s worse than I thought. The look of pure distaste on his face as I’m focused on his ruined clothing is the final nail in my coffin.

“I’ll do it.” Because she’s right. If I don’t show the world I’m not broken, Jared and Tabitha will have won, and the thought of them winning anything is like a bullet to my already shattered heart.
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Crews arrive bright and early, the first wave an army of costume and makeup assistants. Shelly introduced herself to me as the producer; I’ve seen her before at Ashlyn’s work parties. Then she explains the process of the show as if I haven’t watched every episode.

In each episode, there’s a group date and one-on-one dates with the guys. There are three of them this season. Before each ceremony, the guys debate and send omegas home or offer the ones they want to stay a token of their intent. My stomach flips over as she describes it. If they don’t like me, I could be going home the first night.

“So, I think we go with America’s sweetheart angle for you. Claire, give her a soft look. Pink lips, pink cheeks,” she waves her hand, “innocent. Jamie, same for her hair, soft waves, leave it loose, I like the golden locks.” When she focuses back on me, I glance at the two betas she just told to make me over, nervously. What have I agreed to? “You are in good hands.”

A flurry of action sweeps me up, and before I know it, I’m sitting in a robe, my hair and makeup done with a woman and a makeshift closet open in front of me. She flips through the dresses, and I watch her as she mutters to herself. “Blue, no, no, blue it will remind the public she isn’t innocent. Pink, too much pink. Overdone. Yellow?” She holds up a yellow dress and eyes me. “No, it would make her washed out. White, yes, white, it’s perfect.”

When she holds up a lace white dress, I can’t help comparing it to my wedding dress. The day my innocence was truly shattered. What better way to make my appearance to the world? If they want America’s sweetheart, that’s what they will get. I’ll be the picture of sweet and innocent while the cameras are on.

She helps me slip into the dress and zips it up. Backing up, she studies me, pursing her lips as she nods like she finds me acceptable. “It will do. For the show, we will put you in soft pastels. Are there any colors you don’t like?”

“Blue,” I say automatically.

She laughs. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure everyone forgets all about that night at the club.”

I smile. At least someone will be on my side, not that any of the crew members have made me feel like they wouldn’t be.

“Are we ready?” Shelly breezes into the room as if she has an internal sense of exactly how long it should take. “Film crews will be here in twenty. Pack it up.”

My palms go clammy, and I watch as everyone hustles around to do her bidding. It’s a lot.

“Ready for your day in the spotlight?”

“Uh, no.” I shake my head.

She laughs as if I’m joking. I’m not. “For your introduction, we want it to be just about you. People that don’t know who you are will love you right out of the gate and the ones that do know who you are will do a double take. I will give it one episode before you are a show favorite. Of course, people will make the connection to your sister when you make it to the hometown visits.”

“I’m going to make you lots of money, it sounds like.” I attempt the joke, and she smiles.

“Exactly, honey, you are going to shoot the ratings through the roof.”


CHAPTER 3
Lilah


The bright lights blind me, and I hold my hand up shielding my eyes. Am I really doing this?

Blinking, I look over at the host. It's surreal having Turner Clark watching me. The beta's hair is styled to perfection, and his skin glows beneath the lights. He looks like every bit of the star he is.

He reaches across the space and pats my hand sympathetically. “You'll do great. Soon enough, you'll forget the cameras are even in the room.”

I nod. What else am I supposed to do?

“Let's start with some practice questions. They’ll continue rolling so you get used to the spotlight, but we won't use them in the show.”

I fidget with my fingers, twisting the digits together before smoothing them out on my lap and straightening my shoulders. “Okay,” I say tentatively.

Before long, it feels like I'm chatting with an old friend as he asks his questions.

“What are you looking for in a pack?” He stares into my soul with his vivid blue eyes, and I swallow.

Forcing a laugh through the lump that's formed in my throat, I wet my lips. “Preferably a pack that won't meet me at the altar with my best friend on their arm.”

“I imagine that was hard…” His forehead creases with sympathy. “And it was his loss.” He looks at the cameras and adds, “I'm sure our audience will agree.”

“Cut,” the director shouts, startling me.

Turner Clark stands, unclipping his microphone from his blazer. He reaches out to shake my hand, and I put my fingers into his palm on autopilot as I stand up.

“Wait, I thought that was practice.” I glance around at the crew already packing up.

“Darling, you're a natural, the cameras love you.”

“You can't use that. Any of that—" Panic bright and hot showers over me.

“Of course we can, everyone loves to see someone finding love after being hurt so badly,” the director cuts in. “Shelly was right, you're going to be America’s sweetheart.”

They move around me, and it feels as if I’m in a whirlwind of activity, yet held apart from it all. It doesn’t feel real. The crew clears out as quickly as they had arrived, and I take the first real breath of oxygen in what feels like days.

Ashlyn peaks into the room, her gaze finding mine, then she comes in when she sees me alone. “How’d it go?”

“Terrible.”

“You look great. Did Greta dress you? That dress is fantastic on you.”

I cringe. “It looks like a wedding dress.”

She takes another look. “Wedding dresses are longer. You look beautiful.”

Owen strolls into the room, dropping a kiss on the side of my sister's head. His gaze roves over me with curiosity.

“What did they do to your sister?”

“Owen,” Ashlyn says, pushing him away playfully.

“What? She looks innocent, and we both know she’s anything but. Do I have to remind you how she got me drunk that one time and led me unsuspectingly to your nest?”

I roll my eyes. “Bullshit, you did that all by yourself, and I would have stopped you, asshole.”

He laughs and points at me. “See? Do you hear the mouth on her?”

I cross my arms and glare at him. “She should have seen you for what you are then.”

“Lil,” Ashlyn admonishes me with wide eyes.

“She did, the only alpha for her.” He captures Ashlyn around the waist and showers her with kisses along her face and throat until his musk and her perfume take up the entire space.

“Get a room,” I protest weakly. It’s good to see Ash happy, even if I can't stand the toad.

He pauses for a moment, glancing around the living room. “Technically this is a room.”

Ugh.
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The banquet hall is full of omegas when I enter. All of them look perfect and exactly what the show goes for. It's the first time I've been around this many in one space since school.

Shelly steps up on a raised platform and clinks a spoon against a glass to get our attention.

“Welcome to the 20th season of Omega in Paradise!” Everyone cheers as if it's New Year's Eve and the ball just dropped in Times Square. “One of you lucky omegas will meet the pack of your dreams. No scent matching to drive you. No rejection based on the first sniff. I encourage each of you to take this opportunity to see if you are compatible with the alphas we’ve chosen for this season.”

An omega standing near me snorts, drawing my attention away from Shelly. “It's all fake, you know,” he says as he meets my gaze. There is a sort of pouty look to his mouth as he tries and fails to smile.

Everything in me screams he already has his claws out and he's ready to climb to the top.

He straightens a bowtie around his neck and slides his hands down an expertly pressed suit jacket, shifting on his feet, just a foot closer to me. “I plan on winning it all.”

I laugh. “It's fake, and you're going to win it.” I shake my head. He's delusional.

“I'm Chad by the way.”

“Lilah—”

He waves off the rest of my words with a floppy wrist. “I know who you are. Pity what happened to you; some alphas are real pieces of work.”

He's being snarky, and I roll my eyes, bringing my attention back to Shelly, who’s still giving some kind of encouraging speech.

“We could team up. You are obviously here because you need a media makeover, and I'm here for the prize of the pack. We can both get what we want.”

Inhaling through my nose, I press my lips together. Then they pop open of their own accord. “We don't even know who the pack is yet.”

“Does it matter? The history of the show pairs omegas with influential and usually rich alphas. What more do you need to know?”

“Who hurt you?” I laugh, giving up on trying to ignore him. I know hurt when I hear it. Guess that’s what experience gives you.

It's his turn to go silent. He looks away, his jaw clenching with some sort of emotion. He doesn't owe me anything. So I don't say a word and focus on the tail end of what Shelly’s saying.

“Your order has been determined already. Get out of the limo, greet the men, and head inside. Leave them wanting more. And they will seek you out later. Remember…the first group date is tomorrow. The ceremony will take place directly after.”

“Is it too late to back out?” I mutter as the other omegas head to the waiting room chattering with excitement, some are already drinking. I will not be doing that tonight. Lesson learned. I only needed to lose my stomach on one alpha for that one.

Chad loops his arm through mine, leading me into the other room to wait for our limos. “We are going to be TV gold. And you're not going anywhere because you are helping me to the end, and I'm going to help repair your image.”


CHAPTER 4
Lilah


The limo bumps down the long drive toward a gigantic, brightly lit, mansion. It does not look this big in the show. The driver circles a large dazzling fountain before coming to a stop.

My gaze takes in the rose bushes and ivy climbing the white bricks all the way up to the black shingle roof. Breathtaking. Even in the dark, the beauty can’t be hidden.

My handler clears his throat, and I stop gawking. It has to be a big house to fit thirty omegas even on scent-blocking pills and lotion. Turning my attention to the small man across from me, I lift an eyebrow.

“Ready for the cameras?”

I glance back at the brightly lit windows, some girls and guys gather in them, watching the limo from the inside. They are obviously some of the omegas that arrived before me. I recognize some of them from the banquet hall. I smooth the same white dress they had me wear in my interview down over my legs as nerves race like a wild herd of horses through my body. Are horses called herds? Are they just called horses?

My handler clears his throat again, and I want to ask him if he’s coming down with something. “Time for your grand entrance.” It isn’t a question this time.

I nod anyway, shifting my attention back to the mansion. The camera’s red light flickers on, and I know it’s show time. I paste on a smile, seconds before the air in my lungs evaporates and the world freezes. My gaze lands on the alphas waiting for me to exit the limo. The Rafe Carson, his curly hair styled to perfection, stands at the end of the walkway. The fabric of his suit draped over his broad shoulders, accentuating the strength beneath it. He moves just like he did on the dance floor, with fluid almost sensual movements as he shifts on his heels. His tie is loose as if he feels trapped, and he wears a plastic smile on his face.

He doesn’t want to be here. I can feel it in my bones. That makes two of us.

“No. This isn’t happening.” I point at him through the dark window. “That is Rafe Carson!”

My handler laughs nervously. “And his pack mates—Miles Abbott and Elliott Ray.”

“I—I can’t do this—” I say. No power on this green earth can get me out of this limo.

He presses a com in his ear. “We have a situation.”

It’s a disaster, not a situation. A situation could be fixed. This is more like a tornado bearing down on me ready to toss me into Oz, like Dorthy. Only I don’t have ruby slippers or a dog.

“Shelly wants to speak with you.” He presses a button on his earpiece and then holds out his cell. I stare at it in horror like it’s going to bite me. He covers the speaker, giving me a pleading look. “Please.”

I nod at the camera still filming. “Turn that off.”

The cameraman hesitates until my handler tilts his head at the guy. Then he flips it off, the red light blinking once before disappearing.

I flick my eyes down to the phone and hold out my hand.

“I’m not doing this,” I tell her.

“Sweetheart, I know it’s a shock. But you have to. Your introduction video is already on all the socials. There’s been millions of views and thousands of comments. This is your redemption arc, a chance to rewrite your past.”

Millions?

“Shelly,” I say, my mouth dry and palms sweaty. I lower my voice. “I threw up all over that man out there. There is only one way this ends, and it’s with my humiliation.”

“No, Lilah, viewers are rooting for you. They want you to have a second chance.”

It is more likely they are ready for the ensuing drama. Because if they have my video up on the internet, I know they have the alphas too.

I glance back at the men. One of them shifts and looks at his watch before murmuring something to Rafe. The other watches the limo with curiosity, his hands clasped behind his back. Waiting attentively for me to open the door. I don’t know who his pack mates are, so I don’t know which one is Elliott and which one is Miles. Only that they are as fucking attractive as him. It should be a crime.

“Shelly, I don’t think you understand.” Pure fear rolls through me. I can’t do this. My grip on the phone tightens until I’m sure I’m going to break it.

“Sweetheart, I do. You’re afraid. It’s only natural in your situation.”

I nod as if she can see me, then her words sink in. “What do you mean in my situation?”

She sighs, and I can hear it through the line. “You thought you were going to be bonded a few short months ago. And the way that alpha treated you, it’s understandable that you would be afraid.”

“You keep saying that. I’m not afraid.” I can feel my molars grinding together as what she’s saying settles into me.

As if to prove her words wrong, I toss the phone back at the guy and push open the door. The cameraman rushes to flip the camera back on as I step out in one smooth motion, channeling my inner Ashlyn. Because if anyone could do this, my sister could. I have tunnel vision as I stride toward the alphas. I just need to get this over with.

I pause in front of them, putting on my best smile for the cameras. “Fancy meeting you here,” I say looking directly at Rafe. Rip the fucking bandaid off. The internet’s already going to have a field day with me on this show with Rafe as one of the stars.

Rafe squints at me, as if he can’t tell I’m the same girl that expelled the contents of her alcohol-filled stomach all over him three weeks ago. Then I see it, the recognition, as it flashes deep in his golden eyes.

“I’m Lilah,” I add. “We didn’t get that far the first time.”

“You know each other?” the alpha with vivid blue eyes and day-old scruff gracing his sculpted too-beautiful face asks out the side of his mouth.

Rafe shrugs and shoves his hands into his pockets as he watches me warily. “No.”

I give him a funny look and then focus on his pack mates, who up-close-and-personal are so panty-melting worthy, I almost forget what words are when my eyes land on the second one.

Dark eyes peer back at me with the same curiosity he had while I was still in the limo. His light hair catches the light of the fairy lights in the trees above their heads. And if I hadn’t sworn off alphas and love, I could believe I am half in love with the man with a single look. I hope the cameras caught that wistful look because they wouldn’t be getting many out of me.

“Lilah, beautiful name for a beautiful omega,” he says smoothly. I almost laugh, but I manage to hold it in. “I’m Elliott, and this is Miles.”

Don’t be awkward. Don’t be awkward. I open my mouth to say, nice meeting you, I’ll see you inside when what comes out is anything but those words. “I bet when the omegas scent your musk they climb you like a tree.”

A surprised laugh pops out of him as he glances at his friends. His face lights up with merriment. Rafe narrows his eyes at me, and Miles tilts his head, watching me like I’m from a circus side show and he isn’t sure if he should be amused or horrified.

I snap my mouth shut, heat flares up my neck to my cheeks, and I shake my head mutely, gesturing at the door behind them. They step aside as one unit, and I hurry past.

“See you inside, Lilah,” Elliott murmurs after me, making my whole body feel funny. That’s not a feeling I ever had with Jared.


CHAPTER 5
Rafe


The omega from Club Wisteria is here, on the show, and it feels like they sought her out to highlight my playboy ways. It takes all my restraint not to watch her walk away. Even though I can’t smell her, and damn did I try, she draws my attention like a moth to a flame.

Miles nudges me as another limo pulls up. “Interesting. We will talk about that later.” He barely moves his lips, the smile on them unwavering as he faces the new limo.

Elliott still looks bemused as he glances back at the way the omega went. Lilah Robinson. Elliott was right; she’s beautiful. Hell, most of the omegas are attractive. It’s the one thing I noticed as they were parading them in front of us like cattle at a market. But that one is top shelf. Too bad I won’t settle for any of them.

Bonding is serious, and a Reality TV show is not going to find my mate.

Still, Elliott insisted, and our manager said it would be good for our image. Even if we pick an omega at the end and carry on a fake relationship for the media before calling it quits, quietly and off-screen—it will be good for us.

The door opens to the new limo, and I focus on the man that climbs from it. Another attractive omega, not that I expected anything less. I want to scream, ‘finding love isn’t about looks’.

He strolls over to us, a pout on his face that I suppose is his smile. “Gentlemen.”

He nods, his gaze barely ghosting over each of us. This one isn’t here for an alpha or a pack. I study him, seeing if I can tell what motivates him. While some of the omegas are here for the show, others are treating it like a game. An opportunity they can get something out of, even if it isn’t a pack. One girl in particular even looked directly at the camera like she was on her own TV show and we were the extras. Though, I honestly can’t blame them. Look at me, I'm doing it for all the wrong reasons too.

“What’s your name?” I ask. Not because I care, but because he could be a useful shield to keep around, depending on why he’s here.

His lips curl up into a better semblance of a smile. I’m not sure he does it much in life, and I can almost feel him looking down his nose when he turns to look directly at me.

“Chad, your future omega,” he says boldly.

I laugh as he catches me off guard. He isn’t my type, and he’s a bit abrasive right off the bat, but he might work to field the other omegas off of me.

“I look forward to getting to know you, Chad.”

He shrugs. “Find me inside.” He gives us all a small wave, never asking our names or seeming to care at all who we are.

“Where did they find that one? A hoity-toity school for omegas?” Miles cracks under his breath, loud enough for Elliott and I to hear but not loud enough for the cameras to pick up.

“I like that one,” I say.

“Of course you do,” Elliott says, leaning forward to catch my eye. He sees right through my plan, and I grin back at him. That’s okay. It isn’t a secret to them that I didn’t want to come. If Miles hadn’t voted to repair the reputation that I had destroyed, we wouldn’t be here at all. Because regardless of what the tabloids say, I do want to keep my pack. Losing them would destroy me.

The parade of omegas feels like forever. I shift on my aching feet as the last limo arrives. A dark-haired beauty with hair hanging down to her ass climbs out of the interior, and her eyes lock on us as soon as she straightens. My heart plummets into my fucking ass. Hailey Gray, the omega it took me years to shake, the one I had been willing to bite, and the one responsible for my playboy ways, is here in front of us.

“What the fuck?” I swear, looking at the camera crew. The director shakes his head, seeing the urge for me to nope the fuck out of here right now.

“Oh shit.” Elliott wipes his hand down his face. He knows what this means for me; they both do.

Miles inhales noisily before looking at me sharply. “We don’t give her the bracelet, Rafe. She goes home tomorrow.”

Is this some fucked up way to make me stay? Because it’s a miscalculation with this one. All I want to do is shed the damn tie and suit jacket and go dance in some club. Preferably one where I can just be me and not the star in the spotlight. Anonymity is what I crave and can never truly have. Someone’s always watching. There is no place I can just be me.

“Boys,” Hailey greets us, her silky voice taking me back to nights in random hotel rooms and secrets beneath the sheets as we both tried to find our way in Hollywood. Secrets she sold to the paparazzi the second I had a big break. She tried to tear me and my pack mates apart with them. As if a wedge between us would make me ever pick her. We recovered from it and moved on. Well, I thought I moved on.

I swallow around the frog that somehow lodged itself in my throat.

Elliott tilts his head at her as if he’s examining a bug he accidentally stepped on. “The makeup department really worked hard on you, didn’t they?”

She gasps and takes a step back. Not the welcome she’s expecting, I guess. I shove my hands into my pockets, so I don’t do something stupid like reach for her. Man, I am fucked up. Yes, let's go back for seconds to the girl who sold your secrets to the media and almost blew up your whole life.

“Cut,” Thomas, the director, shouts. “Delete that footage, try again from the top, no crap comments like that, Elliott. This is a show about romance and love. Sell it.”

Hailey sways her ass back to the limo and climbs inside. I blow out my cheeks before releasing the pent-up breath and shake my shoulders attempting to rid the tension. I'm a fucking actor, I can do this. Thomas counts us in silently, and the red light blinks back on.

This time, when her leg pops out followed by her dark head of hair, I'm ready. I let a dazed smile curl up my lips as my emotions revolt inside my stomach. Miles is right, we will send her home tomorrow.

I step forward meeting her and reaching for her hands as if I can't resist. “Hailey,” I breathe, and I'd believe me if I was watching the scene play out.

She smiles flirtatiously. “Surprise!”

“Put her back in the cake,” Elliott says, and Thomas swears before yelling for filming to stop again. I drop her fingers like she's burned me and step back.

“Seriously, we don't want this one.” Miles faces Thomas, his face serious as he gestures at Hailey.

She rolls her eyes and props her hand on her hip. “I'm just here for publicity, so calm down.”

Elliott rubs his forehead. “You're taking the place of someone that could be our mate.”

She scoffs. “I'm sure Rafe will test out all those poor omegas, and you'll know in no time who your match is, if they are in the house that is. I'm betting on Rafe never finding love, though.” She examines her long fingernails that resemble purple claws before bringing her calculating gaze back to me.

“Are you forgetting who went to the media with the other person's secrets?” Miles asks, lifting a pierced eyebrow.

She smirks, her eyes sparkling. Her gaze rakes down to my shoes. “It was worth it.”

“Bitch,” Elliott says.

She shrugs. “I prefer Queen Bitch, thanks.”

“Focus.” Thomas steps between us, cutting through the tension with his bark. “Now places, from the surprise.”

I drag my hands out of my pockets and force myself to take her fingers in mine again. Disassociating, I paste on my signature smile.

“Rolling in one…” Thomas says, before holding up two fingers, followed by three.

And we are on. “I didn't think I'd ever see you again.”

I feel the camera zoom in on my face, ignoring my pack mates. And I sell it. I drop a kiss to her cheek and say loud enough for them to pick up in edits, “Let me walk you inside.”


CHAPTER 6
Lilah


If I thought escaping into the house would be a relief, Chad, the omega from earlier, attaches to me the moment he arrives, cameras already filming us from the sidelines.

“Can you believe my luck? Miles Abbott, Elliott Ray, and freaking Rafe Carson. It's like winning the lottery.” His cheeks are flush with excitement.

I choke back a laugh. This man is something else.

“Oh, but I bet that's awkward for you after puking all over Rafe at that club.” He chuckles at the observation as if it's amusing and not a disaster.

The cameraman drifts closer, wanting to record all of my embarrassment in high definition I'm sure. I turn away from him, giving my back to the cameras as I try to disengage Chad, but he's like a Pomeranian yapping at my heels as I stride away from him.

“Is that a sensitive topic? It is, isn't it?”

I press my lips together, choosing not to answer him as I take a seat next to one of the other omegas. A quiet and handsome guy who smiles at me over his drink as I sit down. I give him a tight smile before I cast my gaze over the rest of the room.

Another woman, a tall red head, sinks into the armchair next to the guy with a sigh. She’s obviously as overwhelmed as I am. It eases my smile a bit as I meet her steady gaze.

“This is something else, isn’t it?” she asks, her lips turn up and her eyes sparkle with humor.

“It is,” I agree. “I didn’t expect it to feel so crazy.”

“Same. And the greeting is so much different in person,” she says. I nod my agreement. “I’m Willow, by the way.”

“Lilah,” I reply, smiling for real now. She seems nice, and in a house full of omegas competing for the same alphas, that might be needed.

“I’m still not sure I should be here,” she admits, sinking back into the armchair. “I binge-watched a bunch of seasons after casting found me and offered me a spot. And the omegas that are pure bitches—I’m not a fan,” she says as if she can read my mind.

I don’t mention that I am an ultra fan, who also doesn’t feel like I should be here. Although we both found our way onto the show through different means, I feel a sort of kinship with her.

The other girls and guys gather around the windows watching each omega arrive. Their commentary is sometimes sarcastic and mean. I wonder vaguely what they said about me. Not that I really care. I'm still not sure I'm even staying.

Eventually the tabloids will move on to someone more interesting, and with the exception of the parties Ashlyn drags me to, I'll be out of the spotlight, living a free life. Maybe I should just settle for that. I don’t really need to prove anything to the world.

Chad drops into the chair next to me. He lounges into it with all the airs of an omega who knows their place in the world, and I sort of admire the confidence, even if it's misplaced.

“You should probably avoid alcohol here, though.” He glances over at me, continuing the conversation as if there was no lull.

“Are you the youngest sibling?” I ask.

“One and only, my parents got it right the first time.”

I want to say, ‘Or really wrong and they were afraid of trying again.’ But I bite my tongue as the lens of the nearest camera zooms in on us again.

The guy next to me snorts, and Chad zones in on him with laser focus.

“I bet you're the middle child,” he says to the guy, narrowing his eyes on him. “At least your parents aren't quitters.”

I hold back a smile, my eyes widening at his boldness. He has even less of a filter than I do. Willow laughs, and Chad flashes her a grin.

Then, with a casual pout, he turns back to me, dismissing the guy before he can respond. “Why do you ask?”

I shrug. “The no filter thing. It's attention-seeking behavior.”

He flashes white teeth at me before taking a sip of the champagne in his glass. His pinky extended.

“Part of my charm.”

I roll my eyes and snort before remembering where I am. “Or defenses,” slips out.

I'm not here to psychoanalyze these people. It comes naturally. But I stuff that part of myself away. I walked away from my practice the moment I realized my own life was fake, and none of the stupid things I said to my clients was true. Some people just have crap lives, and there’s nothing they can do to change that.

Whispers and murmurs sound from the omegas gathered in the windows. Standing, I cross the room to see who they are whispering about. Curiosity gets the better of me.

As I reach the window, I am just in time to see Rafe reach for a brunette's hands before dropping a kiss to her cheek. Unexplainably, it feels like someone kicked a hornets nest inside my stomach. It gets worse as he drapes his arm over her shoulder and leads her to the front door.

Whoa. Get control of yourself, Lilah. That alpha doesn’t belong to you.

The whispers become an annoying buzzing in my ears. I straighten, stepping away from the window frame as Miles' clear blue eyes land on me. The corner of his mouth raises in a possible smile, I'm not positive, because it could also be a grimace that he's holding back. And I don't stay within view to see if it transforms into one or the other.
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Watching the omegas mingle with each other and surround the alphas is painful. Each one attempts to garner attention and one-on-one's. I hang back, not wanting to enter the fray. It doesn’t look this painful on TV. It looks exciting and full of energy.

Elliott breaks away from them and approaches me. I flex my toes inside my tight shoes, wishing I could become invisible.

My cheeks heat when he smiles at me. It sparkles in the depths of his eyes as his attention runs from my face down to my feet and back up leisurely. I squeeze my legs together, knowing I'd be perfuming if I wasn't on blockers.

“A tree, huh?” He chuckles, and it’s like cuddling into a cozy and warm blanket.

I grimace, crinkling my nose. “I made an impression, I see.”

He swipes a pink tongue over his lips, glancing back at the group behind him. “It wasn’t your words that made an impression.” He lowers his voice and steps closer, his broad shoulders blocking out everyone behind him. A tingle runs down my spine as my whole body reacts to him. Holy shit, this man is the whole package. Pure unadulterated alpha. At least by first impressions. “But they didn’t hurt.”

I inhale, wanting just a sniff of his musk. What does he smell like? The feeling is like a need brewing deep in my belly. But there’s nothing, just the cologne he must have put on tonight, which isn’t terrible, but not what I want to catch a hint of.

“How do you know Rafe?”

His question catches me off guard, and I know it shouldn’t. I basically announced to the three of them I knew his pack mate. Even if he denied it.

Rolling my lips between my teeth, I glance over at the alpha in question. He’s smiling and flirting like it’s his job. And I don’t like it. Annoyance prickles at me with the easy way he’s able to draw the omegas in.

The memory of pressing myself along his body in the crush of people on that sweaty dance floor, his hands molding to my ass almost perfectly, swirls around inside of me. The barest detectible scent of my favorite candy bar had hit me at that moment. Butterfinger. Do they get stuck in your teeth when you eat them? Yes. But they taste like the flaky peanut butter goodness of heaven wrapped inside a thin layer of chocolate. Is that what Rafe would have tasted like if I got that far? Or was it pure imagination on my part?

Elliott clears his throat, gaining my attention again. He hums thoughtfully. “Maybe I don’t want to know. The idea of him having the honor of touching your smooth skin first doesn’t sit well with me.”

My heart slams into my ribcage as it tries to physically hand itself to him. My hormones go into overdrive as every single twitching muscle inside of me wants to climb him like a fucking tree without scenting his musk. I swallow, finding my mouth as dry as a desert. What’s wrong with my hormones, are they malfunctioning?

“We didn’t—” I shake my head to cut myself off as the camera nearest us makes it obvious it has listened to our entire conversation. “I mean—” Bandaid…rip it off. “I puked on him at a club.”

Elliott laughs, throwing his head back with amusement. His eyes twinkle with his merriment. But he isn’t laughing at me. I can feel it even before he says anything.

“That was you?”

I nod my head slowly, as my lips twist holding back a smile that wants to join his. My eyes crinkle at the sides as my cheeks raise up anyway. And I tuck my lip between my teeth in a failed attempt to stop it.

“Well, you made quite the impression on him too it seems.”

Curiosity has my gaze snapping to Rafe, who’s already staring at me. I jerk my eyes away from him as soon as I connect with his golden irises, as if the contact burns. Heat travels up the sides of my neck and over the tops of my ears before spreading over my face. Even looking away from him, I can feel the intensity of his eyes on me.

“If I tell you a secret, will you keep it?” Elliott asks, leaning close.

Part of me wants to close the distance between us and hear all his secrets. I curl my fingers into my palms and smile. At least I hope it comes off as a smile because it feels brittle and fake. Maybe this isn’t the best move for me—flirting with alphas is dangerous—I feel like a bucket of ice water is tossed over my head. Why am I indulging this feeling? And why is it so hard to stop myself?

“You probably shouldn’t trust any of the omegas here with your secrets on the first night,” I reply as I step back, putting needed space between us. “We are all here for our own reasons, some not for love,” I add, thinking of the one omega, Blair, who has been very vocal about her socials.

He straightens, the humor back in the depths of his eyes, and I wonder if he’s ever not in a good mood. “Fair point.”

I smile back at him, a real one this time. He’s the type of person that you want to join in with his smiles; you want to be part of his secrets. Just being in his orbit is like a hit of dopamine. Some people have so much charisma, it overflows onto the people around them, and Elliott’s one of those rare people. I want to soak it all in like a dry sponge, even while trying to push him away with my words.

“Well, my fair omega, I should stop ignoring my other guests, so I can at least pretend I haven’t already chosen my future mate.”

My heart does that fucking thing again, trying to serve itself up on a platter for him, like the organ belongs to Elliott already.

He’s dangerous, being mouthwateringly attractive and charming adds to that danger. Everything I wanted while I thought I was in love, before I didn’t believe in it, but now it’s like a gigantic warning sign flashing over his head, don’t let him past the walls. In fact, build those fuckers higher. Way higher.

I watch him as he strides away, a contained confidence in each step. It’s sexy as hell. A cameraman steps closer, and I flick my eyes to the lens for a second before looking back at Elliott’s retreating back. I’m sure the longing painted on my face will make for good TV. Too bad it wasn’t an act, and if I don’t get to work on those walls, he will make them crumble quickly.


CHAPTER 7
Lilah


The cameramen went home, the alphas said their group goodbyes, introductions were made all around, and I made it through the first night blending in with the crowd. Well, sort of. I fall back on my bed, which is actually pretty comfortable.

The sounds of the three other omegas in my room chatting with each other is nothing but background noise as I stare at the ceiling. If they didn’t take my cell phone, I’d call Ashlyn and tell her that this show probably isn’t for me.

My solitude doesn’t last long before Chad’s perching on the side of my bed, uninvited. I groan and fling my arm over my face, burying my head in the crook of my elbow.

“What do you want?”

“We need to plan. The group dates start tomorrow, and we need to go on the same one. Which guy should I wear down first?” he says, as he makes himself comfortable, puffing up one of my pillows and leaning against the headboard, his legs crossed at the ankles.

I roll my eyes, not that he can see me through my arm, and sigh loudly. “Why me, Chad?”

I peek out at him, and he stares down at me as if I should already know. “You are the only one besides me who deserves to be here. I think the perfect angle to spin for us is opposing omegas. We can bring the drama, stage a fight over one of the alphas. You know, how the girls on other seasons have done it.” He snaps his fingers as if he’s trying to remember something. “Like Erica and Sarah, you have watched this show right?”

Puffing out my cheeks, I release the air slowly as I push up to sit next to him. “You think their fights were staged?”

He scoffs. “This whole thing is fake. Love doesn’t exist. The only thing to gain is your place in this life, one that doesn’t include folding the laundry of an alpha who—” He snaps his mouth shut, his jaw working. “Never mind. What do you think? We will both get what we want out of it.”

I flick my gaze to the camera in the corner of the room. It’s probably picking up every word, even without our mics on. Although it doesn’t appear to be focusing on us. He follows my path up to the camera. The almost-there smile that’s more of a pout forms on his lips, and he chuckles.

“They want drama. This conversation won’t make it on TV. So?”

He’s like a dog with a bone, and I know if I don’t go along with his scheming, it might turn out bad for me.

“Okay,” I sigh. “Who do you have the best connection to so far?”

He lifts a brow like that isn’t even on his radar. “Connection?”

“Yeah. How do you expect to win in the end if you don’t get one of them to keep you each time?”

He purses his lips and wrinkles his nose like it’s a foreign concept at this point that they wouldn’t automatically want him.

“If you want them, you’ve got a lot of work to do,” I say.

He scoffs. “I’m a masterpiece. Any alpha would be lucky to have me.”

I roll my eyes to the ceiling. “You have the confidence down,” I mutter sarcastically, not that he catches on to it.

He nudges me, and I look over at him. “We will work on yours too.”

There is a friendliness to his face that seems alien. I’m not sure he has many friends; how could he, being so abrasive all the time. I’m not in the market for a new B.F.F., but his no filter, snarky self could probably make the running if I were. At least I would know where I stand with him.

“Fine. Can you go now?” I ask, cocking an eyebrow at him.

He pokes his tongue into his cheek. “Yeah, I suppose you need your beauty sleep. It doesn’t come naturally for everyone.”

I snort before shoving him off my bed. “Go.”

He laughs softly as he picks himself up off the floor and brushes himself off. “You’re gorgeous, Lilah, just not my type. No offense.”

“None taken.” I’m pretty sure I’ve just been friend-zoned by him. I mean, if we were friends.
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Music blasts from speakers I didn’t notice last night, and I bury my head under my pillow. What sadistic kind of torture is this? I am pretty sure I did not sign up to be woken up with music from the 80s. ‘I Wanna Know What Love Is’ blares from them. I peek out from my pillow at the same time another pillow thumps against the speaker and falls with a plop to the floor.

The other omegas are in various stages of waking up. Kayla and Tamika on the beds across from me share an annoyed look with each other. I guess they bonded last night. Once all of us are stirring, the music fades and a voice comes over the speaker.

“You have one hour to prepare for a group date. Dress to impress with outerwear.”

The guy next to me kicks his covers off at the same time he picks up a pile of clothes from his bedside table, moving as if he’s the flash—straight into the adjoining bathroom. Kayla and Tamika both get up cursing him. While I slowly sit up and push my tangled hair away from my face and wipe my mouth in case of any left over drool. I am not a pretty princess when I’m asleep. Anna from Frozen is my girl. At least she wakes up realistically.

“Guess they only make us over the first night, then bam, the alphas get the real us,” I joke, but it only seems to make Kayla and Tamika more frantic as they toss clothes onto their beds.

Okay.

Sliding my bare feet to the floor, I stand up and pad over to the walk-in closet we each have stuff in. I’m sure I can find something that will look good. Greta from costuming did an amazing job at picking colors that go with my complexion without washing me out. All bright and almost cheerful. Colors I wouldn’t have been caught dead in a week ago in my quasi-mourning of the relationship with Jared.

This show is a chance to let the public see I’m not lost and that he didn’t break my heart. Maybe it will be a chance for me to believe it too. I pull a pretty lavender top from a hanger in my marked area and a simple pair of jeans. I debate for a moment over sandals or tennis shoes before grabbing a pair of black Vans.

Kayla picks up a sundress and holds it to herself. It will look amazing on her, but if we are doing something like hiking or anything with physical activity she will regret it. She will be that girl on the show that lags behind, annoyed that the date wasn’t something rich and fancy, as she pushes her hair from her sweaty face. Has she not watched Omega in Paradise before coming?

Ignoring her in favor of grabbing panties, bra, and socks, I head into the hallway in search of an empty bathroom. I know there were a few half baths on the main floor. Luckily, I find one near the back of the mansion on the main floor and slip inside, quickly changing for the day. I should have brought my hair brush and my toothbrush.

Live and learn. If I make it until tomorrow without quitting or being sent home—I’ll bring them.

I step out of the half bath and run straight into a firm chest. A squeak of shock bursts from me as warm hands grip my shoulders to steady me.

“I’ve got you.” Warmth spreads through me where he touches me, and his soft words only add to that.

Tilting my head back, I look up at him. He’s handsome in the light of the morning. My heart pitter-patters in my chest as I blatantly stare. Can you say Greek God?

“Are you okay?” He brushes a finger over the side of my face, moving some of my tangled hair away, and it brings me back to myself.

“Miles,” I breathe. Forcing my feet to move and my hands to uncurl from his shirt, I smooth my fingers down his turquoise shirt, which brings out his stunning blue eyes, and step back. “Shit, are you all muscles under this shirt?”

His brow creases as a smile attempts to pull at his bow-shaped lips. I can see him debating on if he should laugh at my awkwardness or not. All while I just want to sink into the ground.

“It’s Lilah, right?” he asks instead, tilting his head to the side with curiosity.

Probably so he knows who not to offer a trinket to tonight. I press my lips together and nod. “Last time I looked at my birth certificate. And I’m not a twin, so⁠—”

He does laugh this time, and it makes a responding smile pull at my lips. His eyes do a lap around my face as if he’s surprised I could make him laugh. And who knows, maybe he doesn’t laugh often. Of the three of them, Rafe’s the one that splashes himself across the tabloids almost daily. Although, I do have to admit, now that I have had a better look at Miles and Elliott, I recognize them, they are just more low-key with their fame.

Elliott’s been featured in a few magazines as an up-and-coming director. If he was telling me what to do, damn I just might listen because there is just something about him that pulls me in.

While Miles has made a name for himself in interior design. I’m pretty sure he owns the company that has consultants to find omegas the best nest for them. Which sounds interesting, and I know it has garnered him a lot of attention in the world of design. Because he’s so meticulous in the way he operates. Almost perfect, really, just like him.

Having a sister that is not only a huge actress but also the creator of her own show, makes me fully aware that they are just people. And not some untouchable Gods to be worshiped. Even if they look like Greek Gods. Holy hell. He makes my whole body wake up and take notice, like a pure shot of caffeine to my system.

“I should let you continue getting ready,” he says.

Heat infuses my cheeks, and I want to cover my mouth and smooth down my hair. Well, if my just rolled out of bed look doesn’t do it for him, I won’t have to worry about figuring out if I’m going to self-eliminate.

He steps to the side and gestures down the hall.

“Thanks.” I brush past him, when the slightest scent of coconut and almonds hits my lungs. My feet freeze as every molecule in my body recognizes the musk of an alpha. Pheromones assault my senses. I close my eyes and inhale the fleeting smell. It’s almost tangible. Slowly, I turn to face Miles. “What does your musk smell like?”


CHAPTER 8
Miles


“My musk?” I hedge, while attempting not to inhale too visibly.

She nods, a cute little crease appearing between her eyebrows. “You know what, never mind.” She waves a hand around on a floppy wrist, laughing at herself. “That was an invasive question.”

When she turns away from me, I have an insane urge to draw her back. Physically, if need be. Curling my fingers into my palms, I back away in the other direction. I wouldn’t even be in the house yet if my cell phone hadn't fallen out of my pocket last night. I’m breaking all kinds of rules. First one is having my cell at all, and the second is being in this house right now.

This run-in is complete serendipity, as Elliott would say. And fuck, her just woken up look makes something stir unexpectedly inside of me. So much so, it makes me realize I haven’t taken my blocker pill this morning, when the slightest scent of almond and coconut bloomed between us.

That’s all I need, screwing this up before it even begins. I shake off my dark thoughts that are more the sound of my father’s voice in my head telling me all I do is screw shit up. It’s been years since that man died, and still, he’s inside my head like a living, breathing monster. I can thank him for the obsession of having everything be just right.

Pushing all of it firmly away, I head out to the pool deck in search of my missing phone. I can replace it if I have to. I'd just feel better with it in my hands. My OCD is riding me hard. As soon as I realized it was missing, I wanted to come over here. That was at two in the morning. Rafe talked me out of it. An alpha creeping around a house full of sleeping omegas is not a good look.

I find it easily enough. It fell down a crack in the chair I sat in last night. The phone’s dead but firmly in my pocket. Walking around the outside of the house to the front steps where I left the car, I make a quick escape. We aren’t supposed to be here yet. Thomas wants to get our arrival on camera. I bet he would have had a field day if he caught the run-in with Lilah on cameras.

Honestly, he probably did, since they are all over the house.

Driving the short distance to the carriage house where they have us staying, I make a beeline to the kitchen and grab my pills for the musk blocking. Having a bunch of omegas, instead of just one, smell me would be way against contract.

Rafe enters the room, absently scratching a new tattoo on his bare chest. This one is a feather that appears to be slowly flying away into tiny pieces.

“Did you find it?” he asks. He disappears into the fridge for a moment before reappearing with an apple.

“It’s dead, but yeah.”

He chuckles, taking in my appearance. “Shit. Did you get mobbed?”

I shake my head, pressing my lips together, and reach for a glass for some water to take the pill. He sniffs, coming closer.

“Don’t ask.” I hold up my hand to stop the words I know are going to come out of his mouth.

“You are going to need a shower,” he says, instead.

“Well, we have to be there in a half hour, so I guess I should make it quick.”

“A half hour?” he says, through a bite of his apple. “I thought it wasn’t until noon.”

“We don’t get to the orchard until noon, but they want to film every step, which will probably take them until then.”

He glances down at the apple. “I guess I could have eaten something else. I wasn’t thinking.” He shrugs and tosses the fruit into the trash. “It’s probably a good thing we are the stars of the show. They need us to film.”

I roll my eyes. “Eli is going to kick your ass if you ruin this for him. At least let him try to find someone. We have a deal, remember?”

With a sigh, he leans against the counter, crossing his arms loosely over his chest. “Yeah. He was the only one out of the three of us that thought there was a chance at finding a soulmate on this show.” He pauses and gives me a look that says he isn’t convinced anymore. “Don’t worry, I’ll go along with it if he thinks he finds a match. The public will think we are just a happy in love pack. I can sell it.”

I don’t say anything, because what else is there to say? Unlike Elliott, I don’t think our pack’s on the verge of breaking apart, but if it will help him feel secure, we’ll do it for him. I have my issues from an abusive and craptastic father, but he has a whole different level of emotional damage. Being abandoned on the doorstep of a random stranger by the people that should care for you most, ensured that abandonment issues are a hot spot for him.

“But you fucking musking, that isn’t part of the plan, Miles. Which one got to you?”

I force a laugh. “What if it was the house full of omegas that did it?”

He scoffs. “Right. Don’t tell me. I can read you, I’ll know as soon as we are around them today.”

“Whatever, I’m going to get a shower.” I leave him in the kitchen, intent on washing off the proof of my desire for the girl that was splashed all over the tabloids with Rafe.
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Film crews greet our limo as it drives down the long driveway. Rafe groans and flops back on the seat.

“This is the last thing I want to do with my time,” he says.

Elliott shifts, drawing my attention. He rolls his eyes and scoffs. “Life isn't about the party scene. You'll see that soon, if you let yourself.”

Rafe snorts, turning to stare out the window. “If you say so,” he mumbles under his breath, still sulking.

“Don't worry, Eli, we will go with whoever you pick.” I wish my words were as reassuring as they sound.

Lilah's pale blue eyes, pink plump lips, and pert nose flash in my mind's eye, and it's my turn to look away. Of course one of the omegas would tempt me. I haven't found a single one in months, but now…when it matters the most to Elliott, my hormones betray us both.

Our conversation is cut short as the limo comes to a stop in front of the sprawling mansion. Three sleek buses line the other side of the round drive. And I know, without Thomas telling us, that the plan’s for each one of us to travel separately with the omegas.

Rafe sighs and pushes curls away from his forehead. “Let's get this done. If we get to pick, I want the omega that thinks he's too good for us on my bus.”

“And I want the one that thinks omegas climb me like a tree,” Elliott adds.

A low growl unexpectedly rumbles in my chest at his words, and he laughs, delighted at the possessive sound.

“No,” Rafe says, looking between us. “Not her.”

“What's wrong with her? Does she make you feel things?” Elliott taunts him with a smirk. “You're not made of the stone you thought you were, are you?”

He rolls his eyes and pushes the door open. “Never mind, take who you want. Just don't leave me with Hailey.”

Rafe has a wide smile pulling at his lips as he strides to the front steps, using all of his acting skills to appear for the crew as the picture of a willing and eager bachelor.

“That went well,” I say.

I push open my door to trail after him, a slight feeling of excitement buzzing in my veins.

Elliott laughs again, sliding across the seat to climb out. “He needs to stop lying to himself.”


CHAPTER 9
Lilah


In an attempt to avoid the other omegas, I grab a pastry and take it outside to eat in relative quiet. Willow, the girl from last night—when Chad insulted Ben—lounges in a chair, overlooking the huge backyard and infinity pool.

I settle onto one a few seats away from her and stare off into the distance nibbling on my breakfast.

“It’s nuts in there, isn’t it?” she asks.

I nod. “Yeah. It isn’t what I expected.” The fluttering of activity as they all stress to get ready has a sour smell clinging to the air, even with the blockers.

I sniff my wrist for any lingering perfume, but the soft smell of my lilac body lotion soothes me, reassuring me that I smell nothing like the cookies and cream I normally do when I'm off the pills. Or like the sour grapes scent in the air inside.

She laughs. “What did you expect?”

I shrug half-heartedly. “I’m not sure. I’ve watched every season, but I guess I didn’t imagine what it would actually be like to be here…in the midst of it all.”

Voices rise inside with a wave of excitement, cutting off our conversation. The film crew arrived a short time ago, so I assume it's the alphas arriving now. Pushing to my feet, I take a steadying breath as a strange fluttering takes hold of my belly.

Willow stands up with a sigh. “I guess we should get in there.”

“Yeah.”

I want to turn around when we enter the large living room. Seriously, it’s huge. I didn’t really take it in fully last night. Five couches hold all the other omegas as the guys stand in front of them, their backs to us.

My gaze roves over Miles first. He’s changed and showered, his blond hair still slightly damp. He wears a soft-looking flannel that my fingers crave to touch. That’s absolutely hormones talking, and I crush the thought as my eyes dip down to his jeans. They fit him nicely, and his ass is perfect from behind.

Before I can shift my attention from Miles to one of the others, Thomas, the director notices us.

He shouts, “Cut! Come on, find a seat.” He waves at us, and my ears feel like they have burst into flame, and my cheeks feel hot. Way to call me out.

Chad smirks over at me, enjoying the embarrassment I’d guess. Rafe turns his head in my direction and pins me with a look that screams that he regards me as something gross stuck to the bottom of his shoe. Then his face smooths out and I’m second-guessing what I saw.

Hurrying after Willow, I head for an empty arm of one of the sofas and perch my ass on it. When I lift my eyes, Elliott gives me a soft smile. And it makes my entire body feel funny. Am I getting sick? Is that what the feeling in the pit of my stomach is? Maybe I should skip the outing.

Once we are settled, filming resumes. My ears ring as Turner Clark explains that we will be splitting into three groups. I cast my eyes over the three of them at the same time all the other omegas do. Licking my lips nervously, I look at Chad.

We have a plan; he needs to win one of them over. And with Elliott’s words from last night, maybe it would be best to keep my distance from him until Chad has an in. Pile on my reaction to Miles this morning and I’m pretty sure the only option for me is Rafe. My palms sweaty, I brush them down my jeans and link my fingers together in my lap.

Just the idea of volunteering to go with Rafe has angry hornets stinging the shit out of my stomach and making me feel like I’m going to puke my breakfast pastry all over him. Sure, make it two times, this one will be bigger, because anyone with a TV and a subscription to the streaming service could watch it on repeat.

As I’m having an existential crisis, the beautiful brunette that Rafe escorted into the house last night steps forward. The perfect smile pulls at her lips, and it hits me. I know who she is, and it isn’t from inside the house.

She is a model. Hailey Gray.

She actually won the show my sister is a judge on. Holy shit. The pieces click together like a puzzle. They should really just call the show a wrap because not a single omega here can compete with the fact that she is also Rafe’s ex-omega.

I watch as she shimmies up to Rafe and links her arm through his, all while the cameras get every move. She’s staking a claim. If we could scent her, I’m sure her perfume would scream, this one is mine.

“If we get to pick, I’m going with Rafe,” she says, smiling a dazzling smile up at him, which he returns, but there is something that looks off about it.

His pack shifts on their feet as they look from the brunette to Rafe. Then the host interjects, saying that it will be random, and we will each pick a name out of a jar.

“Maybe next time, Hailey,” Rafe says, attempting to smoothly step away from her.

My heart jumps at the barely perceptible annoyance that tugs at his brow when she clings to him. She pouts, looking as if she’s going to throw a fit, before her face smooths out and she paints a serene mask on her face. Whoa, scary. I think I much prefer Chad’s brand of omega bitch over Hailey’s. At least he tells you what he thinks.

Everyone lines up like little sheep being led to the slaughter. I bring up the rear and watch as the omegas in front of me pick and reveal who their group is. Tamika gets Miles and squeals like she’s won the lottery. An almost wistful sigh slips from between my lips as his group fills up, and Elliott’s on pace with his.

I mentally count the omegas standing with each of them. There’s only five of us left to pick. Rafe still has three open spots, while the others only have one each. I swallow. Maybe I should have attempted to be near the front so I had a higher chance to be paired with anyone but him. No, this is what I want. Right? He’s the only one that I don’t have a spark with. Well, that’s a lie, there is a spark…it just isn’t returned, thanks to my puking all over him. Which is understandable.

His golden eyes land on me and stay there as he blatantly stares at me moving up the line. Kayla draws Rafe, and I release my held lungful of air. One down. The guy from the bed next to mine gets Elliott, and I suck in a breath. Crap. Two left for him and three of us remain. Those are not good odds. Wait, no, they are great odds. I want Rafe. I need to stay away from the other two.

The girl at the front of the line, I think her name is Dawn, reaches her hand tentatively into the jar. “I’ll be happy with any of y’all,” she says in a southern twang that reminds me of Gone with the Wind—my sister used to be obsessed with the movie.

The air freezes in my chest as she unfolds her name. Her lips curl up into a pretty smile. “I got Rafe.”

He finally releases me from his intense gaze to look at the girl. “Looks like it’s my lucky day, honey.”

She giggles, and he gives her a half hug, adding her to his line up. The guy in front of me, Brian maybe, reaches in, and in slow motion, he reveals his name. Miles. I can read it clearly before he says his name. That leaves me with Rafe. Of course it does. I have no luck. Or all the luck? Ugh, make up my mind.

Rafe stiffens as Brian reads the name from his scrap of paper. His gaze shifts to me, knowing the same thing I do. The name on my paper will be his.

A cameraman zooms into my face as I reach into the jar and fish out the last name. I try to channel the sweetheart they say I'll be and fix a smile to my lips.

“Rafe,” I say breathlessly, and I'm not sure I am even faking it because my heart’s beating a million miles a minute, and my legs feel wobbly beneath me.

He gives me a rakish smile that makes me feel like I'm going to melt into a puddle at his feet.

This is it. Time for the performance of my life.


CHAPTER 10
Lilah


As luck would have it, Hailey’s also on our bus. The camera crew proceeds us onto the bus, while a few of the crew catch every move on the outside. I’m already dreading the day being under a microscope and pretending that I want to be here. That I believe love is maybe possible.

We load onto the party bus, fully loaded with neon lights and sidebar. Some omegas go straight for the mimosas and bloody Mary's already poured. While I settle onto the seat nearest the exit and as far from Rafe as physically possible.

He chats with Dawn, and I can't help staring at him. He's gorgeous. The ringlets in his hair give the appearance of a softness I'm not sure he possesses. His broad shoulders and chiseled jawline scream alpha, even if the rest of his looks didn't already alert everyone to that fact.

Chad ended up with Miles, and after this morning, that doesn't sit well with me. It's not like I have a claim on Miles just because I scented him, but damn… do they all smell like candy? It's almost as if his musk is made to draw me in.

Between the hint of his musk and the hint of Rafe’s from the club, a strange possessive urge fills me. Like they belong to me. It makes no sense, but it’s like an electric current that’s constantly running beneath my skin, a pure awareness of each of them that I can’t shake.

If I'm honest, it makes me want to stake a claim on them both, like Hailey had with Rafe. As if I’ve conjured her, she slides into the seat on the other side of Rafe and leans close. My stomach bottoms out, and I feel sick. If anyone here has a right to a claim, on him at least, it’s her.

Rafe’s gaze lifts to mine like he can hear my thoughts, and I suck in a breath. It feels like he’s touching my soul. Reaching for me. There’s a sort of helpless look in his eyes that pulls on my heartstrings. As much as he's smiling for the cameras, he doesn't want to be around Hailey.

Could I be projecting? Possible, but I don't give it another thought before I find my feet and close the distance between us. The bus brakes hard when I'm almost to him, and I end up sprawled across his lap.

Blocking out the entire scene, I squeeze my eyes shut, feeling my ears catch fire. I'm really destined to make an ass out of myself around him.

“Well, I much prefer this to vomit,” he says, humor lacing each word. His hands warm on my waist, holding me to him.

I crack my eyes open to find him staring down at me, a wide smile on his face. At least he didn't shove me to the floor. Although, when I puked on him, he didn’t shove me away either. In fact, he stood still so I could blot the throw up all over his shirt. Creating the perfect picture for the tabloids…the whole reason I’m here. But the pictures weren’t his fault; he didn’t take them. If I’m honest, he was nothing but nice that night. It was only his dismissive greeting here that got under my skin. Maybe we just got off on the wrong foot.

“There are drinks,” I reply, nodding at the leftover drinks on the built-in side bar. “I could try to test that theory.”

Am I flirting? I think I am. My lips pull up into an answering smile when he tilts his head back and lets out a husky laugh.

“You can't be serious,” Hailey scoffs, venom dripping from each syllable.

Her words make me realize two things. One, his arms are still firmly around me, holding me in place. And two, I haven't even attempted to move out of his lap. I scramble to my feet, turning another shade of red and stammer out the apology I should have said in the first place.

“No harm done. Lilah, right?” he asks, as he finds his feet, holding onto the bar above our heads.

“The one and only.” I take a deep breath, ready to retreat. What had I been thinking anyway? How did I expect to save him from Hailey?

The driver hits the brake as if on cue, and Rafe automatically reaches for me, keeping me on my feet this time. I can feel the eyes of the nine other omegas on us, not to mention the cameras filming every tantalizing morsel, but I don't care. I lean into him, letting him keep me steady and absorb the warmth coming off of him in waves like he’s my sun.

It might be my imagination, but I'm almost positive that a low purr rumbles softly in his chest. I bite back the answering whimper, but don't stop myself from melting a little inside. I did not expect this reaction to any of them, let alone Rafe.
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Chad attaches to me the moment I'm off my bus. His cheeks look flush and his eyes bright.

“Miles is completely into me,” he says, lowering his voice and turning away from the nearest camera.

“Is he?”

I glance at the man in question, and he's watching us, a soft smile on his lips. If it were for me, I'm not sure I would even want to try to ignore it. The remnants of his almost Almond Joy musk tugs at my memory.

“Don't make it obvious,” Chad hisses.

A laugh pops out of my mouth, and I drag my gaze back to Chad. “Trying to play hard to get?”

He rolls his eyes as if that’s a stupid question. “If I didn't have to do all the work, maybe I wouldn't have to.” He pins me with a bold stare that screams he thinks I'm the slacker.

It would be so easy to open my mouth and share what happened this morning, but I keep it inside like a secret. That isn't for the show. And it’s nothing. Right?

He studies his fingernails before glancing back up at me, a bored expression on his pouty face. “Did you at least do something to repair your image on the bus ride over?”

I laugh again. Okay, so maybe I enjoy his abrasiveness.

“Okay, what did you do?” He props his hands on his hips.

“I got his attention again.”

Interest flares in his eyes. “How?”

“I fell into his lap,” I sigh before pressing my lips together. Thomas calls for our attention, and it cuts off any response Chad may have had.

We're paired back into our bus groups to venture into the apple orchard. The tangy scent of fresh apples fill the air, mixing with the smell of warm cinnamon donuts. My favorite. Pair them with apple cider, and life’s perfect.

At least it would be if I was here without a film crew.

Hailey clings to Rafe like velcro the entire time. The other omegas grumble, and I can see them already planning the downfall of the model. Other than the cameras and the fake conversation, the weather’s perfect for today's outing.

Late summer with a touch of fall in the air. The sun shines down on us, brushing my skin like a soft caress, and I turn my face up to the welcoming warmth.

I put some distance between the group and myself, dropping to the back. Stopping, I eye a red and yellow apple, and my stomach grumbles. The man said we could eat as many as we wanted. Glancing around self-consciously, I pluck it from the tree. Using my shirt, I shine it like I used to do as a kid. Then I take a big, mouthwateringly bite.

It's so refreshing, a pleasure-filled moan slips out as my eyes fall shut. Flavor bursts over my taste buds, and I chew slowly and swallow, before opening my eyes.

A squeak of surprise parts my lips when I find Rafe within touching distance, his eyes fixed on me like he's a man dying of thirst in the desert, and I'm the oasis he's been searching for.

“Rafe,” I say, the air leaving my lungs like it never gave me life in the first place.

His arm raises as if in slow motion, and my whole body vibrates with the expectation of his touch before it arrives. His pointer finger ghosts over my lower lip to the corner of my mouth.

He licks his own lip, as his gaze burns the same trail his finger just took. “You have a little juice⁠—”

Then he brings his finger to his mouth and sucks the digit between his lips. It feels as if he's just sucked my clit between his perfect lips instead, and my knees go weak in response. I'm not going to survive this show.

When I stare at him, probably looking like a fish out of water with my mouth hanging open, he grins the most rakish smile I've ever seen and steps back.

It's then I realize cameras are locked on us, and the other omegas are watching me with envy shining from their eyes. But none of that stops the butterflies in my stomach. Not even the open hostility flowing from Hailey.

Rafe reaches forward, tangling his fingers with mine. “Can I have a one-on-one with you?”

Words. What are words? I nod instead, when none escapes my throat. Another smile that makes me feel things I shouldn't, and then he's leading me away from the group to a picnic table in a field between all the trees. A cameraman follows closely behind, but I barely notice him with Rafe’s strong magnetic presence next to me.

Did I bump my head on the bus? It doesn’t matter because excitement bubbles inside of me. Maybe finding a pack is in the cards after all. Because I would be lying if I didn’t admit that I’m drawn to all three of them.

I perch on the warm wooden surface and face him, pulling my leg up to the bench, when he sits next to me.

“I'm glad we can talk for a minute,” he says, before lowering his voice so low I'm positive the camera would need to be in his face to hear him. “I know you're only here to paint me as a playboy in the hopes that they can show my reform. And even as tantalizing as I may find you or my pack might find you…I think you should quit the show and save yourself more embarrassment because we will never pick you.”

I blink at him, feeling as though he's slapped me. He watches me, his gaze doing a lap around my face, a flirty, fake smile on his lips for the cameras. Something in the depths of his eyes showing his wariness. He really thinks he can just tell me what to do?

I paste a smile on my face and drop my hand to his thigh. A spark of awareness shoots through my fingertips and up my arm. And I almost yank my fingers away. Instead, I run my palm over his leg and squeeze lightly.

Is he all muscle? Dang. Focus, Lilah.

“I'm not going anywhere,” I say, determination filling me. Who is he to tell me I should quit? I lean forward, making it look like we are flirting. “And honestly, pick anyone but me at the end.”

He sucks in a breath hearing the truth in my words. Or at least I hope that’s what he hears. His jaw sets like he’s made some sort of internal decision. “I hope you can act like your sister can then.”

“You know—” my words are cut off, along with my air, when he leans forward and kisses me.

The taste of crisp apples and butterfingers explode on my taste buds as his tongue brushes mine, and my fingers reach up to tangle into his shirt, pulling him closer. I sink into the first kiss I've had since—I push the thought of my ex away—enjoying the way Rafe’s lips glide against mine.

Butterflies erupt in my belly again as he deepens the kiss, drawing a full body reaction from me, all the way down to my toes. I cling to his shoulders as our lips dance.

He pulls back, resting his forehead to mine, his breaths too shallow to say he isn't affected. “You're a natural like your sister,” he whispers.

His words shove me right out of the moment. Straight back into the fact we are on a show with cameras watching our every move, and he just kissed me…for the show. Did he kiss my sister too? Is that why they were on the tabloids together before? My stomach sinks, and I force a smile on my face as I untangle my fingers from his shirt, smoothing the fabric down in an almost nervous motion.

Controlling my breathing the best I can, I focus on my hands before lifting my gaze to his.

“A natural?” I whisper back, as he straightens, a brief look of concern darkening his eyes.

“It’s nothing against you, Lilah, but I'm not here for love. I'm here to fix my image and indulge my pack mate. You'd be a great shield. But love isn't on the list.”

My heart beats loudly in my ears as I blink up at him. The cameras aren't close enough to catch his words. And by some miracle, I don't flinch when he reaches out and tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, giving me a tender look.

“A shield.” I glance at the other omegas as the meaning of his words sinks in. “You want me to pretend to fall for you?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper, each word feeling heavy and foreign in my mouth.

His face brightens with relief, as if he’s been waiting for me to understand. “Exactly. I don’t want to break hearts. It’s a perfect solution for us both.”

I wet my lips, the taste of his kiss still lingering there, and take in a small, shaky breath. “Okay,” I whisper, the word slipping out before I can fully process it. It feels so small and insignificant, like it’s not even my own voice. I’m not here for love—he’s right, I think—but this isn’t something I ever imagined agreeing to. Not with the feelings that have been swirling around inside me, growing stronger with each passing day. The hope that had begun to sprout within me is suddenly crushed beneath the weight of his offer, and I feel like I’m trying to steady myself on a spinning merry-go-round, my footing uncertain.

He cups the back of my neck, his fingers trailing over my ear and down my throat, sending shivers through me. His thumb brushes over my pulse point, and my heart slams against my ribcage in response. His touch is as mesmerizing as it was the first night I saw him dancing at the club, and yet, it feels different now—tinged with something that doesn’t sit right.

I swallow, trying to steady my thoughts. “What exactly do you expect from this…shield?” I force myself to ask, needing clarity, even as I feel myself slipping further away from the reality I thought I knew.

His hand lingers on my neck for a moment longer before he steps back, his expression calm, almost detached. “For the cameras, the other omegas, the world—we need to make it look real. I need you to act like you’re falling for me, and I’ll do the same. We’ll give them a show, keep everyone off our backs. But that’s all it is—an act.”

The words hit me like a cold gust of wind, chilling me to the core. There’s something so calculated about his tone, so matter-of-fact, that it makes my skin prickle with unease. He’s asking me to step into a role, to play a part in a story that isn’t mine, and it feels wrong—like I’m losing something important, something real, in the process. But what choice do I have? He’s offering a way out, a way to survive this without getting hurt…or so he thinks.

I force myself to nod, though the motion feels stiff and unnatural. “Okay,” I repeat, the word sounding hollow in my own ears. I don’t know if I’m agreeing to the plan or just trying to convince myself that I can handle this, but either way, it’s done.

He tucks my hand into the crook of his elbow, leading us back to the rest of the group. As we walk, my mind races, and I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve just agreed to something that will end in disaster. The other omegas glance our way, their eyes narrowing in suspicion, as if they can already sense the shift in the air. It’s as if they’re planning my downfall now instead of Hailey’s.

Freaking fantastic.


CHAPTER 11
Lilah


The groups meet back up briefly enough for Chad to find me and gush about Miles taking the bait. I roll my eyes, attempting to distance myself from the clinging omega. I feel too raw at the moment.

“Did you make things worse with Rafe?” he asks, fixing his gaze on the man in question.

I feel my cheeks heat, and I drop my eyes to the ground. The kiss might have been for the show, but apparently my body didn't know that. And my head’s just as clueless.

Chad grips my forearms, dipping his head to capture my gaze. “What did you do?”

I wet my lips, the slight candy bar taste still there. Or it could be all in my head, I mentally chastise myself.

Chad's eyes widen comically. “You didn't,” he gasps. “I guess kissing him is one way to stay. I'm not jealous.” He waves away the act like it's not a big deal to him, and I believe him.

Miles approaches us after pulling himself away from the group. He smooths his cashmere shirt over his stomach, coming to a stop in front of us. He looks a little nervous.

“Did you two get cider and a donut?” He hooks his fingers into his front pockets as he glances between us, his eyes lingering on me. They leave a warmth behind as he traces my face with his gaze, even though I'm not looking directly at him.

I actually hadn't had either. The agreement to be Rafe’s shield distracted me from eating or drinking anything.

Chad looks him up and down as if he’s his next meal and says, “I could use something to quench my thirst.”

A reluctant smile tugs at my lips when Miles looks back at Chad in surprise at the undertone of his words. Almost as if his flirting isn’t what he expected when he came over here.

“We do have apple cider if you are thirsty.” Miles nods back the way he came.

"I know a thing or two about satisfying thirst, and it isn’t cider I was thinking of,” he replies flirtatiously. My smile widens, realizing he’s as awkward as I am with the flirting.

Laughing, Miles throws back his head with one-hundred percent amusement. "Oh, I bet you do, Chad. But let's keep it PG for the cameras, shall we?"

He’s being playful with him. A strange feeling, a mix of amusement and jealousy, hits me, and I glance at the cameras. They follow our every move, and they are hard to ignore. But if I’m going to follow Chad's crazy plan of being rivals, maybe I should start that storyline now for the viewers.

Miles glances at me, a slightly teasing smile lifting his lips. "Unless, of course, you prefer the uncensored version, darling."

That’s the opening I need. A euphoric warmth spreads through me, reflecting in the curve of my lips. Stepping forward, I touch Miles' arm and blink up at him. A little zip of energy seems to flow between us, and I almost forget the purpose of closing the distance as I fall into his sky blue eyes. They seriously match the vivid cloudless sky behind his head. And they leave me a little stunned for a moment.

“The donuts are actually one of my guilty pleasures, I would love to join you and have a few,” I admit, flirting a little and throwing Chad a covert glance.

Chad suppresses a smile as he sees what I’m doing, while lifting his eyebrows in challenge. Frenemies it is. “Sweetheart, I think you are on Rafe’s group date. Maybe you should have him get you a donut.” He wraps a possessive hand over Miles’ bicep, and the urge to knock it off kicks me in the stomach.

I release Miles' arm and fall back a step, catching my breath from the shock of pure emotion that hit me. That was not part of an act. What was that?

“Of course, how could I forget,” I say, attempting to cover up the purely territorial omega reaction that’s unfolding inside of me. One sniff and my inner omega thinks she owns him. That is fucking perfect.

Down girl.

Rafe approaches us, and I hold my breath, waiting for what he is going to say or do. It could be anything after that kiss in the orchard.

He smiles for the camera, because I know after our conversation, it isn’t actually for me. “Lilah, you disappeared while I was getting the cider and donuts.”

Attempting to play along with the scheme he suggested, I step into him. Forcing myself to relax into his warmth as his arm circles my waist, and he pulls me closer into his heat. “I hope you saved some for me.”

Miles narrows his eyes on us, as if he can sense the lie between us. Chad watches with a calculating look that says we will be talking about this development later. A kiss, I suppose, is one thing, while Rafe seeking me out is definitely something else.

“Of course I did,” Rafe replies. “Miles, Chad, excuse us.”

He leads us away before I can say a word of goodbye to either of them. “What the fuck, Rafe?”

“Flirting with Miles,” he pauses, his voice lowering dangerously when he notices the cameraman trailing behind us. “That isn’t part of the plan, Lilah.”

“Jealous?” I quip, knowing it isn’t true but still wanting to get a reaction from him.

He scoffs and rolls his eyes. “No.”

Disappointment strikes me like a physical blow, leaving me breathless. It isn’t as if I actually thought he was jealous. My wires are just crossing or something. I didn’t actually expect to come on this show and meet a pack that I fit with or even alphas I almost instantly crave. And two out of the three is insane odds, really it’s three out of three if I am honest with myself. Because I did want Rafe in that club. And I did lose myself in his arms not even an hour ago.

“Don’t worry, I’m not here for love.”

“Keep it that way,” he murmurs, pressing a kiss to my temple as we approach the group of omegas who look like they want to murder me.
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Rafe wasn’t joking when he suggested I could be a shield. The second we climb back onto our bus, he drops down next to me. A friendly smile on his face and smelling like the freshness of outdoors. Granted, I’m pretty sure all of us smell like the great outdoors after spending the majority of the day in it.

Hailey sits on his other side, plastering herself to him. The cameras zoom onto the three of us, and I scoot over the seat attempting to put distance between us. It’s one thing doing a whole fake rivalry with Chad, but I have a feeling that Rafe’s ex is a whole different ball game.

“I’m so glad they invited me on this show, so I can prove to you how sorry I am,” she says.

Rafe doesn’t shove her away like I want to do, instead he gives her a beaming smile. “There isn’t anything to forgive, Hailey.”

I snort, sounding a lot like my sister. She would be so proud.

“Do you have something to say?” Hailey asks, leaning forward to glare at me over Rafe.

My hackles raise. I’ve never been good at staying quiet in the face of omegas who are obviously pure bitch. “Did you ever stop to think that if you were the one, Rafe would have never agreed to come on Omega in Paradise?”

She gasps as if I have slapped her. Her eyes widen almost comically. “You don’t know anything about our relationship.”

He wants a shield. So much for attempting to detach from the situation because I just dived into the deep end. I lean into Rafe’s side, my hand landing on his thigh. His muscles bunch beneath my touch, but I don’t give myself time to analyze it as I pin the omega with a sugary-sweet look.

“I know that the tabloids say he wasn’t faithful to you, even when you were together. Seems you like that though, if you came on this show where you have to share him with thirty other omegas.”

Her lip lifts in a sneer. “Better than what the tabloids say about you. A drunk, broken omega, jilted at the altar. Is this the only option you have to find love? Or do you just like your humiliation to be played out for millions to see?”

I can feel the blood drain from my face. The truth to her words hits me square in the chest. Fuck, she’s right. I can’t go along with a plan that will leave me standing at the end with nothing to show for it. I’ll look broken-hearted all over again, only this time on national television.

My fingers loosen on Rafe’s leg, and I press my lips together. Just as I’m about to move back, Rafe drops his arm around my shoulders and pulls me close. Tucking me into his side, allowing a purr to rumble from his chest. Can you fake purrs? I don’t think you can. My mom used to say she knew Dad’s moods just by the rumble of his chest, because alphas can’t control that. Maybe it was just him. But it’s a romantic notion I’ve never let go of.

It says more than words ever can. Still, he pins Hailey with a venomous look. “Back the fuck off. You know as well as I do that I don’t want you here.”

Hailey gasps, pressing her hand to her chest as she glances at the cameraman sitting across from us. The red light blinks, telling us all that this is being filmed. That it could be used on television.

“You are picking the pathetic omega that puked all over you in that club? Over me?” Her voice is shrill in my ears, and I cringe.

“It was never a choice.”


CHAPTER 12
Elliott


Straightening my tie, I examine my suit in the full-length mirror. This is the last chance I have before the ceremony to have a real one-on-one with Lilah, the one omega that caught my full attention.

My palms are clammy at the idea of being close to her. If I had met her outside of this show, maybe I would have never needed to force my pack onto Omega in Paradise. Because one look, and it’s as if my alpha knows what it wants. It knows that she will fix what’s broken in my pack. That she can be the one that holds us together.

Twenty-nine other omegas, all beautiful and handsome in their own right, but my attention is drawn to her like a moth to the flame. And my pack seems drawn to her too. Even if Rafe won’t admit it.

Miles leans against the dresser next to me, already ready. Sometimes his OCD has him hyper-focusing on things and we’ll find him half-dressed, organizing the cabinets or refrigerator so everything’s ‘just right.’ But it’s obvious something or someone has motivated him today.

“Did you enjoy the afternoon?” he asks, but I’m pretty sure his question is just a way to get on the topic he really wants to talk about.

“It was a good time,” I admit with a shrug. “There are a few omegas I can see myself giving a trinket too.”

He presses his lips together and nods slowly. “Yeah, same. Did you notice how hands-on Rafe was with Lilah?”

My heart gives a jolt at her name. Turning to him, I can feel my brow crinkle in question. “The one he just told us we couldn’t pick?”

“The very same.” A wide grin pulls at Miles' lips. Excitement lights up his face, and I know that his OCD has a new target in the form of a five-foot-six blonde beauty. I honestly can’t blame him because I’m obsessed with the thought of her too. “Maybe he’s had a change of heart.”

“Or maybe he knows she isn’t here for love,” Rafe says from the doorway, drawing both of our attention. “She basically admitted it. They only picked her in the first place to highlight that incident in the club. To show that I might never change. I decided we could help each other.”

“You’re going to use her?” It isn’t a question. Really, it’s more of a demand as it fills the space. I don’t like the idea, not even a tiny bit.

He rolls his lips together. “Sorry, man, but she told me to pick anyone but her in the end. She will make a great shield to keep the others off me. And I’ll use that to my advantage. Besides, if we can sell the story well enough, it will help my image too.”

“So that’s it? You aren’t going to try? You said you would,” I accuse him, a sour feeling settling in my stomach. Why would he purposefully pick the one omega I’m drawn to and use her as a means to an end? Does he even know that this show could do more than fix his image? It could fix us, and Lilah might be the key to that. Rafe isn’t normally cruel, but right now it feels as if he’s twisting a knife deep in my chest. “What if I decide it’s her?”

He meets my stare with a steady one of his own. Blinking once, he says, “It’s not.”

Miles clears his throat beside me. “Elliott, there are twenty-nine other omegas.”

My gaze sails over his expressive face. He’s lying because he feels it too. I know he does. That draw isn’t just me. But his words help to calm me a bit. If Rafe needs me to pretend she isn’t the one until he can come to terms with whatever is going on with him, I can give him that.

“Fine. I’ll give them all a shot. Except for the snake, Hailey Gray.”

[image: ]


The second we enter the expansive backyard that has a small hill down to a lake, the omegas call out happy greetings. Some are so bold as to close the distance between us. Yet, Lilah hangs back watching like she did the night before.

I make small talk with a group of girls, while my pack mates spread out, each of them interacting with other omegas. Eventually, I make my way across the patio to where Lilah is and settle next to her on the wicker couch. I’m like a moth to a flame with her. I can’t stop myself from going to her side. Or from being in her orbit. Even when less than an hour ago I made a false promise to Rafe.

“You’re a hard one to chat with,” I say.

She laughs softly, and it’s like the sound of music to my ears. “You look a little busy juggling omegas.”

I glance back over the gathering and nod. “None of them are as bold as you.”

She leans back on the couch with a shrug. “You mean none of them admits that they would climb you like a tree if they scented you? I just have no filter.”

A surprise laugh pops from my mouth, and I grin over at her. “There’s that.”

“What’s your musk?” she asks, her voice lowering as if she doesn’t want the cameras to pick up her question.

“Are there scents that are a turn off to you?” I say without answering.

Her eyebrows draw together as if she’s thinking about the question before she shakes her head. “No, maybe some I wouldn’t pick on my own. But there are none that really are a deal breaker. You’re not going to tell me are you?”

I lift my gaze to the watching camera and smile. “Against the rules.”

She smirks. “Ah, a rule follower. Interesting.”

“If we didn’t have law and order, the world would be in chaos, and as much as Rafe would thrive in that environment, I would not,” I say unapologetically. I know what I am. And if an omega is going to pick me, they should be aware of it too. Rule following is high on that list, probably left over damage by parents that didn’t want me. If I follow the rules, I can’t be found at fault and discarded for it.

“I like that. Everyone needs stability in their life,” she says.

“Hmmm,” I hum, the line of conversation getting a little too close to my scars, “Enough about me. Tell me about what brings you to the show.”

“You didn’t hear about it already?” she asks, shock coloring her tone, her eyes widening slightly.

“I don’t believe rumors. There’s so much the tabloids and news sites get wrong, I rather hear it from the source.” I lean back and face her, pulling a leg up and underneath me. “Tell me your story, Lilah.”

She swirls her drink around the glass, looking down at the untouched champagne. “Which story?”

There’s a vulnerability in the question that takes me aback. Part of me wants to tell her she doesn’t need to share anything that’s uncomfortable, while the other more selfish part wants her whole story. Every last detail.

“What’s your side of the story for the club incident?”

She squirms, and I almost think that opening up at all is something she struggles with. But even the most delicate flower blooms under the right sort of warmth.

Her chest rises in a deep breath that she releases slowly. “I was at the club that night because my sister decided that I couldn’t sit around her living room in my pajamas sulking anymore. So I let her drag me out. Terrible mistake.” She shivers and hugs herself.

“Cold?” I shrug out of my suit jacket and drape it over her shoulders. The need to care for this omega is strong, and I’m not sure I can shake it, even for my pack mate. Or despite him.

“I should have stayed home. Because I drank a little too much and threw myself at Rafe before promptly puking all over him. He was actually trying to help me.” She snorts in the most adorable way, then adds, “The real headline should have read, ‘Rafe, Hollywood’s playboy, attempting to save the wanton omega from herself, getting more than he asked for.’”

“I’m not sure even that could have helped his image,” I reply. Memorizing her facial features, I notice immediately when she starts to blush. Her cheeks turn the prettiest pink, and her blue eyes sparkle with the stars in the sky, all while she ducks her head and attempts not to look at me. I can’t have that, and my hand darts out, capturing her chin and lifting her face back to mine. “Can I tell you a secret?”

She laughs, humor flashing in the depths of her irises. “You really like telling secrets, huh? Remind me never to trust you with one of mine.”

I wet my lower lip and drag my teeth over the surface as I look around covertly, as if it’s a really big one. Lowering my voice and leaning into her space, I say, “I’ve puked on Rafe too.”

This time she throws her head back, her laughter catching the envious gazes of all the nearby omegas, as well as the attention of my pack mates. Her smooth throat on display. My chest puffs out. That’s right, I’m the one that made her laugh unabashedly, completely forgetting about the cameras.

She dabs at her eyes as her laughter trails off. Her face is lit up with happiness, and I want to keep it like that.

Rafe approaches first, able to disengage with the best of them, and he drops down on her other side. “What are we talking about?” He leans forward, invading her space completely to speak over her shoulder. Directly into the shell of her ear. She shivers, goosebumps exploding along the side of her neck as she stumbles over words that never come.

“Our shared experience with the pleasure of puking all over your handsome face,” I say with a shit-eating grin.

He groans and falls back, wiping his hand over his face. “Gross.”

“At least yours wasn’t caught on camera,” she says, glancing over her shoulder at Rafe, her cheeks darkening again with her blush.

If I didn’t know better I’d say she likes him. What exactly happened between them earlier? If I knew, maybe I could create other situations that would encourage a repeat. Anything to grow whatever is happening between them.

“True,” I murmur, deep in thought.

As if she senses the change in me, she tilts her head to the side, watching me with her perceptive blue eyes. But before she can say anything, Rafe says, “I assure you both that having vomit all over you, that’s not your own, is worse than being the one puking.”


CHAPTER 13
Lilah


The conversation with Elliott and even Rafe flows so easily, I've completely lost myself. It feels so natural and right that when Turner Clark appears and tells us all that it’s time for the ceremony, nerves explode in my belly. And the cameras come back into focus. As well as the omegas all glaring daggers my way for taking up the time of not one but two alphas.

How do I go from unsure about staying to wanting to stay in the matter of twenty-four hours?

Chad links his arm with mine the second we head for the ceremony room. “You really are going for it. I’m glad to see I’m not pulling all the weight in this little plan. But don’t let them fall for you, that will ruin everything.”

I scoff and glance up at him. “They were being nice. Nothing else.”

“Nice? There were twenty-nine of us omegas besides you, and you had the full attention of two of them. You are lucky you have me because these bitches are out for blood now.”

“That wasn’t my intent. I hung back. They came to me,” I say, pointing out the fact that they both did approach me, and neither one of them left my side all night after that.

If I was watching this play out on my television, I would be convinced that they are taking me all the way to the end. That it’s game over for everyone else. But I know better. Rafe just wants to use me, and Elliott’s just curious about the omega that has no filter.

Still, the evening was nice chatting with them. It’s left me with butterflies, who shouldn’t get any ideas about escaping my stomach.

I go through the motions as production meets us in the ceremony room and arranges us on the triple-layered dias by height. Chad is placed at the bottom, and I’m on the top. Hailey Gray and one of my roommates surround me on either side. And Willow’s on the opposite side behind Chad. Once everyone is in their places, the cameramen come into the room and film shots of each of us.

The space is full of nervous energy. And it seeps into me, making me know that if I were perfuming, it would have that slightly sweeter tang to it, more cookies and less cream. The guys file in, and trays are rolled in after and set up next to each of them. A red fabric covers each one, and I can’t help but try to figure out what the trinket is tonight.

I don’t wait long. Elliott uncovers his table, revealing blue velvet boxes, too large to be a ring and too small to be a necklace. Definitely some kind of jewelry, if I were to guess.

Turner steps forward as he’s done so many times on my screen. It’s surreal standing in this room ready for the first ceremony.

“It is time. Have you done enough to catch the attention of our alphas? Is the connection going both ways? You’ll have your answer soon. Each of our alphas, Elliott, Rafe, and Miles will each choose eight omegas. Six of you will go home tonight. Your dreams end here. While twenty-four of you get to look forward to the next opportunity to capture their hearts. Are you ready?”

The way the energy ramps up in the room as he speaks is so different in person. I’m hyper-aware of each of the omegas standing around me, as well as the alphas standing at the front of the room.

Each of them watch us, clasping their hands behind them, and various expressions paint their faces. Rafe’s screams that he’s uncomfortable with the whole process, while Elliott and Miles both smile. Although, if I had to guess, only Elliott’s happy tilt of his lips is real. I’ve witnessed Miles when he shows his teeth and that tight lipped expression is not it.

Elliott steps forward, reaching for a velvet box. He lifts his eyes to us, roaming over all of us, pausing on a few faces, including mine. It makes my heart gallop loudly in my ears. I’m positive the girl next to me can hear it.

He clears his throat. “I would like to give this first token to show my intent to…Tamika.”

My gaze flies to my roommate as she gasps in surprise and hurriedly steps forward.

“Will you accept this trinket?” he asks.

She nods excitedly. “Yes! I look forward to getting to know you.”

He smiles kindly, and she strides out of the room with a wide smile. I'm sure none of us could wipe the joy off her face. Not that I would want too. I like her.

Miles takes Elliott’s place and picks up one of the trinkets, testing the weight of the box in his palm. He lifts his eyes to us, and I feel it when his gaze brushes over me. He’s kept his distance this evening. But anytime he’s in my vicinity, it’s hard not to imagine the musk I smelled on him this morning.

It twists something deep in my belly and draws me to him. Almost as if he’s meant for me. Which is silly. Because I never plan to have another alpha again. Right? I mean, that was true before, but now I’m on a show for that purpose.

He wets his lips and swallows, and my hands go clammy as I sense his nervousness in the air. It isn’t a scent, not really, but an almost tangible emotion.

“Chad,” he begins, and my lips twist into a reluctant smile for him. I guess he did work his magic today. “I would like to give my first token to you.”

Chad looks over the rest of us, a smirk on his face before he shakes his ass up to Miles. It’s hard not to laugh at the antics, while the other omegas either glare or shift uncomfortably.

“Will you accept⁠—”

“Yes. Of course I will,” Chad cuts Miles off. “Anything to keep getting to know you.”

Miles smiles ruefully at the man, obviously enjoying his over-the-top personality. At least he isn’t being abrasive right now. Look, he can be charming. Who knew?

When he shakes his ass out of the room, Rafe moves up next to Miles and reaches for a box. There’s no pause with him; he doesn’t pretend to look the omegas over. He almost grimaces and says, “Hailey.”

“Cut!” Thomas shouts. He moves around the cameraman and glares at Rafe. “What is that? You’re an actor, at least pretend this is an exciting time.”

Pressing my lips together, I shift on my feet. Hailey’s bright red with embarrassment. After pretending they have a connection all day, I bet this is like cold water dumped over her head. Other omegas openly stare at her, and Thomas calls order to the room.

“From the top.” Thomas spins his hand in the air as he walks away.

Rafe sets the box back down. When the cameras count him in, I watch the physical change come over him. His shoulders relax, and his face softens. He lets a smile spread across his face, slowly lifting his head and meeting the stares of each of the omegas. The brief touch of his attention has bees exploding in an angry mass in my stomach. Even with the knowledge he will utter Hailey’s name.

I know it’s fake, I watched the transformation in front of my eyes, but there was a heat in his golden eyes when they landed on me that made me feel alive. Even with his attention moving on to Kayla and Brad does nothing to lessen the feeling. I smooth my hands down my stomach in a soothing motion and hold my breath.

“My first trinket will go to—Hailey. We’ve had our ups and downs, but we always find our way back to each other,” he pauses as Hailey moves in front of him. “Will you accept this token and give us another chance to make it right?”

I choke down a possessive growl as it rises in my throat at the over-the-top way he offers her the box. She gushes and plays her part. My inner omega does not care that it’s fake, it takes everything not to launch myself across the space and tear the box from her fingers. My nails bite into my palms, and I attempt to focus on my breathing, instead of the jealousy burning a path straight through my body.

The ceremony moves on, name after name called. Some make sense, while others I have to struggle to remember who they actually are. Down to nine, then eight, now seven, and still no token to stay. And maybe part of me wants to stay. Because my heart thunders in my chest before lodging itself firmly into my throat as Rafe steps forward for his last pick.

He slowly slides his attention over the seven of us still left standing on the dais like a bad line up. His eyes linger on Kayla before skipping over Roxanne and landing on me. They are like a branding on my soul as his gaze roams over my face. I can see the decision being made. Swallowing drily, I attempt not to fidget. Although, I can understand why omegas on the show do it now that I’m living it.

He flips open the box and snaps it shut as he draws in a slow, deep breath. Then the corner of his mouth lifts as if he’s remembering something that amuses him, before he says, “This last box is going to go to the omega who has come into my life like a tornado. Tearing up my foundation and tossing it around. I hope you’ll stay and help with the aftermath…Lilah⁠—”

My ears ring and my legs feel shaky as they carry me across the space to him. I’ve watched him say beautiful things to each of the omegas he’s picked, but this feels different to me. It feels real. Not that it is. He’s just a really great actor. Yet, try telling that to the part of me that leads with emotions. I come to a stop in front of him, and his gaze dances over my face, spreading warmth all the way to my belly.

“Lilah,” he almost whispers. “Will you accept this token and stay for the clean up?”

Miles shifts next to him, pressing his hands into his pockets. While Elliott grins like a kid in a candy store knowing he gets to buy anything he wants.

“Of course, as long as you think you’re ready for me,” I say, adding the flirty tone to my words for the camera. At least that’s what I tell myself as I accept the box. And when he leans forward and presses a soft kiss to my cheek, my heart tries to leap from my throat. He didn’t do that with anyone else.

My cheeks warm, and I know they are red as I step back, taking in the pack standing together like they were when I first saw them. Only now, it isn’t embarrassment that fills me, it’s something much worse. It's a fragile hope. I need to kill that before it grows.

“I’m always ready for a challenge,” he says cheekily.

His words alone chase me from the room, and I join the other staying omegas. Ignoring the rest of them, I flip open the box. My eyes find the perfect little heart charm on a blue velvet pillow. It’s the same as everyone else's, but I still add it to my bracelet from the first night.


CHAPTER 14
Lilah


There are a few things I’ve learned over the last few days. Omega in Paradise producers love drama. They arrange dates making them look random, but they aren’t. There’s always at least one pair of omegas who don’t like each other in the house going on the same one.

And the second thing I’ve learned is, I actually do want to stay. I don’t know if I want to win. But even during the last ceremony that eliminated three more girls, bringing us to seventeen, my heart raced like a runaway horse until Elliott offered me a token to stay.

The last thing is, Chad’s persistent and charming with the guys. It’s an interesting mask to see him put on. Because in the privacy of the house, when he seeks me out to see if I’ve made any progress, he’s clearly not in love. Or even falling. His heart’s walled up as tight as the day he arrived, and it makes me wonder who hurt him before.

As if thinking about Chad can conjure him, he saunters onto the back patio, looking like a snack. His hair’s styled to perfection, and his clothing appears like it’s made for his body. He will make some pack happy, someday, but I don’t think it will be with Miles, Elliott, and Rafe. No matter how much he tries.

“Here he comes,” Willow mutters. I’ve slowly gotten to know her on the group dates I've been on with her. And I like her. She’s sweet and sassy. My kind of girl, even if I’ll be keeping her at arms length.

“Morning,” he says as he drops down next to me. His gaze travels over my face like an inspector. “Your makeup’s good today.”

Rolling my eyes, I hide my smile as I sip on the warm coffee in my grasp. “It’s good every day, and you know it.”

“He’s just jealous,” Willow says. She smirks at him and goes back to reading her book.

He suppresses a smile, while crossing his legs. “What torture do you think they have planned for us today? Lord, I could use a spa day.”

“You are sort of a pampered prince, aren’t you?” As if agreeing with my point, a dove starts calling from a nearby tree. I search the branches for the bird as Chad scoffs.

“I know my worth, we’ll work on that with you.”

Laughing, I bring my attention back to him. “Yeah?”

“Of course, what are friends for? And from one friend to another, I think Rafe has it bad for you. Nothing I do is turning his head.”

“Agreed,” Willow says, pulling herself out of her book and proving she is listening to everything we say. “That boy’s in full-on-lust with you.”

Rafe.

I set the coffee mug down, my fingers absently going to the bracelet he gave me at the first ceremony. It flips around my wrist as I fidget with it.

My body's reaction to just his freaking name is too much. I swear, perfume would be like a cloud around us right now, not to mention the way my hands go clammy and my chest tightens with withheld emotion.

“It’s all pretend. He isn’t looking for an omega. Sorta like how you aren’t actually looking for love,” I say to Chad before glancing at Willow. “And you don’t seem interested in any of them either.” She rolls her eyes and focuses on the story in her hands.

Chad’s eyebrows raise, his gaze dropping to my fidgeting fingers, but he doesn’t say a word to acknowledge what I just told him. “So, what do you think the chances of a spa day are?”

“Considering the last group date was hiking, probably not the best. They don’t seem like the type to frequent spas.”

We fall into a comfortable silence, and I finally pick back up my coffee and sip on it. Out here, away from the remaining omegas, it feels like we are in our own little world. And as crazy as it sounds, I like Willow, and Chad’s becoming like a friend. Sure, he’s abrasive and pushy, but he is also honest. Which means he isn’t going to hide something from me and stab me in the back like—shaking my head, I yank myself back to the present. She doesn’t deserve my thoughts, even if they are fleeting.

“True,” he murmurs. “Do you think I’m the villain of this season?” His foot bounces, giving away his anxiety about being painted in a negative light.

“No, I think that would be Hailey,” Willow replies.

Chad smiles at her. “She’s a real bitch, isn’t she? I can say that, and I’m not the one that caught Rafe’s attention. And it would make sense for her to be the villain after all the crap she put Rafe through. Especially since Lilah’s probably the sweetheart of the season.”

I snort. “I’ve done nothing to be a sweetheart.”

“Yeah, it just comes naturally,” he says, bumping my shoulder. “We should get in there, the pack will be here soon.”

Just as we enter the living room, the front door opens, and camera crews pour into the house like rats escaping a flood. Thomas calls for all the omegas to gather in the front room, and a flurry of motion takes hold of the mansion like a living breathing tornado. I sink into one of the couches beside Willow, and Chad perches on the arm next to me.

Turner Clark strolls into the room once we are all assembled. He has two envelopes and he hands one to Hailey and the other to another omega, Kristy.

“Enclosed in the envelopes are the names for the two group dates, you’ll be going as a group with all three alphas. One date will be going to an escape room, while the other will be going on a ghost tour. At the end of each date, the pack can save one of you from the next ceremony. Who’s ready for today’s dates?”

A cheer goes up amongst the omegas, and Hailey opens her envelope. Please let me not be with her. I cross my fingers, hiding them beneath my leg as she starts to read out loud.

“You’ve been invited on a date to a ghost tour. Can you face the unknown and keep your head? The following omegas will join the pack for a night of thrills: Hailey,” she smirks and lifts her eyes to the group, as if her name is the only one that matters. “Tamika, Marcus, Abby, Chad, Gwen, Willow, and Parker.”

“A ghost tour?” Chad whispers. “What does someone wear to a ghost tour?”

“The pack will be here to get you at nine o’clock, enjoy your day,” Turner Clark says. He nods at Kristy, and she hesitantly opens the envelope, lacking the confidence Hailey just showed.

“You’ve been invited on a date to an escape room.” Her voice comes out small and unsure. “You’ll use your wits to help get out. Can you find the solution and escape? The following omegas will join the pack for a day of puzzle solving: Kristy, Ben, Chelsea, Annie, Kathleen, Veronica, Tyler, and Blair.”

“You have a half hour to prepare for the pack’s arrival,” Turner Clark says to the second group.

I’m pretty sure my breath is still lodged in my throat. My name isn’t in either group.

“Lilah, unfortunately, you will not be going on one of the group dates. However, you will be going on a solo pack date. At the end of your date, they will have an option to offer you a trinket or send you home.” He pauses and glances around at the group. I know what’s coming next, I’ve watched every season of Omega in Paradise, the one on one dates start now. And I’m the first. My stomach drops as he parts his lips to add, “Your date will be tomorrow before the ceremony.”

“Damn girl, can you say jackpot?” Chad says as the rest of the room erupts in chatter.

“Jackpot?” I pin him with a glare. “This is not a good thing, Chad. What if they send me home?”

Suddenly, I really want to stay. Which is the complete opposite of what I should want. Staying will lead to heartbreak, I can feel it. Every time I’m around any of them, I can feel myself falling. Even with Rafe’s acting, it’s hard to separate fake from real.

He makes a dismissive noise that isn’t quite a snort, but close enough that I narrow my eyes on him. “Those alphas are not going to send you home. Especially if Rafe has a say in the matter.”

Sighing, I shake my head. He’s wrong, but I already expressed that to him earlier, and if Chad’s anything, he’s persistent in what he feels.

“Rolling your eyes at me doesn’t change the fact that you are the luckiest bitch here.”

I laugh and push off of the couch. “Since I get to have a day off, I’m going to go get in my swimsuit and go relax in the hot tub.”

Chad unfolds from the arm of the sofa and trails after me. “It might be the closest I get to a spa day, so I’ll join you. There are hours before I have to be ready.”

We obviously set a trend because Tyler, Chelsea, and Annie join us in the hot tub. Steam rises off of the water, and the bubbles relax me, even with the other omegas with us. It’s the perfect early fall day, and I plan to stay in the hot water as long as possible.

As I allow my mind to drift, I begin to tune out the chatter of the omegas around me. This whole experience has been a whirlwind—one I didn’t expect to embrace, but here I am, not hating it as much as I thought I would. Even with the playing pretend and feeling like a boat at sea somedays. Watching the show on television never prepared me for the reality of being in it, and I know I'll never see it the same way again. Yet, beyond the surface, I feel something unexpected happening inside of me.

The part of my soul that was shattered by the betrayal of my ex and my best friend is beginning to stitch itself back together, piece by fragile piece. Being here, away from the reminders of that terrible day, is like putting miles of emotional distance between me and the pain I never thought I’d escape. It’s not just the distraction—it’s the challenge, the newness, the way this chaotic journey has forced me to focus on something other than my own broken heart.

Maybe that’s why it feels like healing. Every step forward in this process, every unexpected turn, is pulling me out of the darkness I’d been trapped in for so long. Ashlyn signing me up for this show, as crazy as it seemed at first, may have saved my life. It’s not just about winning or losing anymore—it's about reclaiming the parts of me I thought were lost forever.

“What do you think, Lilah?” Annie asks, dragging me out of my thoughts.

“About?” I focus on the group again.

“Which alpha has the bigger knot?” Tyler says.

The corner of Chad’s mouth quirks up with amusement when my mouth pops open. “I say Miles.” He shrugs as his pouty lips form a wide grin that walks the line between evil and mischievous.

The blush that rises to my cheeks has nothing to do with the heat and everything to do with the topic. “That isn’t something I’ve given much thought about…” I trail off when they each make a disbelieving sound at my answer.

“Come on, all of us have thought about it,” Chelsea says, rolling her eyes.

She’s right. I’ve thought of each of them in ways I probably shouldn’t. But I think it’s the situation the show put us in. It’s hard not to fantasize about what could be. And sex, I know from past seasons, isn't off the table.

Withholding a smile, I press my lips together before playing along. It’s better to have friends here than enemies. “Elliott’s a mountain of a man, I’m sure his knot’s the biggest.”

“Is that so?” Rafe’s voice comes from behind me, and I want to sink into the water and accept a watery death rather than turn to face him.

My eyes lock with Chad’s, and he looks as if he’s holding back laughter. He knew one of them was approaching and he let me answer that question. I’m going to kill him.

“We have about twenty minutes before we leave for the escape room. I could grab him and we can test that theory,” Rafe says.

Apparently ignoring the alpha will not make him go away, and the omegas in the hot tub are no help as they disperse like leaves on the wind. Leaving me to face Rafe on my own.

Closing my eyes, I take a steadying breath before turning to look up at him. He grins down at me like the devil himself before squatting lower.

“You’re beautiful when you blush,” he admits, his voice lowering to an almost gravelly sound that plays over my skin like a physical touch.

I snort, holding his stare, determined to ignore the way my body reacts to him. “It’s the heat of the hot tub. And you don’t have to say stuff like that, no one’s here anymore. You scared them all away. And the camera crew is filming your dates getting ready.”

He laughs and stands back up. “All in the plan.”

“Is the solo date all in the plan too? How can you use me as a shield if I’m not on one of the group dates?”

I move to the stairs and climb out of the hot tub. Steam rises from my skin, and I reach for my robe a second too late. Rafe holds it up, gesturing with his head for me to let him help me put it on. His eyes drop down my front as I step into him and turn around, allowing him to guide the fabric over my quickly cooling body.

“The solo date’s part of the plan. What other way can I make it clear to the other omegas that I’ve already chosen someone?”

“Or you could send me home.” I secure the belt and turn to face him. The fear of going home grows in my stomach like a weed I can’t kill.

He drags a finger over my damp cheek before tapping my nose. “You are the perfect little omega, why would I ever do that?”


CHAPTER 15
Rafe


Seeking Lilah out is compulsory. Almost as if I couldn’t control my body as it searched the mansion for her. Now, with her standing in front of me in a robe, soaking wet from the hot tub, attempting to disengage is like trying to talk while holding my breath. Impossible.

I curl my fingers in to stop from touching her again, but I can’t step back. My plan of using her as a shield may backfire because the more I’m around her, the more I want to be around her. Insane? Yes. But I can’t help it.

It isn’t even something I can hide from my pack. Because they see straight through me. And of course they are allowing the connection to grow. It’s why they didn’t stop me from seeking her out now.

Damn. I fell right into their trap.

But that doesn’t mean she needs to know that. She isn’t here for love; she made that clear from the beginning. Or did she? Now I’m starting to wonder if she’s twisting things, manipulating the situation to keep me guessing. We talked about this at the orchard, and I thought I understood her, but maybe she’s not as straightforward as I believed. Is she lying to me? I don’t know anymore.

Her lips part, and she drops her eyes to the patio. “I’m sure if you found a better shield you would have no need of me.”

I force a chuckle out. I’m an actor; I can fake this. “If there’s one thing you should know about me, Sweetheart, it’s that I follow through. Speaking of follow through…I’m sure Elliott’s around somewhere—” I trail off as her cheeks darken again.

Addictive, that’s what she is. Like a drug. One I may need to survive.

“Or we can save it for our date tomorrow,” I suggest wickedly, loving the way her eyes fly to mine and the way she gasps in shock. It’s just the image I need to make it through the two group dates today. Hell, maybe I’ll find her after the first one and get another hit.

She presses her lips together and shifts on her bare feet, making me aware that she’s wet and standing out on the patio on a cool fall day. “Rafe⁠—”

“You’re wet. You need to get inside before you catch a cold,” I say before she can reply to my teasing.

Motioning towards the double doors that lead inside to the kitchen, I press my palm flat against her lower back to ensure she heads that way. As if she’s going to resist getting warm or something. It’s a purely alpha move and I know it, yet I don’t care at all.

Once inside, she faces me again. “Did you want to help me get dressed too?” She quirks an eyebrow up as a taunting smile pulls at her lips.

Invading her space again, I drop my head to her ear and whisper, “Don’t tempt me.”

I sense more than feel the shiver that works over her, and I swear I can smell freshly baked cookies as I step back. Glancing around the kitchen, I search for any sign of cookies before narrowing my eyes on her. Is that her perfume? Inhaling deeply, I catch another slight hint of it in the air. It makes me want to throw her over my shoulder and run out of the house declaring she is mine.

Swallowing, I study her for any sort of tell that she knows she’s perfuming for me.

I’m almost ready to close the space between us again to breathe in her scent, when Miles pops his head into the kitchen, taking in the situation quickly before he says, “Rafe, time to go,” I want to growl in frustration.

A dimple appears on her left cheek as that corner of her mouth tilts up in a smirk. “Looks like you’ve got a date to get too. Tell Hailey I said hi.” She curls her fingers in a little sarcastic wave, and I grimace.

“That’s the second date, and don’t remind me.” Backing up two steps, I notice the puddle gathering at her feet and lift my gaze back up to hers. “Go get dry, Lilah.”

Unable to wait for a response without dragging her into my arms and kissing the life out of her—for no reason other than I want to feel her lips on mine—I turn on my heel and follow Miles out of the room.
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With the first date out of the way and basically pointless if you ask me. I’m ready to get the ghost tour over with.

The omegas, Chad, Abby, Hailey, Tamika, Willow, Marcus, Parker, and Gwen, wait for us near the large passenger van. And I paste on a charming smile as I approach. If I thought it would get easier as we send omegas home, I was wrong. Because Hailey’s still here. And I’m sure production won’t let us send her home tomorrow either. They are intent on torturing me as long as possible.

At least Chad’s on this date. He can be amusing and blunt. It’s refreshing and reminds me a little of Lilah. He was, after all, my first choice of a shield. Although, I do prefer Lilah. She has this spark that lights something up inside me, even if I’m supposed to be acting.

Who am I kidding, I picked her as a shield because my pack wanted her and I wanted to find a reason they shouldn’t. Jokes on me, because I’m pretty sure I’m under her spell too.

Even now, piling into the van, I glance up at the windows hoping to see her face with the other omegas watching us leave. She’s not there.

“What was that about in the kitchen earlier?” Miles says. He slides in next to me, lowering his voice so the cameras don't pick it up. It’s really the first chance he’s had to ask me anything all day. He’s open and friendly with all the omegas—if not a little reserved—so they gravitate to him in hopes he will keep them.

I’m still not talking about it in a car full of omega’s. “Nothing.”

He scoffs and shakes his head. “Right. Nothing.”

“Can we just focus on the date?”

Willow settles on the other side of me, and Miles smiles at her before looking back at me. “We can talk about it when we get back.”

Choosing to ignore his mildly threatening promise of a conversation, I mentally affix my mask and turn to Willow, making small meaningless conversation with the girl until we arrive at the ghost tour.

Once we are out of the confines of the vehicle, Chad approaches us, his gaze dropping over me like I’m the prey in this situation, before his lips curl up into a pouty smile. “Alpha, I don’t do scary, can I walk with you?”

“You seem pretty fearless to me,” I say, playing my part.

He eats up the complement in the way I knew he would and grins at me, a sparkle in his hazel eyes. Taking my words as an invitation, he links his arm over mine, attaching to my side like velcro.

“Do you have room for two shields?” he asks, catching me off guard. I tilt my head in his direction and narrow my eyes on him.

“I don’t know what you mean,” I say.

He rolls his eyes before giving me a droll stare. “Lilah. She told me.”

“She told you what exactly?” Why is my heart beating like I’ve been caught stealing from a cookie jar as a child?

“Don’t play dumb, it isn’t a good look.” He pauses, his eyes doing a lap around my face. “Unless—you have caught real feelings for her.”

My mouth dries out and nerves twist my stomach. It’s supposed to be acting. And if it’s acting, having another person to place between me and Hailey is always beneficial. Right?

“Why would you want to play along?”

He presses his lips together and glances away. “Anything to get me to the end. I have something to prove.”

“If you were at the end and we chose you, what are your expectations?” My stomach gives a painful lurch. My words feel like betrayal, even though they aren’t. I’ve made no promises to anyone. In fact, I’ve done the opposite.

He shifts his attention to the nearest cameraman, who’s filming Elliott and Willow engaged in a flirty conversation as he tells her all about the manor we are going to be touring.

“A month or two of pretending should do.”

Is Chad the way out of this? Can I convince Miles to go for Chad? The way it’s going with Lilah, I’m heading down a very dangerous road of possibly offering her my heart on a silver platter. And she will laugh in my face.

“I don’t know if I can convince my pack mates,” I admit. Especially Elliott, who’s most definitely looking for our forever omega.

“Leave them to me,” he says. His fingers curl around my bicep, and I lead him over to the group.

I may have just made a deal with the devil, and the way my stomach’s revolting at the idea has me convinced I need to keep it. I’ve been broken-hearted before, and I don’t want to experience that pain again. It’s better to cut it off before it even begins.


CHAPTER 16
Lilah


It’s stupid, I know it is, but I can’t help waiting up for the group date to return. I’m sitting in the living room with the first group, a ball of nervous energy.

I’ve been in a state of this strange mix of excitement and fear since this morning with Rafe in the kitchen. Something shifted. At least it felt like it did. And I couldn’t control my perfuming when he invaded my space. I’m sure the chlorine from the hot tub blocked it out. If he did scent me, he didn’t give any kind of indication.

I guess skipping the blocking pill on accident and only using lotion, mixing it with going in the water was a bad combination. One I won’t repeat. I need to get my hormones under control.

“They’re back!” Abby says excitedly as she peers out the window.

Headlights make a path down the long drive, and I’m pretty sure my body is vibrating with nerves now. Will they come in? Will Rafe talk to me?

Shit. What am I? Some newly-presented omega? Get it under control, Lilah.

Popping to my feet, I head into the kitchen and pour a glass of wine. Then I go the opposite direction and out onto the back patio. I’m running. Goosebumps explode over my skin in the cold night air. But I keep myself planted out here.

Butterflies explode in my stomach, and I wrap my arms around my middle, attempting to soothe the feeling. Their rich voices flow through the cracked door, and I want to seek them out. I want to be just like all the other omegas.

Chiding myself for being silly, I force my legs to carry me back inside. It’s just the idea of going on a date tomorrow and being sent home making me feel this way. That is all.

Stepping back into the living room, I take a sip of my wine, crossing my arms loosely as I watch them. Voices rise up as each omega attempts to garner the attention of one of the alphas.

Earlier, Tyler came back with the trinket, and honestly I can’t remember any of them seeming to have a connection with him. A sort of jealousy swirls in my stomach as I look for the charm they gave Tyler on Hailey’s bracelet. It isn’t as if production would let them give it to any of the other omegas, so it has to be on her wrist.

“You’re looking a little sulky over here,” Chad says as he approaches, his voice light and teasing.

I take a sip of my wine, trying to mask the sudden tightness in my chest. “Sulky?”

“Yes. Like a child who didn’t get their candy. Don’t you want to hear about the ghost tour?”

“I’m in the room, aren’t I?” I nod toward the group, their laughter and excitement filling the space.

“They don’t know the half of it,” Chad whispers, his tone conspiratorial as he lifts his wrist. The silver rose charm on his bracelet gleams under the light.

“Wait, they gave it to you?” My hand reaches out instinctively, capturing his wrist to bring the charm closer. The sight of it makes my heart stutter.

His smile widens, and he wiggles his eyebrows as if he’s sharing a secret. “Rafe did.”

My heart falters, a sudden ache spreading through my chest. The smile I’ve been holding onto wavers, but I force it to stay in place. “How did that happen?”

“We have a connection now. The same sort you have with him.” His grin is smug, full of satisfaction, and it feels like a punch to the gut. I wasn’t prepared for this. I wasn’t ready to realize just how much I’ve started to care—how much I’ve started to fall for Rafe.

He watches me, waiting for a reaction, and I struggle to keep my voice steady. “That makes sense. I can’t be everywhere at once. But… how does that help you?”

“Well, you don’t want to be picked in the end. I do. So—” he trails off, but the implication is clear. Chad offered himself up as the one they’ll choose, the one who’ll go home with them. And Rafe… Rafe made a deal with him, just like that.

The sting of betrayal is sharp, cutting deeper than I expected. I blink rapidly, turning my gaze toward the group, trying to compose myself. When I finally look back at Chad, I force a smile that feels more like a mask. “Wow, this date really paid off for you.”

But even as I speak, my eyes dart toward Rafe, who is leaning in close to Willow, whispering something that makes her laugh. The sight sends a twist of jealousy and pain through me, the kind I can’t ignore. Is he making a deal with her too? My thoughts race, and the realization hits me harder than I want to admit: I’m falling for him, and now, it feels like I’m losing him before I ever really had a chance.

“It sure did,” Chad says, his voice full of smug triumph. “Now, I just have to make sure the other two want to keep me at the end.”

His words cut through me, a brutal reminder that this isn’t just a game—it’s my heart on the line. I thought I could handle it, thought I could keep my feelings in check, but now… now it feels like everything is unraveling, and I’m powerless to stop it.
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After a night of tossing and turning, I’m up with the birds at the crack of dawn. I can’t sleep another second even if I tried. Tamika and Tyler are both asleep as I slip into the bathroom. Willow offered to help with my hair, but I didn’t have the heart to wake her this early.

For some reason, I want to be perfect for this date. With Rafe having a deal with Chad now, he has no need for me. Not really. Especially since we are getting down in numbers.

Once my makeup can’t get any better and my hair is dried and styled to perfection, I pick up the pill bottle for the descenter, ready to twist the lid off and take one. Pressing my lips together, I meet my light blue eyes in the mirror. It’s a one-on-one date. Would it hurt to not take the pill? Let them scent me? My heart beats rapidly as I study the label. Shit. I’m really thinking of doing it.

It’s wrong.

I swallow. But the idea of them being able to smell me has my stomach bottoming out. My palms go clammy as I make up my mind.

The sound of the pill bottle touching the counter sounds like a shotgun to my ears, and I glance at the shut bathroom door as if my roommates will storm in and demand to know why I’m breaking the rules.

Before I can second guess my decision, I pull open the door. Tamika and Tyler are both still asleep, and I breathe a sigh of relief before slipping from the room.

The whole house seems to still be asleep, which makes sense; they stayed up late. While I retreated to my room to get my emotions under control, the whole house seemed to have a party. Now, I’m thankful for that as I wait for eight a.m. to arrive.

The half hour passes slowly, and at about ten minutes till eight, the rumble of a large engine pulls my attention to the long driveway. A SUV makes its way down the narrow path, and as it comes to a stop near the front steps, I notice the cameramen already here filming.

Miles climbs out from the driver's seat looking like he just stepped off of a GQ magazine in his light blue t-shirt and athletic pants. That color blue will make his eyes pop. Elliott hits the same vibe on its head as he climbs out of the back seat. Only he wears a deep green shirt that makes his light hair look even lighter. Rafe is the last one from the car, as if they had to choreograph the order they get out of the SUV for filming purposes. His T-shirt is a soft heather gray, with matching pants that should be illegal.

Finally releasing the breath that had lodged in my throat the second I saw them, I inhaled a greedy lungful of fresh air. Deciding not to wait for them to come inside, I rush to the door and fling it open. Sure, I might look eager, but that’s what the show wants anyway, right?

Miles’ face lights up the second he sees me, and Elliott follows his line of sight, his gaze softening with happiness the moment our eyes meet. I smooth my hands over my leggings before tugging my soft oversized sweater down over my fingers. The chill in the morning air had me dressing for warmth. I still have on a T-shirt under my sweater, just in case.

“Hey,” I say after I realize I’m just staring at them like some lovesick omega.

Miles bounds up the stone steps and pulls me in for a hug. Completely wrapping me in his arms. The second he touches me, I know going without the pills is a grave mistake because I cannot control the slight sweet scent of baking cookies and cream wafting from me. His arms tighten, and he buries his head into my neck, inhaling deeply.

“Is that—?” he asks, a slight possessive growl rumbling in his throat.

I pull back from him, my eyes on the ground. I didn’t expect to perfume the second they arrived. But here we are, and it’s awkward as fuck. My face heats, and I’m unable to lift my gaze from the planter at the bottom of the steps.

“I, uh, I need to go take my pill. I was rushing to get ready, and I must have forgotten.” I gesture behind me, my stomach in knots at my lie. Without waiting for a response, I turn away from him, only to be stopped as he wraps his fingers around my wrist and pulls me back.

“Don’t.” He clears his throat, and I force my eyes up to his. “Don’t take it.”

I wet my lips and swallow as I try to find my words. Tingles run over my body all the way down to my toes. “It’s against the rules,” I say. I knew that. Yet, it didn’t stop me.

“I won’t tell…if you don’t,” he says.

He runs a finger along my jaw, his thumb brushing over my lips like he wants to kiss me. My stomach twists with the sensation, and I sway into him.

It’s wrong, I know it is, but I nod and let him lead me from the steps. I may have just jumped into the deep end, and I’m not sure I can swim.


CHAPTER 17
Miles


My breath is shallow and quick as I lead Lilah to the SUV. The surge of possession that ripped through me the second I scented her was like nothing I’ve ever felt before. And I need more.

Making sure the cameras, and the fucking men that are filming with them, are far enough away from her, I create distance between her and them. Elliott greets her at the SUV and smoothly opens the passenger side door for her.

She climbs in, and Rafe leans into the space, pulling the seatbelt across her body, securing her in like a delicate package. The second he stiffens, I know he’s scented her too. Is he going to ruin this for us?

Fuck. When I encouraged her to not take that damn pill, I hadn't been thinking clearly. This is a clear violation of the rules.

Hastily, I close the distance. “Rafe, I think she’s secure,” I say, forcing a laugh.

He’s staring at her, his mouth slightly parted, but he doesn’t look like he’s going to raise the alarm. However, the hit of her perfume slammed into him the same way it did me. I can tell by the look on his face, like his whole world was just shaken.

“Maybe I should ride up here with her, hold her in my lap to make sure,” he replies.

She pulls in a quick breath and holds it, while Elliott says, “If anyone rides with her it will be me.”

I do laugh now because Elliott’s saying that without smelling her fucking perfect perfume. A cameraman approaches the SUV, ready to climb in the back seat, and if I thought the possession was strong before, it’s ten times worse right this second.

Blocking his way, I say, “Are you a beta?”

A crease of confusion appears on his forehead, and he glances at Thomas on the sidelines. “Uh, no, alpha,” he replies, sounding unsure.

“We need a beta only for these smaller dates with the SUV,” I say, directing my words at Thomas.

The director nods, gesturing at another guy on the sidelines. “Michael, you’re on camera,” Thomas calls out, not willing to fight me on this, and a tall, thin man jogs over to us. The alpha hands him the equipment, and I step out of his way as he hurries to the backseat of the vehicle.

Once the man is situated in the third row, I turn my attention back to my pack and the omega I definitely want to keep, forever.

“Let’s go, we are going to be late for breakfast,” I say, encouraging them both to move.

Elliott climbs into the back seat, while Rafe’s slower to move. He stands up slowly, his heated gaze pinned on Lilah. Well, this is going to be interesting.

“Rafe,” I say, a clear warning.

He shifts his attention to me, his eyes narrowing. “You knew…”

Without answering him, I stride around the vehicle and pull open the driver's side door. “Get in, asshole,” I say to him over the top as he shuts Lilah’s door.

He huffs out a half laugh. “I’m the asshole? We will be talking about this.”

A tension fills the vehicle, making it hard to breathe. Every inhale I take makes me want to pull the SUV off the road and pull Lilah into my arms. Obsessive compulsive disorder when focused on a person is dangerous. Because if there is one thing I’m sure of, I’m obsessed with this omega. I’m unable to think straight. Curling my fingers around the steering wheel, I focus on the road in front of us, while Lilah fidgets in her seat next to me.

I want to reach over and reassure her, but with the camera filming everything there isn’t much I could say.

Silence falls as I drive toward our destination. It’s a small, local restaurant on the river, one of those hidden gems with a heated deck overlooking everything. Elliott found it one morning and insisted we start one of the solo dates here.

“Where are we going?” Lilah breaks the silence, her voice tinged with nervousness.

“We’re getting some food first, then heading to a go-kart and mini-golf park. Maybe some surprises later,” Elliott says, leaning forward, his hand gripping the side of her seat. I catch his reflection in the rearview mirror, his nostrils flaring as he inhales deeply. “I hope you brought some of those cookies you baked. Sharing is caring, and chocolate cookies are my favorite. I can smell them all over you.”

Lilah clears her throat, her fingers tightening on her lap. “Maybe next time.”

“If there is a next time,” he teases, but the playful tone doesn’t quite reach his eyes.

She stiffens, and I can tell she didn’t take his words lightly. I reach over, curling my fingers around her thigh, feeling the tension in her body. The second I touch her, I know I can’t stop. Between what I was already feeling and her perfume, adding touch might have been a mistake. But I’m not willing to take it back.

Can we just cancel the whole show? I don’t think I can pretend with the others. Not after this. My entire focus will be on her. I know how my brain works. There’s no other option.

“Shut up, Elliott, Lilah isn’t going anywhere,” Rafe says, his tone dry and unamused, obviously attempting to cover up his concern. Not that he would admit it.

“I don’t think you can say that in front of the cameras,” she says, twisting to look at him.

“We are all rule breakers it seems,” he replies, and I can hear the sarcastic smile in his voice even without seeing his face.

“Yeah, I guess we are,” she counters, her voice dripping with a deceptive sweetness, but I can hear the underlying worry. Maybe I shouldn’t have encouraged her to get in the car.

The beta in the car, who could potentially smell the truth on her, sits in silence, but his presence is a constant reminder. If his sense of smell is strong enough, this ends badly. One wrong move, and she could be sent home. The thought gnaws at all of us, a silent threat hanging over the car.

Pulling into the parking lot interrupts their standoff, and I’m out of the car and around to her side in less than twenty seconds after I’ve put the SUV into park. The camera crews are already here to film our arrival, but I ignore them, my focus solely on her. I open her door and help her out, taking her hand in mine, the warmth of her skin grounding me amidst the rising tension.

“Elliott said this place makes amazing waffles, if you like those,” I tell her, not waiting to see if the guys follow. I lead her into the building and straight out to the back balcony we paid to have private for filming. The smell of food drifts through the air, but if I had to choose, I’d pick her natural perfume over anything they’re serving.

Rafe and Elliott trail after us, and I’m already pulling out her seat and claiming the one beside her as they reach the table. My mind is racing, and I can feel the weight of what’s at stake.

Rafe notices the way we’re situated and drops into the seat across from her, his jaw tightening slightly. Elliott takes the one across from me, his eyes scanning the three of us, clearly picking up on the strange vibe that’s been in the air since Rafe realized what I did. She didn’t take her pill. And she smells fucking amazing.

I pick up the menu and stare at it sightlessly. All I want to do is lean over and bury my face in her neck, but I can’t. The cameras are rolling, and there’s a beta nearby who might catch on. The tension is palpable, a dangerous undercurrent running through the air.

Is she my match? Our match? Are those even real? I’ve always thought scent matches were something people made up. But I’m almost one-hundred percent sure that if I have a scent match, it’s her. And the risk of losing her, of having her scent and presence ripped away, is almost too much to bear.

“How were your group dates yesterday?” she asks, her face hidden behind the menu. The question hangs in the air, unanswered, and when the silence stretches too long, she slowly lowers the plastic barrier, her gaze flicking between us. “Is that off limits? Your other dates?”

“Why would you want to talk about other omegas when you’re the only one here right now?” Rafe asks, his tone sharp as he takes a deliberate sip of his water. She lowers her menu fully, her expression guarded.

“I’m sorry, this whole thing’s just weird. I didn’t want to be on this show. My sister signed me up. And—” She glances at the cameras, her voice faltering. “And now I’m here.”

“You don’t sound happy about that,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady, but the admission cuts deeper than I expected. Is she going to ask to be sent home? The thought of losing her, of her walking away, twists something tight in my chest.

She snorts, a sound that’s more bitter than amused. “I don’t know how I feel. I didn’t come here looking for love. Competing with other omegas is not something I ever wanted to do. Once was enough for me—been there, done that, and I’ve got the emotional wounds to prove it. But now I’m here and—” She presses her lips together, her eyes clouding with emotions she doesn’t seem ready to share. “It isn’t what I expected.”

Hearing her say that she’s been hurt before ignites something primal in me. I’m the rational one, the one who keeps his cool, but the thought of someone else causing her pain makes my blood boil. Even if it’s in her past, I want to find whoever it was and make them regret it.

“Why did you come?” Rafe asks, his voice edged with a detachment that feels like a shield, as if he’s bracing himself for an answer he doesn’t want to hear.

A small, rueful smile tugs at her lips as she shakes her head. “Because I puked all over you, and the papers were saying I’m broken. Not that they even knew who I was. To them, I’m just Ashlyn Robinson’s broken little sister. The girl who tossed her cookies all over superstar Rafe Carson. And then fate, being the cruel mistress she is, made sure you’d be here too.” She looks across the table at him, her voice laced with a soft snort that’s halfway to a laugh, but it’s tinged with so much resignation it stings.

“You didn’t know I’d be here?” Rafe asks, leaning forward, his eyes narrowing as he inhales again, like he’s trying to catch something in the air beyond just her scent. I can see the shift in his expression, the conflict bubbling just beneath the surface as he waits for her answer.

She shakes her head, placing the menu back on the table. “I barely made it out of the limo once I saw you.”

The tension in the air thickens, a loaded silence settling over us as Rafe narrows his eyes, calculating, searching her face as if the answer to a question he hasn’t asked is written there.

Elliott clears his throat, cutting through the heavy atmosphere. “I’m glad you did. You’re refreshingly blunt.”

Her cheeks pinken, and she ducks her head, the vulnerability in her eyes stirring something protective in me. “It was the nerves that made me say that the first night. I’m not normally that direct.”

“Maybe I could give it a try, break the rules a little…” Elliott murmurs, his voice so low it’s almost a whisper, leaving no doubt as to what he could have added. There’s a challenge in his words, a silent dare that hangs between them.

Lilah jumps in her seat, her eyes darting to Rafe as if searching for reassurance. Rafe, who’s been watching her with an intensity that borders on possessiveness, finally speaks. “Yeah, Lilah, break the rules a little.” His voice is low, carrying an undercurrent of something darker, something that sends a shiver down my spine.


CHAPTER 18
Lilah


My stomach twists into knots, a turbulent mix of nerves and regret swirling inside me. The decision to skip the lotion and pill this morning was reckless, and now it's catching up with me. Heat blooms across my cheeks as Elliott leans closer, his flirtatious grin making my pulse race. I can feel the subtle warmth spreading from my wrists, betraying me as my scent slowly permeates the air.

Under the table, something brushes against my leg, a gentle, lingering touch that sends a jolt straight through me. I nearly jump out of my seat, my eyes snapping to Rafe, who watches me with a challenge glittering in his gaze.

"Yeah, Lilah, break the rules a little," he murmurs, his voice low and edged with something I can't quite decipher.

A shiver dances down my spine at his words, the double-meaning not lost on me. Ever since he realized what I'd done, an unspoken tension has crackled between us, sharp and electric. He masks it well for the cameras, but in these small, charged moments, his displeasure seeps through, tightening the space around us.

I swallow hard, reaching for the cold glass of water in front of me and taking a long sip, hoping to quell the heat rising beneath my skin. "I'm actually a rule follower," I say, attempting a lightness I don't feel. "So if Elliott wants to break them, it won't be with me. Besides, I can think of a few omegas here who wouldn't need your musk as an excuse to climb you like a tree."

My attempt at humor hangs in the air, and for a moment, uncertainty grips me. Then Elliott's eyes spark with amusement, a slow smile spreading across his face that makes my heart skip.

"That reminds me," Rafe starts, a mischievous glint replacing the earlier edge in his eyes. "Didn't you mention something about Elliott and⁠—"

Panic flares, and before I can think, my foot connects with his shin under the table. He lets out a grunt, followed by a rich, genuine laugh that eases some of the tightness in my chest. The sound is contagious, and despite myself, a small smile tugs at my lips.

Our laughter is interrupted by the arrival of the waitress, her notepad poised and ready. Grateful for the distraction, I blurt out the first thing that comes to mind. "Um, could I get eggs, toast, and a side of pancakes, please?" The simplicity feels safe, grounding.

She nods efficiently before turning to Miles. As he orders, his choice catches my attention.

"I'll take the Nutella, strawberries, bananas, and blueberry waffles," he says.

My mouth waters instantly, and without thinking, I lean forward. "Oh, can I get that too?"

"Certainly," the waitress replies, her pen scratching across the paper as she takes down the rest of the orders. “And for you?” the waitress asks, her gaze lingering on Elliott as she prepares to take his order.

“Cinnamon bread French toast with some scrambled eggs,” he replies smoothly, handing over his menu. Miles follows suit, stacking his menu on top and passing them to Rafe.

“Me too, just the cinnamon bread French toast,” I add quickly, second-guessing my original order. The waitress suppresses a smile, her pen moving swiftly across the notepad.

My stomach churns with anticipation, realizing I’m about to eat a ridiculous amount of food. Everything they order sounds too good to resist. I should have actually read the menu instead of using it as a shield to hide behind.

“And last but not least, what can I get for you, Mr. Carson?” Her voice dips into a husky tone as she shifts her attention to Rafe, clearly flirting. I can’t blame her. The first time I met him, my reaction was much the same, though I didn’t know who he was at the time.

“I’ll take the breakfast hash, extra veggies, please,” Rafe says, his eyes lifting to meet mine. The corner of his mouth quirks up into a knowing smile, and as I open my mouth to impulsively order the same, he adds casually, “And our omega would like some of that too.”

My breath catches in my throat. Our omega. The words echo in my mind, each syllable heavy with meaning. My eyes widen, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest as I try to process what he just said. The casual way he claimed me, as if it was the most natural thing in the world, sends a rush of warmth through me.

Holy crap. Did he really just say that?

My thoughts race, and it feels like the world tilts on its axis. Being called "our omega" by Rafe—by any of them—isn’t just a term. It’s a declaration, a step beyond flirtation, something deeper and more binding. My pulse quickens as the weight of those words settles over me. He just staked a claim, not just for himself but for all of them.

I try to maintain my composure, but I know my shock is written all over my face. The waitress, oblivious to the significance of what just happened, simply nods and finishes jotting down the order.

As she walks away, I’m left grappling with the new reality Rafe’s words have created. I glance around the table, my gaze flitting between them. Elliott grins as if this is all a game, Miles looks thoughtful, and Rafe… Rafe looks like he knows exactly what he just did. And he doesn’t regret it for a second.

This just got real.

Butterflies erupt in my stomach at the warmth coming from him now, a stark contrast to the instant annoyance he showed earlier at my lack of blockers. The world around us fades away—I barely notice the woman walking off or the cameraman capturing every moment. I’ve completely fallen under his spell.

Do I know it’s part of his act, something he’s slipping back into effortlessly? Yes. But a stubborn part of me doesn’t care that it’s all pretend. I’m willing to live in this fantasy, at least for today.

Still, a small flicker of doubt lingers at the edge of my thoughts. Did he really mean it when he called me “our omega”? Or was it just another line, part of the show, a way to keep up appearances for the cameras?

I push the nagging thought aside, reminding myself that Rafe had asked Chad to be his shield, a clear indication that this is all just a game. But today, I decide to lean into the act. I’ll flirt, I’ll touch, and I’ll indulge my omega heart’s desires, because none of it really matters. As Chad has said so many times before, this show’s fake. None of it is real.

I’ll just ignore the fact that I chose not to wear the lotion or take the pills. It’ll be fine. I hope.
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My stomach aches with all the food I’ve attempted to stuff into it. I lean back in my chair with a groan, holding my belly. “I think I’m having a food baby.”

Miles chuckles. “Are they starving you in the house? Do I need to smuggle you some treats?”

I smirk over at him. “I won’t say no to Twizzlers.”

“Done.”

“You really are the sweet one. Rafe tried to convince me that you weren’t,” I say, shifting my attention to Rafe, who only lifts an eyebrow at my lie. We didn’t talk about Elliott or Miles, besides what he overheard at the hot tub yesterday.

“What else did Rafe say about us?”

I purse my lips as if I’m thinking of what more he could have said, and he rolls his eyes, scoffing. “Nothing, because you two aren’t that interesting.”

“I think you two are fascinating. Anyone that doesn’t live for the spotlight is a-o-k in my book.”

Rafe hums his annoyance at my words. They may be a compliment to his pack mates, but they’re a definite poke at him.

“I think Lilah and I need a quick conversation before we leave,” Rafe says as he pushes away from the table and stands. He ignores my feeble protest and pulls out my chair, offering me his hand.

Once we are away from the cameras and his pack, he turns on me. “What’s that?” He gestures back at the table, and my brow furrows.

“Breakfast?” I play dumb.

“We have a deal,” he says, ignoring my fake ignorance.

“Rafe, there are no other omegas here.” I lean against the railing at my back and tilt my head to look up at him. “Do you want me to pretend for the cameras?”

He runs his fingers through his hair before rubbing the back of his neck. “Yes. Of course I mean the cameras. We have to sell it to the world, Lilah.”

Suddenly, the carefree and flirty way I was going to act today feels wrong. I want more. I deserve more. And if he can’t give that to me⁠—

My stomach twists, images of Jared and Tabby showing up hand in hand to my bonding ceremony, of being second best, filtering in. Is that what he wants? For me to play the part and then not be the final omega standing? To be left at the last second again? I can’t do that. The food sours in my belly, and I swallow down bile.

“Send me home today,” I say, locking my eyes with his. I hate the words the second they leave my lips, but I can’t stop them. I’m falling for these three, and I’ve been down that road before.

“What?” He shakes his head as if he didn’t hear me correctly, but I just press my lips together and watch him. “No. That’s not the deal.”

“You made another deal—you have Chad now,” I say. “Until the end, apparently.”

“Chad?” he asks, like he’s never heard his name before in his life. “That isn’t the same.”

I laugh and lean away from him as he invades my space further. “It isn’t?”

He swears under his breath, boxing me in, his hands gripping the railing on each side of me. If it weren’t for the slight breeze, my perfume would be enveloping us in a cloud of sexual cookies—if cookies can be sexual. As it is, when he inhales and his nostrils flare, I know he scents me. His eyes drop shut, and a pained look crosses his face.

“This whole ‘shield’ thing, it’s not just for the other omegas, Lilah,” he murmurs, his voice dropping lower, almost conspiratorial. “It’s for the world. The people watching—they need to believe it, too. That’s the only way any of this works.”

My heart stutters at his words, and I try to read between the lines. Does he mean it’s all an act for everyone, even us? Or is there more?

“But…” I hesitate, searching his eyes for something, anything. “But what about you? Is that all this is? A show for them?”

His gaze softens for a fraction of a second before his usual mask slips back into place. “It’s about keeping you close,” he finally says, his voice barely above a whisper, so quiet that I almost wonder if I imagined it.

My breath catches in my throat. Keeping me close? But before I can ask what he really means, his head dips down, and he nuzzles into the curve of my neck, releasing a soft purr that sends a shiver down my spine, settling between my legs.

“It’s not the same, Lilah. I don’t want Chad,” he murmurs against my throat, repeating his words, his lips brushing my skin.

Fuck me. My stomach drops, and my pussy cries. My pheromones are pumping out of me on hyperdrive. And I attempt to tamp it all down.

“I don't understand,” I whisper, as my eyelashes brush my cheeks.

He inhales again, sending a shiver down my spine as his nose brushes my skin. “Neither do I. But even without your fucking drive-me-insane perfume clouding my thoughts, I crave you.”

My toes tingle, and my stomach bottoms out at his rough confession. The words sound torn from him unwilling. I feel alive for the first time since having my heart shattered. My fingers curl into his soft shirt, and I meet his gaze as he straightens.

“You're not going home tonight, Lilah.” he says, his voice firm yet laced with something deeper.

The words hit me like a punch to the gut, a mix of fear and hope twisting inside me. Does he mean it? My mind spins, caught between wanting to believe him and fearing this is just another part of the act. But the way he holds me, the intensity in his eyes—I can’t help but wonder if maybe, just maybe, there’s more to this than he’s letting on.


CHAPTER 19
Rafe


I hate myself for my selfish words. But I hate myself even more as my lips crash down on hers. Devouring every bit of her I can.

Not for the cameras. Or some sort of lie. Pure need cascades inside of me. I could live on her perfume. And if matches were more than a fairytale told to young alphas and omegas, she would be mine.

I don’t need an omega. Hell, I don’t even want one. But I am quickly becoming addicted to this one. And I will use whatever I need to use to keep her here. Pretty words don’t work. I’m sure the alpha who hurt her used pretty words. Maybe kisses will.

She kisses me back, as if she’s starved for physical touch. Her fingers prove it as they flatten against my chest, not pushing me away, just touching me. Goosebumps erupt and travel down my spine as her hands curl around my biceps, finding skin. The contact makes me lightheaded, and when her nails dig into my muscles, it takes a minute to register that she’s gently resisting—not enough for the cameras to notice, but enough to break through the haze clouding my thoughts.

Pulling back, I stare down at her slightly swollen lips before bringing my gaze to hers. Pure need shines in the depths of her light blue eyes. And it takes everything in me to ignore it. To hold myself back from propping her up on the railing and doing away with her leggings. Claiming her out here with the raging river as the backdrop.

“Take this as a warning, little omega, come to me without your lotion or your pills and this will happen again. Only next time, I won’t stop,” I promise as I step back, giving her the space she needs to slip past me. She presses her lips together, but doesn’t say a word as she moves around me.

Controlling my breathing, I stare out over the rushing river beyond the railing. I wrap my fingers around the wood and tuck my head into my chest. This isn’t part of the plan. I will never give another omega the power to hurt me again. Including one as tempting as Lilah. I lost myself for a second in her arms, allowing thoughts that don’t belong to slip through. Securing the wall I’ve built around my heart, I push away from the view and turn back to the film crew with a smile on my face.

Lilah flirts with Elliott, her demeanor carefree and playful, and he laps it up with a grin. But as her perfume envelops the space between them, it hits Elliott like a ton of bricks. It’s unmistakable now—definitely not the scent of freshly baked cookies he thought he’d detected in the SUV. The air is thick with her fragrance, and I can’t help but think that even the alphas on the film crew must be able to smell it.

Just the thought of someone noticing, of one slip-up leading to Lilah being caught and sent home, sends a growl rumbling in my chest. I close the space between us, feeling the weight of the potential disaster. If just one person says a word, if the wrong scent is detected or the wrong comment is made, it’s all over. Lilah could be lost to the show, her presence and our chance at something real wiped away in an instant.

“Ready?” I ask, as if they weren’t waiting for me to compose myself.

Lilah glances up at me, a playful expression on her face. “We were going to leave you behind.”

“Too bad I could just follow. I know where you’re going,” I remind her.

She pushes back and stands up, appearing unfazed by our kiss a few minutes ago, and it grates on my nerves. She should be as shaken as I am, as if the ground has moved beneath her feet and she can’t find her footing. Or a tornado has driven through her world, tearing it to shreds, and destroying everything she built. But she isn’t here for love.

“We both know you would rather be anywhere but on this date,” she says. When she pats my chest as if she’s placating me, my fingers automatically wrap around her wrist, holding her touch just above my heart.

“Do we?” I whisper, ducking my head to breathe a fresh hit of her cookies and cream scent. It’s intoxicating.

She sucks in a breath, freezing as my nose grazes her jawline, the tension between us palpable.

Fuck. What’s wrong with me?

It’s like the second I’m in her orbit, the walls around my heart crumble. I find myself yearning for this woman in a way that scares the hell out of me. Fighting the urge to pull her closer, I step back, letting Miles slip between us with a casual but knowing look. He guides her through the restaurant and out to the SUV, his hand resting lightly on her back.

Elliott pauses next to me as Miles opens the car door for Lilah. “It’s okay to fall for her. Miles and I both want her, too.” I narrow my eyes on him, and he shrugs. “Not everyone is like Hailey.”

Scoffing, I look away. “I don’t compare everyone to her.”

“No, but you hold everyone at arm's length because of her,” he says. “You promised you would give this a shot. Kissing Lilah like your life depends on it and then pushing her away, isn’t it. She’s been hurt before, you heard her…”

“She isn’t here for love, Elliott. Don’t let yourself fall for an omega who doesn’t plan to stay.” I squeeze his shoulder, my words as much for me as they are for him, before heading around to the other side of the vehicle. Maybe some space is what I need because those words hit too close to home.

After an uneventful ride to the go-kart park, we are greeted with even more cameras when we arrive.

As we step onto the go-kart track, I force myself to take a breath and try to loosen the tension that’s been coiled in my chest since the restaurant. It’s not easy, but I know I have to let it go. The rules have been broken, the line has been crossed, and there’s nothing any of us can do about it now. The chips will fall where they may.

The crew’s everywhere, cameras in every direction, capturing every angle, but I try to ignore them. Hope that none of them catch her perfume in the open air. Lilah’s ahead, her laughter floating back to us as she practically skips toward the go-karts, light and carefree. It’s like she doesn’t have a worry in the world, while I’m wound so tight I could snap.

I glance over at Elliott, who’s grinning like an idiot, clearly enjoying this more than he should. Miles is next to him, his competitive spirit radiating off him as he eyes the track like he’s already planning his victory.

But for me? I’m fighting a losing battle to keep my mind off Lilah. Every time I see her, smell her, touch her, it’s like a punch to the gut, a reminder that I'm deeper than I ever planned to be. She was supposed to be a shield, a way to make it to the end of this show without getting feelings involved.

Right. Lie to yourself some more.

Miles rubs his hands together excitedly. “I am taking you all down,” he jokes. If he’s anything, he is competitive.

Lilah laughs, the sound light and carefree. “If you can catch me,” she teases with a wink that sends a jolt of electricity through the air.

Miles wiggles his eyebrows suggestively. “What do I get if I do?”

She laughs again, a melodic sound that seems to cut through the tension, but she doesn’t reply as she heads toward the go-karts.

“We should make a bet,” I say, my voice steady despite the swirl of emotions inside me. She spins on her heels, curiosity sparking in her eyes. My heart pounds, but the next words fall from my lips with surprising ease. “If one of us wins, we get seven minutes alone with you. Away from the cameras.” Because even though I shouldn’t want that, I do. So bad.

Seven minutes in heaven. That’s what it would be.

“And what do I get when I win?”

“What do you want?” I ask, my throat dry as I anticipate her answer.

She rolls her lips together, sinking her teeth into her lower one before slowly releasing it. “A kiss. From each of you.”

Not what I expected. My gaze drops to her lips, the feel of them still on mine like a phantom. Yanking my eyes away, I share a look with Elliott and Miles and then nod. “Okay.” Sounds like we’re winning either way.

“No cheating, boys,” she sing-songs as she turns back around, continuing her path to the go-kart track, leaving us to watch her go.


CHAPTER 20
Lilah


The engine revs beneath me as I teasingly push on the gas and brake at the same time. I glance over at the three of them lined up next to me and grin, my heart pounding in my chest.

“You’re going down, boys,” I say, gesturing with two fingers from my eyes to them.

Rafe looks at me like he wants to go down, but not in the way I’m talking about. Heat rushes to my face, and I squirm in my seat at the imagery of him on his knees. Maybe I should lose. The thought is brief and discarded as soon as the light goes from red to yellow to green.

Putting the pedal to the metal, I fly off the starting line, laughing freely as they come up behind me. As we take the first turn, Elliott edges past me, his kart brushing close enough to make my pulse spike. Miles is right behind him, his determined expression almost comical. I push my foot against the gas pedal, taking the curve a little faster than I normally would, adrenaline pumping through my veins.

Once we straighten out, I give a little wave as I pass them both again. The race continues that way, and I think I laugh harder than I have in a long time. Maybe what I needed all along to feel like myself again was to act like a kid. Whatever this feeling is, I want to embrace it, hold onto it tight.

On the last lap, when Elliott takes the lead, I let up off the gas, my heart doing a strange flip. I’ve had a few flirty conversations with him, but now I realize I might want something more. My stomach twists as he flies over the finish line, and I seriously just let him win.

As I come to a stop next to him, he’s already removing his helmet, a grin plastered on his face. He climbs out and kneels down to my level next to my go-kart, his gaze locking onto mine with an intensity that makes me catch my breath.

“Looks like I won the grand prize.” He grins widely, watching me intently.

“I’m pretty sure she let you win,” Miles grumbles, like a kid who didn’t get the last treat, as he climbs out of his mini-vehicle.

Suppressing a smile, I glance between them. “I told you I was good.”

“I think we should all get that time with you, since you clearly didn’t try to win,” Rafe says, his voice closer than I expect, sending a shiver down my spine.

I fumble with the strap of my helmet, my fingers trembling slightly. Elliott easily reaches over and unclips it, lifting it from my head and smoothing my hair down in the sweetest gesture. I swear I’m a puddle of warm feelings when he stands back up and offers me a hand. The idea of being away from the cameras with each of them sounds like a dangerous idea.

One that I’m almost too willing to agree to. Shit. What am I doing?

Not taking the pill or wearing the lotion. Taunting Rafe until he was on the edge. Now this—do I want these men for myself? Oh, fuck me. I think I do. No, I know I do.

As I stand up, accepting Elliott’s hand, I catch sight of one of the film crew lingering near the corner of the track. My breath hitches. The guy—tall, with a camera slung over his shoulder—watches me, his gaze a little too sharp, a little too knowing. Panic flutters in my chest. Does he know? Can he tell I didn’t use my blockers?

Suddenly, this show’s about more than proving to the world that I’m not broken. It’s about proving to myself that I’m not, by going after a future I thought I never wanted. I can’t go home. That’s admitting to the world I am broken, that I let Jared and Tabby damage me beyond repair.

“I think that’s fair,” I say, taking Elliott’s offered hand and climbing out of the go-kart. “I’m obviously better at racing than you three,” I add playfully, forcing myself to focus on the moment and not the fear creeping up my spine.

“Better than Rafe, for sure,” Miles jokes. He runs his fingers through his hair, and it falls into place effortlessly.

Laughing, I glance at Rafe. “He’s like a Koopa with a Super Glider.”

Rafe huffs out a sound that’s between exasperation and a laugh. “You play Mario Kart?”

“I’m the best at that too,” I say with a grin, but my thoughts are still on the cameraman, his gaze burning into the back of my head. I keep my expression light, but inside, I’m praying no one notices anything off.

Catching sight of the cameras, the weight of the situation presses down on me again. My smile falters as I follow Miles over to the mini-golf shack. It's easy to forget they're there, recording our every move. Is this what Ashlyn means when she says the cameras don’t bother her? She just tunes them out, no longer seeing them as a threat?

Elliott falls into step next to me, his hand brushing the back of mine, sending a tingle up my arm. I want to tangle my fingers with his, but a part of me hesitates, knowing that every gesture is being watched. “You probably shouldn’t challenge Rafe when it comes to Mario Kart, he’s pretty good,” he says, his voice light but teasing.

“I can think of a few bets I’d like to win,” Rafe adds suggestively, his gaze heated.

Picking up a putter, I force a playful smile. “I’m pretty good at mini-golf too.”

Miles grabs a green handle and picks up a scoring sheet and pencil. “Sounds like another opportunity for alone time,” he says with a wink.

My stomach somersaults at his words, and before I can stop myself, I blurt out, “Okay, but no blockers.”

What am I saying? Oh crap. I’m deeper in this than I thought. Not only am I breaking the rules, but now I’m asking them to as well.

Elliott’s fingers trail up my arm, the warmth of his body close enough that I can feel him at my back. He leans in, his breath warm against my ear. “Is that why you smell so fucking good today? No blockers?”

Tingles flow down my spine, and my heart pounds in my chest. His nose grazes my neck as he inhales deeply.

“Mmm, you’re a naughty omega,” he purrs, and the way he says it makes my toes curl. High-definition cameras are probably picking up on every single reaction I’m having, especially how hard my nipples just got. I bite down on my lower lip, trying to stay focused as my lashes brush my cheeks, holding back a whimper.

I step away from his warmth, spinning back toward the three of them with an unsteady grin. “We have a game to get to.”

They each watch me with varying looks of need that have my heart doing acrobatics and slick gathering between my legs. Attempting to ignore it, I back up two steps before turning on my heel and leading the way to the mini-golf course.

I lean against the post that reads ‘Hole 1’ and gesture to the starting mat. “I’ll let you guys go first, so you aren’t discouraged by my abilities.”

“Eli can go first,” Miles says, moving aside to give him room. “But I think we need to make this even more competitive. How about for each hole in one we make, we get to make a request of whoever we want.”

I tilt my head to the side and tap my lips as if I’m deep in thought. Then I nod. “Deal. But camera-friendly.”

Elliott chuckles, dropping his green ball to the middle dot. He stands over it, his putter looking too short for him, and wiggles his butt jokingly as he lines up his shot. Then, with a smooth tap, the ball rolls down the straightaway, bounces off the back wall, and goes straight into the hole.

“Nice,” Rafe cheers.

“Just the first of many,” Elliott replies. He steps over the frame block of the first course and closes the distance between us. “Time to pay up for the first hole.”

My lips part as his hand lands on my hip, drawing me closer with ease. The breath freezes in my lungs as his eyes dip to my lips.

“Think you can handle my expert putting?” He winks at me suggestively, clearly joking, but there’s a deeper intensity in his gaze that makes it hard to breathe.

A bark of surprised laughter punches from my lungs, and he grins down at me. It’s like slow motion as he closes the distance between us. Then his soft lips press against mine in the barest touch. And although he doesn’t deepen it, electricity flows between us. My heart races inside my chest as if it needs to replace the blood that has left my head, making me lightheaded. My fingers curl into his shirt, tugging him closer, and for a moment, I forget everything except how good this feels.

With a groan, he pulls back, ending the kiss before it turns into something less PG. He swipes his tongue along his lower lip, as if he can still taste me, then brushes a stray hair away from my face and behind my ear. The tenderness of the gesture almost undoes me, but he steps back before I can pull him in again.

Rafe moves into position to putt, and I force myself to focus as his ball taps the back wall, barely bouncing off before coming to a stop on the wrong side of the tiny hill. I purse my lips, holding back a smile at his curse. Miles doesn’t do much better with his first shot, and neither do I.

By the time we’re on the sixth hole, Rafe is losing badly. I guess he isn’t that good at mini-golf. Miles has come close to a hole-in-one twice, while Elliott’s first shot is starting to look like beginner’s luck.

“I thought you said you were good at this,” Rafe says as I drop my pink ball to the mat. “Or do you want Elliott to win everything?”

I glance up at him. He’s leaning against the lighthouse in the center of the course, watching me. “I’m not the only one that sucks, apparently,” I shoot back.

He flashes his white teeth at me in amusement, then walks toward me on the fake green grass. “Are you saying you need help?”

He comes to a stop in front of me, his eyes dropping to the ball at his feet before slowly trailing from my Vans up to my face.

“I think it’s your stance,” he says before circling around me. His arms wrap around me, and I forget how to think. Then his fingers run over mine, still holding the putter, and he nudges my foot with his. “That’s it. Loosen up.”

I’m pretty sure I can’t be any looser as I melt into him. All of this is probably for the cameras for him, but I eat it up. Maybe I’m more touch-starved than I thought. My perfume’s out of control, and I’ll be surprised if his whole outfit doesn’t smell like me now. Yet, part of me wants that. It wants to brand him as mine.

My head’s not focused on the mini-golf or the putting as he swings our arms and taps the ball. It rolls down the path and straight into the lighthouse, going out the other side and easily into a hole-in-one. It’s then that I realize he has been holding back. Intentionally not getting hole-in-ones. Did he lose on purpose at the race earlier too?

He releases me and steps back. “Looks like it’s your turn to make a request.”

I roll my lips together as my insides twist into a giant knot. Keeping it light and not calling him out, I say, “I haven’t kissed Miles yet.”

Rafe rolls his eyes and steps back, looking over at Miles. “Guess I need to win some requests of my own.”

My lips kick up at his sulky tone, but I turn toward Miles. He runs his fingers through his black silky hair as he steps forward into my space. He gently grips my throat in his large hand, using his thumb to tilt my head up with a soft pressure beneath my chin. His blue eyes flash with contained lust that makes me want to squirm. The whole world falls away as he lowers his face, brushing his lips over mine before capturing them fully.

His tongue runs over the seam, demanding entrance.

His kiss lights a fire inside of me, and I know he feels it too. His fingers tighten slightly on my throat, adding a delicious pressure I’m sure isn’t meant for TV. Yet, I don’t pull back. No, I lean into him, giving him the control he silently asks for.

He’s so quiet and sweet, and this is different. Almost as if he has another side to him. One that needs complete control over the situation. Once he feels my submission, he loosens his hold on my throat and cups the back of my neck, drawing me closer.

Intense, wanton need surges through me, and my fingers dive into his hair, deepening our kiss further. If it’s too much for TV, they can cut it because there’s no way I’m not kissing this man in the way he demands.

Pheromones flow off of me, and there’s no way anyone in the area doesn’t know I didn’t take my blockers. He growls low in his throat, and it goes straight between my legs.

Just when I’m positive I’m going to wrap my legs around him and hang on like a monkey on a jungle gym, Rafe clears his throat.

“Miles, she said kiss, not fuck,” he says drily.

It’s like a dousing of ice-cold water over my head, and I pull back. My cheeks are on fire. That escalated quickly. These men are addictive, even without scenting them. They could be betas, and I’d still want them.

“Wow, uh,” I breathe out as Miles releases the back of my neck and steps back. What do you say after a kiss like that?

He purses his lips as they twist into a smile. “Yeah,” he agrees.

For a moment, everything feels so intense, but then I catch sight of the cameras again. It sobers me a little, and I wonder if they caught all that. The danger of being found out flickers in the back of my mind, but with these three, it’s hard to stay worried for long. The thrill of the game, the feel of their attention—it’s all consuming.

“Who’s up next?” I ask, trying to shake off the feeling of eyes on me.


CHAPTER 21
Elliott


As Lilah focuses on her last shot of the course, with no chance of winning now, I catch a subtle exchange of looks between Miles and Rafe. They’ve been quietly steering the cameras away from her, keeping the crew at a slightly greater distance than usual. I thought it was just them being playful, but now, a strange knot forms in my stomach. They’ve known she didn’t take her blockers. My gut twists at the realization.

Rafe, who decided after helping her get a hole-in-one that he was done faking, is now clearly in full competition mode. He’s collecting hole-in-ones like trophies, saving his requests for later, and staying close to Lilah, brushing against her whenever he can. His alpha is in control, and it’s obvious he’s feeling possessive.

As Rafe lines up his last shot, I can’t shake the feeling that something’s off. If any of the crew picks up on the fact that Lilah hasn’t taken her pills, she could be sent home. The rules are clear on that, and I’ve always been a stickler for following them. The idea of her being caught sends a shiver down my spine, but Rafe and Miles seem almost too calm, like they’re confident they’ve got this under control.

He came up like a dark horse to steal the win from all of us. This next putt will give it to him. But it’s hard to focus.

Rafe’s putt is perfect, of course. He nails the shot, securing his victory with a smirk. “Sorry, boys, looks like I’m winning this one, and I have nine uncollected kisses,” he announces, looking far too pleased with himself.

“Nine kisses?” Lilah echoes, flushing as she realizes what he’s been banking on.

“Yeah, that’s what everyone else is trading for. But my kisses aren’t for the camera. Apologies to all of the viewers at home,” Rafe says with a playful glint in his eye.

Miles chuckles. “Some people are pool sharks, he’s obviously a mini-golf shark.”

“It must suck to have no talent,” Rafe replies with a laugh.

“Wouldn’t want to take the spotlight from you,” Miles says, stepping back to let me take my shot.

I’m usually all about the competition, but the tension in my gut isn’t from the game anymore. It’s from the knowledge that we’re walking a fine line here. I drop my ball on the mat, trying to focus, but my thoughts keep drifting back to Lilah and the risk she’s taken. I want to believe Rafe and Miles have this handled, but it’s hard to shake the worry gnawing at me. If Thomas or anyone else figures it out, she’ll be sent home.

Lilah’s teasing brings me back to the moment, but I can’t fully enjoy it. I putt my ball, watching it roll toward the hole, but my mind is elsewhere. Rafe and Miles exchange another glance, and it’s like a silent confirmation that they’re in on something I’m only now catching up to. They’ve been protecting her, keeping her scent from being too obvious, but the risk is still there, looming over all of us.

Once we finish the course, Rafe secures his win, and we head back to the SUV. I try to push down the unease, but it’s like a coiled spring in my chest, ready to snap. I can’t let on that I know, not with the cameras on us, but the fear of her being caught is real, and it’s growing stronger with every step.

As Miles shuts Lilah’s door, and we start to head around the front of the vehicle, Thomas calls us over. The knot in my stomach tightens. I know this isn’t going to be good.

“Gentlemen, I know you’ve had a nice morning,” Thomas starts, and the sinking feeling in my gut turns into a full-blown drop. “But she broke the rules. She didn’t take her pill to block her scent.”

My heart pounds. “And?” I say slowly, trying to keep my voice steady despite the turmoil inside.

“You need to send her home.”

“What?!” Miles’s voice explodes, raw with disbelief, just as Rafe snaps, “Absolutely not!”

Thomas takes a small step back, straightening under the weight of our stares. “She disqualified herself,” he states, his tone clipped but not without a hint of unease.

“Like hell she did,” I growl, closing the distance between us until I’m inches from his face. The words feel like they’re pulled from somewhere deep inside, almost a snarl. “If she leaves, I walk.”

His eyes narrow, a calculated look crossing his face. “You’re under contract,” he reminds me, but there’s a flicker of uncertainty behind the calm mask he wears.

Fury boils in my veins. I can feel it thrumming in the space between us, barely contained. “She stays, or you have no show. Do you understand?”

Thomas holds up his hands, palms out in a placating gesture. “I can see you’re upset about this development.”

“Upset?” Miles barks out a laugh, sharp and dangerous. “You haven’t seen half of it.”

Rafe steps up beside me, his body rigid with anger, a low growl simmering beneath the surface. “You’ve made me keep Hailey. Every. Fucking. Step. Of. The. Way. If that fame-hungry bitch gets to stay, so does Lilah.”

Thomas flinches. Then he straightens his shoulders as his voice drops to a menacing rumble. “If she goes back into that house smelling like her natural perfume, the other omegas will lose their minds. It’ll be chaos. Do you want to deal with seventeen scenting omegas?”

Miles adds, almost nonchalantly, but with a sharp edge, “After tonight, it’ll only be eleven, right?” The implications hang heavy in the air, as if eleven perfuming omegas wouldn’t tear each other apart fighting over the same pack.

I swallow, trying to keep my voice steady, even as the words tremble with emotion. “She can come back to the carriage house, take a shower, and take her pill. Costuming can bring her a matching outfit. No one will know.”

Silence stretches between us, thick and suffocating. I can feel the others tensing beside me, the threat of us walking away hanging in the balance. I’m not bluffing—Lilah’s the one. If we could call it a day now, that would be perfect.

Thomas’s lips press into a hard line as he surveys each of us, his eyes calculating. He knows we’re serious. He knows we mean every word. Finally, he exhales sharply, jaw working as he nods toward the SUV. “Fine,” he grits out, the word laced with reluctance. “But if she does it again before production says it’s time, she’s gone.”

The tension eases, but only slightly. Rafe’s anger still radiates off him, and I can feel Miles vibrating with barely controlled fury beside me. None of us are satisfied, but it’s a win—a small one, but a win nonetheless.

Thomas turns, walking away with the tightness of someone who’s just been bested. I catch Rafe’s eye, and for a moment, we share a look of mutual understanding. We’re not done fighting for her—not by a long shot.
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The ride back to the carriage house is silent. Lilah doesn’t ask what Thomas wanted. And when I pull up in front of the smaller house, she glances over at me.

“What are we doing here?” she asks. It’s off limits for omegas. Another rule we are about to break, I guess.

“Production needs you to take your scent-blocking pill and a shower,” I say as I meet her blue eyes.

Her lips form a silent oh. “Right, yeah.” She nods like a bobble head, clearly uncomfortable now. The flirty omega’s gone, and in her place is one that’s regretting her choices.

Miles and Rafe climb out of the car, and I hesitate, wanting to reassure her but not exactly sure what words would do it.

“Are they sending me home?” she asks in a tiny voice, her eyes downcast, hiding her emotions.

“No. But they will if you do it again.”

I want to scent her perfume every day. Fuck. I need to. I’ve always known that there are scent matches for everyone. That one perfect person’s out there that just matches. The perfume that you can’t live without. Even if there were a hundred omegas with the same smell, hers is the only one that would speak to me on a soul level. She’s mine. And there’s nothing or nobody that can take her from me; not now that I’ve found her anyway.

“Come on. I still have those seven minutes to collect and the film crews won’t be here,” I say, attempting to make my words teasing to bring a smile to her face.

She nibbles on her lower lip before nodding and releasing her buckle. Miles is opening her door the second she reaches for the handle, clearly waiting for our conversation to be done. He helps her out, meeting my gaze over her head. All three of us are on the same page. Well, almost. Rafe’s still struggling a little bit with it. But she’s the one, and now we just need to make it to the end of the show.

The only problem with that is the fact that we will also have to flirt and talk to the other omegas like they might have some sort of chance. Or I’m sure Thomas will step in and make it happen. Angry bees erupt in my stomach. I am not sure I can physically touch any of them. If she’s even within view, I’m pretty sure it will be impossible not to be right by her side. That’s the opposite of what a courting alpha should do.

It’s ironic that our publicist said the best direction for our pack to ‘fix’ what Rafe did a great job at destroying was to come on this show. Did I want an omega? Yes. But I also knew this show would help Rafe repair his career. And I hoped finding an omega would mend us. Three birds, one stone. At least that’s what it looked like before meeting Lilah. Now, we may make an even bigger media storm by breaking the fucking contract, not to mention the money we would owe.

Forcing myself from the SUV, I trail after them into the house. Their voices mixing, yet still not having the same lightness to them.

Lilah comes to a stop next to the kitchen island, her eyes flowing over each of us. “I really screwed up everything today, huh?”

“Just a little,’ Rafe says as he crosses the room and takes down some glasses. “Water?”

Without waiting for responses, he fills all four glasses with ice water and slides them across the counter for each of us. An awkwardness seems to fill the space, and the way that Lilah’s perfume becomes a little more sweet tells me she feels it too.

Finding your scent match should be easy and immediate happily ever after…at least that was the dream that lived inside my head. But this right here, it feels as if it’s breakable—tentative and unstable, like she will slip through our fingers with the wrong move.

I swallow dryly before picking up the water and downing the whole thing. Setting the glass down before my clammy hands have it crashing to the counter, I turn toward her. The need to cement whatever this is sinks inside of me like a lead weight, making me feel heavy and sluggish.

Are the guys feeling this too?

“Ready for our seven minutes?” I ask.

“Do we have to go into a closet?” she asks with a laugh. And either she’s as good of an actor as Rafe, or she’s not having the same sense of impending doom. Only her scent gives her away.

Attempting to play along and push the edging darkness away. I say, “It’s a walk in if that matters.” I add in a shrug for good measure, and she laughs again, a dimple appearing on her cheek.

As I lean against the kitchen island, my fingers lightly tracing the smooth surface, I catch Lilah's gaze. I can feel the warmth of her body next to mine as she toys with the rim of her water glass. Her presence is magnetic, pulling me in, but there's also an undercurrent of anxiety within me. I'm afraid she could slip through my fingers at any moment, but I keep it masked behind a playful smile.

Rafe shifts on the other side of the island. His attention completely on Lilah. "Seven minutes in heaven in the walk-in closet?" he says, his grin mischievous. "You could just do it here."

Lilah's hand brushes against mine as she glances my way, her eyes full of amusement. "Seven minutes alone," she says, her voice teasing.

I laugh, trying to keep the mood light even though her nearness is making my heart race. "Alone," I repeat, trying to sound confident even as my nerves threaten to bubble over. One wrong move and this is over, I can feel it in my gut.

Rafe and Miles laugh, and Miles chimes in, "Didn’t you say all of us get those seven minutes because you let him win?"

Lilah's smile widens, her eyes dancing with playful challenge. "Did I?" she asks, leaning in just a bit closer. The way she looks at me makes me feel like I’m standing on the edge of something I don’t want to fall off.

My voice stays steady as I respond, keeping up the pretense. "You did, but I’m first," I reply, feeling her fingers brush lightly against my arm.

Rafe and Miles share a glance, and I think they can sense my tension even though I’m hiding it. But they don’t say anything, letting the moment play out.

Lilah’s gaze holds mine, her expression full of intrigue. "A deal is a deal" she murmurs, and the way she says it sends a thrill through me.

I lean in slightly, lowering my voice. "Don't keep me waiting too long, then," I say, trying to keep my tone light, even though I’m afraid I might be falling harder than I intended.

I can feel her eyes on me as I slip down the hallway. When I reach my room, I glance back down the hall to find her watching me from the place I left her. Inhaling a deep breath, I step into the room, breaking eye contact. Then I enter the walk-in closet and release the air from my lungs in a slow exhale. The mid-day light shines across the space from the high window, and I watch the dust motes dance in the air as I wait. Before I turn around, I can hear her soft footfalls behind me.

The door clicks shut, and her fingers trail along my arm. My heart hammers inside my chest, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she can hear it.

I turn toward her. “You followed.”

She looks nervous as she smooths her fingers over the front of my shirt. Her tiny pink tongue darts out and moistens her lips. “A deal is a deal,” she repeats her words.

“We don’t have⁠—”

She goes up on her tippy-toes and presses her lips to mine. The sensation is electric, her touch sending a shiver through me. When she pulls back, I find myself gazing into her eyes, mesmerized by the depth in them.

“We do, because I need to know how you kiss when there are no cameras to catch the moment,” she whispers.

It’s all I need before I’m pulling her into my arms and kissing her like a man drowning. She whimpers into my mouth. The sound automatically has me dropping my hands to her ass and pulling her up, encouraging her legs to wrap around my waist. It’s like second nature.

She releases a sound that’s a mix between a moan and another soft whimper as I press her into the shut closet door. Blood surges between my legs, hardening my cock in my pants. Her perfume infuses my senses in a way that feels like it seeps into my very soul.

“Fuck,” I murmur against her lips. Only pulling back far enough for my eyes to skip between hers, checking in with her on this development. Her cheeks are flushed a pretty pink, and her lips are swollen from my desperate kiss.

If I hadn’t taken my pill this morning, my own musk would be mixing with her pheromones, and I don’t think seven minutes would be long enough.

Her fingers work my shirt up over my abs and chest before she pulls it from me and drops it to the floor. The feel of her palms flattening on my bare skin lights a fire inside of me. With a groan, I claim her mouth again, this time some of my restraint breaking loose. I nip at her soft lips, and she moans into my mouth.

Then I bite and nip my way along her jaw, moving beneath her ear, sucking at the sensitive flesh before trailing down to her scent gland. Her pulse throbs beneath my tongue. And every single fucking urge wants me to sink my teeth into her neck and claim her.

Forget the sex and knotting. I know she’s it for me, and if I can bind her to me, even in the most temporary way, because claiming marks are only permanent after a heat. Just the thought of my mark on her has me pressing her harder into the door, into the softness between her legs.

A groan slips out, rolling over her skin, as my teeth graze the spot. I arch my hips against her, finding a sweet friction. The fabric of our clothes is a flimsy barrier.

Her fingers tangle into my hair, and she arches her throat as if to say, do it.

The thought is like a bucket of cold ice water. I know that isn’t what she’s thinking. I want this so much, I’m almost willing to disregard what she might want. Breaking away from her, I set her on her feet and step back. The loss of her heat against my body is a physical ache. But if we keep going…there will be no stopping. And I’m not ruining the first perfect thing I’ve found in years.

Focusing on the door just above her head, I say, “I think that’s seven minutes.”


CHAPTER 22
Lilah


As our kiss ends, Elliott pulls back, and I find myself pressed against the closed closet door, my breath still racing. He steps back slightly, putting distance between us while still holding me up. My shaky legs hit the floor as he sets me down. I press against the wooden door at my back more firmly, stopping myself from sinking to the carpet at my feet. His words hit me like a shockwave.

"I think that’s seven minutes," he says, his tone neutral and almost stiff. Then his gaze shifts, focusing on a spot above my head on the door. The sudden change in his demeanor leaves me reeling.

I’m jolted back to reality. The abruptness of it leaves me breathless, my mind spinning as I struggle to grasp where I am. It's as if I've just been torn away from another planet and thrown back to Earth. The echo of his touch lingers on my lips, leaving me craving more, yet unsure how to regain my balance.

The unexpectedness of his statement leaves me feeling vulnerable and off-kilter. My heart sinks as doubt creeps in. For a moment, I think I see something like regret flash in his eyes. Did I read that whole thing wrong? Shit, actually climbing him like a tree might have been overboard.

I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself against the weight of his possible regret. But the uncertainty lingers, and the pressure of the closet door behind me feels suffocating with him standing a foot away from me.

It’s all a reminder of how I was lacking in some way before. A reminder of Jared and Tabitha. I swallow as tears try to gather. Oh, crap, I am not crying in front of this alpha. Blindly finding the doorknob behind me, I twist it, releasing the latch.

Pasting on a bright smile, I back away from him. While attempting to find something to say that won’t reveal how much I craved his bite when his teeth grazed the crook of my neck moments ago.

“Time flies—” I say, cringing internally as I cut myself off. He chuckles, and the oppressive feeling that was crushing my chest tightens like a fist.

He follows me out of the walk-in closet, brushing past me as he heads toward the door of the bedroom like his ass is on fire. I fight off the feelings of inadequacy that try to spread inside of me all over again. It’s all in my head.

Forcing my legs to continue moving, I trail after him, back into the kitchen. Miles and Rafe’s gazes lock onto me the second I’m in view. And the force of their eyes feel like a physical touch to my sensitive skin. A fresh wave of perfume clouds around me, and I swallow.

“I think I need to take a blocker,” I say through the frog in my throat.

Rafe cocks his eyebrow at me, but silently reaches across the kitchen island and grabs my glass to refill it. When he hands it back, he slides a pill bottle across the counter.

“Production got your pills,” he says.

Miles nods toward the hall we just came from. “Your change of clothes are in the bathroom. Second door on the right.”

The smile wavers on my lips. Maybe I wouldn’t feel like this if I could scent their musks. The hints of them I think I may have gotten still haunt me. Hell, if I’m honest, it’s part of the reason I didn’t take the pill or put on lotion. The omega in me was testing the waters in the only way she knew how, with pheromones.

I’m pretty sure it didn’t play out how I expected…although, I don’t think I knew what to expect going into it. But it was not ending up here, in their small carriage house, taking a shower to wash off my perfume.

I pop the lid on the pill bottle and take out a single white tablet and swallow it with a drink of water. Setting both back to the counter, I glance around at each of them. Not that I actually see them.

“I guess this is it,” I say and force an awkward laugh at myself. “I’ll just—” I trail off and gesture down the hall, before leaving them behind without another word.

The bathroom’s beautiful. All white, pristine ceramic surfaces and brushed steel accessories. With soft hues that remind me of the beach. Teal, blush pink, and a lavender mix in the space in a calming way.

Turning on the shower, I shed my perfume-soaked clothes and step into the still lukewarm cascade. It warms quickly. Steam billows in the room, as I let the flow of water rinse off the remaining pheromones. It seems production thought of everything, because the same shampoo and conditioner I use is here, along with the body wash.

Making quick work of the shower, I’m out before my skin can become pink from the heat. Drying off and dressing in the new, identical clothing. Once finished, I eye myself in the cloudy mirror and inhale a slow breath. Now’s the time to exit the bathroom and pretend I didn’t break all the rules. I fold my old clothing and set it on the edge of the counter. I’m sure they don’t want me to take it with me back to the house, and I’m not sure what else to do with it.

“Oh, fuck off, Rafe,” Elliott’s voice travels down the hall to the now open bathroom door, and I pause. “You can’t tell me what I felt or didn’t feel. You weren’t in the closet with us.”

An almost angry sounding exhale that can only be Rafe sounds seconds before he says, “The shit I can’t. You’re pack. I know you. And Lilah, has to be off limits—” he breaks off and swears softly. It's one-eighty to how he had been acting. I don’t know what made him change. But it’s like a knife to the chest.

My heart races wildly as the silence stretches. Wiping my hands over my shirt, I attempt to make my feet work and step out of the bathroom. They know I’m done, staying here is weird. Forcing myself forward, I am immediately thrust into Rafe’s direct line of sight. He watches me like a hungry predator until I’m back in the kitchen.

“Uh, I left my clothes on the counter,” I say, gesturing back to the bathroom like they wouldn’t know what counter I was talking about if I didn’t. “Where’s Miles?”

Rafe and Elliott share a look, before Elliott shakes his head. “He went for a run. He’ll be back soon.”

My nose crinkles. “A run?”

“It’s how he releases excess energy,” Rafe says as if that’s an explanation of why he would just ‘go for a run’ before our date was officially over.

Elliott rubs at the back of his neck, his tongue pushing out his cheek, as he focuses on the counter. “Lilah, we need to talk.”

“We do not need to talk,” Rafe says, pure annoyance at his pack mate painted on his face. “What did we just talk about?”

I’m not sure what he wants to talk about, and I’m not sure I even want to know with Rafe’s reaction. Shaking my head before I even decide what to say, I wet my lips. “Elliott, it was just a kiss. I know. Flirting’s fine between two consenting adults. It doesn’t mean anything.”

Elliott’s eyes dull a bit, losing their depth, and I wonder if I said the wrong thing. “Of course.” He nods, flicking his eyes to Rafe, who gives him a tight smile.

“So, are you three sending me home?”

“No,” echoes between them, and Rafe adds, “Final two, Lilah, remember?”

Ignoring the painful thump of my heart, I nod. “Yeah, final two.”


CHAPTER 23
Lilah


It feels like a different world when I step back into the mansion with the other omegas. Chad descends on me the second I’m through the door. Willow’s not too far behind.

“Bitch, I knew you’d make it,” he says with a wide grin. “Tell me every detail.”

The other omegas trail into the living room, all of them looking for a story time, I’m sure. Seeing no way to avoid it, I perch on the edge of a chair and give the barest of details. Breakfast, go-kart, mini-golf, and a small picnic lunch that was awkward as hell after Miles returned from his run.

Not that I mention that detail. I didn't mention the run. Or the kisses. Or my lack of blockers.

They all act like they are excited that I'm back, but I see the calculation in Hailey’s eyes and the way Blair leans toward her and whispers something. They look like mean girls. And it makes my stomach drop.

Soon the omegas disburse, with the exception of Chad. He sinks into the couch on my right and eyes me. “Tell me the real story.”

A blush rises to my cheeks, and I shake my head denying his words. “I did.”

He purses his lips into his pouty smile and says, “We both know you didn’t. I saw production go into your room and grab some of your things. Spill.”

I swallow and glance at both of the entrances into the large room. “Not here,” I say.

He grins and stands up, offering me his hand. I take it and we head out to the patio. The other omegas are all busy getting ready for the ceremony tonight, so we should have some privacy. And if I’m going to admit this to him, I have to do it without the chance of them hearing.

He tugs me down to the cushions of an outdoor couch that faces the back of the mansion. Rolling my lips between my teeth, I think of how to start and what to say. As I pull my leg up and face him, he watches me with an expectant look as nerves run through me. Then I do the one thing I said I never would again; I trust an omega that isn’t my sister with my secrets.

As I finish the full story, leaving nothing out, he inhales. “Damn girl. I didn’t think you had it in you. I love it.”

“I surprised myself.”

He chuckles. “What do you think Rafe meant, you are off limits? It has to be something big since I’m pretty sure that man was half in love with you before your little adventure today.”

“You don’t believe in love, Chad.” I roll my eyes and look back toward the house. The idea of Rafe being in love with me encourages the butterflies to explode in my stomach, even though I know it isn’t true.

He shakes his head. “I actually do. For other people, maybe. At least I think I’ve seen people in love, and I'm pretty sure Rafe has all the signs.”

Dropping my leg back to the patio, I lean back into the cushions. “It’s all fake, remember?” I say dryly, looking up at the changing colors of the sky from the setting sun. I need to remember that. “A production put on for views.”

He huffs out a sarcastic laugh. “Yeah, is that why you forgot your scent blockers?”

“I’m going to plead the fifth.”

“I don’t think you can, not now that you’ve told me how far you’ll go to stay.”

Bumping my shoulder with his, I say, “You’ll still be the first choice.”

He bumps me back and hums out a non-response. “We’ll see.”
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The mansion seems bigger after the elimination. The next morning when Turner Clark shows up and announces two group dates. Five and Five, with one omega left out completely, I didn’t expect to feel the crushing disappointment when my name wasn't announced. No one-on-one date this time around. A change from the normal show, and I’m sure added in to create more drama.

It’s a sort of punishment as the other ten omegas get ready to go on their respective dates. The guys don’t come inside for either of them, and I’m too much of a chicken to go to the windows with the others. Instead, I slink upstairs to the library and watch from the shadows of those windows. Longing hits me hard each time they come to the house but don’t come in. By time the evening comes, I’m a ball of nerves waiting for Chad to return with details, while also attempting to dodge Hailey and Blair.

Shutting the refrigerator door, I turn away with my soda can in my grip. With a cut off squeal, I almost jump out of my skin when I find Miles standing behind me.

“Lilah,” he says, his brows shooting up into his hairline at my little scream of shock. “I didn’t mean to sneak up on you.”

“What are you doing here? You are supposed to be on a group date,” I say.

He ruffles his black, silky hair, looking slightly uncomfortable talking about his date, and focuses on the can of coke I’m still holding. “Yeah, we’re back. We just got back a few minutes ago.”

I nod. How did I miss them coming in? And why is this meeting so awkward? I don’t even know how to carry on a conversation with him. What’s wrong with me?

“Did you have fun?” I ask and hold back a cringe. I don’t want to know about his date any more than he wants to tell me.

He swallows, his jaw flexing, as he brings his crystal blue eye up to mine. “Lilah, I don’t want to talk about other omegas with you.”

The air in my lungs evaporates the longer our eyes stay locked on each other. It’s like a physical touch. I’m not sure what happened yesterday that had him disappearing while I was in the shower, but the same distance is between us today. And I miss his flirting and light personality.

“What do you want to talk about?” Why on earth is emotion gathering in my eyes and catching in my throat? Shit. Just how far have I let myself fall?

I set the can on the counter and put the kitchen island between us as I add some distance. “This situation’s messed up…” he starts, and his words have my pulse racing and thundering inside my ears. “I never imagined⁠—”

I hold my breath, waiting for him to finish. Hailey and Blair stride into the room as if they own it, taking all the air from my lungs as Miles straightens and taps the island before backing away.

“This isn’t the place for this conversation,” he says, glancing at the others.

Hailey huffs out a laugh. “Don’t stop on our account.”

Blair flips her long dark hair over her shoulder and drags her eyes down my body, taking in my casual sweats and T-shirt look, before dismissing me like gum on the bottom of her shoe. Her lip curls up, and she shifts her attention to Miles. “Hey, sexy.”

My stomach churns as she closes the distance and lays her hand on his bicep, as if it belongs there. I choke off the possessive growl that wants to flow out of me as my fingers curl in on themselves. My nails dig into my skin. He’s as still as a statue, his eyes on me. The longer she touches him, the stronger the urge to rip her away from him is.

Breathing through my nose, I part my lips on an exhale, controlling my urges. Before saying, “I should go.”

He doesn’t stop me as I pick up my can of soda and flee the room. And Blair and Hailey’s laughter follows me. Those two are two peas in a pod, neither one of them are here for the guys. Blair’s here to grow her social following, and Hailey’s here for publicity. At least most of the time I think that’s why Hailey is here. It’s crazy that either one of them has made it this far.

But then, as Chad loves to remind me, this show’s all fake. Which means, the feelings growing inside of me are out of place. None of them are mine. It’s all in my head—wishful thinking.

Retreating to the second floor where none of the alphas can go, I sink into a comfortable armchair in the small library. It’s close enough to the window to see out to the front drive without being visible to the people outside. It’s the same place I watch them leave on their dates. Stupidly analyzing their facial expressions and gestures to the other omegas.

Now, I watch as Rafe and Elliott chat with Chad. Rafe laughs at something he says, while Elliott shakes his head ruefully.

The falling sun casts them all in an amazing lighting. They look good together. If Chad were here for love and any of this was real, I could see them picking him at the end. And I would be happy for my new friend, if he was the one to make them happy. Not that it won’t break me in every way.

That’s the way it will be. I should get used to it. Second best for a second time.


CHAPTER 24
Miles


Side-stepping Blair, her hand falls from my arm as I attempt to follow Lilah. I’ve been thinking of how to say what I need to say since yesterday. Rafe’s insistent that we don’t say a thing. But I’m not an actor. I can’t pretend like him.

And I need her like the air I breathe or the food I eat to survive.

She is mine.

My match.

This show’s pointless with that knowledge. Every instinct inside of me wants to claim her in every possible way. While knowing that if I do, she may not be ready for it. And the show had us sign an ironclad contract that would not only punish us but her as well if I did.

She disappears up the steps, and I don’t hesitate to follow. Damn, she has gotten under my skin.

I catch sight of her slipping into a room near the front of the house, and my feet close the distance of their own accord. Only stopping once I have the door shut quietly behind me. She’s curled up on a chair, watching something out the window. The light from the falling sun paints her face in soft reds and oranges, and emotions play over her features.

I pause, drinking her in for a moment before clearing my throat. She startles again, letting out another adorable squeak.

“Jumpy?” I tease.

“What are you doing here?” Her eyes fly to the shut door behind me before traveling back to my face.

I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips as I move closer. “We were talking.” I shrug, attempting to hide my nerves.

“You’re not supposed to be up here,” she says.

“I feel like we just had this part of the conversation,” I say with a laugh. Scratching my cheek, I glance out the window to see what caused the expressions to flow across her face a moment ago. My pack mates with Chad. Dismissing the sight for what it is, a simple conversation, I turn back to her. “That first morning, when I ran into you coming out of the bathroom⁠—”

She presses her lips together and watches me. Waiting for my next words.

“You asked what my musk smelled like. Do you still want to know?”

Lilah inhales before nodding mutely.

A smile wavers on my lips as a surge of adrenaline rushes through my body. I wet my lips. “Coconut, with almond and cocoa.” I shift on my feet. “It’s a sweet musk. And I’m painfully aware that it isn’t a scent that everyone likes.”

“Like an Almond Joy?” she asks, and I can’t get a read on if that’s a good thing or not.

I sink into the chair across from her and pick up a book from the side table for something to do with my hands that doesn’t involve pulling her into my arms. The Art of Courting. Fitting. Dragging my gaze back up to hers, I nod. “Yeah, like a candy bar.”

As the smile on her face grows, it feels as if a weight is lifted off my shoulders, yet a knot still tightens in my stomach, twisting with anticipation. “So you were musking that morning,” she says. It isn’t much of a question, but I nod anyway. “I thought it was my imagination.”

I huff out another laugh. “Definitely not. Even then I had the urge to mark you with my scent. Do you know how hard it is to not follow my instincts?”

She hugs her legs to her chest and hides a growing smile. “I’m pretty sure you were there when I dove straight into the deep end of that.”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “And the only downfall to it is the fact I need to smell your perfume now.” I glance back out at the guys, still chatting with Chad. He’s safe for all of us because none of us have even the slightest of feelings for the guy. And he’s made it clear that although he’s a flirt, he doesn’t like us that way either. “You know, I shouldn’t tell you this, but I’m pretty sure Rafe or Elliott stole your clothes from the bathroom after you left. They both say production came for them, but I don’t believe them.”

Her eyes fly back to the alphas in question, and she watches them for a minute before replying. “I’m sure production picked them up.”

“Lilah—” I say, pulling her attention back to me. “I need you to know something.”

Her legs drop to the floor, and I wonder if she’s getting ready to run, rather than listen to my confession. The problem with that is I would give chase. And the cameras may pick up more than they expect.

I swallow drily. “Shit. Don’t run,” I mutter. My voice is nothing but gravel with the words, and she stills. My pulse throbs in my throat, and my fingers curl around the armchairs' soft arms. “I think you’re it for me. The one. My match.”

Her mouth snaps shut, and she freezes, not even moving a single muscle. “What?”

The words are already free, so they run out of me like water, flowing over each other. “Your pheromones and perfume, they made something click inside of me. This possessive urge to throw you over my shoulder and run away with you. To hide you away until I’m sure you are mine in every way. It’s why I had to go on a run the other day. Shit. Even now, my head’s screaming, Mine, drowning out almost all other thoughts. It’s this primal instinct. I want to care for you and possess you. In every single way.”

She forces a laugh. “Miles, it’s probably the fact you’ve been around a bunch of omegas. Most alphas have all those urges, even without being a scent match.”

“Don’t do that,” I demand, half-growl and half-plea. I slide out of the chair and kneel in front of her, capturing her hands and holding them. “Don’t discount my feelings.”

“Your feelings?” she scoffs. “Is there an attraction between us? Absolutely. I can feel it in my bones. But scent matches don’t exist. The most you can hope for is someone you can love and who can love you in return.”

My eyelashes brush my cheek as I inhale a steadying breath before I do something we'll both regret. Her denial is making the urges stronger. Opening my eyes, I focus on her. “Then, I love you.”

She pops to her feet, knocking me to the side in the process. “No, Miles. Don’t say things like that.” I can see the panic in her face, and I know she’s going to run. My whole body tenses, attempting to resist giving chase as she turns on her heel.

I fail, and the second her hand lands on the doorknob, I’m behind her, boxing her against the hard wooden door. I step into her, pinning her in place as my nose grazes along the side of her neck, searching for any slight hint of her perfume. There is none, the drugs obviously doing their job.

She twists her whole body to face me. I don’t give her the space she needs, and she brushes against me as she does. Igniting a whole new fire in my blood.

“Miles—” she whispers, her eyes locked on my shoulder. “Step back.”

“I told you not to run,” I murmur. Logic’s gone, and in its place is this need to convince her of everything I’ve said.

Her chest brushes against mine as she pulls in a breath, and her eyes lift to mine. Her crystal blue eyes look dark in the low light of the library. She shakes her head, her blonde hair like a crown atop her head against the backdrop of the dark wooden door.

“You don’t love me, Miles, and to say those words with a houseful of omegas is cruel.”

Her words make me want to shake her. They make me want to prove it to her. They drive me off the edge and straight into pure instinct. Her lips are soft beneath mine as I claim them, ruthlessly. She releases a soft whimper that pushes me further. My fingers wrap around her delicate throat, and I angle her face up to mine. She bites my lip, and I nip back at her. The alpha in me drives my reaction. Primal. Raw. Lust.

She tries again, and I tighten my hold on her neck, just barely cutting off her breath before loosening my touch. She whimpers and submits. It’s what I need.

The second she relents and tangles her fingers into my hair, kissing me back as desperately as I’m kissing her, something eases inside of me. My fingers run down her sides, finding her hips, then her ass to drag her against me. It isn’t enough.

Breathing hard, I break our kiss, nipping along her jaw, and down her throat. I suck the flesh at her scent glands as if my mouth can encourage the perfume I crave to fill the space.

“Oh, shit, Miles,” she gasps. Her fingers dragging through my hair in an attempt to either draw me closer or push me away.

I graze my teeth along the spot, and she shivers against me, arching her neck instinctively. It’s tempting, the silent offer of her throat, and if her pheromones were clouding my thoughts, I would probably take it in a second. Groaning, I kiss a path back to her mouth, capturing her sweet lips with mine.

“Lilah, I need you so fucking bad. In every way,” I growl. Attempting to pull her even closer, my fingers tighten on her ass, and she willingly lets me. Her legs wrapping around my waist, her warmth seeping into me, and making me harder.

She moves in the sweetest way, finding friction between us, and mewling out soft sounds of pleasure. I capture each one, greedily claiming her mouth. I’m lightheaded and slightly dizzy from our kiss and use the door behind her to hold her up, picking up the rhythm she found.

If there were no clothes between us, I would be knot deep already. Locking her to me for as long as possible. Breaking off the kiss, I find her lust-filled eyes before committing her kiss swollen lips to my permanent memory bank.

Pressing my hips into hers, so she knows exactly what I mean, I say, “I need to touch you.”

She swipes her pink tongue over her lower lip and nods. Wasting no time, I find the band to her sweats—thank whatever God there is for that invention—and slid my hand beneath it. I watch her as my fingers slip along her panties, and the warmth of her sex and the moisture of her slick has my cock jumping inside my jeans.

The tips of my fingers run over her curls, dipping beneath the fabric. She sucks in a breath, and I hold mine too, as I part her folds and swirl my middle finger into the wetness already gathered there. Over the swollen nub of her clit, I add pressure to the sensitive flesh, and her eyelids drop shut, her long lashes brushing her pink cheeks as she lets out her breath on a moan.

“That’s it, my sweet omega,” I breathe, completely entranced by watching her facial expressions as I touch her. “Show me how much you like my touch.”


CHAPTER 25
Lilah


“That’s it, my sweet omega,” Miles whispers, his fingers working some sort of magic between my legs. “Show me how much you like my touch.”

Another shameless moan flows between my lips, and I press into his hand as much as possible, my calf muscles using his ass as purchase. This should be illegal. Hell, it’s against the rules. At least until the single dates, when anything can happen behind closed doors. Yet, I can’t push him away. Because I want every bit of what he’s giving me.

And more, my heart whispers. But I push the thought away. No. There’s no forever here. Just the here and now. I won’t let myself be carried away by a fantasy of something that could never be. Maybe if true love and scent matches were real…but they aren’t, so this is all there is.

His lips trail along my throat. Each kiss sends shockwaves through my body, straight to where he’s pushing me toward an orgasm with only his fingers.

“You are so slick,” he groans against my skin. He slips two fingers inside, curling them into my G-spot as if he has a map of my body. “I want you to come for me. Come all over my hand, sunshine.”

He works sounds from my throat I didn’t know I could make as his fingers explore me. Pushing me closer and closer to that edge.

“Miles—” I whimper. A plea full of all of my needs and a prayer to the man that’s bringing me pleasure, all at once. It’s like being struck by lightning. My whole body feels alive. I’m on fire. Burning up like a comet entering the atmosphere. I tense, my legs locking around him as he rocks his fingers into me and his palm against my clit.

“I’m here, sunshine, let go, I’m here.” His heated words against my flesh shatter me. And I’m floating, weightless, the tension released in full. Nothing should feel this good. It could be dangerous. It could break me for real this time.

I come back to myself, still clinging to him, still pressed against the hardwood behind me. I must really have a thing for being pinned against doors because this is the second time in two days it's happened. He draws his hand from my sweats, his fingers glisten with my release, and he brings them to his lips, drawing one digit at a time into his mouth.

My lips part as I watch the sinful action, and the absolute pleasure that crosses his handsome face as he licks his fingers clean. My stomach bottoms out, and I’m positive that the lust building there now will make what I just experienced seem like child's play.

“I could live off of your taste,” he murmurs.

As he leans forward to capture my lips again, the door knob rattles, and someone tries to open the door. The weight of us both on it keeps it closed as my legs drop to the floor. Eyes wide, we stare at each other.

He isn't supposed to be here.

“Hey! Is someone there? Unlock the door.”

The blood drains from my face as Blair's voice sounds through the door. Oh shit. She can't find him here.

Flipping the lock into place, I push him back, frantically looking around the space for a hiding place.

He strides across the room and looks out at the small roof. Then he’s pushing the window up and climbing out of it.

“See you soon,” he mouths. He flashes me a smile and shuts the window between us before disappearing over the edge of the roof.

A gasp parts my lips as I rush forward to see he uses the trellis to climb down. He's caught the attention of his pack and Chad. The latter of which follows his path back up the wall of flowers to me in the window.

I can't tell from here, but I can imagine the sparkle in the depths of his eyes and the slight curve of his lips as he smiles. He'll drill me for all the details later.

Blair continues to rattle the door knob behind me, insisting to be let in. Smoothing my fingers through my hair, I cross back to the door. My cheeks still feel warm, and my lips definitely feel kissed. Anyone that sees me will be able to guess what I’ve been doing. Well, they could if Miles was still in here.

“Just a second,” I mutter. Unlocking the door, I swing it wide. “Sorry, I didn't know it was locked.”

She steps into the room, suspicion painted on her face as thick as her flawless makeup. Her eyes survey the space before coming back to me and narrowing.

“This isn't only your space,” she sneers. “You might think you're the princess of the season, but everyone can tell that the pack’s just being nice.”

I swallow, rolling my lips between my teeth to keep from responding. She isn't worth it.

She watches me for a few more seconds before rolling her eyes and stalking across the room to pick up a book on a side table. Her attention catches on the window, and I know she sees them by the way she inhales all wistfully and shit.

“Is this what you were doing up here with the door locked? Spying on them? How pathetic.”

I grit my teeth, attempting to bite my tongue, but I can’t stop myself this time. “Do you think they are painting you as the mega bitch you are on national TV? Or just a panting omega, chasing the alphas?” She gasps like I slapped her, and I let a slow smile tug at my lips. “I bet it is both. Your fans are going to hate you when you’re done.”

She pales and snaps her gaping mouth shut. “You don’t have to be mean.”

I laugh. “Mean?” Shaking my head in mock amusement, I returned to the seat I had been sitting in before Miles appeared. I pick up a random book and lift my eyes to her. “Don’t start shit you can’t finish.”
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“Don’t think we aren’t going to talk about what I witnessed,” Chad says, as he drops down to the patio couch beside me. He lifts an eyebrow as a smile pulls at his lips. “You were a very naughty girl—again.” His voice lowers in a conspiratorial whisper, and he leans close, using a single finger to slowly push my book down to see my face.

My lips twist into a withheld smile. I close the book—which is surprisingly good for a random book grabbed in anger—and meet Chad’s steady and inquisitive gaze. He’s probably the nosiest person I know. Although, if I saw what he had, I’d be nosy too.

Drawing my lower lip between my teeth, all I can remember is how it felt to be pinned to the door by the weight of Miles’ body and how his mouth moved against mine in the most erotic and sensual way. How his fingers tightened deliciously on my throat until I submitted. Or the way my stomach dipped insanely as he sucked my slick from his fingers as if it was the best treat he’d ever tasted.

“That good?” Chad asks, his eyes not missing a single emotion playing out on my face, I’m sure.

“It doesn’t mean anything,” I say, attempting to reassure him. Or prove to myself that it didn’t. Lust isn’t love, no matter what Miles thinks.

“Pft,” he says with a wave of his hand. “I know how this show works. And I’m sure at least three of us will be getting more than what you did in that library on our single dates.”

My stomach clenches at the idea of two other omegas experiencing even a fraction of what I did earlier. Jealousy erupts inside of me, and I shift in my seat attempting to contain it. And for once, Chad seems to be oblivious.

“If I’m here for those,” I say. I hate the words the second they leave my mouth. Saying they should send me home and actually wanting them to do it are two different things.

“Girl, you will be here for them. Stop with the self doubt.” He turns his focus on Blair and Hailey lounging on some pool chairs on the other side of the large infinity pool. “Let’s hope neither one of those omegas are left at the final three.”

“I think you meant fame hungry bitches,” I say dryly. Ashlyn talks about their type, the omegas who are so beautiful that their beauty alone should give them whatever they want, but their personalities are in the toilet. Those two are fame and clout chasers.

Chad laughs, throwing his head back and drawing all the attention. “I think I’m rubbing off on you, Lilah. That was mean. I love it. Maybe you don’t need those lessons after all. You learn by watching.”

Snorting, I smack him with a pillow from the couch. “Shut up.”

He grins, flashing his straight white teeth at me. “At least I’ve gotten something real out of this experience.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“A friendship with you. You’re the lucky one, though, I don’t give my friendship away freely.”

I return his grin. “Who says I want to be friends with you?”

“Like you have a choice,” he replies.


CHAPTER 26
Rafe


Thomas paces in front of us as if we are in trouble and in the principal's office or some shit. We’ve been discussing our choices for the night. We will be left with eight. Yet, there’s only one I really want.

Ironic really that I came on this show dead set against finding anyone, and Lilah just wiggled her way past my walls. It doesn’t stop the fear, though. And having Hailey here is a constant reminder of what opening myself up means.

“We are sending her home,” Elliott says for the fifth time in half as many minutes.

“You are keeping her. The ratings are through the roof. You have to keep both Hailey and Blair. Send anyone else home. Well, not anyone, keep Lilah too. America has to have their sweetheart. Oh, and keep Chad, viewers love to hate him too.”

I grit my teeth, my jaw aching from it. “It should be our choice,” I bite out.

Miles crosses his arms, glaring openly at the director. “Maybe we should just cancel the whole thing.”

It’s Thomas’ turn to look annoyed. “You have a contract.”

“We have money,” I counter. Not that money can fix everything, but it can fix most things.

“Does the omega you will run away with? Does she have money too? Because they have contracts too.”

“She would have our money,” Miles says.

He throws up his hands and turns back to the wall of pictures. “Fine, cancel the whole thing. Let the tabloids eat your omega alive. Going from America’s sweetheart to the girl that canceled Omega in Paradise for millions of fans won’t be pleasant, but I’m sure Lilah will get over it. Not to mention the legally binding stuff…”

I suck in a breath, scrubbing my palm over my face. Of course he knows. It’s his job to know.

He turns back toward us. “Or you can let this play out. Keep Hailey and Blair for good TV and still walk away with the omega of your choice at the end.”

Elliott swears under his breath and meets my gaze. He shakes his head, defeat shining in the depths of his eyes. We both feel it, and I know Miles does, too, even without looking at him. We have to continue on, and we have to play Thomas’ stupid games. For Lilah.

“Fine, have it your way. But they go home at five.” Elliott crosses his arms as we all face Thomas.

“One can go home at five, Hailey stays until three,” Thomas says. He knows he has us. Fuck. This shit’s messed up.

“You want us to have a one-on-one date and a hometown visit with Hailey?” I say, the words sounding choked to my own ears, so I imagine it sounds worse to the rest of them.

“On the one-on-one date, no cameras will follow you into the hotel room, do what you want. Make her sleep in the bathtub, I don’t care. As long as viewers wonder what’s happening, that’s all we need.”

I don’t think I can unclench my jaw if I try. My blood pressure feels like it’s rising through the roof. Is jail time off the table if I beat the crap out of this guy for pure emotional torture?

“But if viewers are wondering, that means Lilah will too,” Miles says.

Pure pain shines in his eyes. I’m not sure what happened between those two that had him climbing down the trellis earlier, but I’m pretty sure he didn’t listen to me when I said that we shouldn’t say anything to Lilah. No, I’m sure he waltzed right into that mansion on the first chance he got and handed his heart over to her on a silver platter. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit, to myself at least, that I want to do the same.

“The omega will be fine,” Thomas replies. “You’ll have your whole lives to make it up to her.”

“The omega?” Elliott says, and it sounds like he’s as close to beating the life out of Thomas as I am.

He holds up his palms in a placating gesture, his face smoothing out. “I know your alpha hormones are getting the best of you right now. That’s why we require the scent blockers at first. But we didn’t send her home and disqualify her, like we had every right to do. All you have to do is keep the omegas that are sustaining ratings.”

“We could tell her—'' Miles says, before Thomas is cutting him off mid-sentence.

“You can’t, actually. Any change to her behavior would be noticed by the viewers.” Thomas steadily meets each of our gazes.

“You’re a bastard,” I say. Not that I think we should tell Lilah. I believe the opposite. If she knew how much power she held over us, she could use it against us.

He shrugs. “I’ve been called worse.”

“Not surprising,” Elliott murmurs. He shoves his hands into his pockets, looking miserable. I guess this isn’t what he expected.

“Now that we have that out of the way, are you ready for Turner to come in and film your thoughts on your choices?”

[image: ]


The sour taste is still in my mouth as we step into the ceremony room. Eleven sets of eyes land on us, and I keep the smile firmly in place. Miles and Elliott flank me on either side, and we face the expectation together.

Picking up the first box, my fingers wrap around the smooth surface, and I step forward. My gaze ghosts over Lilah. Her artfully done make-up gives her a natural soft glow. The shine of her light pink lipstick catches my attention longer than it should. And I want to close the distance between us and kiss her senseless. Instead, I skip my gaze over to the safe choice. Chad.

He returns my smile when our eyes meet. I wet my lips and kept my eyes trained on him. He’s more than willing to be my shield, and I will be forever grateful for that fact.

“Chad…” I watch as he steps down off of the first step and sways his hips over to me. “Will you accept this token of our intent and stay another day?”

“You know I will, hot stuff,” he replies with a saucy grin. He takes the box, not bothering to look inside, accepts my kiss on his cheek, and heads across the floor. I catch the wink he throws Lilah, and she gives him a suppressed smile and a slight shake of her head. But when her eyes return to me, they are flat, emotionless. And I want to chase after Chad and snatch the box back from him and give it to her first. She should have been first.

Miles nudges me out of the way, a gift already in his hand. He clears his throat, his eyes seeking out Lilah immediately and locking on her. “Lilah,” he says, his voice full of nerves, “Please accept this small token of my intent to court you. If I could give you the moon and stars in the sky, I would.”

Her lips part on an inaudible breath at his words, and jealousy slams into me. I’m jealous of my pack mate. Of one of my best friends. Fuck. I am a shit person. But I can’t help the fire that burns inside of me as she steps forward, rolling her lips together before they part again, and she offers him a shy smile.

“You don’t have to go that far, Miles,” she replies. And it’s like they are the only two in the fucking room.

I shift on my heels and throw a glance at Elliott to see if he’s seeing the same thing I am. It may be my imagination, but I’m pretty sure her eyes linger on his lips. I want her to look at me that way. With longing and pure lust.

I may need to cash in a few of those hole-in-ones, even if I’m keeping my distance.


CHAPTER 27
Lilah


I can feel the burn in my cheeks as I exit the ceremony room. The heat between Miles and me is off the charts, and I can’t deny it.

It more than makes up for Rafe’s dismissal. The way his eyes barely touched me before lighting up on Chad. It makes my heart hurt just remembering it. Apparently, Chad’s plan is working.

“I knew they would pick you next. Now let's hope they have some sense and send Blair or Hailey home. Both if we are lucky,” Chad says as soon as I enter the living room.

“I didn’t think I’d want to stay so badly,” I say honestly.

He presses his lips together, holding back a sympathetic smile. “I will always want to stay. But I think it will be me who comes in second place.”

I laugh and roll my eyes. “Right. Did you not see the way Rafe looked at you?”

“Like I am a life preserver in the middle of an ocean?” He leans back into the couch cushions with a knowing grin.

“Exactly like that,” I sigh, sinking down next to him.

“Girl, I told you already that he’s already half in love with you. He doesn’t see anyone else the same way he sees you. I’m the true shield with him because he’s afraid of what you make him feel.”

His words should be reassuring, but all they do is wake up the angry hornets in my stomach. I finger the bow on the detachable lid of the gift Miles gave me. Knowing the trinkets are all the same makes it feel less exciting than it would to get a real gift from an alpha who’s courting you.

But my heart still skips a beat as I lift the lid off of the box. A crystal rose lays on a red velvet pillow, golden leaves grace the stem. It’s beautiful. A slip of paper sits next to the delicate rose. Lifting it, I read the words.

‘It’s love. Believe it.’

“What’s that?” Chad says, attempting to peek over my shoulder.

I crumble the paper in my fingers, the breath caught in my throat as I shake my head mutely.

“Girl, no secrets, they ruin relationships,” Chad says, eyeing me with interest.

“Nothing.” The word gets stuck in my throat, and I clear it. “It’s nothing.”

He huffs out a sarcastic sounding laugh. “O-kayyy.”

I’m saved from the conversation when Ben steps into the room. He’s the omega from that first night that Chad insulted.

“Ben, you made it. And third choice too. Look at you not disappointing your parents some more.”

“Chad,” I hiss out of the corner of my mouth while slapping his leg.

Ben ignores us both as he settles into the armchair. He focuses on opening the box and lifting the rose up to the light of the room to examine it. I eye his empty box, looking for a slip of paper. There isn’t one.

In fact, each of the omegas to receive a trinket, including Hailey and Blair, do not have a note.

Willow sinks down next to me with a sigh. “Can you say nerve wracking?”

I laugh. “A little intense. But I’m glad you’re still here.”

Her lips twist in a sardonic smile as she pins me with a look. “Yeah, but I still feel like they hold something back with me.” She shrugs and shakes her head as if to remove the thought. “Or maybe it’s me.” Her attention drifts to one of the cameramen she watches; he’s openly staring back. I wonder if there’s something to that.

Chad leans forward to look at her before saying, “They give me their all. At this point, I’ve won.”

Willow laughs, tugging her eyes from the beta across the room. “You have all the confidence in the world. You should share that with us lower omegas,” she jokes.

His lack of filter no longer surprises me, and I roll my eyes. “He thinks he’s won it all. And I’m sure he’s exaggerating.”

“I assure you I’m not.” He nudges me, and another laugh pops out of my mouth, quickly disappearing as Miles, Elliott, and Rafe enter the room.

Every single time I see them, my heart tries to leave my body, like they own it and the stupid thing knows it. I’ve never felt like this before. Not even with Jared. And that scares the shit out of me.

“Close your mouth, you’re drooling,” Chad whispers out of the corner of his mouth.

I snap my mouth shut. My ears and cheeks warm, and I know I’m probably blushing. Elliott approaches us, and I feel my cheeks heat even further at being busted. He smiles politely, but it doesn’t look like any of the smiles he gave on the mini-golf date. Since our seven minutes in the closet, he’s actually put space between us. I don’t like it.

“Elliott, can we have a minute?” I ask, cutting off anything he may have been planning to say.

An array of emotions runs over his face too quickly for me to catch. Then he nods. “Sure.”

He offers his arm as I stand up, leading us down the hall and out onto the lite patio. Everything beyond the area is dark and peaceful. The infinity pool glows in the darkness. Not even that can hold my attention as he comes to a stop.

A camera man followed us. So I can’t ask him directly about what happened at the carriage house because that isn’t a place I should have been in the first place.

“Did I do something wrong? On our date?” I ask. I inhale a steadying breath as my eyelashes brush my cheek, and I gather the courage to look at him and view the rejection I’m sure I’ll find in his eyes.

My palms grow clammy. My heart races. And my breath is caught somewhere in my lungs as I wait for his response.

“Wrong?” he repeats, sounding as if he’s genuinely perplexed, and I finally lift my eyes from his feet to his face. I watch as his brow furrows and his eyes narrow, clearly trying to process what I just said. His confusion’s almost palpable, and I can see him struggling to make sense of it all.

I shift on my feet and glance at the camera in our faces. I wish it wasn’t here.

“Yeah, after—you’re just…” I press my lips together, feeling suddenly foolish for asking to talk to him.

“No, not at all. It isn’t you⁠—”

“It’s you?” I lift an eyebrow. I’ve heard that one before. While standing at the altar and staring at my would-be alpha.

“Yes—No,” he says, sounding torn. He reaches for my hands and grips my fingers lightly. “Lilah, you know I came here for love. Making the right decision that isn’t driven by…”

Hormones. He was going to say hormones. His quick glance at the camera tells me everything I need to know. Like I told Miles. Lust and love are not the same thing. Elliott seems to know that. Even if my heart cracks a bit at the knowledge.

I pull my fingers from him and step back. Forcing a smile to my lips that I can only hope it looks steadier than it feels, I nod. “Of course. Yeah. You should find someone that can make you happy. That’s what this show is about, right?”

His brows furrow. Before he can say another word, Tamika and Tyler come outside. They are each in high spirits that feel at odds with how my heart feels like it’s breaking. When they join us the conversation flows around me.

I’m here. But I’m not. Like a rock in a river, the water continues to move and run down the river, but the rock stays stuck. Continuously pounded against by the current that wants to beat it down.

Elliott’s eyes feel like they are burning a hole through me as he chats with the other two. I nod and smile when expected. When Tamika reaches out and grasps Elliott’s bicep, I can’t take it anymore.

Falling back a step, I mumble out a goodbye and escape into the house. I slip into the bathroom and lock the door behind me. My reflection stares back at me, regrets of falling for them shining in the depths of my eyes. How could Ashlyn ever think this show was a good idea for a broken heart? How could I start to believe her?

A knock sounds on the door, and I tell whoever it is I’ll be out in a moment. Silence follows, and I assume they’ve walked away. Inhaling, I release the sink and stand up. I’m not broken. No alpha can break me. That’s only within my power.

I will just have to guard my heart going forward.

Swinging the door wide, I squeak in surprise when Rafe’s on the other side, and he barges in, pushing me back inside. Then quickly shuts it behind him.

“What—?” I start. But my words are swallowed by him as his mouth crashes down on mine.

I tangle my fingers in his curls at the base of his neck, pulling him closer. Deepening the kiss as if I need it like the air I breathe. And he tastes amazing, just like at the apple orchard and the restaurant. His lips are demanding and claiming. There’s nothing gentle about this.

He lifts me to the edge of the sink and steps between my legs. My dress rides up my thighs, but I don’t care. Not when his hands are grasping my waist, and his tongue’s dancing with mine. He pulls back, his eyes bouncing between mine, searching for something he must find before he’s kissing me again. His hands roam my body, and I scrape my fingernails against his scalp until he emits a low growl.

The world seems to melt away, replaced by a dreamy haze where everything slows down. A gentle dizziness sweeps over me—a sweet, intoxicating swirl of emotions. The edges of reality blur, and a soft, warm glow envelops the moment.

It feels as if I’m standing on the edge of a cannon, ready to topple over into the chasm with the slightest breeze, swaying in perfect harmony with another. Time loses meaning, and all that exists is this exhilarating connection, a dance of warmth and light and a bite of darkness that’s tantalizing that leaves my senses pleasantly dazed and my heart fluttering.

He groans—his fingers flexing against my waist where he’s returned them—and presses between my legs. His warm length is evident through his slacks.

“Lilah, the things you do to me,” he murmurs against my swollen lips, sounding like a curse falling from his lips, as if it’s my fault he locked us into the bathroom together. He presses his forehead to mine, attempting to control his breathing. “That was number one.”

I lean back, studying his face. “Number one?”

“From my wins at mini-golf. I’m collecting.” My eyes widen, and a faint smile lifts the corners of his lips. “You didn’t think I wouldn’t, did you?”

I laugh. “I think that was enough payment for two.”

He taps my nose. “Not quite, sweetheart. If I’m anything, it’s greedy, and I’ll be collecting every single one.”

The nickname feels like cold water dumped over my head. He’s only ever used it sarcastically. I push him back, and he resists for a moment before allowing me space.

“Don’t call me that.”

“Sweetheart?” He lifts a single brow quizzically.

Focusing on straightening my dress, I slip down to my feet on my shaky legs. “Yeah.”

His tone gently mocking, he says, “But…that’s what you are, isn’t it? America’s sweetheart?”

I roll my eyes. “Nicknames should mean something.”

He flashes white teeth at me in a quick smile. “Who says it doesn’t mean something to me?”

Releasing an exasperated breath, I cross my arms and give him a droll stare. “Me.”

“I assure you, sweetheart, it does.” He leans forward, his breath ghosting over the shell of my ear as he whispers the words. A shiver works its way down my spine, and my traitorous pussy cries. Or maybe that’s just slick gathering. Either way, my body should not betray me like this. “I would prove it, but I want to savor my wins. If I use them all up tonight, I’d be very sad. And that look on your face, the lust in the depths of your eyes. All for me. It makes it very hard to stop.”

He straightens, and I swear his nose grazes my jawline as he does. And I’m almost positive there’s a hint of butterfinger in the air. He leans against the door, his eyes on me, as if he’s committing how I look to memory. With one last head to toe sweep, he moistens his lips, and I’m positive he’s going to kiss me again. It shouldn’t be as sexy as it is.

“Is this part of your act?” I blurt. I don’t want to know if it is. Please don’t say it is.

“Are there cameras in here? Other omegas?” he asks, making a point to look as if he’s searching the corners for the recording device.

Heat crawls up the sides of my neck and over my cheeks. “No, but they are right outside, in the hallway.”

He shrugs. “Then I guess America will see just how real it is.”

“But—”

“Are you embarrassed by me?” he asks, tensing up. His eyes do a lap around my face, and I shake my head mutely before he relaxes against the door again. It feels deceptive, like a snake ready to strike. “Does my past bother you?”

“Why would your past bother me?” I ask softly.

“Because of what the gossip magazines have said⁠—”

I lift my eyebrows, and my lips twist into a sardonic smile. “I think you are forgetting the whole reason I agreed to be on this show.”

He nods slowly. “Right.” His fingers curl around the doorknob at his side, and he’s out of the small space as fast as he entered it. Leaving me wondering if I said the wrong thing.


CHAPTER 28
Lilah


“And then there were eight,” Willow says.

She casts her gaze over the five other omegas not standing with us. Chad shifts on his feet and dismisses them all as he faces us fully. We are all only out here because production told us we needed to be for the show. Guess they are doing the date reveal out here on the patio today.

“Yet we are the only three that matter,” he says, lifting his mimosa up in a fake toast.

She laughs and glances at me. “I’m surprised I’m still here. I don’t think I have a real connection with them. They are nice. But…” she pauses, her eyes settling on the same beta from the other night working the camera. “...You can’t tell me that beta isn’t a snack. And if I’m drawn to other men, is that a betrayal to the alphas I’m supposed to be here for?” She lowers her voice, looking between us.

“A betrayal to the alphas that started with thirty omegas fighting for their attention?” I ask dryly.

Chad pulls his eyes away from the cameraman in question. “He’s cute. I guess. You two would look good together naked.”

“You really need a filter,” I say.

Willow’s cheeks turn a pretty pink, and she ducks her head. “You think so?”

“Willow, we are not looking to Chad for dating advice. He’s terrible.”

Chad laughs. Ignoring me, he says, “I think so. Make it happen girl. You know you're not the one that will be at the end. That position’s all mine.”

I wish I could say the jealousy that Chad stirs up with his words wasn’t real. But I can’t. I just need to get it through my head that he’s right. Rafe made it clear. He isn’t here for love. It’s obvious from last night that he doesn’t mind a little lust in the equation, but even that might break my heart.

“We have a contract,” Willow says, clearly entertaining the idea.

“Do you know how many places around this house are not on camera?” Chad snorts. “The library’s one.”

I roll my eyes and shake my head when he shoots a look at me. I hadn’t told Willow about that, and I’m not going to tell her now.

“Or the bathroom,” I add.

Chad’s eyes go wide, and Willow nods as if she’s considering it. “Bitch, you didn’t!” Chad grips my arm, completely dismissing the conversation with Willow.

“Of course not,” I say with a forced laugh.

His lips press together into his pouty smile, and a real laugh slips out. “Which one?”

I moisten my lips remembering Rafe’s lips against mine. It’s hard to forget. Hell, any of them are hard to forget. The way they each kiss with their whole self is something I’ve never experienced before.

“It was Elliott, wasn’t it? When you pulled him away?”

My smile dims. Although, his kiss and attention in those seven minutes is unforgettable; he has held me at arms length since.

“Sorry to disappoint. I don’t kiss and tell.”

“Right—” Chad says, and I feel him getting ready to say something more, when Miles, Elliott, and Rafe come out onto the patio.

Turner Clark trails behind them, looking very much like the host for the Hunger Games with the way his hair is styled.

A hush falls over us, and I nibble on my lower lip as I watch them set up for the shot the director wants. The guys line up, and Turner stands next to them. I take the opportunity to openly study each of them.

They are each still as handsome as the night they arrived, but now my heart tightens with a bittersweet ache that feels a lot like the need to let myself love them. Rafe with his golden eyes that see too much, Elliott with his disarming smile that catches me off guard, and Miles with his quiet seriousness and declarations of love.

I want it all. And I want to be able to call them mine. But that’s a fantasy that won’t happen, even with basically throwing myself at them. How naive I had been that day? All it did was complicate things.

Thomas clears his throat as he faces us. “Get a little closer. We need all the omegas in one shot.”

We all shuffle closer to each other, while I attempt to stay as far away from Hailey and Blair as possible. The few run ins I’ve had with them are more than enough. And I hope whatever date the show has thought up for today keeps it that way.

Once we are in place, Turner steps forward, a fake smile on his handsome face. He says, “Welcome to the final eight. Today there will be two dates. Four and four.” He holds up two envelopes then steps forward, handing me one and Chad the other. “Please do the honors.”

We don’t normally read the dates with the alphas here. My stomach erupts in nerves for absolutely no reason as I slide my finger across the envelope, breaking the seal. I pull the invitation from the holder and moisten my lips at the names on my date.

“Ben, Blair, Hailey, and Lilah please join us on a night out on the town at Wisteria. Show us your best moves.” It’s like an out of body experience as I lift my eyes to Rafe’s. He stares back, unblinking, but I know he’s thinking of the night I met him there—and promptly puked all over him.

Hailey laughs. “I guess Lilah should stay away from alcohol. Unless you want to throw up on the other two as well.”

Miles stiffens as if he wants to step between us. Elliott shifts on his feet, and concern deepens the lines around his mouth as he presses his lips together.

“That would still be better than dancing with you,” Rafe says, pinning her with a look. “Can you act like a decent human for once?”

Hurt flashes across her face, and she snaps her mouth shut. Part of me feels bad for her because it’s obvious more is going on below the surface. But it’s not currently my job to figure her out. And she’s being a total bitch to me, just because Rafe has paid me attention. It doesn’t make me want to help her.

“Cut!” Thomas yells, making me jump. It’s crazy how often I forget we are being filmed now. That’s dangerous. “Rafe, you can’t say stuff like that.”

“But she can say the fucked up shit she’s saying? We are just going to let that fly?” Rafe gestures at Hailey, as if we all need a reminder of what she just said.

“Rafe, it’s fine. It’s part of the show,” I say.

“It isn’t fine,” Miles says, joining Rafe in the protest. “Just because we have to put up with Hailey and her toxic personality doesn’t mean you or any of the other omegas need to deal with her.”

I cross my arms, hugging myself. “You two know what show you are on right? Omega in Paradise. There are always terrible omegas, or at least they are painted that way in edits. Hailey’s just making it easier for them. In the end, it doesn’t mean anything. The mean girls never make it to the end.”

Granted, America’s sweetheart won’t be making it to the very end either, but I’m aware of that already.

As Thomas instructs everyone to their places and has me read the list from the top, I fall into the filming. My ears ring, and I feel like I’m not a part of this at all as Chad reads off the names on his list. I would rather be with them. But we can’t always get what we want.
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Blue. I’m in a blue dress. Why did production decide to put me in the same shade of dress I wore the first time around? Probably to make the connection in the mind of the viewers that know.

I smooth my hands over the tight dress and take a deep, soothing breath. It’s just one night. Stay away from the drinks, and you’ll be fine. Still, as the limo pulls up in front of the posh club, I suck in a breath as the paparazzi start flashing away at the vehicle before they even know who’s inside.

Production has us each arriving separately to make a grand entrance or something. Chad said they did something similar for his date earlier. But they went to Broadway. I would have rather went to Broadway and a nice early dinner afterward. Instead, I’m here.

The guy sitting across from me is the same one from the first night. He must be my unofficial handler, and I can tell he still isn’t over the fact they had to coax me from the limo that first night.

The driver circles the vehicle and pulls open the door. The flashing of lights brighter as I climb out. Then the voices, all shouting things at the same time. Questions I don’t catch. Declarations of love for me. It’s overwhelming. My legs feel like jello as they carry me past the crowd. I don’t know if the others arrived before me or not, they didn’t give us the order.

By the time I make it to the door, the bouncer has it held open for me. And the dark interior is a welcoming sight. A beta offers to take my jacket, and I shrug out of it. Then I’m led through the main floor and to the VIP steps in the back. It feels like déjà vu stepping into the VIP room. The dance cages at eye level. I’m the first one into the space.

Drawn like a moth to a flame, I can’t help crossing the floor and finding my gaze locked on the nearest cage. Rafe dances. His bare chest dusted with glitter that matches the gold in his eyes. The seductive way he moves to the music transfixes me in much the same way it had the first time I laid eyes on him.

Only now, I know how he kisses. What his full lips feel like on mine. The fire he ignites inside my blood with the barest of touches. And how he feels pressed against me. Lust unfurls in my belly as I watch him.

He holds my gaze as he dips low, engaging every single muscle in his torso in the process. A feather tattoo I don’t remember flexes with his movements, and I want to trace it with my tongue.

Holy shit. Someone get me a glass of ice water because I’m going to melt.

Another cage is hoisted high, and in the split second, my attention drifts; I catch Elliott dancing inside it. His light blond hair catches the lights, and his dark eyes only look darker.

He has the same golden dust on his chest. His shoulders are broader than his pack mates, and his biceps flex as he grips the bar above his head. Our eyes clash and hold. My breath catches in my chest. He smiles a slow, sensual smile, and flames lick at my insides.

I think I’m going to combust.

My fingers wrap around the cool metal bar of the railing as I lean against it, as close to the window as possible.

I search the other cages for Miles, but he’s absent.

While I’m in the midst of drooling over the two alphas who have captured the attention of other club goers, Ben and Blair arrive, followed shortly after by Hailey. They join me at the windows. The possessive urge to tell them to keep their eyes off of my alphas is so strong that I push away from the railing and cross to the mini-bar.

The idea of not drinking anything is a distant memory. I need something to dull this feeling. This jealousy.

Downing a shot of Fireball, the spicy cinnamon kick pleasant at the back of my throat, I refill the shot glass and take another. Before I can down a third shot, Miles enters the room, followed by a beta with a cart of finger foods.

That might be a better idea. Liquor on an empty stomach is the perfect recipe to actually repeat what happened last time I was here. I don’t want to repeat that.

Setting the shot down, I move over to the cart and snag up a chocolate-covered strawberry. Where do they find these huge strawberries? Are they grown especially for dipping them in chocolate? The smooth dark chocolate and the fresh sweetness of the berry explode on my tongue joining the cinnamon of the alcohol. It is so good.

“You’re purring,” Miles says, his voice a low gravel that makes my stomach dip, even with the other omegas in the room with us. He steps close, completely ignoring everything in the room. The cameras, the beta, the omegas, his pack in the cages just outside the windows—all of it fades into the background as he lifts his hand and runs his thumb over my lower lip. “...You’ve got…a little chocolate.”

His fingers at my jaw tilt my head up as he brushes the chocolate away, and my lips automatically part. If I didn’t take the pill, my perfume would knock him on his ass right this second, and I’d follow him down—because holy shit, if he keeps looking at me like that, I’m going to forget the world exists. He lifts his thumb to his mouth and sucks the sugar from the digit, making my whole body feel funny all the way down to my toes. A full reminder of him sucking other things off his fingers.

“Candy bars?” Blair says, her voice dripping with derision. “Why would the club bring us candy bars, chocolate-covered strawberries, and Twizzlers?”

Miles faces her. “You don’t like chocolate?”

Her nose wrinkles. “Maybe some kinds, but not Almond Joy or Butterfinger, can you say the worst two chocolate bars? Nobody likes coconut.”

He presses his lips together in a withheld smile and nods his head in agreement. “Yeah, it seems Reese’s is the clear winner in that category.”

“I like all three,” I say, glancing at Miles. Blair gives me a look that screams she couldn’t care less before she rolls her eyes. All while I want to drag those words out of the air and shove them so deep inside of me they can never see the light again. What the fuck? Did I bump my head? I need to get it under control.

“The only time chocolate is good is right before a heat,” Blair replies.

Hailey approaches, her gaze going to the cart. She huffs out a laugh. “Is this a test, Miles? Butterfinger?” She picks one up and tosses a look back at Rafe. “Let me guess, the other two are you and Elliott?”

The color drains from Blair’s face, and I almost laugh. She did that to herself. And the petty bitch that lives inside of me loves it.

Miles shrugs, a smile spreading across his face. Ben pulls himself away from the vision of Rafe and Elliott dancing and comes over. He eyes the cart silently. “Want a candy bar, Ben?” Miles asks.

Ben shakes his head. “I’m allergic to chocolate actually.”

“That’s terrible,” I say. “Are you okay with it out in the open here?”

“Oh, yeah, it’s just eating it. It causes my throat to itch and my body to just have a bad reaction.”

“Well, I guess we know who’s going home next,” Hailey says, her eyes widening slightly as she takes a bite of the butterfinger, her attention fixated on Ben.

“Being allergic to chocolate doesn’t get omegas sent home,” Miles replies.

She laughs. “Okay,” she says slowly. “Can you imagine Rafe getting head and Ben clearing his throat because he’s allergic to chocolate? Or his airways swelling up?”

Ben flushes with embarrassment and shoves his hands into his pockets. “Rafe has a chocolate musk?”

“Butterfinger to be exact,” Hailey replies, snapping off another bite and chewing before adding, “And I’m guessing…Almond Joy’s Elliott? Reese’s is Miles? Or maybe one of them is a chocolate-covered strawberry.” She tosses her head back with a laugh.

“Or maybe it’s just the chocolate they like—” I say. “Or do you think they smell like Twizzlers too?”

She shrugs. “It’s possible, but packs normally blend, which means all of them are chocolate in some way. Because Rafe is Butterfinger.”

I want to snag the chocolate bar from her fingers before she can take another bite and act like she’s savoring the memory of him on her tongue. Hell, when Blair picks up a peanut butter cup and pops it into her mouth, a purr rumbling from her, I want to throw myself over the rest of the chocolate bars before they can taste any more. I am losing my fucking mind.


CHAPTER 29
Elliott


Club goers surround Rafe and me as we are let out of the dance cages. He easily maneuvers over to me and tugs me out of the crowd. This is his element. He loves to dance and forget himself.

Although, tonight, I’m pretty sure he’s looking for a do over with Lilah. One that doesn’t end with her puking on him. And he insisted that production give her the blue dress. It’s like his own dream fulfillment.

Of course, I encouraged it. I want him to want her. I need him to be as head over heels for Lilah as I am. Even with it being crystal clear we all have feelings for her, I know he has walls because of Hailey, and he could shut them down at any second.

I take the steps two at a time, following Rafe to the VIP room. He leads the way, pushing into the private room to find Miles surrounded by all of the omegas and a cart with the chocolate bars. Moving closer, I see each of our musks in candy bar form and chuckle. Miles said from the beginning he wanted to see the reaction to our musks without the omegas knowing them.

Although, Lilah does know them, and I’m sure this presentation’s all for her. Because he does not care about the others in this room. Although, she's currently snacking on a Twizzler. The red liquorices gets smaller and smaller as she nibbles on it, her eyes flowing between Miles and the other three.

She looks like she’s ready to pounce on Blair and snatch the open candy bar package from her fingers. Jealousy. She’s jealous. The knowledge makes my heart jump, and my stomach clench. The need to soothe her is so strong that I don’t think twice about closing the distance and tugging her back into my front. A squeak of surprise comes out of her, but she allows my arms to wrap around her waist.

A low purr rumbles from my chest into her back, and I can feel her relax. Things might be awkward and tense between us at the moment, but she’s still my omega, and every part of her knows it too. I inhale at the crook of her neck, wanting to scent her, but there’s nothing but a soft lavender that fills my senses. Still, I press a kiss to her skin, forgetting myself in the moment. A quick inhale lifts her chest, and I gather her closer.

“Eli—” The warning in Rafe’s tone pulls me away from Lilah. I loosen my hold, turning to tell him to stuff it. She slips away immediately, her neck and face bright with embarrassment. And I send a glare in Rafe’s direction. He offers me a tight smile in response.

“Excuse me, I’ll be back,” Lilah murmurs.

I watch her leave for less than a second before I’m following her out the door. “Lilah, wait⁠—”

She picks up her pace, and I give chase. Her hand lands on the doorknob to the private VIP bathroom on this floor, and I curl my fingers around her bicep, stopping her from disappearing. I pull her back harder than intended, and she slams into my chest with a gasp. A growl breaks free from me as I stare down at her.

“What the fuck!” she explodes, pushing at my chest and shrugging off my hold on her arm. “What do you want from me? One minute, you are flirting, then kissing the shit out of me in your closet, only to shut down and lock me out. I get it, it’s you, not me—but Elliott, I can’t handle this hot and cold that you are doing. I already told you to find someone that makes you happy,” she says, stepping back, her throat working in a swallow as she pins me with a look that screams leave me alone.

“It’s you. Lilah, you make me happy. Don’t you get it? I wanted to find my omega, without the pheromones driving me, and I did. From the second I laid eyes on you, I knew. Your perfume only cemented that fact. You’re our scent match, don’t you feel it?”

She blinks slowly, her mouth opening and then closing. “I—What?”

“It’s you, only you. If we could quit the show—but we can’t. You have no need to be jealous of the other omegas, because in the end, we will pick you every time.”

“You…No, you can’t say things like that.” She shakes her head, denying my words as she steps back again, putting more distance between us. “You can’t make those kinds of promises.”

“Why not?” Shoving my hands into my pockets so I don’t grab her again, I watch her with my heart in my throat. Is she going to reject our scent match?

“You just can’t, Elliott. It isn’t fair to the seven other hopeful omegas.” She gestures back toward the VIP room as if I want any of them. I don’t.

Unable to stop myself, I remove my hands from my pockets and step forward until I have her pressed against the wall, boxing her in. Cupping her face, I dip my head to her level, capturing her eyes with mine.

“Then I guess life isn’t fair, buttercup, because I only want you.”

“Elli—”

Cutting off her protest because my heart can’t take another one, I swallow the rest of her words with my mouth on hers. It’s like an instant inferno the second our lips touch. Our tongues dance, and I am instantly hard inside my jeans.

I pull her closer, my hands sliding down to the small of her back, pressing her against me. She moans softly into my mouth, sending shivers down my spine. The taste of her, the feel of her—it's intoxicating. I can feel her heartbeat racing against my chest, mirroring my own.

Her hands tangle in my hair, tugging gently as if trying to pull me even closer. The heat between us is undeniable, a magnetic force that neither of us can resist. I let my hands roam, exploring the curve of her waist, drifting down her legs to the softness of her bare thighs. She arches into me, a silent plea for more.

Breaking the kiss, I rest my forehead against hers, our breaths mingling, ragged and heavy. Her eyes are half-closed, her lips swollen and glistening. "I need you," she whispers, her voice a husky murmur that sends a jolt of desire straight through me.

Fuck, I need her too. But that isn’t going to happen in the bathroom of Wisteria, even if it’s a VIP bathroom. My gaze snags on another door, on the same side of the hall as the VIP room. Without hesitating, I let her go long enough to try the doorknob and find it unlocked.

We tumble into the thankfully empty room. And I release her only long enough to lock the door and drop the blinds on the windows to the dance floor below. She meets me halfway, and I lift her into my arms, carrying her to the long sofa, before sitting down and situating her on my lap. A knee on either side of my legs.

Just like in my closet, the heat of her through her panties seeps through my jeans. Her dress has ridden up, and the slight peek of her black lace beneath it has me thickening even more inside my pants.

“I can’t believe this is really happening,” she says between kisses. I can hardly think straight with her straddled over me. “I guess omegas really do climb you like a tree, at least this one does.” She giggles, and I smile against her lips.

I groan, my fingers going to her ass as she presses her full weight against me and flexes her hips down into me seeking friction. “You’re the only one that matters.”


CHAPTER 30
Lilah


My body’s on fire. I settle against the bulge in his jeans and flex my hips, needing our clothes to be off. His fingers slip against the skin of my ass and along the line of my panties, tightening as I attempt to fuck him with our clothes still on.

“You’re the only one that matters,” he replies, his husky voice driving me on.

I don’t care that Rafe and Miles are two doors down with three other omegas. I don’t care if every single one of them knows what happens between us. The only thing I care about right this second is the man below me, handing me all the control.

My fingers go to the button on his jeans, and I pop it open, the zipper sliding half-way down from the pressure of his straining cock. His swollen purple crown pushes it further, and I help it along. The tips of my fingers graze his silky smooth skin on the way down. He sucks in air between his teeth at the sensation, and I curl my fingers around his thick length, freeing him more.

Commando. I didn’t picture Elliott as a commando man. Maybe black briefs or boxer briefs…not sans underwear completely.

“Fuck, Lilah—” he groans, his head dropping back into the wall above the couch.

I stroke him from root to tip, swiping my thumb over his slit to gather the proof of his desire seeping from him already.

Releasing him momentarily, I curl my fingers around the fabric of his jeans and tug. “Up,” I demand, my voice coming out throaty and that single word dripping with need.

He lifts his hips, his cock bumping against me as he does, and I pull his pants down over his ass, down as far as I can reach. The sight of his knot swelling has my pussy clenching. That’s out of the question tonight. Unless of course he’s going to walk out of here knot deep and bare assed with me clinging to him like a freaking monkey.

And the fact that the idea of that doesn’t completely turn me off tells me how fucking gone I am for this man. It should scare me. But right now, all I feel is lust and need as they fill me in equal measure.

“Elliott, I need you,” I breathe as I flex against him again. The only thing separating us is my panties.

“I’ll buy you new ones,” he says, his fingers curling and tugging—hard—on the flimsy fabric. They tear away from me, and he drops them to the couch next to us. He pushes my dress up higher around my hips, and I wrap my hand around his cock to guide him into my folds.

“I don’t need new ones,” I reply with a gasp as his head spreads me wide, sliding through my slick easily.

“Protection?” he asks, his eyes on mine.

Wordlessly, I shake my head. The heat suppressants work as a type of birth control. And I need to feel him against me bare.

Angling my hips, I move to encourage him to slip inside, completely focused on where his crown nudges against my entrance. He’s large. Even with my slick, it feels as if he’s filling me beyond what I can handle. A whimper falls from my lips as I attempt to take all of him.

He purrs and holds me still, lifting his hips a little and then retreating in the smallest movements. “That’s it, buttercup, take me just like that. Fuck you squeeze me so fucking nice. Just a little more—Fuck—yes, squeeze me, baby.”

Holy shit.

“I don’t think I can take you,” I say as he works another inch into me, pulling out slightly only to push back in. “Elli⁠—”

“You’re made for me, you’ve got this, Lilah,” he says, his voice tight as he focuses on pushing deeper.

My fingers curl into his shoulders as my entire body tingles as he hits a spot inside of me with his next thrust. “Oh, do that again,” I beg, and he does, making the tingles turn into something more, the sensation like nothing I’ve ever felt before.

He guides me on him, flexing his fingers into my hips to encourage me to take over. His knot is at my entrance, and I can’t even imagine being spread that wide. Of being locked to him for hours. Yet part of me craves it.

I squeeze around him, almost on instinct, and he lets out a low growl that does everything to me. It makes me want to bare my throat and submit to him in a way I’ve never submitted to anyone before.

The sounds our bodies make as I ride him would be embarrassing if I wasn’t so far gone. His fingers tighten on my hips as he encourages me to move faster at the same time he thrusts off of the couch seeking his own release as he shoves me off the cliff into mine.

I shatter.

Falling to pieces.

Only vaguely aware of the way my pussy has him in a death grip, attempting to demand his own orgasm from him.

His cock jerks, releasing so much cum I can feel it start to slip out with each of his thrusts, before he sinks so deep I’m sure we can’t get much closer without a knot. He presses soft kisses to my temple before pressing his forehead against mine.

“That—” he breathes.

“Was an amazing quickie,” I say with a light laugh. “Shit, they are going to wonder where we are.”

“Miles and Rafe will keep them preoccupied,” he says, dropping a soft kiss to my lips.

He flexes inside of me, and my walls clench around him as a low moan works its way out of my throat.

“The fact your pussy is going to be leaking my cum the rest of the night with no barrier to stop it is going to keep me hard the rest of the fucking night.”

My stomach dips at the possessive edge to his tone. And the idea of him coating my thighs while I dance on the dance floor—or do what passes for dancing anyway—makes me want to fuck him all over again. Hell, it makes me want to throw my suppressants into the trash and ride out the heat that will be triggered with him.

“Keep talking like that and we will never leave this room.”

“Mmmmm, I like the sound of that,” he purrs.

I can’t believe we just had sex in a club, on a group date. Yet, I don’t want to take it back. Every single moment felt right. But we need to get back; being found like this is definitely not something I want.

I slowly lift myself off his lap, feeling the loss of his warmth immediately. His hands instinctively tighten on my hips, a soft groan escaping his lips as he tries to pull me back down.

“Don’t go,” he murmurs, his voice husky with desire and a hint of pleading.

“We have to,” I whisper, gently prying his fingers away. “We’ll get caught, and I can’t imagine the producers letting this slide before the one-on-one dates.”

His eyes, dark and intense, search mine for a moment before he sighs and reluctantly lets go. I stand up, adjusting my dress and running a hand through my hair, trying to compose myself. The dim light of the club and the thumping music beyond the glass and blinds seem almost surreal after what we’ve just shared.

Elliott stands as well, his gaze never leaving me, a mixture of frustration and longing etched on his face. I give him a small, reassuring smile, reaching out to squeeze his hand briefly.

“Later,” I promise.

“Not just later,” he says softly. “I want you to be there at the end. I’m serious about this, about you.”

My heart skips a beat, uncertainty flooding in. I nod, but my mind’s racing. Can I really trust this? Trust him? We straighten ourselves as best as we can and make our way back to the rest of the group. Part of me hoping our flushed faces and disheveled appearances don’t give us away. While the louder part wants everyone to know.

As we rejoin the others, I can’t help but glance at the cameras, wondering what they’ve captured and how this will all play out on screen. Just as we blend back into the group, I catch Rafe’s eyes narrowing in suspicion. He steps closer, his gaze flicking between Elliott and me, then he leans in, his voice low but insistent.

“Hey, can I talk to you for a second?” he asks, not really giving me a choice as he guides me to a quieter corner. His fingers wrapped around my upper arm.

“What’s up?” I try to sound casual as he releases me, but my pulse is racing again.

Rafe studies me for a moment, his expression unreadable. “I saw you leave, and he followed you,” he says finally. “And now you smell like him…”

I feel my cheeks heat up, and I look away, struggling to find the right words. “I just needed some air,” I start, but his skeptical look tells me he isn’t buying it.

He lets out a low growl that makes my stomach tumble. “Come on,” he presses. He leans forward and inhales deeply. “I can smell him on you.”

I take a deep breath, deciding there’s no point in lying. “Yeah, something happened. But it’s between us, okay? Please don’t make a big deal out of it.” I lower my voice to a whisper, “It was nothing.”

Rafe’s expression tightens slightly. In any other situation, I’d say it was jealousy. But I know Rafe and he wouldn’t be jealous. “Nothing. Don’t forget what show you’re on, Lilah. It can’t be nothing, especially with Eli. He will give his all.”

I hug myself. Swallowing, I nod. He’s right, I know he is. This show has made me start to hope for things that can never be. I can’t have Elliott if the whole pack isn’t on board, and Rafe made himself clear already, I’m just a shield. He might look the other way when I sneak off with his pack mate or kiss me senseless in the bathroom, but that’s the end of it. That’s all it can be.

But what if I’m wrong? What if he does want more?

As I walk back to join the group, Elliott catches my eye, and I give him a reassuring smile. But inside, I can’t shake the feeling that things are about to get even more complicated.


CHAPTER 31
Lilah


The club's energy is electric, the music a pulsating beat that vibrates through my entire body. The lights flash in sync with the rhythm, casting a kaleidoscope of colors over the crowded dance floor. I’m trying to keep my mind off what just happened with Elliott, trying to blend back into the group and act normal.

Act normal. I snort, not that anyone can hear it over the music.

But now we’re on the main dance floor, and the atmosphere’s intoxicating. I spot Rafe moving through the crowd toward me, his eyes locked on mine with that mischievous glint I know too well.

“Hey,” he shouts over the music, a grin spreading across his face. “Remember the first time at Wisteria?”

I groan and shake my head, attempting to look away from him, the memory flashing vividly in my mind. The puking all over him is a core memory. A terrible core memory, but still not something I can pretend didn’t happen. “Yeah, how could I forget? I’m surprised you’re still willing to come near me after that.”

He laughs, shaking his head. He leans close and whispers against the shell of my ear, “I figured I’d give you another chance. Plus, you look stunning in blue.”

I blush, grateful for his easy going nature, even if it’s an act. “Thanks. I promise not to ruin your shoes this time.”

“I’ll hold you to that. There is one other thing I’ve thought about since that night, come on.”

Rafe takes my hand, leading me through the throng of dancers to a ladder leading up to one of the dancing cages suspended above the floor. He climbs up first, reaching down to help me up. As I step into the cage, the music seems to get louder, the lights brighter. The small, enclosed space feels intimate despite the crowd below.

He starts dancing, his movements fluid and confident, and I can’t help but follow his lead. The way he moves is mesmerizing, and I find myself drawn closer to him. Our bodies move in sync, the chemistry between us undeniable. Every brush of his skin against mine sends shivers down my spine.

For a moment, I forget about the cameras, the other contestants, and even Elliott. There’s just Rafe and the way he makes me feel. The attraction’s intense, almost overwhelming. I can feel the heat between us, and it takes all my willpower to keep a small distance even in the cage.

Rafe leans in, his breath warm against my ear. “You’re incredible,” he says, his voice low and intimate despite the loud music. “I’ve wanted to dance with you like this for a long time.”

His words send a rush of warmth through me, and I find myself smiling, unable to hide how much I’m enjoying this. But then I remember Elliott, and the reality of the situation crashes back in. I can still feel Elliott’s essence on my thighs, a reminder of what happened not long ago. Rafe might be flirting, but he made it clear that what happened with Elliott doesn’t change anything.

A pang of uncertainty tightens my chest. Rafe’s just playing his part, acting for the cameras. Sure, there is a lust that burns between us, but there is no love. I know that. He hasn’t kept it a secret. He’s not deceiving me. But in this moment, it feels like more than that, even if his words don’t line up with this feeling.

“Rafe,” I start, needing to hear him tell me I’m right. It’s just lust. It’s just a show for the cameras. “Is this just lust? Are we just putting on a show?”

He looks at me, his expression softening but still guarded. “What do you think?” he asks, his hand lingering on my waist, his touch sending shivers down my spine.

“I don’t know,” I admit, searching his eyes for the truth. “Sometimes it feels real. But then I remember why we started this...”

Rafe sighs, his hand moving to brush a strand of hair from my face. “It started as a strategy, yeah. But it’s more than that now.”

His words make my heart race, but doubt still lingers. “Yeah. There’s lust.”

He steps closer, his golden eyes intense and filled with emotion, his dancing stopped. Something flickers in their depths that I can’t read, and he nods. Sending my heart plummeting to my feet. “There’s that. I can’t deny I want you. You might have started out as a way to block the other omegas from me. But now—I can tell you this—I’m not that good of an actor.”

Despite myself, I laugh, the tension easing just a bit. “You’re better than you think.”

Rafe smiles, his thumb tracing small circles on my hip. “Maybe. But I meant what I said. You’re incredible.”

For a moment, I let myself believe him, let myself get lost in the music and the way he makes me feel. But the cameras are still there, capturing every moment, and I know I can’t let my guard down completely.

He cups my cheek, lifting my eyes to his. “For now, can we just enjoy this? Just you and me, no cameras, no competition… just music and dance?”

I nod, deciding to let go of my doubts for now. He starts to sway again, taking me with him, our bodies moving in sync, the chemistry between us undeniable. Even if this moment is fleeting, I decide to savor it, letting myself feel the warmth of Rafe’s touch and the thrill of our connection.

As we move, I can't help but hope that maybe, just maybe, this is more than a strategy, more than a game. Maybe this is real. Maybe I can have it all.
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Reality slams back into me the second I’m back at the mansion, with the next ceremony looming. I had sex with Elliott and then couldn’t keep my hands off Rafe. While Miles chatted with the other omegas, his eyes never left me for too long. It’s like they are mine. My pack. And I want them. Forever.

But so do seven other omegas. Well, if I can count Willow. And I’m not sure I can. I think she snuck off with the cameraman this morning after being encouraged by Chad. Not that I am going to tell anyone…how could I after what I did?

Once the guys leave, we gather in the living room. Shelly, Thomas, and Turner join us with the film crew. The air is thick with anticipation and nerves. Shelly smiles softly at each of us. She’s different from Thomas, who seems to always have a perpetual frown.

“Congratulations for making it this far on your personality alone.”

Chad snorts, unable to contain himself. “Personalities—I’m pretty sure Hailey’s only personality is fame-hungry bitch.”

Thomas presses his lips together, looking like he might have had something bad to eat, but he doesn’t say anything to deny Chad’s blunt words.

“Better than a panting, alpha-chasing omega,” Hailey replies, looking him up and down once as if it makes her point.

“Newsflash, that’s the reason all of us should be here—to win,” Chad snaps back, his eyes narrowing.

Hailey’s eyes flash with anger, but before she can retort, Shelly raises her hand, drawing our attention back to her. “Let’s get back on track. Going forward, your perfume will be in the mix; as well as their musk. Before the next elimination, you each will be scent blocker free.”

A quiet falls over the room as we look at each other nervously. I know what the pack smells like, and they know my perfume too. But what if Ben or Tamika or even Chad match them? I’m not even sure if scent matching is actually real or just something my heart wants to be real. And if it is… can they be mine?

I’m such a mess.

Chad nudges me gently, a reassuring smile on his face. “You’ll be fine,” he whispers. “We’ve got this.”

I nod; he’s right, I know my place here—second best. Again. But that isn’t Chad’s fault, he’s become a friend throughout this chaotic process, even if he wants to be the last omega standing. He’s almost like a best friend, and it doesn’t make me want to cringe. It should. Because I’ve already lost out to one bonding ceremony because of my best friend. This is different though, right?

Willow gives me a quick wink from across the room. She looks the most at ease with the revelation. And I’m sure it has something to do with her disappearing act… Hailey and Blair, on the other hand, exchange smirks, clearly relishing the discomfort coming off the rest of us.

Shelly continues, “This is the final stretch. The alphas have gotten to know the real you, beyond the scents and the masks we all wear. It’s about connection. But now, we are adding back your perfume into the mix.”

Hope blooms inside of me at her words, and I try to tamp it down. I know what hope got me last time. An expensive ass bonding ceremony that meant nothing and never even happened. But somehow, the thought of it hurts less than it used too. Are Rafe, Elliott, and Miles to thank for that? Or is it this show that allowed me to heal? Because even if they do pick Chad at the end, I think this show has given me the greatest gift of healing my heart. If it gets broken again, I’ll heal. Right?

The thought is interrupted by Blair’s voice, sharp and cutting. “Some of us don’t need pheromones to lure them in.”

Willow rolls her eyes, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Yeah, because your natural charm is just so overwhelming.”

Blair glares at her, but before a full-blown argument can erupt, Shelly steps in again. “Enough. This is about finding true connections. Let’s keep it that way.” She clears her throat and looks at each of us. “Now, Turner’s going to announce the change to you. And you all are going to act excited or nervous or happy. Do you understand?”

She waits until all of us agree. Then she waves Turner forward and steps back, nodding at Thomas to take the reins for filming.


CHAPTER 32
Miles


“Are you trying to choke yourself with that?” Rafe asks sarcastically, his eyes dropping to the way my fingers are tightening the tie around my neck.

Ignoring him, I focus on the tie in the mirror as he hovers behind me. This insistent, driving need to cancel the entire show and run off with Lilah has me on edge. I can barely focus. I can’t sleep. Running isn’t stopping the idea from circling around my head like it is on its own personal marathon. And it’s only worse now that I know exactly what happened between Elli and Lilah last night.

“It’s crooked,” he adds unhelpfully, and I let out a growl as I untie it completely again.

“Would you like to do it?” I snap.

He lifts an eyebrow and smirks. “You need help dressing now?”

“If it will shut you up,” I say.

He lets out a loud laugh. Elliott appears and leans against the doorframe to the large bathroom, looking like the picture of a relaxed and pleased alpha. Of course he looks relaxed. It makes me growl again.

“You don’t have anything to worry about. Lilah already knows your musk and loves it,” Elliott says, misreading my agitation.

“Out! Both of you,” I say pointing to the doorway.

Elliott falls back, and Rafe shuffles out, the stupid smirk still on his face. What does he have to smirk about—that he had her all to himself in the dance cage for what felt like ages? I slam the door between us before turning back to the mirror.

I didn’t shave. The eight o’clock shadow is now day-old scruff. But at least my hair is clean, still too soft to style without gel. But it doesn’t matter. None of it does. Only the fact that tonight, I’ll get another hit of Lilah’s perfume. Another chance to be around her.

What if she hates my musk now? I know coconut and almond isn’t a scent everyone likes. But not everyone needs to like it. Just her.

With a flick of my wrist, I turn on the water, letting it run down the drain untouched. My fingers curl on the countertop as I watch it swirl around the drain. I can feel my OCD attempting to drive me to act. The unwanted and intrusive thoughts want to drag me down. I’ve never felt this out of control when it comes to an omega.

All I want to do is go to her. Be around her. Breathe her in. Damn it. I can’t go on like this. Riding the edge. Basically falling over the damn thing.

I don’t know how long I stand there, staring sightlessly at myself in the mirror, the water running down the drain. Long enough for Elliott to tap on the door and call out that we have to go soon.

Clenching my teeth together, I twist the water off. My fingers find the tie again, and I quickly knot it before straightening and tightening it some more. It feels like a choker around my neck, but it distracts me enough to be able to twist open the door knob and step out of the bathroom.

Rafe eyes me over a water glass as I step into the kitchen. “Elli’s right. Lilah likes your musk.”

“Easy words for someone that smells like a peanut butter candy bar. But that isn’t it.”

I grab down a glass and fill it with water from the fridge, all the while feeling Rafe burn a hole in the back of my head.

“What is it then?” he asks as I turn back around.

I take a long drink of the ice water before setting it on the counter. With a sigh, I run my fingers through my hair. “It doesn’t bother you?”

He lifts his brows as if to say, what doesn’t bother me, and another deep sigh is pulled from my lungs.

“Elliott and Lilah—” I say.

“I’m pretty sure being in a pack means sharing the omega,” he says, a smile attempting to spread over his lips, but he holds it back.

“That isn’t what I mean.”

He purses his lips, watching me. “You’re jealous.” It should be a question, but it comes out like a statement, so I just stare back at him. He doesn’t need the words to know that I am. “I am too.”

“You are?”

“Yeah, why do you think I stole her away last night and kept her in that cage with me as long as possible?” He quirks up an eyebrow. “If I thought I could get away with it…”

“What?”

“I would have been knot deep inside of her in that fucking cage.” He takes another drink before setting the glass back down. We stare at each other in silence before he adds, “We have a pre-party to get to, then we get to send three more omegas home. Think they will let us send Hailey home?”

“Not likely,” I reply, still stuck on the idea of Rafe and Lilah fucking in the cage. The image my brain conjures is erotic, almost more than I can handle at the moment.

“Get out of your head. We only have a week of one-on-one dates, then a week of hometown visits. I can see the end of the tunnel.”

I can too. Only it isn’t as clear of a shot as what Rafe’s envisioning. So much could go wrong.

A half hour later, we’re climbing out of the SUV in front of the mansion. Nerves churn in my stomach, turning over the contents of the small snack I managed to choke down before we left. Elliott drops his hand on my shoulder, guiding me toward the door with steps that are light and excited.

“Elli—” I cut myself off and swallow the words I want to say. They could hurt him. So I keep them inside. “Never mind.”

What if last night was a one-time thing? What if Lilah doesn’t want our pack? What if Rafe was right and she isn’t here for love? A waterfall of questions crashes relentlessly over me, urging me to spill them from my mouth. I press my lips into a thin line, holding them back. I’m obsessing and spiraling, again.

We step inside, the air thick with anticipation and pheromones. The omegas are gathered in the living room, dressed to impress, their eyes zeroing in on us as we enter. My gaze finds Lilah, and my heart races. She’s the one we all want to take to the end, but the uncertainty gnaws at me. It’s foreign and unwelcome, so I push it away as much as I can.

Lilah looks stunning, her dress hugging her curves in a way that makes my stomach flip and my heart pound. But there’s something else there in the way she holds herself—anxiety, maybe even fear. It mirrors my own feelings, and I wonder if she’s as nervous as I am about tonight.

“Hey,” Elliott says, making a beeline for Lilah and giving her a warm smile. “You look amazing.”

She smiles back, but it’s tight, forced. “Thanks. You too.” She glances around at the other remaining omegas, and Elliott turns effortlessly to greet each of them as well.

Rafe brushes past me into the room and starts making the rounds, pointedly avoiding Hailey. She watches him over her glass of champagne, and the possessive light in her eyes doesn’t say she’s here for publicity anymore. In fact, I am willing to bet she thought coming here would get Rafe back. Not that she’s done a very good job of that.

The mixing of perfumes in the room is almost too much. Lust, anxiety, hope, jealousy, the bite of each adds a layer to it that wouldn’t normally be there. Crossing the space to Lilah, I gesture to the seat next to her.

“Is this taken?”

She rolls her lips together and gives a brief shake of her head. I sink into the cushions, catching the sweet scent of her perfume. My mouth waters, and my senses tingle for more. Inhaling deeply, I lean toward her.

“I could live off of your pheromones,” I say.

Her eyes go wide as they dart to the watching camera before coming back to me. “Should you say that?” she whispers, blocking her lips with her glass of champagne.

“Why wouldn’t I? It’s true. None of the others can compare.”

She snorts, a small smile pulling at her lips and humor shining in her pale blue eyes. “You haven’t even talked to any of the others.”

I shrug and cast my eyes around the room. Then I lean closer still, catching the sweet hit of her happiness threading through her perfume. Giving the camera my back before lowering my voice, I whisper, “I don’t need to. I told you already, you’re it for me. My match. We can cancel the whole show right this second and deal with the fall out. Do you want me to do that?”

The humor evaporates as her gaze crashes into mine and holds. Her pink lips part on a breath, and I’m positive I’ve finally gotten through to her. She finally knows I’m not just playing games.

“Miles—” she starts, and the air gets lodged in my throat. “I think we should take it one day at a time. One ceremony at a time.”

My heart plummets as I stare at her. Words don’t form, and thoughts scatter like spooked sparrows. “One day at a time?” I shake my head attempting to clear it. “Yeah…of course.”


CHAPTER 33
Lilah


His words. They are everything I need. Everything I want. And unconfined hope blooms and grows out of control as I stare at him.

I want to throw myself into his arms. Shout out, Yes! Let’s face the consequences together. But I can’t. This is Omega in Paradise. One of the biggest shows on TV, and even if it’s not what I thought it was coming into it. It gives hope to so many omegas out there. I would be a pariah if I were to help cancel this show.

“Miles—I think we should take it one day at a time. One ceremony at a time.” The words feel sour on my tongue, and his face falls, hitting me square in the chest.

“One day at a time?” he asks, his voice distant and closed off. He shakes his head, breaking eye contact. “Yeah…of course.”

My fingers tighten on his thigh, and I’m not even sure when I placed my hand there. “Miles, look at me.” He slowly lifts his vivid blue eyes to mine, and they hit me square in the chest. His day-old scruff darkens his cheeks, and his perfect lips part on an exhale. It’s the sadness in the depths of his eyes that holds onto me and squeezes my heart. “I said that wrong. I can’t cancel the show that helped me through my lowest point and helped me heal enough to open myself up to the possibility of love again. And if we take it one day at a time, we will all know for sure this is what we want.”

He does a lap of my face, searching for something he must find because the light returns to his eyes and he smiles. His musk of perfectly sweet Almond Joy envelopes me like a comforting hug, and a purr rumbles in his chest. All of it has me swaying toward him, uncaring what the cameras pick up or what the other omegas in the room might think.

He closes the distance and presses his lips to mine in a soft kiss that’s nothing like the possessive one in the library or on the golf outing. But so absolutely breath-stealing, I’m lightheaded by the time he draws back, my fingers gripping his suit jacket to hold myself steady.

My perfume mixes with his musk, strong and blatant between us, and I inhale the combination. It’s perfect.

A smile tugs at his lips, and I capture my lower lip between my teeth, tasting him on it. Rafe clears his throat next to us, a glass of champagne in his grip. I bring my eyes slowly up from the tips of his toes to his face, and he grins.

“You really take the job of shield seriously,” he says teasingly, his voice low enough to avoid being picked up by the cameras. The words don’t hurt or cause a pang inside of me. Probably because he doesn’t sound remotely serious. “But I’m the one you should be warding omegas off of.”

I am swimming in their scents. Heaven on Earth. Rafe’s nutty sweetness washes over me, and I inhale deeply, savoring the two of them mixing together. The full force of their musks is something I could survive on. Damn. The hints I’ve gotten were nothing but a tease.

Elliott strolls over casually, dipping his hands into his pockets as he comes to a stop in front of me. I look up and up and up his tall form to find him smiling down at me. His dark eyes are even darker with the shadowing of the light.

The full force of all three of their attention is a drug. Especially with our pheromones out and present. I can’t even concentrate on the other omegas and whatever perfume they are putting off because these three mixes are mouthwatering. Now Elliott's pure chocolatey peanut butter hits me. Each inhale reminds me of the VIP room and what we did.

More please.

Put some ice cream on me and call me a sundae. I need all the toppings. My cheeks heat with the thought, and my perfume becomes so strong and full of need, I squeeze my legs together attempting to stop it. This is not the place.

And I am firmly reminded of that when Hailey and Blair appear next to Rafe. Hailey placing a possessive hand on his arm that has me hyper-focusing on her long fingers on his skin. I want to tear her touch off of him. Even as he effortlessly shakes free of her and steps closer to me.

She covers it up with a little laugh. “What are we all gathered over here for?”

Blair sneezes, looking slightly sick. “Why are your musks so strong?” She sneezes again. Her cheeks start to flush, making her look worse. “And all of you are really chocolate?”

“Are you okay?” I ask, when all I really want to do is stand up, grab Miles, Rafe, and Elliott, and run away with them. But I don’t. I only live that fantasy inside my head.

“How can you handle this combination?” She wrinkles her nose and sneezes again. “Maybe I’m allergic to chocolate like Ben is.” She backs away and heads to the opposite side of the patio, sinking into a chair, all while sneezing three more times.

She says something to Ben before I pull my attention back to the guys and Hailey. I tuned out her attempt at small talk, and it seems the guys are barely answering. Probably for the cameras. Chad saunters over, Willow on his arm.

“The party has arrived,” he says, and Elliott smiles fondly at him.

While Rafe pretends to sag with relief. “Took you long enough.”

Hailey’s muted vanilla and lilac perfume turns sour, and she crosses her arms, keeping a smile on her face. Willow’s quiet, her gaze falling on one of the guys filming us. She looks slightly sad, but we can’t talk about it. And I’m pretty sure she’s still taking the scent blockers because there is not even the slightest hint of her perfume.

Chad’s a tangy papaya. That fills the air like a tropical vacation on an island somewhere warm and beautiful. If I close my eyes, I can picture it. He really is the party. All personality, even if he’s abrasive and so confident he could probably share it and still have too much.

But there is no hint of desire or lust for the guys. Not like Hailey, who is leaking it like a deflating tire. Or me, who smells like I rolled around in a mud pit of pure lust.

Tamika and Tyler join us, mixing their flowery and bakery scents with ours. It’s all a bit overwhelming, and as they make small talk, I quickly excuse myself to get away from the many perfumes.

Slipping into the house, I head down the hall to one of the bathrooms. Before I can close the door behind me, Rafe’s right there, invading the space. I spin toward him with a gasp as my ass hits the sink.

“I hope you weren’t really using the bathroom,” he says. The words skate over my skin, hardening my nipples and making slick gather between my legs. My stomach bottoms out as he boxes me in, lifting my ass to the sink ledge, and steps between my legs. “Because I really need to collect another hole-in-one payment.”

“You aren’t really giving me an option, are you?” I ask with a breathless laugh.

He leans forward and inhales. “I’m drunk on your perfume. Tell me no and I’ll stop.”

“No,” I whisper to see what he’ll do.

He nips my throat and chuckles. “Mean it, sweetheart.”

I mold my hands to his chest, drawing him closer. “No,” I say again.

He rumbles against me, a low growl flowing over my heated skin. “Still not meaning it.”

“Oh.” A gasp bubbles up as he nips me harder just below my earlobe. “No.”

The weakest protest of the three, as my fingers thread into his hair, holding him to me. He sucks my sensitive flesh into his mouth, biting me softly, before soothing it with his tongue. A soft whimper falls from my lips, and he runs his hand up the other side of my neck, his thumb on my pulse point.

“Perfume for me, Lilah.” It’s a demand. Almost a command, pure primal alpha snapping. My stomach drops, a shot of electricity runs down my spine, and my body does what any omegas would in this situation—I submit to him, my sweet cookies and cream scent permeating the space, my desire for him on full display with my smell alone. He groans, his teeth grazing my jawline, before finding my mouth.

His tongue delves between my lips, taking what he wants. His palm on the back of my neck, angling my head to give him deeper access. I’m lost to him with just a kiss.

“You are such a good little shield,” he murmurs, his grin widening as he presses a teasing kiss to the corner of my lips.

I gasp, trying to remind him, “No cameras are in here.”

His eyes darken, and the playful mask slips. “Good, because I don’t want them to see what I’m about to do to you.”

The words hit me with a jolt. I know the “shield” comment is just a cover now. He’s tossed aside the pretense, and there’s no mistaking his intentions. He’s not thinking about playing a role or sticking to the plan. What he wants from me is raw and unfiltered, and he’s not afraid to show it.

My stomach does somersaults like it’s being paid to perform as his hands trail down my sides to my legs. He gathers the skirt of my dress in his fists and works it up my legs, closing the distance between us as he does.

His thumbs glide against my soaked panties, and I arch against the barely-there touch like a touch-starved omega. Which isn’t too far off the mark.

Then he drops to his knees in front of me, his eyes fixed between my legs. He licks his lips and lifts his golden gaze to mine, silently checking in, before focusing on my panties. He leans forward, sucking at the material and earning a needy moan from me.

“You taste so fucking good.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to react before he hooks his fingers into the band of my underwear and pulls them down. Lifting my ass just enough to get them off. He pockets them, but I’m far too needy at the moment to care.

He leans forward, his breath puffing over my sensitive folds, then his tongue slips against me. He groans, and my fingers thread into his hair, attempting to drown him with my sopping wet pussy. But apparently he is Aquaman because he doesn’t even come up for air as he sucks and tongues me. My clit pulses with need as he swirls his tongue over the swollen bud.

I cry out loudly as he continues his assault. He snakes his hand up, pressing his palm flat against my lips, holding in any other sounds I might make.

“Shhh, sweetheart, this is our secret to keep,” he rumbles against me, and it lights me on fire.

My orgasm burns through me like a forest fire, catching anything in its path up in flames. I lock my legs around him as my head falls back, breaking contact with his hand. A loud moan parts my lips, and I don’t care. The whole space smells like me and chocolate with peanut butter. I need more.

“I need you,” I say, and it cracks out of me like a plea.

He leans back, my legs draped over his shoulders, and grins up at me. “You have me on my knees—” he says, dropping a soft kiss to my inner thigh. “What more do you need?”

He knows.

The bastard knows.

He just wants me to say it out loud.

I swallow, dragging my nails over his scalp as I tug on his hair, encouraging him to find his feet. “Sex, Rafe,” I whisper against his lips as he leans into me.

He chuckles lightly. “Mmmm, sounds tempting, but we’ve been away too long. The ceremony will start soon, and I like the idea of you standing up on that dais without panties and being needy for me.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to respond. Backing away, he finds the doorknob at his back, his eyes drifting to my still spread legs. A flare of heat in the depths of his eyes threatens to burn me alive even more than my orgasm just did.

“Cover up,” he orders, the words threaded with an unnecessary bark that has me dropping to my feet and straightening my dress automatically. I scowl at him as he laughs again. “Good girl.”

Then he’s out the door, shutting it behind him. Slowly, I turn to look at my reflection. My blue eyes are bright with happiness? Love? My cheeks flushed a deep pink against my pale skin, and my lips don’t need a touch up because they have the natural color of being thoroughly kissed.


CHAPTER 34
Rafe


My body is buzzing. I’m pretty sure there is a stupid grin on my face that I can’t wipe away. Lilah still hasn’t reappeared, but I can smell her on me. Her pheromones are like a drug. And they are embedded in my clothing.

Hailey approaches, looking as if she’s trying to play the meek omega. Once she’s close, she sniffs, a look of distaste crossing her features before it’s gone.

“Rafe, can we talk?” she asks softly.

The cameras and boom are further away, focusing on Chad and Miles at the moment. So I lift an eyebrow and give her a bored look. “About?”

She sucks in a breath. “—Us.”

“Hailey, there is no us.”

“I know. I messed it all up. I was stupid. It took coming on this show to prove that to myself. I got scared, Rafe. What we had…it was—” She looks around, searching for a word. “Intense.”

My heart gives a dull thump, and I stare at her. I’m not sure if this is another one of her games, but I’m not playing. This show has done the opposite for me. It has shown me that what Hailey and I had—it was nothing compared to the real thing. To what Lilah makes me feel, even in such a short time.

“You sold my secrets to the pap because you felt too much?” I say dryly. I guess there’s one thing that can wipe the smile away. Hailey.

“Yes—No—I don’t know. Rafe, that’s what I’m saying. It was intense. And your pack, they didn’t like me then either. It was so much. How was I supposed to be with you if your pack didn’t want me? I don’t care now. I want you.” She lays her hand on my forearm, and it feels like a million fire ants are crawling over my skin.

“That isn’t how this works.”

“I don’t care. Don’t you get it? I’m sorry for the crappy shit I did. I love you,” she says. Her nails dig into my arm as if she can inject the words into my bloodstream.

I lay my hand over hers to remove her touch, and she tightens her hold. She leans into me and presses her lips to mine. Attempting to shove her tongue into my mouth. I’m so stunned I don’t move for a second. Then I’m disengaging, pushing her away and stepping back as her nails drag over my flesh, leaving their mark.

But all I can see is Lilah, her mouth slightly parted watching us. Hurt flashes in the depths of her eyes. My heart beats double time, blood racing through my veins and making me lightheaded. My breath lodges inside my lungs, and I take a step toward her, just as Turner Clark slides the glass double doors open and announces for the omegas to gather in the ceremony room while we go to deliberations.

“Lilah, wait,” I say, attempting to follow her as she spins on her heel and heads back into the house.

“The time for talking is over,” Turner says, and I want to punch him.

“It will just be a second.”

He shrugs. “Rules are rules.”

Miles comes up next to me, looking between Turner and me. “What’s wrong?”

“I need to talk to Lilah,” I bite out. Not that it’s Miles' fault that Hailey kissed me and I didn't react fast enough to push her away.

“It will have to wait,” Turner says, blocking my way again when I try to go around him.

I let out a warning growl, and he just lifts an eyebrow.

“The faster this is done, the faster you can have your chat,” he suggests.

Miles drops his arm over my shoulder, holding me back before I even know I’m going to lunge at the guy. His smug ass face needs to be punched for sure. “It isn’t worth it, Rafe. Come on. He’s right.”

I let Miles lead me toward the deliberation room. The photos of Lilah, Ben, Tyler, Chad, Tamika, Willow, Hailey, and Blair line up in two rows of four. I am drawn to Lilah’s, in the white dress she wore the first day. Her hair in loose waves. Pink lips and blue eyes. There’s a sadness deep inside her eyes I didn’t see at first. But I see it now. It’s where her walls come from. The pain caused to her by a different alpha. I’m no better. Obviously.

Turner follows us in, and Elliott joins us shortly after. The cameras are already set up to capture every breath we take in this small room.

“We are going to keep Lilah, Chad, Willow, Tamika, and Tyler,” I say, glancing at Turner. “Ben and Blair can’t handle our musks. Hailey needs to go. I don’t care about the show or what will make for good TV, you are messing with my future keeping her here.”

He grasps his hands behind his back and tilts his head to the side, studying me. “As Thomas already stated, Hailey stays until three.”

“No!” I growl. “It’s giving her false hope.”

Turner narrows his eyes on me. “False hope? This show is all about false hope. What did you think you were signing up for?”

Elliott clears his throat and steps forward. “We signed up to find our match.”

Turner chuckles. “And how many packs and their chosen omega are still together now from previous shows? Two? Out of twenty seasons…that isn’t very good odds. Just play out the show, none of it matters too much in the grand scheme of things. If you find your match and it works out, that’s great, but this show is clearly for entertainment purposes only.”

My stomach bottoms out, and Miles reaches out and squeezes Elliott’s shoulder. Turner is only saying everything I tried to say from the beginning. But now that my scent match is in that ceremony room, it changes everything.

“Scent matches are rare and fragile at first. She can reject us,” I say. “We have to send Hailey home.”

“Someone get Thomas—” Turner barks out, clearly impatient with me and my demands.

I feel so helpless, and that’s not a normal feeling for me. And looking at my pack mates, I’m sure they feel the same.

Thomas strolls into the room—like a bomb isn’t ticking ready to blow—and moves to stand next to Turner. “What’s the problem?”

“They want to send Hailey home,” Turner clips out, rolling his eyes for good measure.

“This again? I thought we had it settled last time.” Thomas turns his attention to the three of us. “It’s the perfumes and musks, isn’t it? It always throws a wrench in things.”

“I’m starting to think you aren’t listening to us. We’ve stated over and over—from the start—that we wanted her gone,” I say, tugging my fingers through my hair. The image of Lilah’s hurt expression playing over and over inside my head like my own personal torture.

“I assure you we are aware of your opinion.”

My jaw works, and he’s lucky that Miles and Elliott are between us. Turning away, I prowl to the door, ready to walk right out. The idea of finding Lilah and throwing her over my shoulder caveman style and being done with this whole show is beyond tempting.

As it is, my stomach is churning, and I feel like I’m losing something precious because of this.

“Remind us what happens if we break contract,” Miles says. How is he so calm?

“You will be responsible for the loss of revenue, which at this point equates to just over ten million—each. You will also be paying for all ads that were scheduled as well as the losses they will incur, per our agreements with them.” He shrugs and clasps his hands together. “And if you continue a relationship with any of the contestants, you and your ensuing relationship will also be dragged through the tabloids. But that isn’t it, with the non-compete clause, Rafe will be unable to act for ten years. Not to mention the possibility of other things.”

I gulp down a breath of air. He’s so nonchalant as he lists the terms of our agreement. Did I sign that? Fuck. I don’t remember any of that, but it has to be true. He wouldn’t threaten all of that if it wasn’t. Right? It’s like a trap, they’ve boxed us in and forced our hands. The show’s going to try to ruin our lives.

“We get it,” I say, defeat weighing my shoulders down. Either way this show can destroy what we have, but at least continuing on won’t also destroy Lilah’s life. “Hailey stays.”

Even her name on my lips is bitter. But it can’t be helped. Maybe I had the right idea at first. Staying away from Lilah and not making my feelings known would have been better for her and me.


CHAPTER 35
Lilah


My stomach twists painfully as the guys appear. Miles carries a small tray of gifts into the room and places it on a table. None of them look at me for more than a few seconds, and my palms start to sweat. My perfume leaks off of me in a sickly sweet nervous wave, and Tyler sniffs next to me, telling me it isn’t lost on him.

Smoothing my hand over my stomach, I inhale a slow, measured breath as I attempt to get my hormones under control. Was it only an hour ago that I came undone on a sink in the bathroom? It feels like eons ago.

Their voices are white noise to my racing thoughts. I can’t bring the words into focus as they call up Willow. Following quickly with Tyler and Chad. The sound cuts in and out. My head feels light. Spots appear in my vision. I’m suffocating. Then I’m falling. Blackness drags me down.

I blink open my eyes and somehow Elliott holds me, my head in his lap. Miles and Rafe hover nearby. And production’s a flurry of motion of getting the film, I guess. It’s all fuzzy.

“What—?” I don’t even know what I want to ask. “How—? Was I sleeping?”

“You fainted,” Elliott murmurs. His fingers soothe me as he brushes stray hair from my forehead. A soft purr rumbles from his chest. “Are you okay?”

I nod. I think I am. My chest still feels tight. But the gentle way he holds me and the concern on all three of their faces goes a long way to soothing the panic that grew like a monster inside of me.

My face is on fire, and I struggle to sit up, embarrassment burning through my veins. I seriously just fainted. On television. Will they put this in the show when they edit it?

“I’m sorry. It’s just hot. I’m fine.” Miles reaches for me, steadying me as I spring to my feet like a startled deer, muscles tense and ready to flee. If it weren’t for the cameras, I’d be hiding in a bathroom somewhere already. But that would just make it worse.

I move back to my spot, avoiding the remaining omegas’ eyes. Their judgment sears the side of my face as I look forward again. The guys quickly regain their marks, and I lift my chin high, attempting to squash the humiliation stirring inside of me.

Thomas counts the cameras in, and I hope my disgrace won’t end up splashed across TVs everywhere.

“Lilah,” Rafe says as Thomas’ voice fades.

On shaky legs, I cross the room. He waits for me to lift my eyes to his, and the pure emotion in their depths steals the breath I had regained moments ago.

“Will you stay? I promise it will all be worth it,” he says, his fingers clasping mine.

Unshed tears gather in my vision, and I blink them away. “Yes.”

An unsure smile plays on his lips, as if he isn’t quite sure my answer is yes. Then he reaches for a gift box and wraps my fingers around it.

I’m a sucker for him. Obviously. I saw him kiss Hailey. Or should I say kissing, because I don’t know who initiated it. And it had been like a gut punch. This doesn’t make it better, but I agreed to come on this show, and alphas on other seasons do so much more than kiss. Just the idea makes me feel sick all over again.

Taking the box fully, I paste on a smile for the cameras and then walk out of the room, so I don’t pass out again.

Chad’s there the second I’m out of the room. “Are you okay? I thought production was going to lose their minds, and then I heard you passed out?” his voice lifts in question at the end.

I press my lips together and duck my head, my fingers still tight around the gift. “Embarrassing.”

His mouth twists as he holds back a smirk. “Or calculating. Girl, that’s TV gold. There’s no way that isn’t making it on the show. It will come off as so romantic.”

“Romantic?” I lift my eyebrows and shake my head. “Hardly.”

He wraps his arm around my shoulder and leads me into the living area. Willow’s absent and Tyler’s lounging on a couch across the room from the one Chad leads us too.

“I think that you’ll be the last one standing,” Chad says as he settles next to me. “Runner up isn’t too shabby though.” He studies his fingernails, avoiding meeting my eyes.

I scoff out a half laugh, half disbelieving sound and roll my eyes. Even though my heart feels like it might burst at the idea. And I know that Miles and Elliott have said it. But what if Rafe’s not over Hailey? It’s all or nothing for me. I won’t be second best to anyone in my pack or relationship. Been there, done that, have the participation trophy to prove it.

“Why do you think that?” I ask, needing to hear his reasons.

He shrugs. “It makes sense. America’s sweetheart was always going to be the last one standing. I knew that. It helps that you have a connection with them none of the rest of us do.”

“That’s not true,” I say automatically, but I want it to be true. With every part of my soul, I want him to be right.

Hailey strolls into the room, looking smug, and all of the hope I had vanishes. They kept her again.
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Shortly after the ceremony, Shelly came to tell us that the dates are individual ones this week. And we would be traveling to Europe. Italy, France, Spain. Places I’ve always wanted to go.

My date’s last, so I have a lot of free time for exploring. The charming little towns in Italy and amazing food have my soul. The beautiful beaches in Spain, some so relaxing I could soak up the sun all day. And France—the coffee and pastries on a random city sidewalk with the world moving on around me—can life be more perfect?

I attempt to ignore the descriptions of the individual dates, especially from Hailey. She really sells the idea that Rafe and his pack, as she puts it, are falling for her. It eats at that unsure part of me, and not seeing the guys makes it fester.

So much so that when Willow drops down next to me with a sigh, I can’t even fake a smile for her.

“They should send me home,” Willow groans.

I snort at her dramatics. It’s like she is taking lessons from Chad. “Why?”

“Because it’s clear I’m not here for them.” She watches the cameramen that always seem to be filming when she’s with me. She pitches her voice low and adds, “It must be the forbidden aspect, but that beta on camera three is sin walking. I could probably go my whole life without a knot if I had him to wake up to everyday.”

“Willow! You didn’t! Did you?” I say, letting her drama pull me out of mine.

She tucks her lip between her teeth, biting it softly. “I might have. A few times.” An inhale raises her chest, and she ducks her head. “We just have a lot of free time here.”

“Is that the excuse you’ve made for yourself?” I grin over at her, before adding, “At least you had your date already.” And there goes my thoughts, circling right back around to the three alphas I can’t get out of my head.

Her lips twist. “Do you know how hard it is to go on a date with three guys you aren’t remotely attracted to in front of one you are?” She sighs heavily again, before answering her own question. “It’s torture.”

“I know something about torture,” I say drily. This whole week has been a sort of torture.

She gives me her full attention. A soft smile pulls at her lips. “With your connection to the guys, I’m surprised the whole show hasn’t been called off.”

Her words aren’t the comfort she thinks they are. Especially with Hailey still in the mix. I went from certain she was here for the publicity to unsure if I was ever right about that assumption. Because since we’ve been traveling, she’s made it clear at every possible moment that she’s in love with Rafe.

It’s out of place compared to her behavior all along. Unless she just realized we were right and she is the villain of the season.

“With the contract they made us all sign, I’m sure that isn’t even possible.” A sigh falls from my lips, and I stand up.

“Don’t give up hope, Lilah.”

I can’t answer. Giving her a tight smile, I smooth my hands over my jeans for something to do. “I’m going to go to that local cafe’, did you want to come?”

“Nah, I’m good here.” Her gaze travels to the guy behind the camera again, and I shake my head ruefully. If production picks up on that, they will send her home.

“Have fun.”


CHAPTER 36
Lilah


Chad perches on the edge of the huge tub, watching me put on my eye make-up. His date was last night, but he hasn’t said much about it like he normally would. And I’d be lying if I didn’t say I’m curious.

“What did you do on your date last night?” I ask, adding eyeshadow to my eyelid and avoiding looking directly at him.

“It was fun,” he says simply, and I meet his steady gaze in the mirror.

“What does that mean?” My stomach sinks as his lips turn up in a pouty smirk. I’m not sure exactly how a smirk can be pouty, but on him, it works. He’s mastered it.

“Just what I said, fun.”

“Chad,” I groan.

He laughs loudly, throwing his head back. “I think you need those lessons I promised. Confidence, Lilah. I’ve seen sparks of it come out. But you need to grab onto that confidence and wear it like armor.”

“Armor?” I choke out. “This isn’t war.”

His eyebrow lifts lazily. “Isn’t it?”

He pushes to his feet and crosses the space, standing behind me. He tugs on one of my soft curls, before laying his palm on my shoulder. Meeting my eyes again, he twists his lips into a contemplating expression that makes me squirm.

“A fake show, maybe, but not war,” I say more firmly, even though his direct judgment makes me want to run from the room.

His hand glides up my throat, and he tilts my chin higher. “Then you haven’t been looking at it correctly at all. Do you want to be the last omega standing?”

“I thought you wanted to be the one they chose.”

He scoffs and rolls his eyes. “That ship has sailed. I might not believe in love for myself, but I’d be blind not to see the way they look at you. You’ll make it to the end even without confidence. Because they’ve made their choice, but wouldn’t you rather get there with your head held high? Being the confident, badass omega, I know you are? Make them beg for you, Lilah.”

I swallow, staring at my own reflection. Chad has zero filter, so I know he’s saying exactly what he’s feeling. Exactly what he thinks.

The corner of his mouth lifts in the semblance of a smile. “That’s it. Rise like a phoenix from the ashes. Don’t let any alpha bring you to your knees. You hold the power, and never forget that.”

I’m almost sure he’s telling himself those words. Still, I take them in, realizing that’s exactly what I did with Jared. I let him and Tabby bring me to my knees. Let them both destroy who I thought I was. Allowed them to burn my world down. But I’m rising now, with more strength than I had before. And I know my worth. Chad’s right.

I twist around and face him, tears already attempting to test how waterproof my mascara is, as I throw my arms around his neck. He hesitates a moment before he hugs me back. He’s not a touchy feely omega, but the bear hug he gives me and the friendship he has offered over the last few weeks are nothing short of a miracle. I needed both to heal the wound Tabby gave me. And I didn’t even know it until right this second.

“What would I do without you?” I ask as he releases me and steps back.

An almost shy smile spreads across his face, looking out of place, until he says, “Fail miserably, obviously.”

A laugh bubbles out of me, and I smack his arm lightly. “Shut up. I’m a bad bitch, remember?”

“It only took two months for you to realize that, but don’t worry—you have me now, and I won’t let you forget again.”
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Attempting to hang onto the confidence Chad helped me find, I wait for the guys to arrive. Nerves swirl in my belly, and my palms are clammy. It’s been six days. I can’t wait to see them, and I’m almost convinced I need to chain myself to the chair so I don’t launch myself into their arms the second they walk into the room.

My leg bounces, and I check the time again. The seconds are passing by like minutes because it has only been two minutes since I last checked, and they have at least another five.

Someone from production strides into the room, his eyes landing on me. “Thomas told me to come get you, he has a different shot he wants to get.”

I roll my lips together and nod as I pop out of the chair like it’s on fire and follow the guy from the room. He leads me to the library that I’ve fallen in love with at this Villa. Thomas is directing the camera crew as we step into the beautiful room filled with so many different stories that I’d never make it through all of them. It feels like the library from Beauty and the Beast, which makes sense since we are in France and that’s where Belle is from.

“Ah, there you are, sit here—” Thomas leads me to the lounging sofa near the windows. “Now, pretend to read. I’ll count you in. After a few moments of filming, I want you to look up from your book and out the window. Pretend they are arriving.”

“Pretend they are arriving,” I repeat his words slowly.

He sighs like I am giving him a headache. “Yes, and you’re excited.”

I am excited. I sink onto the sofa and open the book he hands me. My mind racing with past seasons and scenes like these, wondering if they were all staged. They probably were. That’s a depressing thought.

“Perfect, keep the wistful look.”

From the corner of my eye, I see him count the cameras silently in. I do my part and flip a page in the book, before looking out the window. Leaning forward, I close the book before going to my feet and approaching the window. The world moves on outside the pane of glass. The gardeners tend the flowers, and someone rides a lawnmower across the grass, painting lines with the cut. It’s all very normal. Still, I smile like I can see the guys. Like they have just announced to the world I’m their omega.

Thomas shouts, “Cut!” startling me out of the daydream, and I step away from the window, facing him. “Perfect. You’re a natural.”

The cameramen start wrapping up the wires and packing up the close up cameras. Thomas turns without another word and heads for the door.

“Wait, when will they be here?”

He stops, his hand on the doorknob and twists to look at me. “An hour or two. They are being difficult.”

I’m not sure what he means by difficult. With Thomas, it could be anything. As they leave the room, I pick the discarded book back up and read the back of it. Maybe I can lose myself in a book for a few hours.


CHAPTER 37
Elliott


The week drags by. Date after date. When all I want is to be with Lilah. It’s like they scheduled her for last so that they could torture us. I’m not sure what I thought this show would be like when I convinced Rafe and Miles to sign up, but it isn’t this constant longing and need for one omega.

But the day is here, and every possible thing that could go wrong has. Am I cursed? It feels like it.

First Miles, tripped and sprained his ankle on his run. Meaning our original plans of coffee tasting followed by a romantic walk on the riviera and possible bike ride are not going to happen. Now, Rafe’s in a mood. He’s being as obsessive as Miles normally is about the details of our new date. In fact, I’m pretty sure they were just arguing about it.

Pushing out onto the veranda of our current carriage house, I glare at them. “Are we going to fight over what to do on the date? It’s going to be night before you two decide.”

I need to see Lilah. It’s a thrumming inside of me with each beat of my heart.

“You can’t make it seem like a nest,” Miles says. My attention catches on the pile of pillows and blankets set up on the back lawn. A huge movie screen blown up in front of it.

“It’s just pillows and blankets. We want to be comfortable, right?” Rafe replies.

Miles tugs his fingers through his hair. It does look like a makeshift nest, and it pushes thoughts of sinking into her over and over again. The constant memory of the club playing on repeat inside my head.

“What’s this?” I ask, interrupting the on coming argument between them.

“We can’t walk because Miles is clumsy, so we can watch a movie under the stars.”

“As long as it isn’t one of Rafe’s,” Miles clarifies from his chair overseeing the area.

“Maybe she would want to watch me on the big screen,” he says, clearly poking at him.

Stepping down to the lawn, I eye the area they’ve set up. Enough room for the four of us to be cozy. A fancy cooler set up with bottles of wine, and fruit, cheese, and cracker platters, already sits near the edge of the space. Rafe lays another blanket down and tosses two more pillows toward the growing pile.

“You did this all, Rafe?” I turn to look at him, studying his face. He’s further gone than I thought, if he did.

He shrugs. “I might have done a search on the internet.”

Miles snorts from his spot on the veranda. “He’s just missing the rose petals.”

“Don’t act like you don’t want this to be perfect too,” he says, pointing at Miles. “It’s your fault we can’t do our original plan.”

“Yeah, my fault the root was across that path.”

Rafe rolls his eyes and turns back to fluffing the pillows.

“Can we not fight? You two are acting like alphas getting ready to go into a rut.”

They both still, and my stomach drops. Is that what this is? The excess energy running through me? I don’t think they’ve had a heat break out on the show, and I can’t recall a rut. But there’s a first time for everything, and they’ve kept us from Lilah all week.

Our omega could soothe us. Pull us back from the brink if we were entering a rut. As long as she isn’t going into a heat too. Of course her presence could have the opposite effect and have us fighting over knotting her. Just the thought has blood rushing behind my zipper.

“This needs to be good enough,” I say what I know they have to be thinking. The longer we are away from Lilah, the stronger this urge will get. The need to find our omega and make sure she’s ours. Knot her, claim her, breed her…all of it, everything we are unable to do while on this fucking show.

“Wait, I have candles,” Rafe says. He bounds up the three short steps and grabs a box before bringing it back down. He circles the area with tall, thick candles. “Okay.”

“Let’s go,” I say, before they can decide to add more pillows or fight about it looking like a nest.
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My heart slams against my ribcage as I step out of the SUV, my eyes running over the Villa in front of me. It’s bigger than the mansion in the states. At least from the outside it looks that way. And there is an elegance to the lawn decorations. It feels like we are someplace magical. Somewhere dreams can come true.

Thomas stands at the top of the steps, looking slightly annoyed with us. That’s fine. He can fuck off for all we care. I turn to watch Miles climbing from the car, his crutches already out to steady him. Briefly, I wonder how his injury will play out on the TV screens. Not that it matters. Only making it to the end matters now. One more week. Three more dates after this.

“You’re late,” he says, a frown forming between his brow and on his lips. “You three are the most difficult alphas we’ve ever had.”

“That’s surprising, considering what an ass you are,” Rafe quips.

He doesn’t reply, only heads into the house, expecting us to follow. There’s a grand stairway that runs up both sides of the room, the staircase curving along the walls. At the top, there is a landing that looks down over the entrance way. I’m sure this villa was used for elegant evenings. And I can almost picture them as Lilah steps up to the banister.

Her fingers curl around the shiny wood, a smile lighting up her face as she looks down on us like an angel. In fact, it’s as if her entrance was planned to be viewed that way. The light shining behind her blonde hair even looks like a halo.

It doesn’t last long before she’s descending the right side of the staircase. When she reaches the bottom, she closes the distance and throws her arms around me. A purr rumbles in my chest as I gather her close, allowing her perfume to sink into my senses like a healing balm to my soul.

“I’ve missed you,” she says, her cheek pressing against my shirt, then she’s pulling away, and I want to pull her back.

But she’s turning to Rafe and giving him the same treatment. He folds her into his arms, nuzzling her neck with his own purr.

“I might have missed you too,” she adds as she detangles from him. When she turns to Miles, her eyes go wide. “What did you do? Are you okay?”

She stops in front of him, taking in the crutches and his wrapped ankle. “I’m fine,” he assures her gruffly. “Where’s my hug, sunshine?”

When she doesn’t move, he pulls her into him, one of the crutches falling to the ground as he holds her to his chest. He presses a kiss to the top of her head and inhales like a man starved of oxygen. We may have been away too long because I’m not sure the building urge to rut has gone away. A fleeting thought has me parting my lips to warn Lilah, to tell Thomas. But this selfish need to have her with us for the night snaps it quickly shut.

The show has to have something in place if alphas go into ruts. Some kind of protocol. It has to have happened in all the years they’ve filmed. And it isn’t a sure thing that any of us will have that problem. She could soothe us.

Lilah pulls back slightly from Miles before she ducks under his arm, attempting to be his fallen crutch. “I’ll help you back to the car.”

He puts the majority of his weight on the opposite crutch, but keeps her glued to his side. It makes a slight growl bubble up from my throat, and I cough to cover it up. Pack mates don’t fight over omegas. Even if every atom in my body wants me to tear her away from him and push him down the stairs. Whoa. Insane intrusive thought. Maybe I should tell Thomas about the possible rut, because I’m further gone than I realized.

We make it down to the roundabout driveway without me being a terrible pack mate, and I hold the door open for Miles as Lilah helps him into the front seat. Rafe climbs into the back, a cameraman scurrying into the rear third row for filming. Once Miles is in, Lilah straightens with a bright smile, oblivious to the possessive need swirling inside of me. I shut the door on Miles and help her into the backseat. When all I want to do is kiss her.

Closing her door, I circle the front of the SUV and climb behind the wheel. The engine rumbles to life, and I ease into drive, eager for the evening under the stars.


CHAPTER 38
Lilah


An intense energy flows off of the guys. And I’m not sure what’s causing it. Even the conversation has felt charged. Or maybe it’s all in my head. But as we arrive at their small house on the grounds—we probably could have walked here if Miles wasn’t hurt—the feeling grows.

Their musk’s have a hit of something almost sensual that I can’t place in them. It calls to the omega in me. Urges me to rub against them like a cat looking for attention. I tamp it down, because how would I explain that to them?

Butterflies erupt in my stomach as Rafe takes my hand and leads me through the small house. He slides the glass door open off of the kitchen and tugs me outside. I’m speechless as I catch sight of the nest of blankets and pillows. Soft and silky looking from here. I want to burrow into them. Roll around and mark them with my scent. Candles all around, some lit and dancing in the slight breeze, others apparently put out by the very same breeze. And a huge inflatable screen is set up in front of it.

“That’s for later,” he says. He turns me toward a table set up under some twinkling fairy lights, looking like something out of a romantic movie. “This is for now.”

After he leads me over to it, I sink into a chair as he pulls it out. The butterflies have lodged themselves in my throat, ensuring that my words are stolen completely.

“We are going to cook you dinner,” Elliott says, breaking the silence.

“Oh, I can help,” I say, popping back to my feet.

Miles chuckles. “Or you can keep me company.” He sinks into the chair next to mine, giving me a hopeful look that has me folding back into the seat.

“Only if you tell me how you hurt yourself,” I say.

The other two disappear into the house, and I give Miles my complete attention. His lips raise in a rueful smile. “I was preoccupied thinking about seeing you while out on my run this morning. And I didn’t see the root across my path until I was tripping over it.”

“It’s my fault then?” I joke. I know he isn’t blaming me, and the fact he was thinking of me so much it distracted him makes the butterflies remaining in my stomach completely brain dead as they beat against their confines.

“That depends…if I say it was, will you nurse me back to health?” A laugh pops out of my mouth, and he grins. “Is that a no?”

“I wouldn’t be a very good nurse.”

He shrugs. “As long as you were near the whole time, I’d be better in no time.” I roll my eyes, and he laughs. “Too corny?”

I hold my thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Just a tiny bit.”

“I missed you,” he admits, his voice gaining a serious edge. “Five days was too long.”

“You had other dates to keep you busy,” I say, and I want to kick myself because I don’t want to remind any of them that there are other omegas they could currently be with. Such a difference to how I entered this show, not even sure I wanted to stay. Now staying feels as if my life depends on it. Which is terrifying. I’ve done the one thing I promised myself I’d never do again, given an alpha—in this case multiple alphas—the ability to break my heart.

He tilts his head to the side studying me. Probably reading all of my damn emotions as they occur. He pats his uninjured leg. “Come here, sunshine.”

It isn’t a demand or alpha bark, but I move like it is. I want to be in his arms. I need to be close to him. And his words are all the permission I need.

He tugs me fully into his lap. As I settle against him, his chest rumbling with a purr that settles every single nerve in my body and his musk of pure almond, coconut, and chocolate washing over me, I notice two things. One, the possessive way his fingers curl into the junction of my hip and thighs is unlike any way anyone has ever held me before. And two, he is growing hard beneath my ass.

The combination has a small whimper escaping my parted lips as slick rushes between my legs, and my clit pulses for attention. He nips at my shoulder through the sleeve of my sundress, and a shudder works its way through me.

He groans as I submit. Almost unconsciously, I’ve angled my head, giving him full access to my throat. He brings one large hand up, circling my neck and securing my head against his shoulder. As my perfume and pheromones fill the air with a scent that’s very much full of my body begging to be fucked.

I know he’s aware of the cues. And the slight lift of his hips against my bottom is teasing enough for me to release another whimper. Need, sharp and insistent, has me twisting in his arms. His hands still loosely around my throat like a necklace, but he lets me move—encourages it really. My dress rides up a tiny bit as I settle fully on his lap, my knees on either side of his. His fingers flow to the back of my neck, and he pulls me closer, capturing my lips with his.

Everything’s forgotten as he deepens the kiss. And I mean absolutely everything. All that exists is the two of us. His musk, my perfume, and this growing, insistent lust between us. Until someone clears their throat.

Not someone, a cameraman. I almost yank myself out of Miles’ arms as the realization hits me that I completely forgot about being filmed. And Miles must remember to because he releases me. I sink back into my chair, my face flaming hot, and I know I’m flushed, not just from embarrassment but from the desire still burning through my veins.

I curl my fingers around the arms of the chair, holding myself in it. My gaze darts to Miles, and he’s clearly worked up. His chest heaves as he watches me with a look that says his restraint may not last and not even his hurt ankle will stop him from giving chase if I run. Not that I’m going to run. But we both remember what happened last time I did.

A forbidden thrill rushes through me. Would he pin me against another door and fuck me senseless this time? Would the cameras filming stop him?

He mouths ‘Don’t’, as if he can read my mind. I will my muscles to unbunch and relax. I am not running. I am not running. Shit, I think I’ve just discovered a new kink. I like to be caught. Or maybe it’s just being caught by him.

“Lilah—” he growls out a warning that goes straight between my legs. My stomach drops. Pheromones saturate the air, and his nostrils flare as he inhales. His eyes darken, and he curls his fingers in, beckoning me back to him. “Come here.”

I freeze in my seat. Breaths lift my chest as our gazes hold. The hairs on my arm stand at attention, even without his words being a command. Why do these men make my omega want to roll over and show her belly? Hell, I never even willingly submitted to Jared. Maybe that should have been a red flag that he wasn’t for me. But it was all I knew at the time.

This, right now, right here…it feels natural. Submitting to his words is something every single part of my soul wants. Even if it could make it onto TVs. And it probably would, at least the kisses.

Omega in Paradise shows that kind of stuff all the time. They ramp up even more, showing the touches and scenes where the pairs slip away from the cameras. The film crews caught them from afar.

Still, I listen, finding my feet and stepping closer again. He reaches for me, pulling me between his spread legs. His fingers trail up my thighs and over the swell of my hips, before wrapping his arms around me and tugging me even closer. He nips at my stomach through the sundress. Then lays his head on my abdomen, closing his eyes and steadying his breathing.

I run my fingers through his silky hair and hold him to me. My lust settles to a level that doesn’t have me wanting to fuck him in front of the cameras. And I know without speaking that he’s holding me to satisfy his alpha’s desire to possess me in any way possible. The low rumble of his purr seeping into my bones, mixing with tiny little growls to warn off anyone within hearing are all the proof I need.

That’s how Rafe and Elliott find us when they step out of the house with trays of food. I attempt to step back and find my seat, but Miles twists me around in his arms and settles me on his lap.

“Stay here,” he says.

Okay, so maybe he’s not as soothed as I thought. I sink into his warmth, and he ramps up his purring.

Elliott smiles faintly as he drops to his chair and moves the spare plate in front of Miles and me. “I guess Miles gets the pleasure of making sure you eat.” His attention catches on Rafe, who’s still standing, watching the two of us. “Rafe, sit.”

Rafe shakes off whatever thoughts he was having and folds into his seat. Although, I’m pretty sure that what I thought I read in the depths of his eyes was a trick of the light. Because it looked like he wanted to tear me out of Miles’ arms and hold me instead. And that can’t be what I saw because he’s not here to find an omega.

Woodenly, Rafe piles his plate with food. The teasing and joking from before he went into the house is dried up in the face of the tension in the air.

My perfume and pheromones are still putting off hints of, spread me out on the table and eat me instead, scents. And I’m pretty sure my pussy’s crying for a knot with all the slick that I can feel anytime I shift.

Still, I eat each bite that Miles brings to my lips. Protesting only when I feel like I’m going to burst.

Elliott lays his napkin down over his plate. “What did you think?”

“Everything was delicious,” I say honestly. “Where did you learn to cook like that?”

He shifts his attention to Rafe before saying, “It was all Rafe. I just did what he told me to do.”

“You cooked that?” I point at my empty plate, eyes going wide with disbelief.

He gives me a dry look. Poking his tongue into his cheek, he rubs his fingers over the eight o’clock shadow he’s grown over the day. “Yeah, I’m multi-talented.”

I flush at the double meaning to his answer. Then watch as he slowly runs his tongue over his lower lip as if he’s remembering tasting me and the earth shattering orgasm he gave me.

“It was amazing,” I admit, and a fire lights in the depths of his eyes. He stands up abruptly and tugs me out of Miles’ lap.

“Time for a movie,” he informs me as he leads me down to the luxurious pile of blankets and pillows. He urges me down in the middle and kneels to slip my sandals off of my feet. Placing them off of the side of the blanket. The other two join us as Rafe stands back up and kicks off his shoes. “Lean forward, sweetheart, it’s my turn to hold you.”

A thrill shoots through me as I do what he says. He slips behind me and adjusts his legs around me, pulling me flush against his chest. Then he tugs a blanket up over us, all the way up to my chin, blocking out the cool night air. Not that I could say I’m cold after all of the physical touch. No, my omega heart is eating every little bit up.

Elliott settles on my right as Miles drops down to my left. Both cuddling up to my sides, beneath the blanket. I’m not sure paying attention to a movie will be possible with the way Miles’ fingers curl around my bare upper thigh and Elliott’s palm burns a hole in my sundress resting against my lower abdomen. All while Rafe drags his thumbs over my rib cage just below my breasts, making me wish he would just shift his attention a few inches higher and tease my nipples instead.

I know they can smell the desire in my perfume as much as I can smell it flowing off of them. But we all ignore it as the screen flickers on with a click of a remote I didn’t see Elliott grab. I’m swimming in their musk, and I never want to wash the scent of them off my skin.


CHAPTER 39
Lilah


Crickets chirp as I blink open my eyes. I’m cocooned in warmth, my face buried against a soft material. Did I fall asleep? Lifting my head, I follow the material up to Rafe’s sleeping face. I am sprawled over his sleeping body. My legs on either side of his hips, my dress up far enough that I can feel the material of his jeans on my exposed thighs and the metal of the button warm against my belly.

Elliott’s hand has shifted to my ass, resting half on my panties and half off, and his forefinger beneath the band as if he unconsciously knew what he should do. While Miles’ hand is still gripped around my upper thigh, although much closer to my center than before I fell asleep.

I hold my breath as I realize the cameramen are gone. The screen that had played the movie is blank, and the sky’s full of stars, with the moon high in the sky. It’s the middle of the night, and we are unsupervised. Completely. The film crew left me here. Sleeping in their arms.

It washes over me, making my whole body come alive. I focus on not moving. Wanting to soak up as much of this as I can. I lay my head softly back down to Rafe’s steadily rising and falling chest. A soft snore parts his lips, and his arms tighten around me. His hips lift against me in his sleep. And he mumbles incoherent sleep talk.

But his body responds to his movements. He hardens beneath me, his length settling almost perfectly against me. And I can’t help it as I tilt my ass forward, finding just the tiniest bit of friction between us. Need settles in my belly, and I do it again. And again. Elliott grips my ass tighter, encouraging my movements, and I’m not sure if he’s awake or as asleep as Rafe is. Miles’ touch rides higher from my quicker more insistent motion. Brushing against my soaked panties.

This is wrong. But I can’t stop. Lust, desire, need—whatever this is, it’s building inside of me like a storm. Only stronger than the night at the club. More demanding. Their musk fills my lungs, the combined mixture making me lightheaded. And I reach between us, popping Rafe’s button on his jeans and encouraging the zipper to slide down. The crown of his head has outgrown its confines, and my fingers brush against it. Mindlessly freeing his whole length.

I settle him between my legs. The only barrier’s my flimsy panties. And I wish I had the ability to just make them disappear. Instead, I move against him. A whimper parting my lips combined with a needy pant. I’ve crossed so many lines at this moment.

Rafe groans in his sleep. Squeezing me tighter. And I’m almost one hundred percent sure Elliott’s awake. His fingers have slipped beneath my underwear, and he’s gripping my ass tightly. I turn my head to look at him, and he meets my gaze. It’s clouded and full of pure desire. His eyes drop to my lips, and I close the distance between us, capturing his mouth with mine.

He moans into the kiss and keeps me moving against Rafe. I pull back with a gasp as Miles adjusts his fingers. He runs them beneath the fabric and against my bare skin. But that isn’t all he does. He adjusts Rafe against me so his warmth burns against my folds. Spreading me wide, the crown of his cock almost dipping inside of me. Until it does sink into me. I freeze on top of him. The sensation rushes through me, demanding I move.

And I give in. I let Elliott push my hips forward. Who am I kidding, I push my hips forward, taking Rafe all the way into me.

Rafe groans, lifting himself off of the blankets. His hand snakes up to my face and tilts my head in his direction. “Sweetheart,” he moans. “Don’t stop.”

He nips along my jaw, and I give him full access to my throat. His teeth graze against my neck and down to my collarbone. Then he’s moving. Keeping himself fully inside, he flips us, so my back is against the blankets and he is hovering over me. He goes up to his knees, still hilt deep. And reaches up to remove his shirt, while pushing down his jeans and maneuvering to kick them off.

Then he lifts my hips off of the ground as Miles and Elliott drag my sundress up my body. He pounds into me like a man possessed.

“I’ve dreamt of this. Being inside you. Ruining you for anyone else.” He breaks off with a moan. “You’re mine, Lilah. Mine and my packs. And we are going to make sure you know it. But first, let me show you what happens if you wake me up like that again.”

Pleasure starts to build inside of me, like an oncoming storm from his words. Gathering up and threatening release. Before he gentles his movements long enough for the other two to remove my dress and unclasp my bra, releasing my breasts.

Then they work together, pushing me into the storm, tearing my world apart.

I’m pieces of myself as I break even more. Giving them what they demand. My complete surrender.

Rafe’s relentless as he punishes me for waking him with each thrust of his thick cock. His knot slips a tiny bit deeper with each drive of his hips. And I crave it. My fingers tangle into Miles' hair as he sucks my nipple into his mouth. His teeth brushing the sensitive flesh. While Elliott dips his fingers into my folds, finding my clit and encouraging me to squeeze Rafe tighter.

One orgasm washes over me as another one starts to build.

I’m floating.

Weightless.

Free.

Then Rafe sinks fully into me, locking into me with his knot, and I gasp as I feel him release into me. Pulsing for what feels like days. At the same time Miles’ sinks his teeth into the skin just below my collarbone. Marking me. Claiming me. And I tumble right back into another climax.

As I come back to myself, Miles is running his fingers over the mark he just gave me. “We didn’t talk about it,” he says, and I can hear the regret in his tone.

I run my fingers over his jaw and tilt his face up to mine so I can meet his eyes. I might be riding the high of my multiple orgasms and the full feeling of having Rafe’s knot still connecting us. But some things don’t need to be said out loud to know they are right. And being marked and claimed by Miles is one of them. Maybe I’ll feel differently once I’m back at the villa and the sun rises bringing on a new day. But I don’t want him to regret this.

“We didn’t need to talk about it. I’m yours.”

A growl rumbles in Rafe’s chest at my words, and I squeeze him with my inner walls as I kiss Miles. Let him be possessive because I’m his too. Even if he doesn’t really want me.


CHAPTER 40
Miles


My fingers drag over the raised skin. My eyes tracking the movement.

Mine.

Mine.

Mine.

The single thought thrums inside of me like a drum. And I'm powerless to stop it. Even as Rafe's buried deep inside her warmth, the word echoes inside of me.

I didn't come to Omega in Paradise for myself. I did it for Elliott. He knows it. I know it. Rafe knows it. But with a rut riding the edges of my consciousness, I can only think about Lilah. About her lips beneath mine. And the softness of her skin. Or the way the moon casts luminescent shadows over her body, making her look like a goddess of the moon. And I want to worship at her feet.

No, I need it.

I'm drunk on her kisses, and even with my pack mates here and my ankle screaming in protest with each movement to get closer still, I let myself drown in her essence.

Rafe's knot releases, and he gives me room as if he knows I'm on that edge. One misstep and I'll tumble straight into a rut I can't control. That will only be satisfied by sinking into her sweet flesh over and over again, by locking her to me as many times as humanly possible.

What would the show do then? Stop production until it fades? Pretend like it never happened and continue the show? I wouldn't put it past them. Not that they are evil. They are running a successful business of showing a fairytale to romance that millions of omegas eat up like candy.

Inhaling her perfume until I'm sure it will bleed from my pores over the next month, I suck her lower lip between my teeth. Nipping lightly as I release it. She whimpers, and it goes straight to my aching cock. I slide my fingers against her skin, over her pulse point, wrapping them slowly around her neck. Each rapid beat of her heart pounds against my fingers.

I snake my other hand down her body, slipping two fingers into her folds and moist heat. She arches into me, and I tighten my hold on her throat.

"Stay still, sunshine," I command. "I can feel how much you need me. So slick. So wet."

I release her neck and find my knees. Watching her, I snap open my jeans and slide them down my hips, my boxers following easily. Her eyes take me in, and my cock jumps at the attention. I maneuver to remove my pants, then kneel between her legs. Running my fingers along her inner thigh, I push her legs wider.

Rafe's cum mixes with her slick, and I use it to swirl my thumb over her swollen clit. Urging little mewling sounds from her throat as Elliott leaves love marks beneath her breast as he makes his way to her nipple. I run my hand up the side Elliott’s not on and circle her neck again. I love the way her throat looks with my darker hand wrapped around it. The way she stares up at me, submitting easily. Giving me control without question.

And I need all of the control.

"Miles," she gasps, her body attempting to lift toward mine. "Please."

I hum out a satisfied noise. "I like that. Beg some more."

She sucks in a breath, and her pink lips part as I swirl my thumb over her sensitive flesh.

"Beg, Lilah, beg for my knot."

"Oh, fuck," she gasps instead as Elliott nips her tight nipple.

"He's just a distraction. I have what you want," I growl. I stop touching her and curl my fingers around my straining cock, running the crown through her slick heat. "Do you want this, Lilah?"

"Yes!" She presses her head back into the pillows. The movement adds pressure to her new necklace, and I ease up my hold so she can breathe. Still, I can feel it as the rut takes hold. The urge to possess and dominate every single inch of her body has another low growl emanating from my chest.

I tease her until she’s trembling beneath me, then demand again, “Beg.”

Elliott must hear the slight bark to my tone because he puts a slight distance between us. While Rafe reclines next to us, watching the whole thing, like he’s ready for a smoke. If he smoked that is. This drive to have her completely is unlike anything I’ve ever experienced.

“Miles—” she pleads, her hands reaching for me. “I need your knot. Please give me what I need.”

The words are pure ecstasy to my ears. I finally sink slowly into her warmth. Her slick eases the way. The sensation doubles with her emotions bursting from her through the bond. My breath catches in my throat, and I freeze completely. More. I need her mark on me.

“Bite me, mark me in the same way I marked you, Lilah,” I say.

If she doesn’t cement it with her next heat—the pain will burn through me, but it will be worth it just to feel her mark on me. And if I have it my way, I’ll be right there next to her in a full blown rut, making her mine.

Her heavy gaze meets mine, and she licks her lips before focusing on my neck. She nods once, and I lean over her, giving her my full weight. Her pussy walls grip me tightly, and her lips move against my pulse point. A slight burn flares through me as she claims me, then the flood of sensation and emotion becomes a tidal wave. A tsunami. My chest heaves as I attempt not to combust. My muscles shake with the full force of the connection.

I move my hips to test the new sensations, and we both gasp. She laughs as she clings to me. It’s a breathy, happy sound that speaks to my soul. We are like one. She meets my every thrust, our bodies coming together like they are meant to.

A tingle starts in the base of my spine, building to a crescendo, my balls tighten, and I spread her legs wide and watch as my knot disappears fully into her. Still, I thrust deeper. She whimpers. The sound encourages me to lift her hips and pull her flush against me as I fill her with my cum.

Her final climax has my eyes rolling into the back of my head as I try to not collapse on to her. My arms shake as I hold myself up. And the way her walls grip me over and over again pulls a deep moan from me.

She’s mine. Completely. And I’m never letting her go. I press a soft kiss to her lips, and her fingers drag over my scalp and through my hair, sending goosebumps down my spine. I could stay like this forever.

The rut has different ideas. And it includes fucking as many times as possible. My knot barely gives me five minutes to enjoy being fully connected to her before it starts to ease. I press my forehead to hers and close my eyes, savoring the last moment of having her all to myself. At least for tonight.

Then I let nature take its course and slip out. Making room for Elliott. The connection doesn’t fade though.

Rafe grins over at me and lifts an eyebrow that says, ‘Good now?’ I nod. Although, I honestly can go again right this second.

Instead, I lean back on the pillows and watch as Elliott offers Lilah a grape from the forgotten cooler. She takes it, curling her lips around his finger and sucking the fruit into her mouth. He pours her some of the champagne, holding it to give her a sip as he holds her up. After she takes a sip and he is satisfied she doesn’t want more, he settles her back on the pillows. He’s in full aftercare mode.

In fact, I’m not sure when he left, but he has a towel and a washcloth with what appears to be a bowl of water. Steam rises off of the surface as he dips the washcloth into it. He moves to kneel between her legs, bringing the damp cloth to her center and gently washing her. She purrs with contentment as he repeats the process until he’s satisfied. Then he uses the other towel to dry her off.

“Can I taste you?” Elliott murmurs, his gaze between her legs giving no question to what he means.

She sinks her teeth into her lower lip and nods.


CHAPTER 41
Lilah


I’m living a dream. Releasing my lip slowly, I hold my breath as Elliott adjusts himself between my legs. He presses a kiss, followed by a soft nip to my hip bone, his fingers trailing across my pelvic bone and lower.

My back arches off of the blankets at his touch to my oversensitive skin. I’m not sure how many more orgasms I can survive, but I’m willing to test the limits. Even as my legs shake at even the slightest attention and I don’t think I could stand even if I had to.

He works his way to my inner thigh, biting me more than nipping this time. A moan breaks out of me, my entire being focusing on the place his mouth touches my skin. While his fingers glide through the growing slick between my folds. Strumming over my clit like he’s an expert at bringing pleasure to my body.

I bury my fingers into his hair, wanting him to mark me. One mark and I’ve grown greedy it seems. Will they hurt as they fade in my next heat if they don’t pick me? Yes, like being trapped in the pits of hell. Have I survived that pain once already? Yes. Only this time, it will be worth it.

“Bite me, Elliott,” I gasp.

He purrs, his teeth grazing the same spot again as if he’s considering it. Then he does. Sending me rolling into the crashing waves of another orgasm. I can’t catch my breath as his tongue soothes the mark and a thrumming connection forms between us. I think I could live for this feeling.

His pleasure washes over me as he runs his tongue over my clit, two fingers exposing me. He sucks the swollen bud into his mouth, and every single muscle in my body spasms uncontrollably.

Unintelligible noises leave my lips, and I’m floating in the cosmos. Slick and cum run down my ass, and Elliott swipes his tongue through the moisture catching it. I can feel his control slipping through the new bond. The urge that’s riding him to possess me. His pure alpha pheromones wash over me, and I want that too.

He moves up my body, peppering kisses as he does. My fingers find his chest, moving through the soft dusting of hair, over his broad shoulders—exploring the sensation of touching him. I don’t remember this with the claiming mark from Jared. This baring of my soul, enough to merge with theirs. Because I can feel them both brushing against my consciousness. And each thing they feel comes rolling through me like an echo of pleasure, making mine greater.

It is intoxicating.

He nudges my folds with his swollen crown, leaking pre-cum like it’s slick. Then he slides into me. My breath catches in my chest. My nails dig into his shoulder. And my legs wrap around his waist, encouraging him deeper. He lifts me to him, baring his throat for me.

“Bite me, Lilah, claim what’s yours,” he demands.

The world fades as he strokes inside of me, and my walls flutter around him, ready to throw me into another orgasm. The muscles in my stomach roll, letting me know they think I’ve done an extensive ab workout recently. And I’ll be feeling it in the morning. Still, I do what he wants, what we both want, and sink my teeth into his neck.

An almost animalistic need slams into me from Elliott, and I release my breath in a gasp. Rut. He’s in a rut. They all must be. I can feel the same sort of feeling building in Miles. And as crazy as it sounds, I want their animals unleashed. I want to be possessed.

This is just the beginning.

As if he can hear my thoughts, Rafe, angles my head toward him. His lashes brush his cheeks as he glances down at my lips, then back at me with those gleaming golden eyes full to the brim with desire. For me.

“I need to kiss you. Say I can,” he says. He can’t hide the growl in his tone, and I smile at him. I like this completely undone version of Rafe.

“Kiss me,” I command.

Elliott shifts to his knees, lifting my hips and driving into me so hard I’m sure I can feel him in my throat. While Rafe captures my chin between his fingers and dips his mouth to mine. The taste of him explodes on my tongue, and I swipe my tongue against his, wanting more.

Then Miles sucks a taunt nipple into his mouth with a groan, and I think I’ve officially died and gone to heaven. Is this what being an omega in a pack means? Unlimited pleasure? Why was I afraid of this?

“I’m going to knot,” Elliott says.

His voice is tight, and I feel him press fully into me, his knot spreading me wide, before he locks us together. He releases a moan, his fingers tightening on my hips as he pulses inside of me, his release filling me as much as possible. All the while Rafe kisses me like he’s drowning and I’m the air he needs to survive. And Miles gives me love bites that add to my building orgasm.

Pleasure rolls through me. Pulling me deeper, like a riptide in the ocean. Until I’m so far gone, I can only let it pull me under.
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Sunlight pulls me from my sleep. Not that I’m sure I slept much more than an hour after waking in the middle of the night. The last time I remember, the sky was turning a lighter blue, violets and pinks lighting up the horizon. But now it’s up in the cloudless sky.

Steam rises off of the damp grass around us as the sun does its thing and dries it from the dampness of the night. Birds chirp, singing their morning welcome even louder than when I fell asleep.

I’m cocooned in warmth. My head resting on Elliott and Miles cuddled up behind me. Pure contentment settles over me. I belong here. At this moment. This is mine, and no one can take it from me.

I lift my head to search for Rafe, but he’s absent. I push away the slight flutter of disappointment my stomach does. Of course he left. He didn’t claim me. Even while in a rut, he withheld his mark. Sadness should not tighten my throat at the knowledge. I already knew that was how he felt. He wanted a shield. So he might have gotten a little more than he bargained for. That’s okay.

Right?

I know that even as amazing as last night was, ruts don’t care what omega satisfies them. And I was just the omega that happened to be here. We all got carried away. My heart pounds in my ears as I lie to myself.

Without the full pack, I can’t accept anything Elliott and Miles might offer. It’s all or nothing. I deserve all of their hearts. And if Rafe can’t give me his, I’ll walk away. I’ll suffer the fading of the marks during my next heat. And I’ll heal. Again.

I swallow. As far as pep talks go, that one sucks.

Gingerly, I sit up, detangling from them both. The blanket pools around my hips. My nipples are tight in the cool morning air. But there are no cameras. And anyone here saw all of me last night, so nothing to be shy about either.

Standing, I freeze when I face the veranda. Rafe’s on the large deck, watching me with an intensity I can feel on my skin like a physical touch. He slowly lifts a mug to his lips, blowing lightly across it, before he takes a sip.

I push my shoulders back and stand up tall. I won’t let disappointment curl me in on myself. Walking naked like I’m a queen dressed in the finest garments, I slowly step up the stairs. The feel of their mixed cum and my slick dampening my thighs is a reminder of how he worshiped my body last night.

His gaze dips down my body, pausing at my breasts, and slowly trailing down to the curls between my legs. Heat lights the depths of his eyes when he brings them back to mine. And an answering warmth spreads inside of my belly.

Damn.

He might not want love, but he can’t deny this attraction that’s like a wildfire between us. It might destroy us both, but I won’t let him ignore it.

“Looks like you have a growing problem,” I say. My eyes dips to the bulge in his sweats briefly before I lift my gaze back to him.


CHAPTER 42
Rafe


My back stiffens as Lilah lifts her head. She didn’t sleep long. Maybe forty-five minutes. Long enough for me to take a quick shower in an attempt to wash her perfume out of my pores so I didn’t wake her only to sink into her perfect warmth again—and to make a coffee to hopefully get me through this day.

Even this far away, I can scent her. I can smell all of us. My rut was barely satisfied. I can feel it niggling on the edges of my consciousness, threatening to return. Or maybe it’s the building obsession I have with this omega.

Since everything that happened with Hailey, I’ve kept omegas at arm’s length. Even going so far as to pay for a service to make it through my ruts.

She sits up, her top half bare to the world. Her arms stretch above her head, moving like a cat waking from a nap. And it’s hard not to stare. The blood rushes between my legs as my heart decides that is where it would like to be located now. I press my palm over my erection, urging it down as she finds her feet. She still hasn’t looked my way.

I wrap my fingers around my mug, unable to pull my attention away from her. The second she sees me, her eyes flash, the emotion moving so quickly I don’t have time to react. Attempting to act like I don’t want to cross the space and wrap her in my arms, I blow a soft breath over my already cooling coffee and take a sip.

She looks like she’s ready to go to battle with her shoulders thrown back, walking completely naked toward me. Her perfume spikes as I take her in. She’s perfection, or the closest thing to it.

Lilah takes the steps slowly as if she’s trying to tease me to insanity. I set the mug back down, holding myself in my seat with the power of my quickly fading restraint.

“Looks like you have a growing problem,” she says. Her voice dips low and throaty.

I poke my tongue into my cheek, my gaze running over the marks Elliott and Miles left on her. My teeth ache to do the same. But that isn’t fair to her if she doesn’t accept us in the end. My pack mates should have considered that.

“I guess that’s what happens when a beautiful omega struts naked in front of me.”

Her mouth quirks up into a smirk. “Is that what I’m doing?”

“From where I’m sitting—” I tilt my head to the side, admiring the slick coating her thighs. “Come here, sweetheart.”

I hold out my hand, and she closes the distance before placing her fingers in mine. Tugging her between my legs, I nuzzle her stomach with a purr. Her fingers go into my hair, and my lashes brush my cheeks as I soak in the attention.

“Are you sore?” I ask, following my question with a kiss to her abdomen. The muscles quiver beneath my lips, and my cock strains just the tiniest bit more.

“A little,” she admits.

It’s all I need to hear before I’m urging her back a step, and I’m on my feet, sweeping her into my arms. She lets out a startled squeal, followed by a laugh, as her arms go around my neck.

“What are you doing?”

“Taking care of you,” I say, as if it isn’t clearly obvious. I stride into the house and toward the master suite with the huge bathtub. Setting her gently on the edge, I turn on the water, testing the temperature until it’s warm. Then I let the tub fill up.

She picks up one of the provided bath bubbles and uncorks it, giving it a sniff. It doesn’t smell anywhere close to the addictive way she does. But she sighs happily before adding a few drops to the water, making me want to buy her cases of it.

“I love lilac,” she says, and I realize it’s the scent she normally wears. Did production do that on purpose? But it’s been here since we got to this house a couple nights ago. I push away the crazy thought and focus on the bubbles forming in the flow of the water.

I stand up, dropping my sweats to the floor, and her eyes go wide as she takes me in.

“What are you doing now?”

“Joining you,” I say gruffly. It wasn’t my original plan. I just thought she could use a nice relaxing bath after a night of satisfying all three of us.

I sink into the warm water and then help her in, settling her in front of me. My problem as she put it, captured between our bodies. Wetting the washcloth, I run it over her curves, rinsing our combined scent from her body. It has to happen for her to go back to the other omegas today, but I don’t like it as the lilac removes our musks.

She relaxes into me, accepting my care, going so far as to arch her neck—offering things she shouldn’t until this show is done. I glide the washcloth over her throat, as if that was why she gave me her neck. The almost barely there whimper that works her chest pulls at my heartstrings.

“Lilah, I would…but⁠—”

“Rafe, don’t. I know what this is. You don’t have to say it out loud.”

“I’m not sure you do,” I say slowly, attempting to decode her words. What does she think this is?

She twists in my arms, a dangerous smile playing at her lips. “I do. You don’t have to make promises. I can feel,” she says wrapping her fingers around my length and smiling, “what I do to you. Let’s just have that.”

She strokes me beneath the water, and I groan as she squeezes my crown lightly and drags her hand back to my threatening knot. I don’t knot every time, but with her, it’s inevitable. If all she’s willing to give me is this, I have no choice but to accept her terms. As much as I want to keep her forever, she has other ideas. And even if she’s my match, I have to respect her enough to let her choose.

When she adjusts and sinks down on me, my eyes roll into the back of my head. The water sloshes all over the place as she moves, bringing us both to the edge effortlessly. I want to savor being inside of her. But she doesn’t take my knot, continuously grazing it teasingly with her opening, before she tenses above me as her orgasm takes over. Her tight, pulsing walls encourage my own release, and it leaves me gasping, my chest heaving from the intensity.

I don’t have time to react before she presses a kiss to my cheek and slides off of me. While exiting the water and reaching for a towel to dry off. I watch her with hooded eyes, telling myself that pulling her back into the water with me shouldn’t be done. Until, she wraps the soft cloth around her body and slips out of the room without a word or a backward glance.

My heart gives a painful thump as if she’s just left part of herself with me and the distance between us is too great. She’s going to destroy me when she walks away for good.


CHAPTER 43
Lilah


Even steeling myself for the return to the villa wasn’t enough to prepare me for Chad and Willow’s reaction to me being gone all night.

Honestly, all I want to do is sleep until tonight. But the second I’m in my room and ready to do just that, Chad barges in uninvited, followed by Willow.

“Where were you?” he asks, his eyes wide as he examines my face.

Willow sinks down on the bed next to my legs. “Were you with the pack all night?”

I roll my lips between my teeth as I glance between them. A blush warming my cheeks as Chad gasps, clutching his chest. Willow grins at my non-answer and shares a look with Chad.

“All night?” he says, and it sounds like a question, but I’m not sure he’s expecting an answer. “Damn girl. Guess I really am second best this time around.”

“Was it good?” Willow asks, lowering her voice.

I glance at the closed door then back at the two of them. “Better than good. My whole body feels like I’ve run a marathon.”

That and I can still feel two of them through the bond, and it’s a comfort I don’t want to live without. Absently, I rub my fingers over the mark Miles left on me. It’s concealed beneath my shirt, but Chad zeros in on the action, shock lighting up his eyes.

“You bitch, they claimed you? Let me see,” he demands. There is no actual heat to his words, only a strong curiosity.

“You have a mark?” Willow watches as I lower the shirt just enough for them both to see the crescent, silvery mark on my skin.

“It will fade with my next heat,” I say, explaining it away. Even though the words taste like ash.

Chad purses his lips. “Not if you’re with the pack for said heat.”

I scoot up the bed and rest against the headboard. “It wasn’t all of them, Chad. I can’t bond to a pack without having all of them. That will only lead to heartbreak.”

He waves his hand on a floppy wrist. “Schematics. You’ll have all of them. Which one didn’t bite you? It was Elliott, wasn't it?”

I sigh. “Rafe.”

“He’s so in love with you already,” Willow says, shifting her legs criss-cross and leaning over them to touch my knee. “I know you don’t think so, but for the rest of us, it’s so clear. I think that’s why Hailey has become so unbearable the last couple of weeks.”

Chad pauses and blinks twice at Willow. “She has been unbearable since the start.” Then he pins me with a look. “She’s right about Rafe. He doesn’t take his eyes off of you.”

I don’t bother responding. Chewing on my lip, I look between them. “Who do you think will go home tonight?”

After tonight's ceremony, there will only be three left. Even with Miles parting words earlier, a slight flutter of nerves erupts in my belly at the idea.

He’d ignored Thomas’ attempt at rushing our goodbye. Cupping my face, he’d pressed a toe-curling kiss to my lips and said, “I can’t wait to meet your family.”

That’s not something you say to an omega you plan on sending home.

Willow straightens. “I’m sure I’ll be going home. The connection just isn’t there. On the group dates, it was easier to carry on a conversation, but on our single date…I can’t imagine how they will edit that for TV.” She rolls her eyes and laughs lightly at the disaster it must have been.

“That and you have the hots for that cameraman.” Chad nudges her and wiggles his eyebrows.

A smile plays on her lips, and her eyes sparkle. “Whatever.”

He shrugs and turns his attention back to me. “We know you’ll be here. If I’m not, keep in touch. Both of you.” He wags his finger between us. “I don’t give my friendship easily.”

“This is what you call friendship?” I ask with mock shock, widening my eyes and pressing my palm to my chest.

His lips twist into a pout, and I laugh.

“It’s hard for him, Lilah,” Willow says, joining in the teasing. “He was obviously raised by the boarding schools he was sent to as a child.”

He glares at her. “Ouch. A little too close to the truth.”

Willow shares a look with me, and we suppress our smiles until he can no longer pretend offense to her words. Then we dissolve into laughter.

It’s the easy sort of happiness that I lost somewhere along the way. But now that I have it back, I’m going to hang on with both hands. It’s funny how life can put you into situations that previously broke you, only to heal you the second time around. Sure, Jared meeting me at our bonding ceremony with Tabby on his arm isn’t quite the same as being on a show viewed by millions and competing with other omegas for a pack. Because I came into this show knowing I was competing, I had no idea Tabby was my competition back then. And maybe that’s the difference.
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“Stay still,” Willow orders. I freeze immediately, staring at my reflection in the mirror as she hovers behind me. “Perfect.”

She breaks up the curl she just created in my hair and grins over my shoulder. Before she places the curling iron on the heat mat and comes around my side.

“You look like an angel,” she says. “I love that color green on you. A lighter green and blue shadow on your eyes will make them pop.” Glancing at the make-up still scattered across the counter, she picks up the eyeshadow.

I close my eyes, letting her do her thing. She said she wants us both to look amazing on her last night. We both know she’s right, and she’s going home tonight. If they don’t send her home, she said she won’t accept the trinket. The part of me that wants the guys all to myself with no real competition wants her to stay. I’d rather it be her than Hailey who's a pure omega bitch or Tyler, who has barely spoken to me the entire time.

She steps back, and I blink my eyes open as she brushes off my cheeks with a soft brush.

Chad strolls into the room. His hair is perfectly styled. He’s dressed in a perfectly pressed suit, with a red bowtie around his neck. He looks like a model.

“You’re still not ready?” he asks, although it comes out like an accusation that we’ve taken too long in his opinion.

“We all can’t be perfect like you,” I quip.

He grins. “True,” he agrees. “It doesn’t come naturally to everyone. But hurry up, they will be here any minute, and being on TV with one eye done and the other not…” he grimaces like it’s the worst crime imaginable.

“Both eyes are done,” I say, looking at myself to be sure.

“Just a touch of mascara and you’re done,” Willow agrees.

I pick up the tube of mascara and proceed to curl and plump my lashes as the two of them carry on a back and forth of friendly insults. When I cap the makeup and stand up, Chad smiles and Willow takes a steadying breath.

“I'm going to miss you guys,” she says. Tears start to form in her large green eyes, and she blinks them away.

I pull her into a hug. Chad wraps his arms around both of us, holding us together. “New York City might be a big place, but that just means we have more places we can meet up,” he says gruffly, the emotion clearly getting to him too.

She nods and wipes a single finger beneath each eye before checking her makeup in the mirror. Her eyes are brighter with her unshed tears, but she smiles at us.

“Let’s go be amazing,” she says.

We enter the makeshift ceremony room as the crew’s finished setting up. Willow crosses the space and openly chats with the cameraman she has shown interest in. His body language screams he’s into her, and I’d be willing to bet that if I were closer I could smell his beta scent getting stronger. But I stay where I am. She doesn’t need a tag along.

Hailey enters the room like she owns it. In a flourish of her choking perfume of some kind of flower like she’s put on something to enhance the scent. Chad coughs then holds his breath until he turns red.

“I guess killing the competition is one way to stay,” he says, shooting her a death glare.

She tilts her chin higher. “I can’t help it if my perfume is stronger than yours ever will be. Papaya, what a weak scent. You are closer to beta with that perfume than omega.”

“Honestly, you smell like you can’t control yourself,” he says, lowering his voice to a stage whisper as if he’s imparting some sort of secret.

I press my lips together. There’s no way I’m getting in the middle of this cat fight. Even if I agree with Chad’s blunt words.

“Do you have something to say?” Hailey demands, turning her glare on me.

I shake my head and bite the inside of my cheek. But I can’t hold the words in. “Nope. Chad already said it. But really, Hailey, if you were a little nicer, you might not have to enhance your perfume with a pheromone spray to get attention.”

Her mouth snaps shut, and she looks as if I slapped her. Chad laughs loudly next to me. I didn’t say it to be funny or to embarrass her. I said it because it’s true. It’s clear she’s desperate to stay, and she thinks that the spray will get their attention.

We are cut off from any more barbed words as Turner Clark enters the room like he owns it. His lively plum suit jacket and perfect hair catch the attention of everyone. A silence falls. He smiles benevolently at the five of us as we fall in line. And nerves ping pong around my stomach waiting for him to speak.

“The pack has made their choices and will be here in a moment.”

I shift on my heels, wishing I’d worn the flats I had been debating on. But the slight pinch of my toes makes the nervous energy slightly less invasive. My breath catches as Elliott enters the room, followed by Rafe, then Miles on his crutches. They line up across from us, and it takes everything in me not to throw myself across the space and into their arms.

I’m vibrating with the need to do so as Rafe picks up the first trinket and lifts his gaze to mine. A secretive smile plays on his lips, one that reminds me of this morning, and my whole body flushes. Hope blooms, and I swallow, ready to accept whatever he has to offer. Then he flicks his gaze over, and a different type of smile forms on his beautiful face.

When his lips part, I know it’s not going to be my name on them. Because no matter what we shared this morning, he didn’t mark me as his. And I accepted that. But when he utters Hailey’s name and I watch her cross the space and hug him tight, ensuring her pheromones are wafting from his suit jacket when she leaves the room, I almost give the show exactly what it wants.

Drama.

Because I’m two seconds from giving in to that possessive beast who lives inside of me. The one that wants all three of them and will keep them all even if one of them resists. The one that already lost an alpha and doesn’t plan to do it again. I don’t even realize that I’m growling until the back of Chad’s hand brushes mine, and the sound cuts off abruptly.

He lifts his eyebrows as if to say, ‘You good?’

I attempt a smile, but it feels brittle on my lips. The best case scenario now is them picking Chad and Rafe following through with him being the last omega standing. At least then, Hailey will have no claim on the men I love.

Shit. The men I love. It’s not just make believe or playing pretend with Miles and Elliott’s marks on me. My heart is involved, not just my body. And I am utterly screwed.


CHAPTER 44
Lilah


Time was a combination of too fast and too slow after the last ceremony. Chad and I joined Hailey as the final three. After that night, we were each sent home to prepare for the family visits. So thankfully I haven’t had to restrain myself around Hailey. But on the flip side, I also haven’t had a single conversation with Chad in the three days since we left the villa.

Ashlyn watches me as I nibble at my food. She’s brought me to my favorite restaurant in New York to butter me up and get the details on the guys. Even the day is beautiful, sunny with only a slight chill in the air. It’s like the weather is on her side.

“Final three,” she says with a slight raise of her eyebrows.

I wave her away with a fry. “It’s all fake.”

Her forehead creases at my lie and false cheerfulness. “It doesn’t look fake.”

I laugh. “Rafe Carson’s an actor,” I say before dipping my fry in ketchup.

“The other two aren’t,” she says stubbornly. “And even actors aren’t that good.”

While chewing on my fry, I pick another and dip it. Maybe keeping my mouth full will deter her questions.

“I’ve watched every episode, Lilah. I know what I’ve seen.”

“Then you’ve also seen that they are half in love with Hailey,” I say. Her name tastes like ash on my tongue, and I grimace. And I know it isn’t true, they’ve had to stop filming so many times that I couldn’t be more positive.

She gives me a bland look. “What I’ve seen is how fake Hailey has been the entire time. I don’t understand why they’ve kept her. She’s obviously a terrible choice. They had more chemistry with Tyler or even Tamika than her.”

Well, at least that is a small comfort. Focusing on my plate of food, I can’t find a single word to say. Just the idea of the pack spending time with Hailey and her family and then taking her to theirs is too much for my heart to take.

“And don’t get me started on Chad. Do you know the scheming that snake has been doing behind your back?”

I snort and shove another fry in my mouth. Chad’s going to love that at least part of his plan worked.

“He’s so much worse than Tabby.”

“He’s nothing like Tabby,” I say, my voice heated in his defense. Lifting my eyes to hers again, I pin her with a determined look. “It’s all fake, Ash. Believe me, I’ve lived it for the last few months. Chad came to me the first night and said we should play off each other because it was clear that the show wanted to paint me as a sweetheart with the way they dressed me to meet the guys. And Chad just wanted to make it to the end. He has something to prove to someone, and he basically did it in my opinion. He knew drama would keep him around. Can he be abrasive and mean? Yes. Absolutely. But at least he’s honest about it.”

She presses her lips together in a tight line, clearly not believing me. We eat in silence for a few minutes, or at least I do. Ashlyn just watches me, not touching her food.

“You’re different,” she finally says.

I blink. “What do you mean?”

She shrugs. “I don’t know. Something has changed. Even your perfume’s slightly different.”

I lean back in my seat and glance around the restaurant. The paparazzi are outside the window, probably catching tons of pictures. Their size has doubled since I’ve been home. And the questions they shout aren’t only for my sister now. But that’s her world, not mine. I don’t want it.

“I’ve healed. That’s what you wanted right? The time away puts things into perspective.”

“No. I mean, yes. But no, that isn’t what I mean.” She fingers the fork next to her plate before lifting her gaze back to mine. She moistens her lips and says, “Are they your scent matches?”

If scent matches feel like they belong to you, yes. But that’s just a fairy tale we are told when we are kids. That just like soulmates, people have scent matches. It’s not any realer than the show.

I scoff. “Scent matches? What did you do with my sensible sister while I was gone? First, you’ve watched Omega in Paradise, and now you believe in scent matches? Next, you’re going to tell me that you believe in Santa Claus.”

“Lilah…” She draws out my name. “Stop. You can talk to me.”

“What do you want to hear, Ash?” I push my plate away. “That although every single aspect of the show is fake, what I feel for them is so real I think I might shatter once it’s all over? Or that I probably didn’t even know what broken was when Jared and Tabby betrayed me? Or maybe even that, I did something stupid…I let them mark me.” I drag the collar of my shirt low enough for her to see Miles’ claim on my soul. “And I would do it all over again. Every single second, if I could be close to them.”

Tears for me shine in her eyes, and she blinks them away, reaching for my hands. She clasps my fingers between hers. “The show isn’t over yet.”

I smile sadly and tug my fingers from hers. “No, but I made a deal to only go to second place with Rafe.”

“Well, there’s no way an alpha who has claimed an omega will keep up that sort of deal,” she says.

She couldn’t know how painful those words were. Because I know the truth. That isn’t what the sex was about for him.

My lips quiver slightly, and I sigh, my chest too tight. “That’s probably why he didn’t mark me.”

“That won’t matter. Miles and Elliott won’t let him pick anyone else.” She sounds so sure. And she’s probably right. They aren’t the type to claim an omega and let her suffer when it isn’t complete.

But my head’s clear, and I know what I need to do. “I’m going to quit the show.”

“What?” she explodes. I know she heard me, so I don’t repeat myself. The words were like razors in my throat the first time. “No, you can’t walk away from this, Lilah.”

“You’ve walked away from a pack before, Ash,” I remind her.

She had been head over heels in love with them. But they told her to choose between them and acting when she landed her first movie deal. The boys we grew up with just turned their backs and walked away. And she didn’t look back either.

Her face goes blank, and pain flashes in the depths of her eyes as she crosses her arms. “I have Owen now, that isn’t the same.”

I snort, digging into this topic to distract her from focusing on me and my train-wreck. “Owen. Right. He’s so perfect.” Not. I barely hold in my eye roll.

“No one’s perfect.”

Humming, I tug my plate back in front of me, and I pick up a fry and drown it in ketchup. “That’s an understatement.”

“We are not talking about my love life right now,” she says stubbornly, locking back on her previous train of thought. “Lilah, I might not know your pack well, but I run in the same circles as them. And Rafe—he helped me out of a bad situation before. They are a good pack. And I’ve watched the way your eyes light up when you interact with them. Or the longing painted on your face when you don’t think they are looking at you. And I wanted to climb through the TV and strangle Hailey when she kissed Rafe a second before you walked into the room.”

I drop the saturated fry and swallow. “She kissed him?” My voice sounds unsure to my own ears. I shake myself, clearing my throat. “It doesn’t matter.”

She pokes her tongue into her cheek and sits forward. “I know what you need.”

Almost afraid to ask what she thinks I need, I lift my eyes to hers.

She opens her purse and pulls out a hundred and drops it on the table. “Come on.”

I follow her quick steps out of the restaurant and through the waiting crowd. The chaos of the shouting and the flashing lights only fades once we are inside the back of a taxi.

“What are we doing?”

“Opening your eyes to the truth. The show’s two weeks behind, but you can watch every episode to see what I do.”

I’m shaking my head before the denial even forms on my tongue. “No. I don’t want to watch it.”

“You don’t want to watch them fall in love with you?”

“Ashlyn, I can’t.” My heart pounds inside my chest, and I’m positive it’s going to bust out and run away screaming.

“You can, Lilah. You can’t lose what you have with them. Trust me, you’ll never recover.”

Her words thrum inside of me as silence falls between us.
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As much as Ashlyn attempted to get me to watch Omega in Paradise, I had dodged that bullet. When the camera crews descend on her apartment, everything comes back in clear focus. Shelly breezes in, greeting my sister and I with hugs.

“The pack will be arriving soon. We will film some family time. Then we have a big date planned with a stay in the penthouse suite of the Four Seasons.” She presses her lips together in an excited smile as if she hasn’t mentioned the best part yet. “What you do in the suite is between you and the pack, no cameras will follow you.”

My stomach sours with nerves as my perfume shouts to the whole room how I’m feeling. It’s probably soaking into my sister's drapes and the couch. I’ll owe her a whole new couch after this meet and greet is finished.

I watch her clock tick the seconds by, then minutes as the crew prepares around me and Ash and Shelly make small talk. Then she answers her phone and has a short conversation before she moves off to the side and filming starts.

A knock on the door announces the arrival of the guys. I wipe my palms down my jeans and cross the space to let them in. The smile that pulls at my lips comes as naturally as breathing as I tug the door open, although the latter stutters to a stop, catching in my throat at the sight. Elliott stands in front of the other two, but each of them holds a bouquet of roses.

Blood red. The color of passion.

Words escape me as they step forward. Searching my memory of the show, I can’t remember any season where the pack brought flowers for the omegas. And the happiness that hits me square in the chest from not only me but Miles and Elliott’s bond is enough to have me accepting the flowers long enough to pass them off to my sister. Then I’m throwing myself into their arms. They haven’t even made it inside, and I can’t help myself.

I'm surrounded by their warmth on all sides, soaking it in while I can. They hold me until I pull away. A blush climbs the sides of my neck, over my ears, and across my cheeks as I turn to face my sister. Her eyes shine with what look like unshed tears before she’s welcoming them into her apartment.

As far as family visits go, this one’s small. It’s just the two of us. Well, besides extended family; they are scattered all over the midwest. And I’m sure none of them want to be on a show.

We settle on the couch, and Ashlyn sinks into an armchair. Owen thankfully opted out of this meet and greet. We fall into easy conversation. Introductions weren’t even needed because she knew each of them in some capacity. And it’s easy to imagine my life with them. Of having weekend dinners with my sister, and it being this simple and comfortable.

After a bit, Ashlyn clears her throat and says, “Can I have a moment to talk to Rafe?”

I glance at him, and he’s nodding already, getting up. They head to the other room, a cameraman following to get their conversation, I’m sure. But I’m almost positive I know what she wants to talk to him about. Me and his intentions with me.

She knows he didn’t claim me, and I really hope she doesn’t mention that on TV.

Running my palms over my knees, I watch the hallway. Elliott covers my hand, his thumb stroking my skin, sending tingles of awareness skittering over up my arm.

“We missed you,” he says as he lowers his voice, ensuring his words are only for me. Not for the show. For me.

He holds me in his gaze. His other hand cups my cheek, and I can’t help nuzzling into his palm. My eyes drop shut, and I let myself soak up the feel of him through the bond. He’s bright and pure. And everything I could ever want in an alpha. Then there’s Miles, with a kindness and protectiveness that makes my heart sing. Do they feel my heart as clearly as I feel theirs?

“I missed you too,” I whisper back, my soul talking to him.

Miles rubs my back, leaning forward. His nose tickles the crook of my neck as he brushes against me, inhaling deeply. “Once this is done, we are locking ourselves away from the world for a few months. I’m looking forward to enjoying having you all to ourselves.” He drops a kiss to my throat, and I shiver as goosebumps spread over my whole body.

I don’t bother denying his words. There will be time to explain it tonight, in the privacy of the penthouse. Away from the cameras. For now, I’m going to absorb every moment I can.


CHAPTER 45
Rafe


Ashlyn leads the way into a small room full of books from floor to ceiling and turns to face me. She props her hands on her hips and pins me with a serious look, and I swallow hard.

“Are you playing with my sister’s heart?” she demands. Direct and to the point, just like the Ashlyn I remember.

Shaking my head, my eyebrows pull together. She doesn’t know about the deal? It isn’t like I can ask with the camera pointed directly in my face. And the last thing I want to do is damage Lilah in any way after this is done.

“No. I wouldn’t do that,” I say. Lilah might not want my heart, but the stupid organ thinks it belongs to her. “I think I’m falling in love with her.”

She presses her lips together, narrowing her eyes on me. “Why doesn’t she know that?”

“I’ve tried to tell her—” I break off. The times I’ve tried to tell her, she blows my words off or acts like the plan’s still in place. I pitch my voice low and lean toward her, hoping the camera doesn’t pick up my words from the mic sticking off the end of it. “She doesn’t want that with me. She told me it’s just an attraction.”

She crosses her arms and leans against a bookshelf. “Rafe, I’m going to be really clear because you are obviously a clueless alpha. My sister was rejected on her bonding day by her alpha and her best friend. That destroyed her. Of course she’s going to tell you that she doesn’t have feelings for you if she knows that you weren’t looking for love. That you made a deal with her. What were you thinking?”

My stomach drops. Of course Lilah shared that with her sister. I swallow and open my mouth, but she holds up her hand.

“I’m not finished. She’s going to quit the show. You only have tonight to make it right.”

Apparently, I don’t need my internal organs because they are all falling out of my ass. The sinking feeling fills my body and feels like it’s going to pull me through the floor. My palms become clammy. I’m going to lose her tonight. And it will be all my fault.

“Ash,” I say, then my eyes find the camera again. What matters more? Appearances? Or love? “You know what I went through before. You made a deal with me back then, and it helped me survive the shit storm that Hailey threw me into with her lies. In a fucked up way, I thought a deal with Lilah would help her. I knew she was all over the tabloids with me, and she was there to fix her reputation. Like I did with you. So⁠—”

She snorts. “Except for the fact she’s my sister, so they think you have a thing for sisters now.”

I rub the back of my neck. “I didn’t think about that.”

“Obviously.”

We are silent for a minute. She watches me, and I fidget like a school boy in trouble.

“If anyone can relate to my sister, it’s you, Rafe. You know what it’s like to have the person you thought you loved betray you. It sucks that it’s been shoved in your face the entire time…why have you kept her?”

My lips twist, and I glance at the cameraman. “The show has demanded it. We even tried to quit when we realized Lilah was our scent match, but⁠—”

“I fucking knew it. Her perfume’s different. Sorry, go on,” she says, lifting her eyebrows.

“But the cost would have been too high,” I say.

“Really? You put money above my sister? Maybe you're not the one after all.”

“No. It wasn’t the money. It was the threat to destroy Lilah’s life. It was either give them a few more weeks of the stupid show or ruin all of our lives as they drag us all through the mud and charge us for the privilege.” I know they will edit all of this out of the show. They aren’t going to want to expose themselves. I rub above my heart, a pressure building from the emotion I’m holding back. “When Miles and Elliott marked her—I wanted to as well. But when I tried to talk to her, she waved me off. She told me it was all lust. She didn’t want to hear about my feelings for her. So I kept them to myself.”

I shove my hands into my pockets, gripping the inside fabric in my fingers.

Ashlyn rolls her eyes. “If you don’t tell my sister how you really feel, you’re going to lose her.”

The ache inside my chest grows at the idea. “We should get back to the others.”

Disappointment shines in the depths of her eyes, and it makes it hard to breathe. But she leads the way back into the living room. We are both professionals and have easy smiles painted on our faces by the time all eyes land on us.

Lilah’s attention slides over us, her gaze gliding from her sister's face to mine, before a tiny crease appears between her eyebrows.

As we settle in the places we vacated, Thomas calls out cut then steps forward. He clasps his hands together, and the energy that flows off of him grates on my nerves. I know as soon as he opens his mouth, I’m not going to like what he says.

“We’ve arranged a visit for Lilah. And I’ve just received notice that they have arrived. Turner will step in to introduce them.”

He moves back and stands next to Shelly. Her lips are pressed into a thin line, giving away her unease at whatever is going to happen next. It makes every protective instinct I have rise up. I reach across Miles and press my hand to Lilah’s knee, offering whatever comfort I can. Her tiny hand covers mine, and I can feel how cold she is. Her fingers feel like ice against my skin.

The door swings open, and Turner strolls in. Lilah’s fingers tighten around the back of my hand as two people follow him. An alpha and omega. A very pregnant omega. Lilah’s as still as a statue, and I barely hear as Turner introduces them.

“We have two people that would like to speak with you, Lilah. Jared and Tabitha are here to present you with a different path.”

“Like hell they are,” I say, exploding from my seat and blocking their view of Lilah. She clings to my hand, and I twist it in her hold to grasp her fingers in mine behind my back. “Lilah doesn’t want anything to do with them.”

Miles and Elliott flank me as we protect Lilah in the only way we know how right now. Stand between her and the people that hurt her. Tabitha rubs her distended belly and attempts to look around me. A growl rumbles in my throat as I pin her with a look. She shrinks back, her fingers tangling with Jared’s as she falls behind him.

“This is too far,” Elliott says. He’s not looking at them. He’s looking at Thomas and Shelly.

“Keep rolling,” Thomas says. “This is what the show’s about. Omegas finding love.”

Lilah stands behind me, pressing into my back. It takes a minute for me to realize she isn’t seeking comfort, she’s attempting to push past me. My jaw aches as my teeth grind together, but I step aside for her. She places a palm to my chest and brings bright blue eyes to mine, holding my stare for a moment. It calms something inside of me. As if just her touch tames the beast that resides deep in my soul.

“I’ll talk to them,” she says, her shoulders back and chin held high, and it punches all the air from my lungs.


CHAPTER 46
Lilah


Energy vibrates through me, and I won’t be surprised if the cameras can pick it up. Still, I face them. The two that tried to break me. Miles, Elliott, and Rafe stand at my back. Ashlyn stands slightly off to the side, and if looks could kill, they would both be lying on the ground dying from their wounds.

“Lilah,” Tabby says, and I swallow, some of my determination to face them evaporating like rain on the hot pavement. “Jared and I, we’ve been talking a lot over the last few months. We miss you.”

We miss you. The words should shred me to pieces. They should remind me of what they did to me. But they do neither. Sure, the proof of her growing belly stings a little. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that to myself. Maybe I’m in shock.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.

“Lilah, we want to form a pack—” she trails off.

I flick my attention to Jared, who stands ramrod straight behind her. He smiles at me, but still looks incredibly uncomfortable. I focus on Tabby, and she wets her lips in nervousness.

“A pack with you,” she adds.

Slowly blinking at her, I let the words sink in. Tension fills the air, and I can feel Miles and Elliott through the bond. A sort of pain and anger mixing into a lethal combination. It swirls around with my emotions and steals my words.

But it’s Rafe who steps forward and says, “She has a pack.”

He pulls me into his side, and I absorb his warmth and musk as I sink into his embrace. The words may not be accurate, but they soothe me.

“Lil,” Jared says, stepping forward, a slight growl of possession in the single syllable. He holds out his hand like I’m going to take it and go to him. “Come home.”

The damn breaks. A torrent of emotions washes over me. Anger, fear, heartbreak, longing, sadness, all of them grapple for my full attention. I swallow as tears blur my vision. A purr rumbles from beneath my palm on Rafe’s chest.

“You were never home, Jared. You proved that when you showed up to our bonding ceremony with my best friend on your arm. Both of you betrayed me. And now that I’ve moved on, you’ve decided it’s the best time to come and ask me to join you?” I scoff. Tears stream down my face unchecked as rage burns through my chest. “Are you fucking insane? If you two were the last two people on the planet, I would choose to be alone. You’ve tried to break me once, you’ll never have the opportunity to try again.”

“You don’t mean that—” Tabby says. “You’re my best friend.”

A laugh bubbles up through the tears at her words. A sarcastic smile pulls at my lips. “Yeah? How long were you sleeping with Jared before I knew about it? Was he the one that helped you through your heat? Was that his business trip?” My gaze drops pointedly at her belly. There’s no way that happened after we broke up. “I don’t think you know what it means to be a best friend. Because a best friend builds you up and has your back. They tell you the hard truths because they care about you. They don’t sleep with your alpha. They don’t do anything that you’ve done.”

She rubs her belly and glances at Jared. “I would do it differently if I could go back.”

“Right.” I nod. “But would your alpha do it differently?”

Jared shifts on his feet, and I’m not even sure he is here because he wants to be here. It fills me with a tiredness that seeps into my bones. Even now, he doesn’t truly want me, if he ever did.

“Go home to your perfect white picket fence life. Have the life I thought I wanted. But I won’t be going with you.”

“You think this pack wants to keep you anymore than I did?” Jared says. “You were so desperate you went on a show, Lil. This is the only time I’ll offer you a spot with us. For Tabby.”

My tears dry at the realization that the Jared I thought I knew was nothing more than what I built him up in my mind to be. The alpha standing in front of me is petty and cruel. He wore the mask I made him until he could no longer do it. He saved me from a life of misery by arriving with Tabby on his arm. And now, with his words, he’s finally set me fully free.

The whole relationship with him was pure fantasy. It was what I built it up to be in my head, into something large enough to break me once it was over. But my idealized view of that whole situation is shattered now because the emotion I felt just now? It wasn’t for him…it was at the loss of someone I thought of as my best friend.

I can feel the guys move to protect me. As if his words are bullets meant to shred me to pieces. But I’m bulletproof.

“Since you obviously have issues with listening, I’ll say it one more time, just for you,” I say slowly. “I’d rather be alone than to ever be with you, Jared.”

“I’m pretty sure that means you can leave now,” Rafe says, speaking up for the first time.

Warmth seeps into me. They let me take the lead. Let me choose. They trusted me to handle it.

Ashlyn moves between us, her hands on her hips. “Go. You aren’t welcome in my home.”

Tabby gives me one last pleading look that looks a lot like regret for her choices. While Jared shrugs and turns to go as if it doesn’t matter one way or another.

As soon as the door closes between us, I exhale the remaining bitterness I’ve carried. It’s closure I didn’t know I needed. Nothing will change the past, but looking at it without the sugarcoated vision gives a new perspective.

Elliott threads his fingers with mine behind Rafe’s back. And I lean up to press a kiss to Rafe’s cheek before turning in his arms and reaching for Miles' hand to pull him closer.

Ashlynn hugs herself as she watches us. “If they told me that was going to happen…it never would have happened.”

I meet her steady stare and nod. I know that she would have done everything in the world to protect me from something she thought would hurt me. Turning my attention back to the guys, I say, “Thank you.”

“For what?” Rafe asks.

A small smile pulls at my lips. “For letting me face my past.”
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The whole night has been everything I could ever want. From the visit with my sister to the magical ride over the city in a helicopter and the rooftop five star meal, all the way down to the limo ride to the hotel.

It allowed me to pretend for a minute that all three of them want me as part of their pack. But as the doors open in the penthouse and we leave the camera crew behind, I know it’s time for the hard conversation. Time to remove those rose-colored glasses and be honest with them and myself.

Crossing to the floor-to-ceiling windows, I suck in a breath. Steadying myself, I turn to face them. Miles has sunk into an armchair, his crutches propped next to him. While Elliott’s perched on the arm of the sofa watching me. Rafe has shrugged out of his suit jacket and pauses untying his tie when our eyes meet.

They go still like the predators they are. Sensing the change in my perfume or the tension building in the room as it comes off of me in waves.

It also probably has to do with me locking down that bond between Miles and Elliott. The silence it creates in my head is almost too much. I enjoy feeling the buzz of them so close that now that I’ve blocked it, I feel the loss. How did I go my whole life without it? Will I ever forget that feeling?

“Are you okay?” Elliott stands straight, his brows dipping low.

Miles leans forward, his elbows on his knees as he watches me silently.

But it’s Rafe that has a knowing look in his eyes. He crosses the space, his tie hanging loose on his neck. “I love you. Lilah, I love you. Okay? Don’t do this. You don’t need to do this.”

I shake my head, an automatic denial of his words. I’ve convinced myself that I’m saving him from a future he doesn’t want. That’s how I’m even able to do this. Tears flood my eyes unbidden. My heart wants to soak up his words and hold them close, but I can’t.

“Rafe, there are no cameras here. You don’t have to say that to me.”

He cups my face, dipping his face to mine and capturing my eyes with his golden-flecked irises. “I know.” He brushes my tears away with the pad of his thumb. “Don’t cry, sweetheart.”

Still, I can’t shake the need to deny the words he’s saying. “You want me. That’s all.”

He smiles. “That’s all?” He releases a dry chuckle that sends a shiver down my spine. “That’s true, I’ve wanted you since I saw you in that club. You watched me with an innocence I hadn’t seen in years. I forgot it existed. But now…it’s so much more than lust. It has been for a while. I love your smile, your laugh, the way your eyes crinkle at the sides when you’re happy. Even the way you snort when you don’t agree with what I say. Everything, Lilah. I love all of you like I’ve never loved anyone else before. And it scared the shit out of me. But I won’t lose you because I’m afraid of being hurt. I can’t because losing you will destroy me.”

The breath catches in my lungs as my heart lodges itself in my throat. I feel lightheaded. His thumb brushes over my cheekbone. As I look into his eyes, I feel a magnetic pull, as if his gaze is reaching into my very soul. His stare’s unwavering, intense, and filled with a depth that makes my heart race. I can see tiny flecks of color I hadn’t noticed before, and it feels like time slows down.

“Rafe—” My gaze darts from one of his eyes to the other, unable to settle in one place. The intensity of his stare makes me feel exposed, and I can't help but shift my focus, trying to grasp the full scope of what he just said. “You don’t have to say things like that.”

His face transforms, pain ghosting over it, then he’s dropping to his knees in front of me. The palms of his hands mold to my sides as he stares up at me. “What will make you believe me?” his voice breaks with the question.

I brush a curl away from his forehead, and he leans forward into my touch, resting against my stomach. His fingers tighten against my skin, and his breath’s ragged with emotion.

“Lilah, we can’t lose you. I need you. My pack needs you. Please—” he begs.

“I believe you⁠—”

“It’s more than that, you are—” his words cut off, and he lifts his head to look up at me. “What did you just say?”

“I believe you,” I repeat.

A smile like sunlight coming out after a storm breaks across his handsome face, then it falls a little. “You don’t feel the same?”

My tongue darts out to wet my lips. “I feel the same.”

He explodes to his feet with a mix between a cheer and a growl and swings me into his arms, showering kisses over my face. “Tell me. Say the words,” he demands.

I suck in a breath. “I love you. All of you.” The torrent of emotions that floods me at my words, not just from myself but from the unblocked link as the walls I erected crumble between our bonds.

Elliott and Miles are grinning over at us when I look their way. As if remembering his pack mates, he spins around with me still in his arms and closes the space between us. “She’s staying,” he tells them, even though they just witnessed the whole thing. “She loves us.”

“Well, then maybe it’s time to make it official,” Miles suggests.

“Official? We still have a few days left of the show,” I say.

“The show’s fake, sweetheart. What we have right here—that’s what’s real.”


CHAPTER 47
Lilah


His words sink into my soul. We found something real in the midst of a show that’s all about the views. So maybe the show isn’t as fake as he thinks. If I can heal and find my pack, the true place I belong in the world, it can’t be all pretend.

A squeak pops from my lips as he places me on the large sofa and follows me down without crushing me with his weight. Rafe kisses me like I’m the air he needs to survive, and if I’m honest, that’s how I kiss him back too. All teeth, soft swipes of our tongues as they dance, and the glide of our lips. Pheromones fill the space, not just mine, but all of theirs.

Moaning, I wrap my legs around him, attempting to pull him closer. He breaks the kiss with a chuckle that rumbles through my chest, setting off a chain reaction with the answering shiver that chases goosebumps down my spine.

“Mmm, sweetheart, I’m not in a rut tonight. We are going to take our time worshiping your body. Together.”

As if his words set Elliott and Miles free of some invisible hold, they stand up. Miles lets Elliott support him, and Rafe scoops me back up, easily carrying me into the massive bedroom. The bed’s large enough to fit a pack of at least ten. He sets me on the edge before slowly removing my clothes. Once completely naked, I scoot over the comforter to the middle of the plush surface. My eyes don’t leave the guys as they slowly undress as if they’ve planned this strip tease.

Elliott works one button at a time from his shirt, revealing his toned, smooth chest, then he shrugs out of his suit jacket and button-up, letting them fall to the floor. When his fingers go to his slacks, my stomach dips watching him with hungry eyes. But he pauses, and Rafe starts moving. His fingers tugging his tie fully off and releasing it before he removes his suit jacket and undoes two buttons and lifts his shirt over his head.

I wet my lips as my breath stutters out of my chest like a broken melody, caught between the rhythm of my heartbeat and the weight of his gaze. His fingers dip into his waistband, and Miles, who’s leaning against the massive bedpost, removes his jacket. He undoes the buttons at his wrists, pushing the fabric up his forearms and making it look like the sexiest thing in the entire world. I squirm, holding myself in place, because I can feel that this slow torture is part of savoring this night.

As he flicks the buttons on his shirt free, slick coats my thighs. And the mark just below my collarbone throbs with awareness. While the one on my inner thigh aches. Is making it official receiving Rafe’s mark too? Of me biting him too? Even though fear almost made me walk away from all of this, I crave that unbreakable connection.

When all three of them are in only their black slacks, erections straining against their zippers, I slip my fingers between my legs. If they can tease me, I can return the favor. Allowing my thighs to drop open, I circle my clit. When their focus is completely on me, it makes me feel powerful.

“In case the smell of my perfume isn’t enough of a notice…I’m ready—” I say, purposefully breaking off on a moan and dropping my head back to expose my throat.

Dipping two fingers inside, I work them at a leisurely pace as they rush to shed their pants. The bed dips beneath their weight, and anticipation builds within my chest. Miles crawls up the comforter, trailing open mouth kisses over my calf and inner thigh.

“You smell amazing,” he says, inhaling deeply.

He nips at Elliott’s mark, and I catch my breath on a whimper. “Says the alpha who smells like the perfect mix of coconut and almonds. My mouth’s watering for a taste.”

He groans, the sound vibrating through my upper leg. Then he glides his hand over mine and brings my fingers to his lips. My stomach dips as he sucks each digit into his warm mouth. His tongue swirling around each one, cleaning off any arousal coating them.

“I think cookies and cream are tastier.” He lifts his vivid blue eyes to mine, pure unfiltered love shining back at me. Sure, there’s lust and desire there, but it’s the love that makes my breath fill my lungs.

“The four of us make a dessert, that’s for sure,” I admit. My head’s swimming with their musk’s. Their pheromones ensure the omega in me wants to submit completely to them. But I would want to without nature helping it along.

Elliott trails his hand over my stomach, his fingers circling the swell of my left breast. My skin tingles each place he touches. Then Rafe mirrors his touch, lighting me on fire.

“Have you experienced a full pack together before?” Rafe asks. His eyes are focused on my nipple as he tweaks it to a tight peak.

“Umm…” my brow crinkles. “When we were together—” I say, but with his question, I’m not sure if that is what he means.

He chuckles, proving that was not what he was asking. “No. Have you experienced double penetration?”

Miles dips his fingers inside of me, gathering slick and running them down to my ass. He presses against my backdoor with a single finger that makes me squirm. Elliott holds me still with gentle hands. And Miles repeats the process, each time pressing a little bit more until the lubrication of my arousal allows him in. He seals his mouth over my clit and sucks at the same time he gathers even more slick.

All thought has left my mind. Every single bit of my focus is on Miles between my legs and Elliott and Rafe’s touch on my body.

“Is that a no, sweetheart?” Rafe whispers against my hot skin. He doesn’t give me a chance to answer whatever he’s asking before he sucks my nipple into his mouth. Earning him a whimper on the tail-end of a moan.

Elliott mouths and sucks along my collarbone and up the side of my throat. He sucks my earlobe between his teeth and slowly releases it. “I think that’s a no,” he breathes into my ear.

Are they having a conversation?

An orgasm builds like a coming storm, ready to release, yet getting stronger and stronger the more they kiss and touch me. Elliott ghosts his lips over mine, and I tangle my fingers into his hair, lifting my head off of the pillow to kiss him fully. He groans into my mouth, mixing with my seemingly constant sounds of pleasure.

He nips my lower lip at the same time Miles adds two more fingers, stretching me wider. And a need rips through me. I’m sure the two of them feel it through the bond because Elliott purrs with pleasure, while Miles growls possessively against my skin.

“You’re ready, sunshine,” Miles says. “Can you handle the two of us?”

Miles watches me. A feeling of him holding back threading through the link. I nod only because I’m sure if I don’t, everything will stop. And I want everything they have to offer. As soon as I agree, that reserve that was flowing through the bond from Miles snaps like an old rubber band stretched too thin.

The three of them move together. Lifting me off of the bed, Rafe settles me in his lap, facing him, the length of his cock pressing against my stomach. My fingers find the curls at the base of his neck, and he smiles at me, then nuzzles my throat with a purr that does the opposite of calming me. Need unfurls inside of me. He reaches between us and adjusts himself between my legs. And I angle my hips and press against his crown. Impaling myself on his length.

Miles kneels behind me. His tip pressing against my backdoor sends a thrill through me. Rafe already has me stretched wide, but I pause as Miles slips past the muscled barrier. My slick eases the way, and he slowly works himself in and out until I think I’ll scream. I’m so focused on the new sensation that when Rafe lifts his hips off the bed and sinks further into me, it pushes me straight into an earth-shattering orgasm.

I’ve never been so full. And I might be addicted because as I come down, their thrusts have me clenching around them.

Rafe hisses out a sound that is half pain, half pleasure. Then he kisses my throat. His teeth graze my skin, and I offer him full access. Practically begging for his mark. He doesn’t hesitate. The burn of his canines breaking my skin and the link snapping into place a moment later rips a whimper from my lips.

He runs his tongue over the fresh bite mark and releases a breath that tingles along the sensitive flesh. “Now you, Lilah. Claim me,” he pleads, lifting his head and baring his throat to me.

A moan parts my lips, and I watch him through half lidded eyes. I need it almost as much as it feels like he does through the link. So I lean into him, pressing open-mouthed kisses along his throat, all the way down to his pulse. Then I bite him. The depth of emotions that fill me is everything I’ve ever imagined and more.

The feel of all of them through the complete bond washes over me. And I blindly reach for Elliott, needing to touch all of them. He’s there as if he feels it too. I wrap my fingers around his length and stroke him from his base to his swollen crown. Pre-cum coats my palm as I work him at the same rhythm Miles and Rafe are thrusting into me.

The urge to have him fuck my mouth at the same time they fill my other holes is a pure need. And I wrap my hand more firmly around him and wet my lips.

“Let me taste you, Elliott,” I demand. He doesn’t waste time finding his feet on the soft surface. And his large cock bobs at eye level. Cupping his balls, I slip my tongue over his slit, and his peanut butter cup flavor hits me. Delicious.

I moan, taking him further into my mouth. My gag reflex kicks in, and he retreats. But I suck him deep again and swallow around him. At the same time, Rafe groans, and I feel him lock into me. The warmth of his release fills me as he pulses. Miles thrusts harder and faster, like a man possessed, and the slight tug of Rafe’s knot with each stroke has my eyes rolling into the back of my head.

The sweet taste of Elliott on my tongue and the incredible stretch of my ass, paired with all of the other sensations, wrings another orgasm from me. Wave after wave drowns me in pleasure, and they follow me.

It lasts forever. Time loses all meaning as the bond heightens all of the feelings and echoes back on each other.

I collapse in Rafe’s arms. He circles my waist and leans back, taking me with him. Miles slips out, leaving a slight ache behind, and drops to the bed next to us. While Elliott settles on my other side.

“I’ll have more of that please, but first a nap,” I murmur into Rafe’s chest, and a chuckle rumbles out of him.

I’ve never felt so content and loved in my life.


CHAPTER 48
Elliott


The morning light shines into the penthouse, bringing with it a new day. Lilah nuzzles into my chest still asleep, and I cradle her on my lap. The calm that’s lazily thrumming through my system feels different. She quiets something inside of me that I didn’t even realize was loud.

Letting her walk out of the hotel is going to go against every instinct my beast has. He wants to keep her in his sights. Ensure she doesn’t get it in her head to try to leave us again. When she cut me off from her through our bond last night, my alpha raged inside of me. If it weren’t for Rafe, I’m not sure what would have happened.

Instinctively, my arms hold her tighter. She releases a soft sound and stirs a little bit, but I can’t loosen my hold if I try.

Miles limps into the room, sans his crutches, and he lifts a brow at us settled on the sofa. He scratches at his chest. “When did you move out here?”

“A few hours ago. I couldn’t sleep. She joined me,” I reply, keeping my voice soft. “We wore her out.”

“We might have been a little overzealous,” he admits.

The corner of my mouth kicks up. He’s not wrong. We doubled down on our marks, renewing them as if they could disappear at any moment. They can’t. We all know that. In the moment, it was a driving urge.

“Possibly,” I reply. “Is your ankle feeling better?”

He nods and glances down at his unwrapped ankle. The wrapping came off sometime during the night. But he hadn’t acted like it bothered him much.

“I think so. Still stiff and a little tender. I could use a run.”

“Doc said not for two weeks.”

He leans on the arm of the couch and rotates his ankle, wincing a little as he does. “Yeah. I didn’t say I was going to go run. But you know it helps me process shit.”

Process shit like the next few days. Chad’s one-on-one date had gone off without a hitch. In fact, once we were alone, he sat us down like he had to say something, only to tell us in no uncertain terms that he’s okay with coming in second. That he insists we follow our hearts. We didn’t have it in us to tell him that we were going to do that even without his blessing.

We had a comfortable evening of board games and easy conversation. If only the one-on-one date with Hailey could be the same. I think we are all dreading being alone with her for an entire night.

I push the thoughts away and breathe in the soft scent of fresh cookies and cream. If I could have found Lilah without Omega in Paradise, all of this would be so much easier. But as it is, it all feels like cheating to me since the one-on-one date with her. The second I knew she was my scent match. Any kindness I’ve shown the other omegas, I’m afraid will play differently on the screen. What if after it’s all said and done, we watch the season back, and she changes her mind?

What if the polite smiles I have given the other contestants come off differently? If I’m feeling all of that, I know Miles is probably heading toward a spiral.

“It will all be okay,” I say for myself as much as for him. “There are only a couple days left.”

He ruffles his hair and focuses on the city skyscape within our view. “Yeah.”

He sounds as sure as I feel.

Rafe strolls into the room in nothing but his boxer briefs looking like he belongs on the cover of a magazine modeling whatever brand of underwear those are. He stretches before dropping into the large arm chair. His movements look more relaxed than he’s been in months. For the last year, his only escape has been the private clubs he frequents. No matter what we did or said, it felt like we were going to lose our pack mate.

It was the whole reason I pushed so hard to go on the show. Omegas are the glue to a pack. They hold them together. If we could find an omega we all liked…it could help heal what was broken. And Lilah has managed that in such a short time. I want to give her the world. Shower her with love. Give her anything her heart desires.

“Geez, Eli, you are holding her like she’s going to get up and run away in her sleep,” Rafe says, sinking further into the chair.

I can’t deny his words, so I just drop a kiss to the top of her head. He chuckles and shifts his focus to Miles.

“You good?” he asks, sensing the same energy flowing off of Miles as I can.

Miles rubs his jaw, covering his mouth briefly and sighing. “Yeah,” he lies unconvincingly. His other hand flexing on his leg gives him away.

Rafe narrows his eyes and opens his mouth ready to dig a little deeper. But I cut him off, we can talk about it later, after we have to let Lilah out of our sight. “Can you order room service? One of everything on the breakfast menu.”

He presses his lips into a thin line but doesn’t challenge me. Then he slowly reaches for the phone on the table next to the chair and places an order for the whole menu. Last time we had breakfast with Lilah, she wanted to try everything. And the sounds she made when she liked something…let’s just say, I will order every item off of every menu just to recreate those noises.

Silence falls as he sets the phone in the cradle. It’s full of building tension I’m determined to ignore for now. Lilah shifts in my arms as if she can feel it in her sleep. She mutters something that sounds a lot like ‘Leave the drama at the door,’ against my chest before settling again.

When I glance at the guys, they both wear matching smiles. I’m sure mine looks just as in love. She’s managed to effortlessly ease all of us, even while sleeping.

[image: ]


The food arrives on six different carts. Lilah stirs as the servers are leaving. Her stomach rumbles loudly, and she slaps her hand over her belly. Her cheeks flush, and she smiles up at me.

“Please tell me that’s food,” she says.

“The whole menu,” Miles replies, lifting the top off of one of the silver platters.

She laughs and leans forward to see Miles and Rafe already setting out the platters on the large table. “How much do you guys eat?”

“It’s for you,” I reply.

Her eyebrows raise. “How much do you think I eat?”

My lips twitch at her incredulous tone. “You need to regain your energy. We still have three hours before we have to check out.”

Her teeth sink into her lower lip, and her perfume flares between us. My body reacts instantly. And her fingers trailing down my chest only heightens it. “Why would we want to spend that on eating?”

The tips of her fingers dip into the top of my sweats, brushing my already swollen crown. A hiss parts my lips, and I capture her wrist. She releases a purr that has my balls tightening, but I slowly remove her fingers and place them in her lap, patting them twice for good measure.

“Only a short time will be eating,” I promise.

She gives me a fake pout before climbing off of my lap. I feel the loss of her immediately, and I want to pull her back. My fingers curl into my palms to stop myself. She threads her arms around Miles neck and places a soft kiss against his lips. He captures her around the waist and tugs her closer for a deeper kiss. His shoulders lose the tension almost immediately.

“Morning,” she whispers with a smile as she pulls back and turns to a waiting Rafe. He wraps her in his arms and buries his head in her neck, his whole body shuddering with awareness.

“You should eat,” he finally says, his words muffled. Then he forces himself to release her and pull out a chair.

She sinks into the seat, and he uncovers a few of the platters. One with pancakes and bacon, another with eggs, and the last full of fruit. “I’m positive that if I eat all of that, all I’ll be doing is laying around with a full stomach.”

Rafe picks up a fork and spears a cube of melon before lifting it to her lips. “Open up. I’m sure all of us are good with cuddling for a few hours.”

Her lips part, and she takes the offered fruit between them and chews slowly. He’s waiting with another when she swallows.

“What if I’m not good with cuddling?” she asks, earning a groan from Miles and Rafe in tandem. “And I know Elliott’s ready for more. If you are too tired⁠—”

Rafe drops the fork, his fingers tilting her chin up as he gazes down at her with a small smile playing on his lips. “I’ll never be too tired for you, sweetheart. But I also need to take care of you, and eating is part of that. So…” he releases her chin and picks up the fork. “Be a good girl and open up.”


CHAPTER 49
Lilah


The limo dropped me off over two hours ago, and every single part of my body’s reminded of exactly what we did. And the bond between us still feels bright. I went into last night thinking that was the end. Boy how wrong I was.

Ashlyn sticks her head into the living room, her gaze zeroing in on me. “You look happy⁠—”

I can feel the smile pull at my lips. I can’t shake the urge to smile even if I tried. “I am happy.”

“So you didn’t⁠—”

I shake my head. “They really want me as their omega. It’s not a game or an act. All of them.”

She snorts. “I told you that already. When are you going to start listening to your older sister?”

“You act like three years is a lot.”

“Sometimes I think it’s a lifetime.” She crosses the room and drops down on the sofa next to me, pulling her legs up beneath her and facing me. “Tell me everything.”

My face flushes.

She holds up her hand. “Okay maybe not everything. Tell me the love story bits.”

I tell her the whole thing, leaving out the night of mind blowing sex and the morning of slow love making. When I’m finished, she’s smiling as big as I am.

“I hope you know how lucky you are to have a pack that is completely head over heels in love with you,” she says.

The sadness in her voice catches me off guard, and I study her face. “Have you been crying?”

She presses her lips together and shakes her head. “It’s nothing. Let me just enjoy your happiness for a while.”

“Did Owen do something?”

She laughs, but there’s tears filling her eyes. “No. I did. I told him that I didn’t want to be with him anymore. Watching you fall in love made me realize I was settling. I don’t want to settle for anything or anyone. It’s better to be free.”

A mixture of hope, bittersweet happiness, and love fills me, and I launch myself into her arms. We cling to each other until her tears stop. “I can’t wait to watch you fall in love, Ash. It will be epic.”

[image: ]


The final ceremony is finally here. The last three days have been a mixture of torture and anticipation. And seeing Chad stroll into the dressing room after not seeing him for a week brings a smile to my lips.

“Lilah, I hope you didn’t miss me too much,” he says as he approaches.

I hold my fingers an inch apart. “Maybe a tiny bit.”

He scoffs and flips his hair, a smile pulling at his pouty lips. “I’m sure it was way more than that.”

I shrug, and his grin widens, obviously taking my action as proof of his words.

“How did your date go?” he asks, leaning against the counter and watching my face for any emotion.

“Good. How was yours?”

“As expected,” he replies.

I shift as Greta comes back into the room with another girl and spins my chair in their direction. “That sounds cryptic,” I say, and Chad laughs as our conversation is cut short.

“This is Veronica. She’s going to do your hair while I do your makeup.”

“I’ve been doing my makeup the whole time,” I say.

She waves her hand in the air. “This is different, you want to shine for all the world to see.” Chad chuckles, and she points at him over my shoulder. “You’re next.”

“You can’t make perfection better than it already is,” he replies, earning a playful glare from Greta.

She turns back to Veronica. “Can you get the dress?”

Once Veronica’s back, they have me in the dress like I’m a doll and my only purpose is for them to dress me up.

I stand nervously in front of the full-length mirror, hardly recognizing the woman staring back at me. For weeks, my wardrobe on the show has been a gentle symphony of pastels and soft hues, enhancing the idea that I’m America’s sweetheart. But tonight is different. Tonight’s the final ceremony, and I have to step out of my comfort zone and into the unknown.

"Hold still, Lilah. You're going to look amazing," Greta says, her fingers working deftly with a makeup brush.

Veronica fusses around me, adding finishing touches to my hair. "Trust us, this is exactly what you need."

Curls lay lightly over my bare shoulders. The tip of Rafe’s mark is barely visible just below my collarbone. And with a knowing look from Greta and a quick pass of her brush, it barely looks like anything more than a birthmark. Not that I feel the need to cover it up.

My fingers graze the fabric of the dress—a deep, velvety red that clings to my curves and flares gracefully at the hem. It’s bold, daring, and completely unlike anything I have ever worn. The color makes my pale skin glow and brings out the flecks of green in my blue eyes.

Chad lounges in the corner, watching the transformation with a smirk. "Well, if this doesn't get their attention, nothing will," he quips, his tone both supportive and teasing. I roll my eyes.

Greta steps back to admire her handiwork. "Now, for the makeup," she says, opening a sleek, black case filled with an array of colors that seem too vibrant, too intense. I swallow hard, my nerves threatening to unravel my resolve.

I can do this. One final step to the rest of my life.

"Relax, Lilah. You're going to look stunning," Greta assures me, her hands steady as she begins to apply the makeup. A flawless base first, then a touch of contour to define my cheekbones. Highlighter dusted over my cheeks, brow bones, and the bridge of my nose makes my skin look ethereal.

I watch in awe as Greta works, transforming me with deft, practiced strokes. Rich, emerald eyeshadow is blended artfully across my lids, making my eyes pop. A sharp, precise wing of black eyeliner adds drama and sophistication. Volumizing mascara makes my lashes look impossibly long and lush.

Chad leans forward, resting his chin on his hand. "Don't forget the lips. That's where the magic happens."

Greta carefully applies a bold, red lipstick, the color of passion and confidence. My lips feel unfamiliar, the vibrant hue both thrilling and intimidating.

"There," Greta says, stepping back and giving a satisfied nod. "Take a look."

I turn to the mirror once more. The woman staring back at me is both familiar and foreign. I look powerful, radiant, and undeniably striking. The red dress and bold makeup have unlocked a part of me I hadn't known existed—a part that’s ready to take on the world.

"I... I look incredible," I whisper, a smile slowly spreading across my face.

Chad grins. "That's because you are incredible. Now go out there and make them see what they’ve been missing."

My lips twist, and I meet Chad’s gaze in the mirror. “Those words don’t sound like someone that’s going to be the last omega standing.”

“Girl, that ship sailed as soon as they saw you on the first night. It was an unfair advantage that you had honestly. If you hadn’t already puked all over one of them and had their attention, I would have had a chance.”

A surprised laugh bubbles up at his words. “That’s the key to winning hearts? Tossing the contents of your stomach on them?”

He shrugs. “I might try it after this.”


CHAPTER 50
Lilah


Tonight’s ceremony is different. We don’t line up on a stage and wait to be offered a trinket. In fact, I haven’t seen Hailey all evening. I’m not sure if that’s a blessing or a curse. Chad lounges in a chair, looking as if he has no cares in the world. His hair’s perfectly styled, and he even allowed a dusting of concealer that makes his skin glow.

He lifts an eyebrow when he catches me watching him. “Ready for forever?”

I nibble on my lower lip, my heart racing inside my chest. Beyond ready.

“How do you think they will tell Hailey she is not the one?” he asks. He runs his finger along the seam of the chair before lifting his eyes to mine. “How do you think they will tell me I’m not the one?”

I sink into the chair next to him and wrap my fingers around his, stopping his nervous movement. “I think they will be kind—Chad…you know if it wasn’t for you coming to me and being so annoying that first night, I would have quit the show. So I feel like I owe you something for the way it all turned out. Not only have I found a pack, but I’ve found a friend. And before I came on the show, I didn’t think either was ever possible for me.”

He studies me for a silent minute. Then he says, “You aren’t the only broken one that came on this show to escape a crappy life. And I might not be walking away with a pack—who needs an alpha anyway—but you might just be the first person that has ever put up with my shit. So you are stuck with me now.”

I blink the moisture away, and he reaches over with his free hand to brush a stray tear from my cheek. Words are stuck in my throat as I’m overwhelmed by emotion.

“Don’t mess up your makeup with tears. You look like a seductive siren, and you don’t want to screw that up,” he says. “Not that the three of them wouldn’t pick you either way.”

“Has anyone told you that you have a heart of gold underneath all of those defensive walls?” I say before pulling him over the chair arm and hugging the life out of him.

He hugs me back before pulling back with a scoff. “I’ll deny any accusation.”

Rolling my eyes, a smile pulls at my lips. But Thomas enters the room and stops any response I would have had. Butterflies erupt in my stomach when his attention glides over both of us.

“You two really shouldn’t be sequestered together. Who authorized this?”

Chad and I share a look. “What do you mean? Nobody stopped us from being together,” I say.

“They should have,” he grumbles. I’m pretty sure that he hates his job. Either that or this season pushed him straight up to the edge and he’s willing to jump. “Whatever. Chad, you’re up first. Then Lilah, you will go, and then Hailey.”

Chad purses his lips and squeezes my fingers once before he stands up and straightens his jacket. “As ready as I will be,” he says. Thomas spins on his heel, and Chad turns to face me. “Slay it tonight, and call me when you come up for air.” With one last wink, he walks out of the room.

I rub my hands down my dress, attempting to wipe away some of the nerves. But it doesn’t stop the rolling of my stomach. At least it’s empty.

Thomas returns for me after what feels like hours but could possibly only be twenty minutes. And in that time, I’ve convinced myself Hailey’s going last because they are picking her, then I talked myself out of it just as quickly. I have watched the behind the scenes with her and the guys. They won’t be leaving the show with her. I might not understand why they kept her so long, but she’s not the one they are in love with.

I follow Thomas to an elevator that leads to the top of the building. A garden greets us as we step out. Twinkling lights shine from the branches of the trees creating a magical feel to the space. The lush green of the grass is a contrast to the city around us. And natural looking heaters keep the space warm from the cold fall evening. Not even the camera crews can take away the ethereal feel of it all.

As I trail behind him taking it all in, my racing heart finally settles. This is the beginning of my future. One I didn’t think was possible. And I am going to hold on tight with both hands.

I stop on the spot he indicates in front of an elegant tall table and clasp my fingers loosely in front of me. He steps back and counts in the cameras. Everything feels like it stops as soon as the red lights start blinking.

Almost in slow motion, Elliott, followed by Miles and Rafe, steps out of the elevator onto the rooftop. They look absolutely perfect in their impeccably tailored suits. Their hair is meticulously styled, each strand in place, adding to their commanding presence. My body vibrates with the need to launch myself across the space and into their arms. I lose the internal war because I can’t wait for them to get to me. I run to them, my arms circling Elliott’s neck, clinging to him and breathing in the mouth-watering scent of his musk. The other two enclose us on either side, completing our physical bond.

Slowly, Thomas’ voice breaks us apart. His scowling face doing nothing to the joy I feel being in the same space as my alphas.

“From the top,” he barks.

“No, keep it,” Shelly says, stepping away from the building and making her presence known. “It will be a hit. Viewers are watching our show to see the fairy tale play out.” She spreads her arms out, gesturing at us. “This is that fairy tale.”

Thomas sighs and tugs his fingers through his hair. “If we keep it, the audience will know the ending.”

“Then rearrange the order when it airs.” She waves him off with a bright smile at us. “I’m glad this worked out, it was serendipity when your sister asked me if there were spots for the show. Add in the fact that this was the pack, it was meant to be.”

“No matter how resistant he was,” Elliott replies with a nudge to Rafe. “We all fell the second we saw her.”

Shelly nods like some sort of fairy godmother that knew all along how it would play out. “I love a successful love story. Now let's get this filmed.”

Begrudgingly, Thomas mutters, “Resume your places, slowly break apart after I count in the cameras, then for God's sake, go to your marks so we can catch what’s being said.”

I nuzzle into Elliott’s chest, happiness buzzing inside of me as Rafe and Miles wrap their arms around us. I feel so complete at this moment, nothing could bring me down.

Thomas counts down somewhere outside of my bubble, and I follow his instructions, releasing Elliott and tangling my fingers with Miles, letting him lead me back to where I had been.

“You look incredible tonight,” he whispers, looking down at me with bright eyes. His attention heats my skin, and I can feel a flush start on my chest and work its way up the sides of my neck.

“So do you,” I reply. Because he looks like a model that just stepped off of a magazine that advertises high-end suits. He would probably make that hypothetical company tons of money. Maybe that’s the point of putting him in it.

He smiles. Leaning down, he whispers directly into my ear, sending a shiver down my spine, “I can’t wait to see what’s under that beautiful dress later.”

If I hadn’t already been blushing, his words would have ensured I did. His gaze dips to my lips as he steps back, slowly releasing my fingers to stand on the other side of the table with his pack-mates. The promise shining from the depths of his eyes has my stomach quivering and my legs weak. Just a few more hours.

Rafe draws my attention to him as he pulls out a small box from his blazer’s inside pocket. The black velvet looks shimmery beneath the soft glowing light of the fairy lights in the trees. My breath freezes in my lungs, and my palms grow clammy. The trinkets on the other shows have been just that, trinkets. Sometimes a necklace or bracelet. But that box doesn’t look like either; it looks like it holds a ring.

Elliott lifts the small table between us out of the way. If I thought my legs were weak with Miles words, the second the three of them drop to one knee, mine wobble with the threat of giving out. Blood rushes to my head, making me lightheaded, and all I can focus on is Rafe’s outstretched hand as he opens the tiny velvet box.

My breath whooshes from my lungs at the sight of a very real bonding ring nestled inside, and I snap my gaze up to Rafe’s. Is this real life? His lips move, but I can’t hear him through the cotton in my ears. My heart pounds so hard I’m sure the mics can pick up the sound.

I wet my lips and shake my head, attempting to clear it. Concern crosses their faces a second before my world goes black.

The next thing I am aware of is being cradled in Rafe’s arms, his warmth surrounding me like a comforting blanket. I blink up at him, and he smiles softly down at me, a touch of concern making his eyes tight. Miles and Elliott are crouched next to us, equal expressions of distress clouding their faces.

“What—?” I break off as it all floods back. I fainted. For the second time. On national TV.

“We didn’t mean to overwhelm you,” Miles says.

Elliott grips my hand, squeezing lightly. “Are you okay?”

“Wow. I, uh,” I say before swallowing thickly, the rising embarrassment making it harder. “Can we try that again?”

Rafe nods, his dark curls flopping handsomely over his forehead as a wide grin takes over his features, erasing the concern from the corners of his eyes. “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

“What about third or fourth?” I joke as he stands me up, smoothing my hair over my shoulder and checking me over. Once satisfied, he steps back, allowing Miles and Elliott closer.

Miles steps forward, brushing a thumb over the side of my cheek. “We will give you as many chances as you want, sunshine. We have forever to spend with you.”

I turn just enough to press a kiss to the inside of his palm, reaching up to hold on to him with both hands as emotion threatens to spill over. These alphas are my everything. It’s surreal coming from a place so broken by the chance of love to find it again, only for it to be so much more than I ever imagined it could be. What I thought of as love before, it wasn’t this. And for the first time since being betrayed, I wouldn’t go back and change the past, because it brought me to them.

Elliott slips his arm around my waist and presses a kiss to the side of my head. “Ready to try again?”

Capturing my lower lip between my teeth, I nod. They step back, placing the table between us again, and I glance around confused. Shelly grins over at me and tilts her head in the direction of my guys as Thomas counts us back in. I’m still reeling from the fact the show isn’t going to use my passing out for prime TV as Rafe fishes the velvet box from his pocket and Elliott moves the table between us.

When they drop to their knees this time, I’m ready. Not that my heart isn’t pounding in my chest still. It is. And my knees still feel weak. But I drag in a steadying breath as my heart swells and overflows with love.

“Lilah, you’ve awakened my soul to the essence of true living. For too long, I’ve been hiding behind my acting career, pretending to be someone I’m not, drifting through life without purpose. My days were filled with empty parties and fleeting moments. But then you showed up in my life like an angel and reminded me that we have just one precious shot at this. You’ve shown me what it means to truly live, to love, to be vulnerable. I can't imagine a future without you. None of it—none of the success, the glamor, the excitement—means anything if I can’t share it with you. I need you by my side, Lilah. You are my reason, my inspiration, my everything.”

The hope in his eyes makes me want to launch myself into his arms and scream yes loud enough for the whole city to hear me to his unspoken question. But then he shifts slightly and hands the box to Miles.

Miles smooths his free hand over the back of his neck and gazes up at me, his eyes filled with warmth. “You are my sunshine. You’re the one pure, bright beacon of certainty in my life. From the moment I first saw you, I knew my forever belonged with you. That feeling only deepened the next morning when I ran into you again. I wanted to cancel this show, to take you away to some place where we could truly know each other. But fate and a contract had other plans, and instead, the whole world watched as I fell in love with you.” He glances briefly behind me at a camera, then locks eyes with me once more. “Now they get to watch me hand you my heart. Because it’s yours if you’ll have it.”

Tears gather in my eyes, threatening to fall. Blinking rapidly, I keep them at bay as he hands the box to Elliott like it’s priceless and precious.

Elliott looks down at the ring shining on the velvet cushion and inhales a steadying breath that I can feel in my soul. “Omega in Paradise was a way to do one thing…find an omega that will be the glue to hold my pack together. We were slowly fraying and sinking away from each other without a buoy to anchor around. What I didn’t expect was to find you. A woman who’s so much more than just an omega.”

He pauses and swallows, looking down at the ring again. Nerves send butterflies fluttering in my stomach, and I’m pretty sure the cameras can pick up my whole body shaking. When he lifts his eyes to mine, it feels as if he’s the only one on the roof with me.

“You’re funny. You bring a smile to my face with only a couple words. Not only have I fallen head over heels in love with you, but I like you too. When I’m in the same room as you, all I want to do is orbit you. I want to soak up everything. And when we are apart, my whole body aches with the need to seek you out. I can’t imagine a life without you in it. I can’t imagine a life where you’re not ours to love and care for. Please make us all happy men and accept this promise of a bonding ceremony.”

Happy tears spill down my cheeks. My fingers hold in my words pressed against my lips, and I nod and shake my head all at once. I do. I want it all. All of them. Forever.

“Yes, I accept.” Emotion floods my words, and before I know it, the ring is sliding into place on my left ring finger and I’m once again wrapped in their arms. The one place in the entire world I want to be.


Epilogue



Lilah

Three weeks later

A shiver works my body as Rafe drags his lips over the side of my neck. He nips softly, distracting me from Omega in Paradise playing out on the screen. With a moan, I tangle my fingers into his hair and pull him away.

“Rafe—this is it. I want to watch the edit.”

He pouts up at me before flopping onto his back next to me on the oversized bed. Really, it’s closer to a nest… if I didn’t also have a nesting room they let me decorate to my heart’s content the second I moved in with them.

“You know they only show what will make it more dramatic,” he groans.

Elliott laughs lightly on the other side of me, his fingers tangling with mine. His eyes on the screen. “But we know how it turns out.”

“What turns out?” Miles asks as he comes into the room with a tray of snacks.

“The show,” he replies, leaning forward to snag two crackers and cheese from the plate.

Miles leans against the bed-frame and crosses his arms as he watches the screen. They just told Chad he wasn’t the one. If I were clueless to how he felt it would appear that they crushed his heart on national TV. Tears cling to his long lashes as they do a close up of his face, and he looks broken. It makes my nose tingle with the threat of my own tears. I know he didn’t love them, we’ve had more than a few conversations about it since the show ended. But you can’t fake being broken.

“Did they do those shots after we were gone?” Miles asks, a slight crease between his eyebrows, obviously feeling the same thing I am. “I don’t remember him crying.”

“I should call him. I knew he had walls and his reason for being on the show, but how did I miss how broken he was?” I ask without expecting an answer.

“He hides it well,” Rafe replies anyway. “At least with me. He was always over-the-top flirty.”

“You can call him after you watch the rest,” Elliott says. He tugs me into his body, and I go willingly.

The show moves on. Hailey rambles on the screen like they might pick her, but she isn’t sure she would accept. I can feel the guys' annoyance at her through our bond. Still, I watch her on the TV. She didn’t really show us this side of herself in the house. She was always catty and mean, and that has been shown on the episodes, along with creating ‘near misses’ of the guys discovering her true nature. I suppose it was her defense mechanism. It makes me feel sorry for her in a way I didn’t on the show.

It cuts to her standing on the same roof as I did, clearly nervous if the way her hands are clasped is any indication. But even the average viewers know how this is going to go. After she forced a kiss on Rafe, the one I witnessed, it was clear the guys distanced themselves from her. Even on the one-on-one date, it was uncomfortable and clear acting from all of them.

When the elevator door opens revealing the guys, they cut to her inhaling deeply. They stroll toward her, hands in their pockets, looking almost grim. When they stop on the other side of the small table, I hold my breath.

“Here it comes,” Miles mutters. I glance at him, catching him rolling his eyes.

“Hailey,” the Elliott on the screen starts, and she cuts him off.

Holding up her hand, she appears to be shaking a little. “Wait, I need to say something…I’m sorry to have led you all on. I came on this show because I thought I had lost something special with Rafe, and I thought if I could win you all over that we could make everything better. But I only discovered that there’s a reason we didn’t last the first time around. We just aren’t compatible. So, I can’t move forward with any of this. You can’t pick me.”

A burst of laughter pops from my lips. Her words have me leaning forward to hear every little thing she says.

“You’ll be happier with one of the others,” she finishes. A single tear tracks down her face, then they show the guys, who look confused.

Rafe recovers first. He nods slowly as if he is taking in her words. “I’m glad you finally realize that we don’t mix.” He presses his lips together, holding back the rest of what he was going to say, before they part on a breath and he adds, “It was never going to be you. Our hearts weren’t in danger.”

She sucks in a noisy breath, and her cheeks darken. But the guys are done acting because they just walk away. Part of me feels bad for her, the part that understands that something is fundamentally wrong with her view of the world, and until she sees that she will never be happy. I’m sure being shown as the villain throughout is a wake-up call. At least I hope it is.

I forget all about her when it cuts to my alphas, lined up in front of the picture wall, my photo the only one left. Tucker Carson talks to them about me, and I can see it written all over their faces, the pure love they have for me. It makes my breath catch.

Rafe sits up next to me, dropping kisses along my shoulder to the base of my throat and up to right below my earlobe. “You know how this ends,” he whispers into my ear, sending a shiver down my spine.

“Mmmhhmmm, but I want to watch it,” I purr. He nips my skin, earning a deeper purr and the sweet scent of my pheromones flowing off of me.

He growls lightly and bites a little harder, and my breath catches as my eyelashes brush my cheeks, blocking out the view of the show playing out. Pure submission makes my body weak for him. And he knows it. He finds my thigh beneath the covers, running his fingers along my inner thigh. My legs have a mind of their own as they part for him, giving him access. My stomach dips the second the tips of his fingers brush my panties.

The rest of the show plays on as a background sound track. Our joy at seeing each other, their words of love and promise, all of it is heightened as Elliott and Miles join Rafe in distracting me. Elliott lifts my shirt over my head and drops it off the side of the bed. Clothing’s overrated anyway.

The tray of snacks clatters as Miles shifts it to the bedside table. The sound of his jeans hitting the ground catch my attention, and I watch him as the bed sinks beneath his weight. His length bobs, long and hard, between his legs, and I reach out to stroke him. My fingers tighten as Rafe closes his lips around my nipple and sucks the tight peak into his warm mouth. The chain reaction makes Miles hiss and press into my touch. A bead of pre-cum dripping to the comforter.

While Elliott tugs the covers off of my legs and hooks his fingers into my panties, tugging them off with very little help from me. He nudges my legs back apart, his fingers gliding through my slick before he brings them to his lips and lets loose a moan of pleasure.

“I could live off of your taste. In fact, I think I would die without it.”

“Good thing you're stuck with me,” I say, the words broken from the pleasure Rafe’s giving with his lips and tongue.

“I like the sound of that,” Miles says as he shifts closer. My mouth waters, and I lick my lips, focusing on him again.

Lifting my head, I dart my tongue out to catch the new drop of pre-cum before it can fall. With a groan, I close my eyes. All of the flavor of a fucking candy bar and none of the calories. I’ve died and gone to heaven.

I swirl my tongue around his head and close my lips around him before sucking his tip like a lollipop. His fingers find my throat, and just the touch lights a fire inside of me. I love it when he tightens his hold just a little bit, controlling my breath seconds at a time. It never fails to build an orgasm faster. Adding fuel to the already burning need. Lifting my eyes to his, I purposefully suck a little harder and lean into his hold.

“Fucking perfect,” he groans.

As if on cue, Elliott’s tongue dips between my folds, and he sucks my clit between his teeth. A gasp flows from my lips, Miles tightens his fingers and thrusts his hips forward going deeper, straight past my gag reflex. And Rafe tweaks my nipple, rolling it between thumb and forefinger, while sucking harder on the other twin peak.

Rafe lifts his head slightly, his eyes roving over me. “Your skin is such a pretty pink when you find release. It’s addicting. How many orgasms do you think we can give you at once?”

My lungs burn, and my body goes up in flames as an orgasm explodes inside of me. Riding me hard. I swallow around Miles, and he pulls back enough to allow me air into my starved lungs. I breathe in deeply through my nose, filling my body with fresh oxygen. Rafe moves down my body, trailing love bites as he goes. And I lick along the base of Miles’ cock, my hand snaking around him and encouraging him to fuck my willing mouth.

As he starts moving again, his fingers thread into my hair as he finds his rhythm. And again they work together without words. When Rafe’s tongue joins Elliott’s between my legs, I buck off of the bed at the unexpected sensation. Earning not one but two deep chuckles that rumble up through me. My legs start to shake, and I swallow around Miles again, encouraging him to cum before my next orgasm washes over me.

He gives me what I want, and I take as much as I can before he pulls back, slipping from between my lips. He leans forward and kisses me, catching some of the leftover remains of his pleasure on my lips, his fingers running over my stomach lazily. My body’s so tightly strung, ready for the next release that even the light touch has my stomach jumping beneath his touch.

It doesn’t take long before I’m lost to sensation. A puddle of mush and putty in their hands. Positions change in the haze of pleasure, and when Elliott slips inside of me, I suck in air. And when Rafe closes his lips around my clit, I see stars again. Oh, fuck me.

Rafe circles the swollen nub as Elliott starts to move. I think I might die. But then they prove I am nowhere near death. Although, I am their omega to do with as they please, because every single thing they do…pleases me.

They shift again, Elliott lifting me into his arms and Rafe moving back long enough for Miles to slip in behind me. My entire body shakes when Miles kisses my shoulder, and I feel the crown of his cock at my puckered asshole. The slick coating my ass makes it easily slip past the tight muscle. He sinks inside and leans back, taking me with him. While Elliott gives Rafe space again.

“Oh fuck,” I breathe as they start moving.

When they work together, I think I’ll die by orgasm as they wash over me like waves crashing into the shore. I barely catch my breath before another one comes. As their pace picks up, Rafe shifts, finding his way back to my lips.

“That’s it, sweetheart, ride it out,” he murmurs. “You’re doing so good. The perfect omega.”

Can words make you climax? I’m pretty sure they can because he’s done it to me twice now.

I’m floating on clouds. Free. Light. Loved.

Rafe brushes a strand of sweaty hair from my cheek, smiling down at me. “You good?”

“Better than good,” I sigh.

“Ready for tonight?” Elliott asks, settling next to me, his arm propping him up.

“Remind me again what tonight is?” I joke. I know what tonight is. The reunion show.

Miles leans back on the bedpost, one knee drawn up, still completely naked, just the way I like him. “We could skip it.”

“No. I want the world to see what we have. There are thousands of people that need to see the happily ever after to know it exists.”
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The live audience’s voices filter backstage, and I draw in a nervous breath as Greta puts the finishing touches on my makeup. It’s soft again. Yet there’s still the slight boldness to the sharp lines of my eye makeup. I’m not sure where the guys are, they separated us the second we stepped foot into the building. It’s hard not to get wrapped up in the flurry of action surrounding me. All the other omegas are getting ready for the night.

There’s an energy of excitement in the air. Or maybe that’s just me. Because this ending is a fairy tale. Being the only choice for my guys healed me in ways I can’t describe. All the broken pieces mended. Every doubt evaporated. It feels a lot like basking in the sun without a care in the world.

Chad and Willow join me, both looking like models in their clothing.

“Damn, Greta, you have made this bitch sexy as hell,” Chad says with a wide, toothy grin. He tucks his hands into his pockets and leans against the counter, while Willow drops into the chair next to me. “Not that you haven’t always been sexy.” He winks at me, and I roll my eyes, earning a chastising from Greta.

“Why are you so late?” I ask. “I’ve been here for hours.”

“Perfection doesn’t really take much to improve.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “And we already touched on that. I’m perfect.”

“Lucky for me, my guys weren’t looking for perfect,” I joke.

He nods, and Willow swats him. “Do you really think you would have attached to someone that wasn’t perfect?” she asks him.

He shrugs, giving her the win. “True.”

“That would make all three of us perfect,” I say.

Willow laughs. “You should tell that to Ivan.” Her attention shifts to the cameraman watching her.

“I’m sure he already knows.” I look between them. It’s clear they are head over heels for each other. I’m sure they will work it out.

She waves off my words and straightens in her seat. “Enough about that. Are you excited for tonight?”

“I’d rather be at home in bed,” I reply. My thoughts drift to earlier, my body still fully aware of everything we did, because no amount of showering can remove them from my soul. “But showing the world what is possible—it feels like something I need to do.”

Our conversation easily shifts to different topics, and before I know it, Shelly’s calling for our attention and ushering us out onto stage. The lights are bright, and the crowd is loud. My name’s being cheered as if I’m some sort of celebrity like my sister or Rafe. Waving slightly, I settle onto the long couch, nearest to Tucker. The other omegas are across from me, some smile and curl their fingers in a half wave, while Hailey and Blair watch me with what can only be called jealousy.

I guess Hailey wanted the guys to beg her to change her mind when she told them they weren’t a match. When Tucker clears his throat, I shift in my seat to give him my full attention.

“Lilah,” he says with a smile, “Tell us what it’s like to be the omega that captured their attention from the very start. Was the connection immediate like the show portrayed?”

I withhold a smile as I nibble on my lower lip. “Well, as everyone probably already knows, I had a run in with Rafe a few weeks before the show. So it wasn’t quite the connection everyone thinks. Did I find them all unbelievably attractive? I would have been blind not too. And I basically told them that straight out of the limo that first night. But—” I swallow and look at the gathered audience. “I didn’t come on the show expecting to find my mates.”

“You didn’t?” Tucker’s eyebrows go into his hairline with his feigned shock.

“No. I ended up on Omega in Paradise because my sister wanted me to stop sulking on her couch.”

A round of laughter greets my words, and I smile.

“I’m sure all of you watched the hometown visits,” I say to the audience. Murmurs of agreement echo back at me, and I nod. “Jared and Tabitha—the two that showed up as a surprise to ask me to form a pack with them—they are not only the ones that broke me in the first place, but they also made me realize how in love I was with the guys.”

“You didn’t know before then?” Tucker asks.

I shrug. “I knew I was falling. But I just didn’t realize I had also been healing.”

He smiles brightly. “So it truly was paradise for you. Or maybe not quite. Let’s talk about your other relationships in the house. The audience wants to know…what exactly was your relationship with Chad? Frienenemy? Rival? Friend? You were often shown together, but you were both actively going after the same pack.”

I snort. “We were all dating the same pack.” I seek out Chad. He nods and purses his lips, encouraging me to share our story. “But Chad came to me that first night…he claimed that he was going to the end, and he wanted to take me with him. Guess it didn’t work out the way he wanted, but I did leave the house with at least one life long friend.”

“Friend? Really?”

“In the end,” I say. The crowd eats it up, and I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips. If they only knew half of it. If he had been anyone else, he never would have gotten past my walls. But I’m glad he was so persistent.

“What about the others?” He runs his gaze over the omega’s across from me. “What about Blair…?”

The audience boos, and I meet her eyes with my head held high. “I think that what you saw on the TV is what you got. And I’m sure that neither one of us will be sad if we never see each other again.”

She rolls her eyes, her lips pressing into a thin line. But she knows how she was shown on the show.

When Tucker moves on to the other contestants—leaving Hailey for last I would assume, because he skipped right over her—my heart rate finally levels out as my nervous energy dissipates.

“I bet it was hard, having Rafe’s ex in the house and competing for his heart. There were some tense moments between you two. Do you want to expand on them?”

There is so much I could say, but in the moment…with the lights shining down on us, I just want to let it go. Maybe I just remember being broken. Or maybe now that I’ve found my pack, I’m soft. Whatever it is, ruining her on national TV isn’t appealing.

“Well—I think that if I were going on Omega in Paradise to try to win an ex back, anyone that was getting close to him would be the enemy. And Rafe’s a catch. I’m sure losing him for the whole world to see would have been really hard to deal with. But I don’t think she had a chance, with or without me there.”

He nods, taking in my words before turning to the camera. “When we come back, you’ll hear from the rest of the omegas. What drama unfolded in the house this year? We will find out from them soon.”

Makeup rushes onto the stage and touches up his perfect face the second the cameras break for commercial. It’s a flurry of activity, and before I know it, we are live once again, and his complete focus is on the other omegas. They reveal drama in the house I wasn’t aware of, a new look at the meanness of Blair and Hailey. While the two of them defend their choices.

After another commercial break, the guys are strolling out on the stage. I’m pretty sure half the audience swoons all at once. And when they reach me, Elliott picks me up before tucking me into his side, with Miles and Rafe on my other side. Cocooning me in their musks. Home. That’s what they are to me. Love and safety all in a perfect package.

“Well, you look cozy,” Tucker says. “When’s the bonding ceremony, and are we invited?”

“We are still working out the details on that,” Elliott says.

His lips brush the side of my head, and the purr rumbling from him makes me want to climb into his lap and nuzzle his neck. Miles tangles his fingers with mine and lifts them to his mouth, pressing a soft kiss to our knuckles.

“It will be soon. We don’t want to waste any time now that we’ve found our omega,” Miles adds.

Rafe loops his arm across the back of the seat behind Miles, and his fingers play in my curls. Each of them touching me makes my blood sing. And the links between us are already as strong as any bonding ceremony. At this point, it’s just a piece of paper.

“But we won’t be doing it on TV; it will be small and intimate. Sorry,” Rafe says, not sounding sorry at all. The crowd makes various sad sounds at the idea of not seeing it. I guess that’s part of opening your life up for everyone to see, they want to see it all. It’s part of the fantasy.

“What’s more intimate than camera crews and a few hundred thousand of your friends watching through the screen?” Tucker jokes.

“There will be pictures,” I say.

He moves on effortlessly with his questions, and before I know it, it’s done. The lights are lowered, the crowd disburses, and the omegas go their separate ways.

Rafe wraps his arms around me from behind. Pressing a soft kiss to my shoulder. “Was it everything you hoped it would be?”

My fingers ghost over his cheek as I turn in his arms. “It was okay. But I’m ready for that happily ever after now.”

He hums happily, “Me too.”

Miles chuckles and shares a look with Elliott. “Looks like the plan worked.”

“It worked a long time ago.” Miles eyes us with a wide grin. “Rafe fell the second he saw her in that club. Love at first sight like the both of us.”

Rafe shakes his head with a laugh, but doesn’t deny his words.

“Is that right? Did you fall the second I threw up all over you or before?” I joke.

“Way before that. When our eyes met across the space from the VIP room you were in and my dance cage. You entrapped my heart, and you didn’t even know it.”

“Or maybe I helped to set it free,” I suggest.

“Maybe,” he replies, dropping a kiss to my lips.

“Let’s get you home and start that happily ever after,” Miles says as Rafe lifts his head.

I step away from Rafe and wrap my arms around Miles. “I think it’s already begun because every moment I spend with all of you is pure happiness. I’m only sad we didn’t find each other sooner.”

“Then let’s go make up for lost time,” Elliott says, as he wraps his arms around us, joining the hug. A second later, Rafe’s musk washes over my senses as he joins us. Love, happiness, and peace fills our bonds. I can’t wait for forever to begin.

“In this life and every life that comes after,” I agree.
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