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      For Saoirse

      You’ve shown considerable grace and patience when dealing with my million trillion questions, so you get the dedication this time. Here’s hoping people understand Tai the way we wrote her.
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      This book is written in Australian English, which is a weird lovechild of British and American English. We tend to spell things the way the Brits do (expect a lot more u’s), yet also use American slang and swear more than both combined.

      

      While many people have gone over this book, trying to find all the typos and other mistakes, they just keep on popping up like bloody rabbits. If you spot one, don’t report it to Amazon, drop me an email at the below address so I can fix the issue.

      
        
        samhall.author@gmail.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What the hell is omegaverse?

          

        

      

    

    
      Omegaverse is a term I think that comes from fanfic, but from my reading, involves people with animalistic instincts but more often than not, are not shifters (though some do). There are some notes below for those new to this genre, but please be aware, each author approaches this their own way.

      

      This book takes place in an alternate Earth, where everything is the same (technology, media, popular culture) but people are either betas, alphas or omegas.

      

      Designations

      Alpha: bigger, powerful and in many author’s books, only male. A stereotype of all that is masculine. They are often faster, smarter, more charismatic, uncompromising and can be alpha-holes. Their animalistic instincts often involve aggressively defending what’s theirs, the kind of jostling/fighting male animals do before mating, consciously or unconsciously using their gifts to sway others and basically getting what they want. May have a knot (bulbous swelling somewhere on his dick that ‘locks’ inside the omega when mating). Has sharper than normal canine teeth. When an alpha bites an omega, they are now a mated pair with an unbreakable bond.

      Beta: Basically your garden variety human, like we are now. Can be rational, but not always. Tends to get ahead through hard work and dedication.

      Omega: can be much smaller, weaker, less muscle tone, softer: a stereotype of what is feminine, but not necessarily female. Tends to feel an instinctual need to submit to an alpha, especially when coming into heat, a period of very intense sexual arousal. Can emit much more plentiful vaginal fluids (slick) to ease an alpha’s knot. Likes to build nests that settle them when their instincts are highly charged during a heat. Can bite and claim an alpha, but tends to be seen as an alpha thing to do.

      

      When you are around seventeen or eighteen, you will ‘reveal’, waking up and realising what your designation is.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Trigger Warning

          

        

      

    

    
      Potential triggers:

      This book, and all omegaverse potentially, deals with themes that maybe triggering. Omegas don’t really live in a world that empowers them in this book and their nature tends to prohibit that. Usually in my books, the FMC will find a way to overcome that, but that doesn’t happen so much this time. The heavy instinctual nature of an omega, also means that there is an element of dub con, because sometimes, instincts are running the show, not the FMC. There’s no forcing, raping etc to my mind, and I’ve asked the beta readers to keep an eye out for that, but of course, you may feel differently.

      The FMCs brother in the book is dealing with some heavy mental health issues and puts himself into a highly risky BDSM situation that 1. does not represent safe, sane and consensual play and 2. could be potentially triggering. This is someone who really hates himself and is putting himself in a position to be abused as a result, under the veneer of BDSM. I do not consider this the norm in the BDSM community and am hoping you don’t either reading this book.

      The FMC sees this through the camera feed and is probably a little callous. I used my own experiences with mental health and the fact that my loving siblings got compassion fatigue about that after awhile. They weren’t trying to be cruel, but it just gets wearing after awhile.

      The FMCs father is controlling and abusive in a very low key, upper middle class way, making casual decisions about her bodily autonomy without consultation. She doesn’t stand for that though.

      Some of the side characters alphas are entitled dickholes who don’t mind hurting or assaulting omegas to suit themselves.

      Mental health is a consistent theme throughout the book.
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      Hey, it’s me, Sam. *Waves*

      You thought this was the first chapter? Nah, that’s the next one. I’m just jumping in here trying to make sure you get what you want from this book.

      I try to pre-warn people about my books and their content, yet still get a heap of reviews going ‘ew, this has A in it’ despite the ads and blurb and promo I do all saying it’s full of A.

      So what are you going to get in this book?

      A lot more queer representation.

      One of the male leads is an omega and is not sure if that’s who he truly is. His exploration of that is a big part of the book. Because it seems to matter to some of you, he’s a big, tall, masculine guy, but he found out he’s an omega and doesn’t really feel like he is one some of the time.

      As he explores that, he and the main characters go to a sex club where there are a lot of people who explore different sexualities. One scene deals with two female side characters, one of which is a transwoman and one is a cis-gender woman. They have sex, it’s not a really long scene, but some people seem to want to avoid that, so now you know and can make an informed decision about that.

      If you hate these kinds of themes, is this series a no-go for you?

      Nope, the next girl I want to write about will be much more conventional, so keep an eye out for that book if you still like my omegaverse, but the above makes you uncomfortable.

      Last thing, please for the love of God, read the trigger warnings. If you think something is missing from it, let me know. There’s not massive amounts of dark themes, but there are some and I prefer people be prepared.
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      I didn’t intend to become a bad girl. I mean none of us do, right? We don’t come out of the womb ready to flout family rules and traditions, wanting to be free of their stifling constraints. That comes later, much later, as we are socialised and raised up, only to be forced into the tiny little acceptable boxes.

      When we refuse, that’s when the ‘bad’ labels start to come out.

      Because some of us, we will not go quietly into our designated places, but that in itself is not an especially unusual thing. I was born into privilege, which the average person thinks affords you more freedom rather than less. In a way, that’s true—freedom from poverty, food insecurity, prejudice, and having the dice loaded against you from the moment you came into this world. I knew all of that, but my gilded cage had its price as well, the first being I wasn’t even aware there was a door out of it, not until I met him.

      

      “Did you need help, miss?”

      I sat at my dressing table, my features bleached by the artificial lights ringing the mirror, a makeup brush in my hand. Helen, the stylist my father paid for, stood inside my bedroom door.

      “I’m fine.” My reply was tense, said through lightly clenched teeth in a way that would usually have people scurrying to rectify their errors, but not Helen. Her finely plucked brows arched ever so slightly.

      “I’ve got that new neutral palette from MAC you asked for.” I’d done no such thing, but she moved forward, entering my room, my sanctum, without even asking. The eyeshadow was produced, still sealed, displaying a wide array of shades to make it look like you weren’t wearing makeup.

      “Thanks, Helen.”

      The slight pause between the thank-you and her name made her lips purse for a moment, and she hovered now, watching my fingers twirl the powder brush with a disturbing level of focus. I mean, I kinda felt sorry for her. My father had employed her as a makeup artist, and I was sure she’d envisaged some sort of drowsy Instagram filtered set of tableaus, where she helped me find my inner beauty, while buying all the fabulously chic items on her personal wish list, and I would be forever grateful. He hadn’t warned her of what she was getting herself in for.

      “But I’ve got this,” I continued belatedly, opening the drawer of my dresser to reveal all my tools of the trade.

      She watched me pull out item after item without saying a word, but she didn’t have to. I was an omega, so I was exquisitely attuned to the moods and the subvocalizations of those around me. I knew without looking that her hands hovered in the air as she was torn between crossing the social divide between us and committing a heinous faux pas, or being able to actually do the job she’d been paid for, something I’m sure she had fears about being continuously employed to do. As my eyes flicked up, catching her looming over me, everything I suspected was confirmed, and then some.

      A glittering light filled her eyes, as everyone’s did when face-to-face with an omega. I was biologically more compliant, more susceptible to influence, more able to be outright coerced by the right person, and wasn’t that seductive? Her irises shone as she no doubt played a scenario out in her head, where she barked at me to wear the right makeup, where I styled my hair in the graceful chignon Dad preferred, where I eschewed my usual party dress and combat boots combo, where I was a good girl. She would take me in hand, force me into the mould Dad had been trying to jam me into, and get that very lucrative raise he’d been dangling in front of her and every other ‘stylist’ that had been employed before Helen.

      “Kit—” she started to say, command resonating in her voice.

      “Katherine,” I corrected with just as much there as she’d had. No, more so. before I’d revealed as an omega, Dad had hoped I’d become an alpha, so he’d taught me how to act like one. He’d raised my brother, Theo, and my sister, Cressida, the same way, though it was only Theo that turned out the way Dad had wanted, but I remembered exactly how an alpha was supposed to act and talk to get people to be compliant. “And I didn’t give you leave to enter my bedroom, nor to offer me makeup I certainly didn’t order. Put the palette down, Helen.”

      I smiled when the beta’s hand moved of its own accord, the plastic clicking decisively as it was left on the dresser.

      “And leave me to get ready. If I need you, I’ll let you know.”

      Helen found herself backing up and away from me, out of my room, and probably wondered why later. I was no academy omega, taken from the ’burbs and run through a finishing school before being pimped out to the rich and powerful. I stared at my hazel eyes in the mirror. I was the rich and powerful, and sometimes, just sometimes, privilege trumped designation. It wasn’t until I heard the click of my bedroom door that I fished out my eyeliner pen.

      I worked quickly, smoothing my face to a pale oval, applying a kind of rich grey green eyeshadow that made my eye colour transform into a strangely compelling chameleon-like colour. False eyelashes, winged eyeliner, and my hair twisted into an updo—I was rocking some old-school glamour. I fluffed the emerald green skirts of my dress, then pulled on some satin opera gloves before applying the last touch.

      “Whore red,” Tristan had said the last time I wore it, those beautifully formed lips twisting into a sly smile. “I fucking hate it when you wear that colour.” His hands cupped my face, his pale green eyes boring into mine until my breaths began to shorten. “You move that beautiful, pouty mouth of yours, the colour screaming for attention, and then I’m fucking rigid.” One hand had pulled away from me, sliding down his body, and my eyes had followed it to where he cupped it over his groin, showing me the evidence of his words. “Then I’m not able to follow all the conversations around me, keep up with the bullshit and play my role.” He moved closer, my body softening in response. “Because when you wear it, there’s only you.”

      I pulled out a tube of scarlet lipstick, uncapping it and twisting the base to reveal the vermillion column. When I applied it, I thought of him, Tristan, and the feel of his kisses as he sucked every damn scrap of red off my lips, leaving just me, and then kissed me some more.

      Then I was done. Well, almost. I stood up, walked over to the satin heels Helen had chosen for the outfit and slid them on, hating the way the stupid things tilted my pelvis and threw off my centre of gravity, but it wouldn’t be for long. I could walk in them fine, but had always hated the mincing gait omegas were supposed to mimic. I looked in the mirror, fussing with a pleat in my dress, then smoothed my hands over my hips.

      Helen didn’t get it, controlled as she was by the pages of Vogue or whatever. She wanted me to dress like an elegant beta, but I wasn’t one. I was smaller, curvier, softer, and would always have to wear clothes that worked with that. Well, most of the time. I flicked off the lights and then walked out, down the hall and the stairs, arrowing in on the dining room as staff bustled in and out.

      “Darling!” Dad said as I appeared, all the people there standing when I made my entrance. It was a common courtesy for omegas, especially one born to the house. “Look at you.” He held me at arm’s length and inspected me, like one would a horse before buying it. “You look like a fifties bombshell.”

      “I was thinking Grace Kelly myself when she entered.” Donald Briar, one of Dad’s oldest friends and actually a reasonable guy for an alpha. “Give an old man a kiss and let me remember my youth, when I spent my days surrounded by pretty omegas.”

      Dad released me from his grip, and I bounced over, kissing Donald on the proffered cheek before taking my place in the seat Theo held out for me. As I did so, it felt like I had the attention of the table. I settled down, smoothing my skirts, knowing that each gesture of my slender hands caught their attention.

      The alpha sons of friends of Dad’s, wearing suits expensive enough to purchase a brand-new car, they were a pack of exquisitely dressed predators lying in wait, something that was confirmed as I looked up. I smiled the practised sweet smile of an omega, ignoring the twitch of my facial muscles as I did so. My eyes, they skimmed over each one of them, taking in the casual slouches and broad fingers loosely clasping tumblers of expensive Scotch. There’d been a sea of them turning up for dinner since my twentieth birthday, but it was impossible to discern one from the other when he was here.

      “Tristan, my boy,” Dad said as the new arrival appeared at the dining room doorway. He got to his feet and clasped the newcomer’s hands, much as he had mine, and for the same reason. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      There he was, the boy who’d plagued my dreams since childhood, part brother, part lover. We weren’t actually related. He was the son of our gardener and housekeeper, and we had grown up together. Initially, our friendship had just been childish games and hijinks, until it all changed. Eventually, the slender body of childhood gave way to a tall, muscular frame, his fingers long, sensitive, his too long, light brown hair shoved back by them as he regarded the table, the regulation white button-down shirt rolled up over thick forearms. He was the boy I’d always thought I’d marry. That every morning, I’d wake up and stare into those apple green eyes, stroke the dramatic planes of his face, all high cheekbones and sharp jaw.

      Then he’d ruined our plans by revealing as an omega too.

      “Theo sent me an invite, so I could hardly refuse,” Tristan replied, his mouth twisting into a smile. Then he looked down, supposedly at Theo, that was what was expected, so no one caught the moment his gaze skated over my brother and zeroed in on me. His eyes narrowed as he noted the dress, the updo, but most importantly, my bright red lips—lips my tongue flicked out and coated. A sharp snort of breath was all I got in recognition before Tristan turned back to Dad. “Your cook is the best in town, so…”

      “Better than the slop they provide you at the academy?” Dad asked, slapping Tristan on the shoulder and then steering him over to the empty chair beside me.

      Dad paused, frowning slightly at the seating arrangement. He didn’t mind Tristan sitting by me, assuming a male omega was no threat to his precious daughter, but preferred he was placed next to my other sibling. Dad’s focus shifted to Theo, who was chatting to some dude bro in a suit beside him. To force us to change would look weird, create a fuss where he didn’t want one, so he pulled the chair out for Tristan, who sat down with a catlike smile.

      “You seat two omegas next to each other, Richard?” one of the men asked Dad, an elegant eyebrow arching, but his smile was lazy. “I’m all for pre-dinner entertainment, but the fur that’s going to fly may ruin people’s appetite.”

      “Nonsense,” Dad replied crisply. “Tristan and Kit have grown up together. I find the stereotypes about omegas greatly exaggerated. Perhaps your spoilt little misses and misters may act up when too close to rivals, but not my Kit.”

      A hand landed on his Kit’s knee, Tristan’s hand, then slid up and under the full skirt of taffeta and silk, burning my skin. His fingers tightened around the top of my thigh, making clear just how well we got on. As they moved higher, I was forced to turn to Tristan, stare into those penetrating green eyes, and smile like I would at my own brother. That was what he was supposed to be, though a poor cousin might be a better estimation.

      Tristan had no Greyson blood in his veins, his parents having worked for our family for years, and when he’d revealed as an omega, Dad had stepped in, sponsoring his place in one of the best omega academies in the city. So there was nothing filial about our relationship, as was currently apparent by his hand that kept sliding higher.

      “Tristan and I have always…” My reply was briefly truncated as his sensitive fingers curled around my inner thigh, high enough for him to feel that I’d decided to go without the expensive underwear Helen had left out. Tristan’s lips parted, his teeth shining white in the dining room light. “We have always had a good relationship. He’s virtually a part of the family.”

      “Most civilised,” suit bro said to Dad, not us, and Dad? He smiled down at his two obedient omegas. I’d said exactly what he wanted, dressed how he wanted, comported myself with the level of elegance he wanted, and so did Tris, because Dad wanted Tristan for the family, for Theo.

      But Tristan?

      His little finger grazed against my bare mound, just a slight gesture to make sure I knew that he knew what kind of disgraceful position I’d put myself in. It was right about now, I questioned my life decisions. My body flushed, as it always did when Tristan was near, a hot release of slick coating my folds.

      “We hope to make that official soon,” Dad said smugly as I turned to face the rest of the table. As the alphas all congratulated him, I thanked Christ I’d invested in those hideously expensive de-scenting tablets. They saturated my body, dulling my natural scent until its variations were undetectable, even when gushing all over Tristan’s fingers. But I wasn’t the one Dad hoped to join Tristan to.

      “To Theo and Tristan,” one of the suits said, raising his glass, forcing us to do the same.

      “To Theo and Tristan.” I mumbled the toast, the words ash in my mouth, while a fire burned between my legs. No one saw my true reactions, no one felt them but Tristan, as he pushed his fingers deep, taking me, claiming me in the only way he could—out of sight, secretly, while maintaining faces of perfect omegas.

      I slouched down in my chair as low as I dared, allowing my thighs to spread wider. There was no fucking point in being a good girl, not when being bad let me feel this good.
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      I placed my knife and fork neatly across my plate, indicating to the wait staff that I was finished, and I was. We’d had our nice three-course meal, but the small talk, the intrusive gazes across the table, even as the owners of them addressed all questions and comments to my father. Yeah, I was totally done with that. They were just following alpha to alpha protocol. They wouldn’t get a chance to approach me until Dad had okayed them, and he hadn’t, not yet. He was more circumspect now, after having let a stream of alphas come my way in the past, only for them to be firmly sent on their way.

      As the meal drew to an end, people leaning back in their chairs, relaxing, the chit-chat about the workings of the alpha world coming to the fore, I shot a look at Theo. My brother’s eyes widened, then fell half closed as a long breath escaped him. He put his cutlery down too, dabbing at his mouth with a linen napkin before setting that down as well.

      “You’ll have to excuse us, Father,” Theo said, cutting through the conversation with that rich, deep alpha voice. My sister, Cressida, looked up momentarily from where she was talking at length with her fiancé. She was only a beta, so the fact she had snagged an influential alpha as her husband to be had gained her much parental approval. Dad’s attention was pulled from the alphas around him, his eyes meeting Theo’s.

      “The season has started again, and I thought I’d escort Tristan and Kit to one of the first events.”

      “Kit needn’t bother herself with the season,” one of the men said. Farrington, one of the Farrington boys. “Most of the eligible alphas are in this room.”

      Oh no, big mistake, dickhead.

      I didn’t smirk or crow. The effort it took to keep my face neutral was damn near superhuman, but I managed it because I felt Tristan shift at my side, a small gesture, but one I knew all too well. He angled his body slightly towards mine, just taking a teeny bit of my personal bubble for himself.

      “Of course, Theo,” Dad replied. “Their safety is your responsibility, and keep them out of the blasted papers. I’m sick of the gossip rags having a field day with this family’s business.”

      “Will do.”

      Then Dad returned his focus to the table.

      “My daughter will attend the season every year she remains unmated, like any other well-bred omega would. She is no academy brat, forced to go sniffing after an alpha or risk being ousted. Her designation does not offer many freedoms, but it does offer this.”

      Dad’s voice was crisp, clear, and didn’t require a bark to get the message across at all. I smiled slightly as all the little baby alphas rolled over and presented their bellies to my father, hoping like hell they hadn’t fucked up their chances with me.

      They had, but for quite a different reason.

      When Theo stood, so did we, bowing to the rest of their table as they scrambled to their feet to mark our departure. My heels clicked along the marble floors of the foyer, right up until we reached the steps leading out of the house. Once the massive front door was closed, I kicked the bloody shoes off, bending down to grab them and throw them into the garden bed. I’d put on the combat boots I kept in Theo’s car for just that reason.

      “Mm…” Tristan said, taking up position behind me, running a hand up my thigh and pushing my dress up a little to get to my bare skin. “You were dripping all over my fingers through half of dinner.”

      “Don’t talk about my sister’s cunt in front of me,” Theo snapped, breezing past to pull out a set of car keys before pressing the button to turn off the alarm.

      “I won’t talk about it,” Tristan whispered, his mouth pressed into my neck. “I intend to fuck it, knot it, have you sobbing for more…”

      I spun around in his arms, ran my fingers over the crisp line of his shirt collar, then dared to dart forward, touching his lips to mine. He sucked in a breath, then moaned as soon as we touched, his hands hauling me up and against him.

      When I was young, before I’d revealed, I’d read a million words about love, about sex, because what was human literature but a meditation on both? Romeo and Juliet, Guinevere and Lancelot. God, even Anais Nin and Henry Miller. But in all that language studied in class or at home, never did I find an approximation of the sensations I felt when Tristan was near. I’d never envied a writer’s ability to express themselves more than after the first time we’d kissed.

      I don’t have the poetic words, but it felt like my heart was breaking, it beat and ached so bloody much, but the only salvation was to be found from more. His fingers had dug into my shoulders, the rasp of his breath and mine playing savage music in my ears. But him, him, him, that had been all I could think about, was all I’d ever think about. With one teenage fumbling kiss, he’d branded my heart with his name, and I his.

      “Come on,” Theo said in irritation. “Dad and the alphas might not be out here, but staff pass by all the time. Save it for the car.”

      “The car…” Tristan purred, pulling back only to grab my hand, drag me down the driveway, and open the door with a flourish. “If you knew what I was dreaming of doing to you during that bloody dinner…”

      “The same that I was dreaming of doing to you, I’m sure,” I replied with a smile, but that faded as we stood in front of the open car door. I traced a finger down the bare skin of his collarbone, following the direction of his sternum.

      Tristan didn’t look like an omega at all. He wasn’t small, slight, or soft, and we had a theory that that was why Dad had such a hard-on for matching him to Theo. The only problem was Tristan’s hard-on was for me and me only. I ran my hands along the broad sweep of his shoulders, raking my fingers through his hair.

      “I need to see you take a knot tonight,” he said, burying his face into my palm. “Shit at the academy, it’s getting intense. I need to let loose, to—”

      I stopped him with a kiss. He didn’t need to explain, never did, because inside me, I felt the exact same ache for something we would never be able to provide one another.

      But we could make it work.

      “We’ll find someone hot, someone who can give us both what we need,” I said, stroking the sharp planes of his cheeks. “I’m yours, Tris. Yours to do whatever you wish with.”

      There it was—that bright, bright smile. One that lifted me up and out of this damn house and these damn clothes and where I needed to be—with him.

      “C’mon, let’s go,” Theo said over the top of the roof of the car.

      “Someone’s impatient,” Tristan said, ushering me inside. “Looks like you won’t be the only Greyson taking an alpha tonight.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Tristan,” Theo snapped, but without any real heat. Half the reason why he was a willing conspirator was because my alpha brother had his own dark needs. “And keep your fucking fingers out of my sister in the car if you want a lift to Apothecary.”

      “Apothecary…” I sighed the word, already seeing and feeling the vibe, the sounds, the screams of pleasure that filled the place. “Yes please. Drive as fast as the speed limit allows and then a little bit more.” I turned to Tristan, finding him there in the seat next to me, leaning in close. “We can’t promise to keep our hands off each other for long.”

      “Fucking omegas…” Theo said as we began to kiss, throwing the car into gear and taking us out the front gate of Greyson Manor.

      Tristan buckled me in tight, keeping my body pressed up against his as his mouth found my neck.

      “Stay quiet,” he whispered. “Stay perfectly quiet and don’t let anyone know what I’m doing to you. Your cunt sucked at my fingers, drawing them in, wanting more.”

      “So much more…” I hissed as he fluffed the fabric of my dress, his hand snaking underneath it. Theo spared us a momentary look before focussing on the road, zipping down the streets with considerable haste.

      “Fuck, Kit…” Tristan devoured my mouth, sucking my bottom lip into his, his tiny fangs scoring the surface before letting it go. “He better drive fast. Need you.”

      That was when the omega showed through—in the slight edge in Tristan’s voice. We couldn’t bark or demand with any real heat to it, we could only plead and beg. So Tristan pleaded with me the whole drive over, right up until we pulled up at the special members only carpark, except those pleas weren’t exactly supplicatory.

      “Can’t wait to see your hot little cunt stretched around his knot, taking him deep.”

      My skin was on fire, and I writhed against Tristan, his plans whispered against my lips.

      “He’s going to push you to your limits and just a little bit more, create that tight little pinch you love.”

      Tristan’s cruel fingers bit into the soft flesh of my arm, almost hard enough to bruise, but I craved that pain. He was right—there was always a bite in taking a knot. While I wished I didn’t with every breath, I needed that pain almost as much as I needed him.

      Because when he did that, when he pushed me, when an alpha forced his knot inside me as Tristan held me close, stroking my hair, praising me for being such a good girl, that was when the never-ending agony of what we were stopped.

      When we were teenagers, fooling around in the instinctual yet largely innocent way of the unrevealed, we’d been sure Tristan would reveal as an alpha. His size, his strength, his natural dominance. He’d always been the leader when we were kids, daring us to do crazier and crazier things, and Theo and I, we’d done every one of them for the love of him. As he’d ground his unresolved body into mine, each of us seeking a friction we didn’t quite understand, the expectation that he would be an alpha, and I an omega, seemed as real as expecting the sun to rise in the morning.

      And then we’d been betrayed by our own bodies. He’d revealed as an omega almost the same time as I did, and we were left to face a shitty reality, where Dad’s and everyone’s eyes were now on us. Omegas were prized commodities to be protected, and we were, even from each other.

      I wanted him, naked and hard against me, and knew as soon as Theo parked the car, I’d have him. Apothecary was the playground of the rich and the powerful, and it was the one place we could be who we really were. Our home away from home.

      “Save it for when you get inside,” Theo snapped as Tristan did his level best to devour my mouth, sucking every trace of red from it until there was just me, bare for him. He pulled away, his lips rosy now, then smiled as his eyes flicked up to stare at my brother.

      “Looks like someone else is getting toey waiting for an alpha,” Tristan purred.

      Because that was the thing. If you believed the bullshit about designations, Theo was dominant and assertive, we were passive, waiting around for a firm hand to direct us, and that was the natural way of things. But nature? It was a whole lot more complex than that. The simplistic social Darwinism that people seemed to subscribe to didn’t stand up to any sort of scrutiny, especially not in my family. We both gazed up at my alpha brother and saw the furtive pained expression that joined the three of us together, keeping much more rational Cressida on the outer. Theo, he ached just as much for something he shouldn’t, telling himself each time he came here this was the last time.

      But it never was.

      “Let’s get to the playrooms,” my brother said quietly. “If you’ve had a difficult week, then I have doubly so. I need…”

      “We know what you need, T,” Tristan said, finally pulling away from me, opening the backdoor and tugging me after him, but his arms went around me seconds later. “And we’re here to get it.”

      We walked together to the elevator doors, providing a united front as we entered the club. Forbidden desires tied us together and they would be our downfall, we all knew that, just as we were helpless to do anything about it.
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      “And what can I do for you, my pretty omegas?” the alpha bitch at the door asked. She was a picture of stereotypical alpha power, dressed entirely in gleaming black leather, her impressive breasts jutting out over the top of her tightly cinched corset. My gaze slid sideways to see how Tristan responded, but he stared into her eyes, not her chest.

      “We want an alpha, male. One who can take direction. No contact for me, only her.”

      “Ahh yes… You’re the two that like to play together. Let me check, I think I have your paperwork on file.” She touched her tablet screen several times and then nodded. “Yes, I have you here.”

      “Any of the alphas we’ve had before will do, except that dickhead, Garrison.” I winced when I remembered that guy—too keen, too hard, thrusted too far, my cries of pain had seemed to egg him on, not slow him down. Tristan’s arm tightened around my shoulders.

      “Hmm… I’ll see what I can do. The club is pumping tonight, and there’s people everywhere. You have priority placement, so I’ll set you up in a room.” Her eyes flicked up to meet ours. “Maybe you can start some preliminaries, whet your appetite in preparation for your alpha?”

      Her voice was like an iron fist in a velvet glove, stroking us, paying lip service to the exorbitant fee we paid for a regular play space at Apothecary and my social standing as a Greyson, but within that decisive purr was a command masqueraded as a suggestion. Her will was a living, throbbing thing, dismissing us, urging us to do as she said and not bother her further on a busy night, but Tristan wasn’t one to take direction.

      He stared down at me, those green eyes seeming to see everything. I preened slightly under his intent gaze, wanting and needing to be seen by him. He reached out, brushing a thumb across my bottom lip, my mouth opening to suck it in.

      “You want that, baby? You want me to tease your pretty pussy, get your slick flowing down your thighs, soaking the couch in readiness?”

      “I want you,” I growled back, something that made the alpha snort. Such was the life of an omega. Any displays of power on our part were ‘cute’ or ‘adorable.’ We were infantilised, cast as weak, when I knew just how strong we were forced to be.

      My words sank deep, I saw that, Tristan’s eyes fluttering slightly before he straightened up.

      “Fine, but have some Scotch sent up. The good stuff, not that swill they tried to foist on us last time.”

      “Of course.” The alpha gave us a mocking nod, appearing to appease us while making it clear nothing of the sort was taking place, but we’d get the good Scotch. Dad’s money was as good here as anywhere, but I didn’t care. I burrowed my face into Tristan’s neck, seeking his scent, seeking him, and not being content until I got great big lungfuls sucked deep.

      “That’s it,” he said softly as he steered me up the hall, past doors where explosive sounds of pleasure and pain assaulted us. “Breathe me in, Kit. Suck in my scent.”

      “It’s not enough,” I said, grabbing his collar as we stood outside the door of the room. Our room. “I need more. I need you, Tris.”

      Sometimes, I was able to say just the right thing. Tristan stopped still and just stared at me for a second before pushing me against the wall, hard. I loved that—the heavy weight of his body, the satiny feel of his hair in my fingers, the press of his lips against my skin. He was all I’d ever wanted, all I’d ever needed, and that was what I felt right then, a small moment of perfection, before he pulled away, producing the key for the room and then opening it up on a playroom fit for a king. A bench to bend me over, restraints to tie me up, lube, vibes, dildos, whips… A sexual smorgasbord to suit every palate had been put out.

      “Get that fucking dress off,” he growled, sending a shiver down my spine as the door slammed behind him. “I need you bare, love. There can’t be anything between us tonight. Nothing.”

      My hand went to the zip, wrenching it down, the fabric falling to the ground in an expensive heap, and then there was just me. No knickers, because I was a bad girl, and no bra, because Madame Colette made my dresses heavily boned enough to support even my breasts. I kicked off the boots I’d pulled on in the car and then watched him do the same. His shirt buttons, his belt, his pants were all wrenched off like they personally offended him, and then he was on me.

      “Jesus, Kit… How are you so fucking beautiful? You make me ache for you. My cock has been leaking slick for you all dinner long.”

      He pulled my hand down, wrapping it around his rigid length, then my hand took over, the copious amounts of pre-cum making him slip through my fingers.

      “Baby…” I liked the slight whine in his voice.

      He was no fucking alpha, hulking over me, pretending like I wasn’t tearing him apart. Tristan maintained a perfectly impenetrable façade until this—until I made him lose control with just a few strokes, his breath coming harder, faster, in time with my hand, until we heard a sharp knock at the door. My pace slowed until finally, he prised my fingers free, then shuddered as he kissed my lips in a series of small nips, laying me down on the plush chaise longue and arranging my body until I was displayed lewdly, my slick cunt on display.

      “Stay like that. Just like that.” He wanted to order me to do so, but instead, it came out a plea, which cut me far deeper. Omega, Kit, whichever part of me was exquisitely attuned to Tris wanted that, wanted that flare of fire in his eyes, the look of sheer desperation. “I go to bed dreaming of you, of the fucking sweet velvet of your cunt, of the feel of you clutching tight around me.”

      Yes… I wanted to gasp, but another knock at the door interrupted that. He shook his head, strode up to the door, and then flung it open, completely naked and half frenzied with need for me.

      Which was perhaps why the alpha at the door reacted the way he did.

      Tall, so tall he dwarfed the doorway, the man lurked there dumbstruck by the beauty of my mate’s body. My mate, because to me, that was what Tristan was. We were tied tightly together in a way far deeper than the society marriages I’d seen take place, even if we hadn’t successfully marked each other’s flesh. But alpha boy, he let out a low rumble, deep and carnal and appreciative, as his blue eyes raked over Tristan’s flesh.

      “A new alpha?” Tris said imperiously, then stepped back to admit him, the alpha lumbering inside and pulling the door shut after him, then the mood changed.

      They suck all the oxygen from the room, alphas. They dominate it so naturally, no one else gets a look in. The guy hadn’t said a fucking word, yet we were choking on his alpha pheromones, a delicious concoction of smoke, peat, and sandalwood. He had to be some kind of new hire, that massive square jaw flexing as he tried to work out where to look, his eyes sliding almost perceptibly over Tris and me.

      “Two omegas?” he asked, his nostrils flaring.

      “They didn’t fill you in at the front desk?” Tristan said in irritation. “Yeah, there’s two of us, but I need you to service Kit and Kit only. Can you do that, big guy?”

      And he was big. Of course he was. Shoulders that seemed ridiculously wide, a plaid flannel shirt stretched over them, sleeves rolled up over broad forearms corded with muscle that flexed as his hand went lower. Jeans faded from frequent use, rather than designer made, fitted thick thighs, cupping a sizeable bulge that one of those massive hands dropped down to grind into.

      “Yeah, you’re all raring to go.”

      There was an edge to Tristan’s voice, but he moved towards me, eyeing the alpha the whole time. I rolled up, well-practised, making room for him beneath me as the alpha approached.

      “Stop right there for the moment,” Tristan ordered, then settled me back against him, an electric zing tearing through me as we connected, skin to skin. “We need to establish the rules, and I need to get my girl ready.”

      “Your girl?”

      Fuck, they always did this, asking the dumb questions, the man’s brows creasing as he considered the idea of two omegas belonging to each other. I couldn’t give a shit about what he thought about the situation. I looked up and behind me at Tristan, loving the fire that burned in his eyes as my back arched, thrusting my tits up and out, and his hands went to cup them like it hurt him personally to stop from touching them. My mouth fell open, small pants escaping at the feel of Tristan’s hands on me.

      “Absolutely and completely,” I said, staring into my mate’s eyes, not at the alpha.

      He was just a cipher—an anonymous knot for us to use to get off, to appease the stupid instincts that ruled us. Then, when I was dripping with alpha cum, Tristan would rut me, over and over, the smell of alpha pheromones taking us halfway to frenzy and back again.

      “She’s mine, all mine, and you’re here to service us.” Right now, Tristan couldn’t have been less omega if he tried, the alpha’s head jerking up, his eyes narrowing as if he were meeting an equal head-on. “We, she needs your knot. You’ll touch her how I tell you to touch her. You’ll do your fucking damndest to please her in the way I tell you to please her, and in return, you’ll get a taste of the sweetest damn omega pussy in this entire city.”

      “A taste?”

      The alpha’s voice was a low, dangerous growl.

      “You’ll be able to gorge on her, drown in her slick, suck her little clit until she explodes all over your face, and then you’ll work your knot in—”

      “I’m knotting her?”

      This guy must be new, as the alpha seemed as offended by that idea as a Victorian maiden.

      “Yeah, and you’ll keep your fucking fangs to yourself. She’ll hug you like a vice, squeeze you so damn good, but she’ll never be yours. Never.” This was it—the line in the sand. Some alphas walked back out the door at this. “Kit needs a knot and I can’t give her one, so I give her yours, if you agree. Knot her hard and deep, come inside her, mark her in every other way, but that final step. It’s a win-win situation. You’ll float out of here satisfied in a way you’ve never been before and with no pesky omega in tow, and we’ll…”

      He stroked his hand down my throat, and for a moment, my eyes fell shut, the smell of the alpha and Tristan fusing into something so much more.

      “And we’ll be satisfied.”

      “Yes, that…” I whispered.

      “So what do you think… What the fuck was your name, anyway?”

      A harsh snort at that, and when I opened my eyes again, I watched the alpha shake his head, a harsh smile twisting his lips.

      “Len,” he replied. “My name is Len.”

      So Len, he looked us over with the kind of gaze that only alphas seemed to manage, a world of meaning packed away in such a simple gesture, but his focus, it didn’t settle on the way Tris’ fingers teased the aching points of my nipples, nor the flush of my slick cunt. He took in my expression, seeming to suck in my little gasps, then moved onto and over my shoulder.

      “And what about you, omega?”

      Not me, Tristan. I could tell, and so could he.

      “Who looks after you?”

      “She’s all I need, all I’ll ever need.” He’d said the words so often, I knew them by heart, but familiarity made it easier to pick up the thread of yearning in it—a yearning that wasn’t directed at me.

      Len responded like every alpha did, shaking his head slowly, that cocky smile broadening as he undid the top few buttons of his shirt, exposing acres of hard, brown muscle.

      “Yeah? Well, if that’s the way you want to play this, I’m in. You…” My spine tightened as the alpha’s focus narrowed down to just me. “Your girl, she’s pure fucking fire. You’d find a lot of alphas would do a whole bloody lot to get a taste of her, and to knot her?” He took a step forward, undoing more buttons, then jerking his shirt up and out of his jeans, tossing it on the floor. He caressed me with his eyes, over and over. “Fuck…I dunno what I’d give to be allowed to do that.”

      His hand dropped down, just two fingertips grazing my ankle, before pulling away at the sound of Tris’ growl.

      “You gonna let me force my knot into you, love?” Len’s voice dropped a few octaves, even deeper, more resonant now. “You gonna cling to me with those pretty little fingers, bite me with your little fangs, pant as we feel your cunt gripping me tight right up until—”

      My whine interrupted his description, high and pure, rising, rising as I began to shift in Tristan’s grip.

      “Yes, she wants that,” Tristan replied. “Yes.”

      “I need to hear it from her, omega.”

      Those blue eyes were like spikes, catching me on his gaze and not allowing me to look away.

      “I gotta know what you need, omega.”

      “You, alpha…” I cried, and Tristan’s arms wrapped around me tighter, because here we were again.

      Most relationships had a dark secret at their core—an inconvenient truth that was ignored so the relationship could continue. My father’s need for complete control, my mother’s inability to live up to it. In other couples, it might be risky financial decisions or infidelity or just plain shitty behaviour, but for us, it was something we never got the chance to ignore.

      I’d loved Tristan with my whole heart since I was a child. He was always the prince in my dreams, the other half of my soul, and it hurt the day they hauled him off to the academy and every day afterwards, in a way I spent my every moment trying to assuage. But here, now, when we were finally together, as naked and intimate as two people could be, our designations and our natures rose, not giving two shits for what Tristan and Kit felt. Omegas need alphas—a reality my father would use to marry me off to someone convenient and Tris off to Theo, a wedge that could be used to split us in two, separating us forever.

      “Good enough for me,” Len said, hands going to his jeans as he kicked off his boots. “You got your situation detailed in one of Marcus’ contracts? All the permissions spelled out?”

      “Exactly as I told you,” Tris replied. “Signed and sealed.”

      Len nodded, emerging out of his clothes like an alpha god, and I knew then that if this worked out, we needed to take down his details, see if he was open to future engagements, because damn… He was so much bigger everywhere than any other alpha I’d seen before, his brown hair just a fraction too long and falling in his eyes, the only softness in a hard, hard body. His muscles flexed as he palmed his cock, moving his hand slowly enough that we watched him stroke every damn inch.

      “Well, all right then.” His eyes flicked up to meet Tristan’s. “Tell me how you want this to go, but I’ll tell you one thing—your ‘instructions’ better involve licking your mate’s sweet little pussy. Her slick?” His free hand rubbed his chin, as if he could feel my residue there already. “I need to taste it.”

      “You’d want to. I need her to experience every fucking pleasure. Eat her like you’re a man starving. Eat her like hers is the last pussy you’ll taste.”

      Len just shook his head, tossing his head back as he dropped down onto his knees at the end of the chaise longue, not a skerrick of surrender in him. He gestured for us to shuffle forward with two fingers.

      “It’s me that’s doing this to you,” Tristan whispered between kisses. “It’s me that’s knotting my mate. You got that, Kit?”

      “You,” I groaned as I felt the alpha’s hands on my ankles, moving my legs until I was posed to his satisfaction. “Only you.”

      And so, as Tristan kissed me, I felt his touch everywhere—sliding up my calves, trailing along the backs of my knees, stroking the skin of my inner thighs.

      “Only you…” I hissed as I felt his breath against my sodden cunt.
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      We held onto the illusion as long as we could, but at some point, the reality of what was happening came crashing in. That was our lie, the reality we couldn’t talk about. Initially, the alpha, he didn’t say too much, but that just made us more attuned to the sounds he did make—the huff of breath as I was spread wide, revealed to him, the low sound he made as he settled between my legs. His big hands wrapped around my thighs without much effort, spanning their width with long, thick fingers, and then he gave a look up the line of my body, meeting my eyes, then Tristan’s.

      “This is a sweet little pussy.” One hand, one set of fingers, they trailed down the sensitive skin of my inner thigh, slipping through the embarrassing amount of slick. “Wet too. You been playing with your girl before you got here?”

      “I fingered her under the dining table in her father’s house, while all the alphas who want to try and take her away from me worked to impress her father.” Tristan’s fingers pinched down hard on my nipples, making me squirm, fresh slick spurting forth. “Every time I’m around her, I can’t keep my hands off her.” Lips on my neck, teeth biting into the skin, then pulling away again.

      “I don’t wear underwear when I know he’ll be there,” I said, my voice hitching as the alpha’s fingers slid upwards. “I can’t do what I want to—shove him down on the dining table and take his cock right the way down my throat.” Tristan’s groans were music to my ear. “Dad wants Tris to mate with my alpha brother, but he never will. Tris is mine, so I take expensive de-scenter tablets—”

      “I wondered at the muted scent,” the alpha said, staring as his fingers brushed the very edges of my pubic mound. “Still sweet, floral, musky.” His tongue ran across his lips. “But I’d never know you were this close to the edge.” As if to prove his point, a finger very deliberately and very gently grazed my clit, making me shiver all over. “You’re gonna come soon, aren’t you, princess? How the fuck did he mask the sounds of your juicy little cunt in some snotty dining room?”

      Which of course was the moment he slid a finger inside me, thick, thicker than Tristan’s and making my spine twist as a result. Then when I felt like I’d taken too much and not enough, it was withdrawn with a lewd sound, then shoved deep again.

      “Taffeta…” I gasped out. “Petticoats. Muffle sounds.”

      “She coated my hand and fingers the whole fucking dinner,” Tristan snapped, angry somehow. But at what? “I could feel her twitch around me, sucking my fingers in, wanting more.”

      “So that’s what you’re after?” There was something quiet and still about the alpha. He was still choking us with his thick scent, but his restraint made that a whole lot more bearable. He moved so slowly, unlike most alphas diving into the all-you-can-eat omega buffet, lashing my cunt with their tongues before stuffing me with their cocks. “More?”

      “I can’t hold anything back from her,” Tristan said, my eyes finding his, but he didn’t look at me. He stared at the other man with an expression of such pain, such fire, everything I’d ever felt for Tristan swelled up anew. I never, ever doubted his love for me, especially in these moments. “Who knows what she needs more than me? So yeah, stop psychoanalysing us and get to work. Give her more—more pleasure, more orgasms. Get her coming and keep her doing so. I want to drink her screams of ecstasy down like the fucking Scotch that was supposed to be delivered here.”

      “Just trying to work out how this shit works, chief,” Len said with a wink, then all that stillness gave way to action.

      Big hands went up under my hips, jerking me forward and out of Tristan’s arms. He rose, big, so fucking big, it felt like he’d blot out the light shining from above. Then he leaned in, close enough that I felt his breath on my face, could feel the heat of his body, until Tristan began to growl. Len registered that with a lightning quick smile and then moved lower.

      “I think you two just made my fucking night,” was the last thing he said before his mouth connected with my collarbone.

      He burned, this Len, this alpha. Moans fell from my lips, even at such small caresses, and emboldened, his mouth roamed. He’d said he wanted to taste me, but I didn’t realise it was all of me until he traced the slopes of my breasts, Tristan’s hands back now, cupping them and plucking at the nipples. Between them, they were driving me insane.

      “Offer them to me,” Len said between kisses, neither of us really registering the rough suggestion until the alpha stopped. My heartbeat raced in my ears, making me wonder if Tris’ did the same, and then the alpha looked up at us. “You want to control this, control her and me. She’s got beautiful fucking tits, your girl. They’re so lush and full, I reckon they’d spill out of even my hands, but you’ve got to offer them to me. Your fingers are all over them, teasing those tight little nipples…” Tris pulled on them hard, making me squirm and cry out from the pleasure-pain. “You want me to leave them alone, then I will. Or you can offer them to me.”

      Silence ticked by, second by second, making the raucous sounds of the people next door getting off filter through.

      “Kit?” Tris’ voice sounded taut. “You want the alpha to suck your aching nipples as I stroke your breasts? Is that what you want?”

      That was the confusing thing about being in a relationship with another omega. Our natures meant that we were heavily influenced by those around us, the broad streak of empathy allowing us to feel what those around us felt. So was it my arousal or Tris’ that spiked at the thought? Or was it this alpha? I’d never really thought about that before, everything was usually so much simpler. So I answered in the only way I knew how.

      “More.”

      That one word seemed to galvanise them, Tris’ teeth digging into my shoulder as he palmed both breasts and squeezed them, almost glorying in the bounty he had access to and Len didn’t, before he finally relented. Tris’ hands slid under my breasts, offering them like fruit on a tray, his thumbs brushing the underside of my nipples. Len grinned, then dropped his head down, wrapping those full lips around one swollen nipple.

      “Oh!”

      “What’s going on, baby?” Tris asked between breaths. “What’s he doing to you?”

      “Fuck… His tongue…” Len’s eyes rolled upwards, meeting mine as he suckled my aching tip. “He’s pressing it up against the nipple so it’s… Uh!”

      “Use your words, love.”

      “It makes every suck…pulse. I’m…” My thighs spread farther, slick oozing from me now, my cunt clenching in sympathy, wanting, needing… “Like waves of pleasure. Really intense tides. My cunt, it’s gushing.”

      “I know,” Tris said, kissing my neck. “I can hear it, smell it. Fuck, I want to bury myself inside you.”

      “Need you, Tris!”

      He tilted my head sideways and claimed my mouth in every way. There wasn’t any part of my lips or my tongue he didn’t plunder. Tristan never kept anything back, especially not now. Len’s fingers took over, squeezing my breasts, moving from one to the other as he sucked each nipple until it was sore and throbbing, making me throw my chest out further, wanting more. And Tris, his cock ground into my hip, smearing a flood of pre-cum all over me, marking me as his.

      “Gonna eat this pussy now.”

      Our eyes jerked down as Len dropped lower, his eyes on us as he positioned himself.

      “Just saying though, maybe your boy should go first before I knot you.”

      He pulled back, standing up and moving his rigid cock out of the way to reveal what he was here for.

      “I’m big—bigger than most. You fuck her, fill her full of gushes of your slick, it’ll help open her up and make it easier for her to take me.”

      “We don’t…” Tris started to say, but I looked over my shoulder at him.

      He was about to say that wasn’t how we did things. Usually, the alpha jumped on me, made me come a few times before dumping his load, and then hauled arse to get out, in case I got all clingy and begged him to bite me. Like that’d ever happen. Then Tris and me, we’d be free to play for the rest of the night. But Len’s suggestion… I stared at Tris, my thighs scissoring together now, wanting and needing that friction.

      “Please, Tris…”

      “You want me first?”

      I hated that vulnerable expression on his face. How the hell hadn’t I known that was how he was feeling?

      “I only want you—you know that.” There, those little relationship lies again. “First, last…”

      Tris’ hand fitted itself around my jaw, and he stared, studying my face for several seconds before softening, kissing me sweetly on the lips. He pressed his forehead to mine and then addressed the alpha.

      “Get her hot and wet, alpha. Make her come at least once. I want to sink so deep in her, I’ll feel like I’ll never come out.”

      “You got it, chief.”

      Hands went to my ankles and spread my legs again, forcing my body to twist around and face the alpha. Then my knees were pushed up against my chest, splitting me as wide open as I could go.

      “Hold her still,” Len said, a hairsbreadth away from an order, before dropping kisses all over my inner thighs.

      Then his tongue flicked out.

      Some alphas, they thought having a big dick and a knot was all they fucking needed. They gave unenthusiastic or unskilled head, licking your slick from you because they liked the taste but with little interest in your pleasure. Well, not this guy. We definitely needed to get his number, because my hand whipped out, burying itself in his hair, needing something to hold onto.

      The alpha nibbled over my clit, pulling away to bathe my whole cunt with his tongue, spearing inside, his big hands drawing me up as if to help him go deeper. He shifted from one to the other until I was damn near ready to scream, my little cries filling the room, until finally, he pulled away, staring into my eyes as he pushed two fingers in, a tight fit right now, but more was to come. Then he moved to suck my clit in steadily growing pulses, on and on and on, until my fingers were clawing at the velvet of the couch and Tris’ voice was in my ears.

      “Come for me, baby. Come on the alpha’s tongue, and then I’ll fuck you.”

      That was all it took to have me screaming as my cunt snapped around those thick fingers, as Len tugged more and more pleasure from me with his mouth, until finally, I was forced to wrench myself free.

      “Tris…!”

      He was out from under me, shoving the alpha backwards, while the other man wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, a flushed smile on his face, and then that was all I saw of him. Now there was Tris—only Tris.

      “Fuck, I’m not gonna last,” he said, moving over me, making me feel the weight of his body, the hard stab of his cock as he rubbed it against my folds. “It’s been too long.”

      “Hey,” I said, grabbing his face, waiting until he stilled. “I want you, Tris. Always. I want you here, now, deep inside me, until I don’t know where you end or I begin. I want you fucking frenzied for me.”

      “Already there, love. Always,” he said, sweat beading on his brow as his cock notched itself against my cunt.

      “Which means you’ll come and keep on coming. Filling me with your slick—”

      “Yes…” he hissed as he sank deeper.

      “Coming back harder each time.”

      “Fuck yeah, Kit. Always.”

      “We’ve got all night, love. All night together.” I wrapped my legs around his hips and drew him steadily closer. “Come in me now, later, over and over…”

      Tristan could never bear for anyone to direct things for long. He straightened up on his hands, piercing me with his gaze, before slamming his cock deep, just to watch my mouth fall open. The stereotype of male omegas was of slender, girlish guys with little, almost vestigial dicks, and that was certainly the case for some but not most. Omega bodies were like alpha ones—they came in a variety of sizes. And Tris? His was perfect—thick enough to make me ache, long enough to fill me completely. It was as if we were made for each other. I bucked up underneath him, unable to let him set that pace, meeting him stroke for stroke. And the alpha? He watched us fuck with a curious smile on his face, his hand snaking down, covering his knot, and squeezing. So when I gasped at Tris shifting the angle of his hips, hitting my G-spot with unerring regularity, making my slick run freely all over him, Len’s mouth fell open too.

      “Baby… Oh fuck, Kit, I…”

      Our eyes met, locked together as he went still, so I felt every throb of what I knew was his exquisitely sensitive dick. The first spurt of his slick had me clawing at him, dragging him down on top of me, my face buried in his neck, in him. He was my Tris, my lover, my heart, and no matter what we were, nothing would come between us.

      Of course, that was never going to work, was it?

      We were messy, so fucking messy, tears running out of our eyes, slick pooling on the fabric of the chaise, gluing us together until finally, he was forced to pull away. Tris bent down and kissed me slowly, sweetly on the lips before withdrawing, flopping down on the lounge, then waiting until I’d wiggled over beside him and put my head on his chest to gesture the alpha forward.

      “Time to do your thing, alpha. Give my girl the knot she needs.”

      Every time we did this, it split us open, and in a lot more ways than just the feeling of a massive bulge being forced into my cunt. We were in love, mated, always teetering on the edge of frenzy, but never able to step off. We used proxies like Len to approximate the rituals our bodies were determined to need, but it came at a cost. There was a part of me that responded in a whole other way as the big alpha approached me, stroking his fucking massive cock, in a way I never would with Tristan. And what was worse?

      There was a part of Tris that did too.

      I was a bad girl because I lay there with my lover and I lied that this was just about us, but I was in good company.

      Because Tristan? He lied too.
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      Tris held me tight as the alpha approached, working lube up and down his rigid cock. That was a nice touch, probably unneeded due to how slick the two of them had left me, but my eyes couldn’t stop following the shift of his hand. My cunt ached. What Tris and I had done was so beautiful, it hurt my heart still to think about it, but then there was biology.

      Inside every omega, once our designation was revealed, was this—a need to take a knot. I could have perfectly good sex without it, but…that knowledge, that forbidden fruit, was always there at the backs of our minds, making a suppressed part of us whine. Which was exactly the sound that escaped both of our lips as Len’s knees landed on the edge of the chaise.

      Because that was the other lie.

      I turned to Tris, staring at him for a second, watching the harsh glitter of his eyes as he observed every damn thing the alpha did, knowing what was behind it. This was his lie. We did this together, I did this for him, but every time we did, I held my breath. Not just due to the intense need throbbing inside me, my cunt clenching tight in preparation for what was to come, though that definitely contributed, but because I wondered if this was going to be the time.

      The one when Tris put himself forward, dropped to his knees, turned over, and bent at the waist, presenting himself to the alpha in question. When I kissed the gasps of pleasure from his lips as I watched him come apart, when I watched him take what he needed. We’d had conversations, so fucking many, discussing what it would be like for him. If he wanted a female alpha toting a knotted strap-on or using her fist, working her way into him, or a male alpha like Len. Tris gave me every single thing he could to make me happy, and I only wanted to do the same, but he pulled away, snarling with anger, when any of the alphas we played with tried to get close.

      And of course they tried. He was so fucking beautiful, especially when angry, like an avenging angel who gave no fucks about wielding his fiery sword against sinners. But with so little of his life within his control, Tris clawed that back when we played. He was the master of this domain, and he admitted no one into his personal sphere. No one but me.

      Which of course made me love him more, that he saved everything for me, even as I longed to give him the same.

      I looked over at him, stroking the side of his face, and just stared at him for a second, hoping to store every reaction, every harsh angle of his face away in my heart to keep me going until the next time we made it here. More times now, because the season was on, but still… Every moment away from him killed a part of my soul, because that was what he was—my other, better half.

      “This is gonna be a fight,” Tris said, nodding towards the alpha, a small smile of satisfaction forming. He loved seeing me take massive knots. “You’re going to have to work for it.”

      “So you will,” Len replied, then did something odd. I was scooped up, moved effortlessly until I was on my hands and knees, looking down at Tris. “You want to pretend I’m him, don’t you?”

      The alpha, he had our number, and for some reason, he was the first to make that connection. Most were just supremely convinced that they were eminently desirable and got pissed when Tris told them to fuck off. A hand ran up the back of my thigh, then dove between them.

      “So pretend it’s like this,” Len said. Tris worked out what was happening and shifted until he was underneath me, hand stroking his still rigid cock. “Pretend it’s him giving you what you crave. Stare into his eyes as I work my knot into you and imagine it’s him, that he’s your alpha.”

      I shot Len a look over my shoulder, frowning. What he had described was so completely what we wanted, it was eerie.

      “And you’re OK with that?”

      Why the hell was I asking that? He was here for us, but he just snorted in return, looking the two of us over.

      “You two are straight fucking fire, and if all you wanted was my pheromones in the room, leaving me to stroke my cock as you played, I’d be more than fine with that. This shit works both ways. Your scent, your slick…” He rubbed his fingers between my legs, making me arch up into it, then smeared the copious wetness all over his cock. “It makes things fucking intense. Everything’s more sensitive. But getting to knot a beautiful omega like you?”

      I’d turned around, staring into Tris’ eyes as Len moved his body against mine, his hands going to my waist, just rubbing his cock against my cunt, letting me feel that huge bulbous head before he pierced me with it.

      “Someone taking my knot? Been wanting that for some time, though I’m half scared of what it’ll do to me.”

      “You’ve never done this before?” Tris asked, but as he went up onto his elbows, he didn’t look horrified. Instead, his gaze sharpened, as if he were seeing Len for the first time.

      “No omegas in the circles I mix in.” His hand moved restively on my hip. “So if you’ve changed your mind, let me know.” As if to counter his words, his cock sank in slightly, making my mouth fall open. “You can say no. Of course, you can say no at any time, but…”

      Alphas didn’t whine, but for a moment, it sounded a bit like that. A raw edge, a corrosive, intense thing, that expressed all he wanted and needed to say.

      “Don’t make me fight this that fucking hard, not unless I have to. Tell me now and I’ll jerk off into my shirt, leave it here for you to ride the pheromones.”

      “Yeah?”

      Tristan studied the alpha, his eyes narrowing like he’d seen some kind of mythical creature or something, because it appeared Len was. He didn’t seem to need to throw his bullshit around, was almost fucking beta-like in his manner, and wasn’t that a trip? An omega with alpha tendencies under me, and an alpha with beta tendencies above me. And then there was me—I just needed.

      Something Tris saw all too clearly. He smiled up at me, that beautiful, almost peaceful smile he got after a while, once he’d placed his stamp on things.

      “Nah, give my girl what she needs. Give her my knot. That’s what you want, isn’t it, baby? You need it?”

      Tris called this my omega space, where I dropped down, down, away from Kit, from being a daughter, a sister, a Greyson, everything. Even Tris. Our history disappeared, our bodies, until there was only this. I felt the rasp of the calluses on his palm rubbing along my spine, my body following its lead, shifting to prolong the contact. When I let go of all the extraneous things, what I truly was could come to the fore.

      Back in the day, a young omega would be paired off with an alpha pretty quickly, because our nature seemed to require a firm hand, a sureness of touch, that helped centre us in the midst of a dizzying flood of sensation and instincts. It had meant we were afforded little opportunity to exist as people and even fewer resulting rights, so part of the civil rights movement of the sixties was the push to afford us more and more autonomy, which many assumed was pointless.

      But it wasn’t. I wanted, needed to surrender to someone. I needed to feel like I was being held during that by strong hands, hands that would keep me safe, take away the dizzying array of choices, and narrow shit down to the few they knew I needed, something they’d learned from knowing, loving, being with me. So when Tris put the option to me and just one choice, I nodded, my eyes falling shut, the two men fusing now and becoming exactly what was required. Tris knew every fucking part of me, saw it, celebrated it, and would rampage through any room to get to me. And Len? He didn’t know me, but there was a perceptiveness that I truly appreciated.

      But I had to choose this. It couldn’t be forced upon me, and very few people in my life allowed me that.

      When I heard the ragged rasps of their breath, I took it as my due, a primitive song of love and need that answered the one in me.

      “Yes…” I said to them, to my own surging desire. “Yes, please.”

      “Fuck, I love it when you say it like that,” he said, and it didn’t matter who. “No pretty princess right now, just my girl. You’re so fucking beautiful when you surrender, and you’re going to do so well.” A slight shuffle. “Knot her, but go slowly. You are bloody big—bigger than she’s ever taken. She’ll fight you, that’s what she does, but no one is worth it more than my Kit. But don’t you fucking hurt her.”

      “Never. I get it, mate. Seriously, I do. Now deep breaths, omega, breathe me in. Breathe in my scent and my pheromones, and this will all go so much easier.”

      I felt the immensity of his girth almost as soon as he bumped closer, the stretch starting to burn, but in a way that I pressed into. My cunt gushed slick as my hips pushed backwards, my body opening for him.

      “So big…” I hissed.

      “I know, love,” he said. “I need to be, because there’s no part of you I’m not going to own. I need to break you open, out of that fucking cage they’ve got you in, so you can step free with me.”

      A strangled moan escaped my lips as I felt everything he said. My heart ached like my cunt did, in a way that had me screaming for more, and more there was. A heavy, punching feeling, deep inside me pushed inexorably deeper, until finally, there I was.

      I felt the solid lump of his knot as I pulled forward, then thrust backwards, my body, his scent, my slick, his cock, his breaths, his hands, all moulded into one thing—us. We moved now, with a slow rocking gait, our head thrown back, panting out our pleasure as we reached for the other, indulging in messy, messy kisses full of teeth and tongue. As we were being fucked, we were carried along by the alpha’s increasingly brutal pace. To the room, to the sky, to the moon above, we cried out our pleasure and the sheer fucking shock of feeling our body transform, because we sucked in mouthfuls of his musky, woody scent and that made the magic happen.

      It was only alphas and omegas that could enjoy the curious pleasures of knotting, because something incredible happened when our scents mixed. His knot formed harder, more persistent, and the alphas I’d spoken to said the need to feel something clasped tight around it became unbearable. And omegas? Relaxin—hormones that pregnant women abounded in—rushed in, along with oxytocin, making our heads muzzy and our ligaments lax. I was near breathless as I felt his knot start to press in, initially just a hard lump grinding against my clit, and then? He sank in, a low ragged groan escaping his lips as he leant forward. I was in omega heaven, covered by the heavy weight of my alpha, my omega below me.

      “Tris… Oh, Tris…”

      He stroked my hair, feeding me a steady stream of compliments and reassurances, as my nails snagged on the velvet beneath.

      “Let me in,” he said, they said. “Let me in, omega, and I’ll make you feel so good.”

      Fingers trailed over my clit, featherlight, the subsequent pulses of my cunt making him growl, then surge forward. It was as if I’d swallowed every inch of him and then some.

      “Jesus, fuck!”

      That last convulsion, coming on the back of a languorous wave of pleasure, had me opening as far as I could and the knot popping in, my eyes jerking open, Tris smiling up at me.

      “There’s my girl. You’re doing so well, so very well.” A hand rubbed against my stomach, moving restively. “You’re so full.”

      “So full…” I agreed, the fear warring with need in my body. Because this, this was unlike any other sexual act I’d ever experienced, and that was the problem.

      There was nowhere to hide when I was knotted, and Tris knew that. He rose up, and I sucked in every movement of his muscular, naked body, any barrier between us now demolished.

      “I love you, Kit Greyson. I will always fucking love you.” His eyes were like lasers, cutting into me, using this moment of vulnerability to imprint upon me so completely, there was nothing else.

      Except there was.

      “Need to come…” Len said on a groan.

      “You’re gonna come,” Tris ordered, but was it to me or Len? Tris’ hand grabbed his cock, his brows creasing, a look of terrible pleasure washing over his face. He moved in closer, sucking in great mouthfuls of my scent. “You’re gonna come around my knot, baby, and then I’m going to mark you as mine.”

      This was where the night had been heading, would keep heading, over and over, the ghost we kept trying to exorcise. My hands shook as I reached for the supplies we left on the little trolley beside us, the bulbous plug there, ready to go. My hand slid down his chest and stomach, selfishly grabbing his cock from his grip, his slick covering my whole palm before it dove between his legs.

      “Oh yes…” Tris cried, squirming now. “Yes!”

      Like any male omega, his arse seeped clear slick, making anal a much easier prospect than it did for anyone else, so when my fingers skated over the taut ring of his anus, his hips bucked up.

      “Yes… Please…”

      The plug I picked up clumsily, my own body rioting as I tried to take care of Tris’, so it slipped through my fingers before I grabbed the flanged end.

      “Time to take my knot,” I said, casting his words back at him as his thighs spread, as his knees pulled up towards his chest.

      “Need it…” he hissed as I tried to finesse things, teasing him with the end, but he started to move, to try and take over.

      “Sit still!” I growled, trying to approximate an alpha’s growl. Then Len did something that had both of us freezing still.

      “Time to take her knot, little omega.” He had a deep voice, warm, rich, like a mouthful of hot chocolate on a winter’s night, but it clamped down upon the two of us and held us perfectly still. “We’ve got what you need. Stop thinking and surrender. Open yourself to her.”

      Len didn’t understand, but he tried harder than the other alphas and his words, his will, had the same effect.

      “Fuck…” Tris panted. “Kit!”

      I stopped fucking around, pressing the point of the silicon plug to his arse, telling him over and over how hot his body looked as it opened up and took the wide tapered length in, and his cock jerked with every inch. His stomach was glazed now with pre-cum that would taste sweet, so sweet.

      “Open.”

      That last command rang out as the plug bulged obscenely, but not even as much as Len, my cunt squeezing down on his knot as if to remind me of my own burdens.

      “Oh fuck… Oh fuck… Oh fuck…”

      For a second, there was only Tris’ pants, then we all started to move.

      I’d learned to be adept, to swim up out of omega headspace and be this—my omega’s mate. I cared for him, tugged his plug in and out, leant down and licked his spurting cock, called him every sweet name under the sun, spoke savage poetic couplets about his beauty as everything came apart.

      “Time to come now, omega.”

      The orgasm before, when it was just Tris, it was the sweetest, sweetest of things. But this? This was everything. My ears bled from the sounds of my screams and theirs, while my hand worked furiously to push Tris higher and higher until everything went white.

      For what felt like whole minutes, maybe more, I soared on the clouds of the most perfect bliss. Every crack inside me filled, every pleasure felt, and all of it wound tighter and tighter, coming together in him.

      “I love you, Tris,” I said, my teeth finding his neck, biting but not really, him doing the same.

      “Fuck, omega, fuck!”

      Len swelled impossibly further, dragging the pleasure out until I was at the point of not being able to bear it before it finally all started to wash away. His cum jetted inside me, over and over, filling me full, ready to come gushing out the moment he drew away. It wouldn’t be for a while, and that was always the hard part. I pulled Tris in closer, seeking the safe harbour of his arms, needing that muscular pressure to bring me back down to earth.

      “Holy fucking shit…” Len hissed once we’d all collapsed onto the chaise, impossibly wedged tight. “That was—”

      Whatever he had to say was lost to us as we stared into the other’s eyes, each stroking the other. Len was a nice guy and all, but he was just a means to an end.

      Or so we thought.

      I looked back at this moment later, wondering at our complete and utter naïveté. Biology, she was a brutal bitch, as each one of us was about to find out.

      

      About half an hour later, Len had softened enough to detach, even as his fingers clung greedily to me. The first sign something was amiss was I didn’t feel a burning need to push them off me. The second was when he got to his feet, retrieving rags to clean us all up with, bottles of water set by our sides, and then he was curiously still, standing at my shoulder as I worked Tris’ plug free.

      “Jesus, Jesus, fuck…” he gasped out as he worked his cock, a small spurt of cum splashing across his abs, and I bent down to lick him clean. “Mmm…” Tris’ hands were gentle on my skull as he leaned into every lick. He came across as a tyrannical prick to many who knew him, but Tris was sweet with aftercare. If I were his alpha, I’d pet him, stroke him, use the weight of my alpha purr to ground him back down. Instead, I was an omega, and then there was Len.

      “Drink,” he said, handing me my water. I just stared at it, but the twist of his hand, his eyes when I looked up, brooked no argument. I took the lid off, drank deep, then offered the bottle to Tris, Len shaking his head slightly.

      “No need to hover, alpha,” Tris said after he’d set the bottle aside. “You did good, better than any we’ve had here.” He cocked an eyebrow at me, and I nodded. “We’ll put you on our frequent flyer list, if you’re amenable.”

      “About that,” the alpha replied, and the two of us went perfectly still. “Not…what you’re thinking.”

      “And what’re we thinking?”

      Shadows had formed beneath Tris’ eyes. Emptied of everything, he looked tired, making me wonder for the millionth time what shit was going down in the academies, but he would never tell me.

      “I dunno, but it’s not that.” Len, seeming better able to address us when partially dressed, grabbed his jeans, pulled them on with a decisive grace, then handed us robes, setting the tone in a series of unconscious gestures. We slipped them on, good little omegas, and then sat together, clustered close as cats. “You’re mated.”

      Tris snorted at that, a harsh bitter sound that had no place here.

      “We aren’t—”

      “You are. Anyone with half a brain can see that, which makes me wonder what the hell you’re doing. This, I guess.” Big hands and huge arms lifted, then fell, but those blue eyes cut through the two of us, sure as knives. “You do this regularly?”

      “I knot my mate,” Tris said, hand in my hair, brimming with a confidence I didn’t feel but could lean into. “I give her what she needs. Now, I have a proposal.”

      “Yeah?” Len looked us over with a slow nod. “And what’s that?”

      “You seem to get our situation better than most, don’t feel the need to thrust yourself where you’re not needed, yet ready to go where you are.”

      Len snorted at that, rubbing his face, then smiling to himself.

      “All right, and?”

      “We could make this a regular thing. All the omega pussy you could want.” I didn’t balk at his words, having heard this spiel more than once. That was all both of us were to alphas, and we needed to speak their language. “In return for…”

      Tristan gestured to the room, to the remains of our debauchery, and for any other alpha, that would have been enough to sell him on the arrangement, until he got bored.

      Len nodded, his eyes sliding over the chaise, the wet spots we’d left all over it, our play items, and then us, stilling for a moment before meeting our eyes, but what he did next surprised the both of us. Reaching behind his chair, he pulled out the bottle of Scotch we’d ordered.

      “I’m not one of Marcus’ rent a dicks, even though there’s no shame in that. I supply his high-end piss, and he pays me handsomely for that. I was supposed to hand deliver it to the two of you, being esteemed guests of the club.” He set the bottle down on the floor in the space between us. “I don’t frequent places like this, not unless I have to. Too many masks, and that’s not including the people wearing the leather. Give me your phone.”

      He didn’t specify who, leaving it up to us to decide, so we unfolded ourselves from where we sat, forced to do the prosaic dance of finding our forgotten belongings. He smirked when two devices were handed over, sending himself a text from each, then shoving his phone back in his pocket and getting to his feet.

      I fought the urge to take a step back as he towered over us, filling the space, the room, making everything way more intimate, which, considering he’d just given me his knot, was ridiculous. My eyes slid down and saw his hand shift, like he wanted to reach out and touch me, but he stopped himself.

      “This place and all the places like it, you’re just trading one cage for another,” Len said, his voice deep and resonant. “Gimme a call if you want to go beyond that, omega pussy or not.”

      And with that, he swung on out the door, shutting it with a definite click.

      “What the fuck was that?” I asked as silence fell back over the room, but Tristan? He stared at the door like somehow, the answers could be found there.
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      What goes up, must come down.

      After Len had left, Tris and I showered, dressed, and went out to party. Usually, it took longer for us to work off an alpha’s effect on us, but what had happened was so intense, both of us were loose and drained. I loved these moments, as the two of us danced together on the dancefloor—not omegas, not alphas, just Tris and Kit.

      Then Marcus interrupted it all.

      “Apologies, Miss Greyson,” he said, waiting on the edge of the dancefloor until we came stumbling over. “We have a bit of a situation.”

      Marcus was different to most alphas—no leering or posturing. His bearing, his suit, all made him look like he would be perfectly comfortable at one of Dad’s boardroom meetings. He wouldn’t be invited though, the fact he was born into the wrong family making that impossible, not that he ever let that stop him. Marcus was a force to be reckoned with, so if he was bringing me a problem, I needed to see to it immediately.

      “What’s happened?” I asked, suddenly feeling colder, harder.

      “If we could go into my office?”

      We followed him upstairs, the raucous soundtrack of Apothecary muffled once we got inside. A huge man with sandy coloured hair leaned with his butt parked on the edge of Marcus’ desk, his impressive arms crossing his chest.

      Rhys, one of Marcus’ mates.

      He nodded to me, then pushed away from the desk and grabbed a remote from its surface.

      “You remember my head of security?” Marcus asked.

      “Your mate is what you meant to say,” another man said with a shake of his head. Brendan. Marcus was, in some ways, everything my brother wished to be but didn’t dare. Living outside the realms of polite society, he walked in and out of it as he pleased with his three alpha mates at his back.

      “Kit, you look lovely as ever.”

      Orion Ratcliffe, heir to the disgraced Ratcliffe name, stepped forward, taking my hand and brushing the barest of kisses across my knuckles.

      “And the just as lovely Tristan.”

      Orion thrust a hand out, one which Tris eyed suspiciously before giving it a firm if brief squeeze.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, cutting through the niceties, especially when Cyn, their omega, stepped inside, her face pale.

      “Your brother,” Marcus replied.

      “What’s happened to Theo? What has he done?”

      The guys all looked at each other, clearing their throats, prevaricating, until Cyn shook her head with a hiss, walked over, snatched the remote from Rhys, and turned the monitor on behind Marcus’ desk. The screen revealed the grainy footage of a security camera, but that didn’t soften the blow. It might not be in 4k resolution, but there he was, my brother, debased, defiled, ruined.

      “You gonna take my knot, little omega bitch?” the man fucking his arse rumbled, my brother bound to a black leather pommel horse, his mouth forced into an artificial O by a metal device tied to his head.

      OK, this was fairly standard BDSM fare, as long as he’d signed up for all of this. A riffle of paper told me that Brendan was handing Marcus Theo’s contract.

      “You’ll take it, or I’ll split you in two forcing it in.”

      Theo’s muffled groans, sharp, short, and desperate, had me stiffening, my muscles tightening, my heart rate escalating. It sounded like he was hurting, the stifled cries, those of protest, but that wasn’t what kept me pinned to the spot. Tristan moved closer, wrapping his arms around me, holding me tight, even as his own fingers dug into my flesh.

      We’d been schooled in kink, had to be if we wanted to play at Apothecary, but any omega worth their salt was taught the intricacies of establishing and negotiating consent. I wanted this to stop, for someone to rush in and rescue my brother and start performing deep and satisfying aftercare, stat.

      I wanted.

      But this wasn’t about me and my predilections, it was about Theo’s, so I focussed on that.

      “Is this what Theo agreed to in his contract?” I asked, trying to drag my eyes away from where someone had scrawled ‘omega slut’ all down my brother’s back. I knew he had…preoccupations, but this, this was hard to take. He might pretend to be a good little omega for the alphas he decided to play with, but he knew fucking nothing about the reality.

      “He didn’t put any provisos on his contract,” Marcus replied.

      “What? And you let him?” I saw everything on the screen in a brand-new light, and it felt like someone dropped a bucket of ice-cold water over my entire body. “Get him out. Get him out now!”

      “On it,” Brendan said, jumping on his phone, and the view on the security footage changed. Men moved from the doorway of the play area, pushing past those in the corridors, which alerted me to the problem Marcus wanted to raise.

      He watched me closely, the owner of Apothecary, as I followed the men right up until they reached my brother’s playroom. There, several men deep, were many of the alphas I was supposed to be meeting tonight. The Schubert twins, their father owned one of the largest shipping companies in the state. Henry Astley, the senator’s son. Several scions of the prominent banking families. Boys I went to school with, and so did Theo, at the achingly expensive private school Dad paid for. I scanned their blurry faces, saw the masks of vicious lust, and pushed back into Tris’ arms.

      “You gonna let us in?” Astley said to Marcus’ men with a slur. “I hear there’s a little slut in there that needs servicing. No limits. My friends and I are here to see to that.”

      “You need to move away from the door, sir,” one of the staff members said in a low flat voice many authority figures use. It allowed for no argument, yet that was what it got.

      “And who do you think you are, telling us what to do?”

      Fuck. Every single one of these overbred fucks was an alpha. I knew because their fathers seemed to revel in that fact, their sons’ alpha-ness somehow a reflection of their own.

      Something that ate at my own father.

      Marcus hissed something under his breath, walking over to a console on his desk and pressing a button. His voice echoed through the speakers set into the ceiling of the corridor.

      “They are my staff and are doing as I instructed them. Everyone congregating around the room will need to move on by the time I count to five, or I will send my entire security team into the area, as set out in the terms and conditions of entry into the playrooms of Apothecary.”

      “Stay where you are, you snotty little fucks. I’d love to crack some heads,” Rhys rumbled, rubbing his hands together before pushing away from the desk. “I’m heading down to security HQ to give the team a heads up.”

      “Of course, my love.”

      My eyes jerked sideways at the softening of Marcus’ usual crisp tone, his eyes flaring hot as Rhys strode towards him and stopped to press their lips together for just a second. There was so much repressed heat there, I immediately looked away.

      “Katherine, I’m Cyn…”

      Marcus’ omega mate moved closer to me tentatively, angling her head down so she could meet my eyes. She was tall for an omega.

      “Kit, please,” I replied.

      “Kit, are you OK?” Her eyes flicked to the screen and back again. “You must be…”

      She stopped when Tristan’s arms tightened around me, his hands stroking through my hair.

      “Resigned,” I said, labelling my feelings, and wouldn’t my therapist be pleased? I smiled tightly, hoping to stem the flood of empathy in her eyes. I just couldn’t bear that on top of everything, especially not from a stranger. “Marcus and I have had similar conversations before.” I watched half the eligible alphas of our social set get driven away from my brother’s door by increasing numbers of Marcus’ team. “How did this happen?”

      “Anyone can choose to leave off conditions on their contracts. The basic in-house one usually stops serious harm. I’m not sure how good a time your brother was having, and perhaps that was the point.” Marcus’ lips thinned down. “None of my staff would have tipped those alphas off to what was going down, and all of those he chose to play with have their phones and other devices removed before going in.”

      The view changed to show the security guards moving in and unbuckling Theo, restoring him to himself, while Rhys swept in with a robe and wrapped it around my brother. When he was dressed, the big man carried Theo from the room, through a staff only door, and into what I assumed was a room set up for aftercare.

      “He let people know,” I said, little more than a whisper. “He set himself up. He was going to out himself to everyone we know.” My gaze locked with Marcus, Greyson self-preservation rushing to the fore. “We need the recordings, every piece of evidence eradicated, and the participants need to be paid off. How trustworthy are your staff?”

      “No one gets near the playrooms without having been in my employ for many years. I know each one of them personally, having completed their quarterly evaluations and read through their psych evals. My shit is locked down tight.”

      “Marcus, it’s a fair question,” Cyn said before turning back to me. “You’re concerned about this getting out, about it affecting your family’s reputation.”

      “And with good reason.” Orion stared at the screen, in a new room now, where my brother was washed down by two people in nursing scrubs. They were quick, efficient, ensuring the epithet scrawled across his skin and the splashes of bodily fluids were all scrubbed away. “A breath of this in Richard Greyson’s ear…”

      His jaw tightened, then he looked back at me.

      “Apothecary is aware of your concerns—it’s why we’ve brought this to your attention. The easiest thing in the world would have been to let the Hoorah Henrys get their hands on your brother and show him just how far a bunch of overprivileged alphas are prepared to go with someone who doesn’t bother to impose limits. We didn’t and we won’t. A new baseline contract will need to be established for your brother if he wishes to play here again, and I think you might need to be part of that process.”

      I snorted, then shook my head. Orion was overreaching. An omega having a say over her alpha brother’s sex life? Ridiculous.

      “And if he won’t impose limits, we will. We have no desire to draw the ire of the Greyson family down on our heads, not when they have generously supported our endeavours. But, Kit…”

      Orion’s eyes softened, the green there a competitor for Tristan’s emerald depths.

      “If we won’t give him what he wants, what then?”

      “I appreciate your discretion, and I assure you, Greyson Enterprises will continue to support Apothecary, especially with the returns we’ve been getting on our investments.”

      Dad thought they were some offshore shell companies, and in some ways, they were. It was just they were Marcus’ offshore shell companies.

      “I’ll try to talk to Theo about this, but can’t promise anything. I understand your concerns, but…”

      Everyone was all very sympathetic, but it was Cyn’s gaze that caught mine. There was something exquisitely sensitive there that only came from having experienced similar moments of utter powerlessness. I watched her long slender fingers twitch, her weight shift forward onto her toes, as if readying herself to approach.

      And do what?

      I knew my family was fucked-up, and the glimpse I had of the alphas was nothing new. I avoided it whenever I could, running with Tristan, with Theo, because otherwise, I had to face it. When I looked up and into Tristan’s eyes, his expression was exquisite as well, but with pain. They were our future, a couple of those men. One would tear Tristan away and one would tear me away, and all we would have to look forward to would be stilted small talk over white wine at society events.

      I watched my brother get towelled off, then handed some clothes, one of the orderlies stopping by his side, putting a gentle hand on his shoulder and then a pat. Fuck, even Theo wasn’t exempt from this shit. My hand clasped Tristan’s tighter, my thumb moving restively over the top of it, needing to memorise its feel, because soon, I wouldn’t know it.

      “Your brother is…different,” Dad had said to me one evening, having asked me to come into his office after dinner. “I think you’re aware of that.”

      How could I not be? Dad had given us a running critique on how alpha, beta, or omega each one of us was since we were very young. Initially, it was a jocular thing, his exploration of how we might develop, sweet if a trifle overinvested.

      “I know how close you are to Tristan.” My fingers had dug into the chair’s arms, embedding the crimson points of my nails into the hundred-year-old velvet. “So I think you’re best positioned to understand why he would be the perfect mate…”

      Dear god, for a moment then, I’d thought he’d meant me. What an idiot.

      “…for Theo. They have…complementary energies that I think will ensure a happy match.”

      And there it was, his fait accompli, delivered in that measured, confident, reasonable tone. Which then led to the question—why the hell was he discussing with me my brother’s impending nuptials?

      “So I need you to support this mating, Kit. Your and Tristan’s relationship… For a while there, I feared I would need to step in and stop things, but biology sorted that out.” He smiled, as if Mother Nature was on his payroll. “Convince him to join the family, to become a Greyson, and the family will support and protect him.”

      Close ranks, circle the wagons, I thought dimly as my head began to spin.

      “Well, when Theo is settled, then we’ll need to turn our hands to finding you the right mate, won’t we? An alpha all of your own, Kit. Won’t that be grand?”

      Wouldn’t it just?

      Theo, Tristan, and I had talked long and hard about this, about what was at stake if we couldn’t hold to what we had all agreed to. As Rhys moved in, Theo dressed now and resituating his heirloom cufflinks, a sharp knife of fear sliced into me. I hated myself for being so selfish, for worrying about my relationship and my happiness, when I questioned my brother’s own, but…

      “Don’t delete the file,” Tristan said in a carefully neutral tone. “Lock the video up in the encrypted vault with the others.”

      “Tris…” I gasped.

      “Endgame, Kit,” he said, staring back at me, his gaze unwavering. “I won’t toss a card aside, none, not if they could potentially help us stack the deck.”

      I shook my head, tears beading in my eyes, weak omega that I was, but I didn’t countermand his order, did I?

      “Of course, if that’s what you want,” Marcus replied. “Now, the other matter I needed to discuss was your own experiences. I’m embarrassed to say that your request for an alpha got lost in the system when things went south with your brother. You won’t be charged for anything tonight, since you were forced to operate without an alpha.”

      “What?”

      We both stared at Marcus, hearing the words but not able to piece them together, to reconcile them with our experiences.

      “No alpha was sent,” he replied. “We did have a shortage, as none of those on your approved list were available, but we were in the process of vetting the others that might have been suitable when things escalated with your brother.”

      “But…Len.”

      The words were breathed out by Tris, his grip on my hand growing tighter and tighter.

      “Len?” Brendan snapped, straightening up. “The alcohol supplier? What the fuck was he doing in the playrooms?”

      “Does he even have clearance?” Cyn asked, settling in front of the laptop on Marcus’ desk and then beginning to click furiously. “Jesus, he was given free rein of every floor back when…” She flopped back into the chair, blinking. “The first night you brought me here, Orion. Remember, he was given clearance for the poker game? I’ll need to revoke some of his privileges.”

      “Not on our account,” I said crisply. “He was…” —my eyes slid sideways— “more than satisfactory.”

      Tris nodded slowly in agreement, my poor bloody brother’s plight shoved aside as we stared at each other, the selfish clasp of love unable to allow our focus to shift for long. But when we looked up, Marcus stood there, watching us with a strange catlike expression.

      “Scotch, that’s what he brought up to your room.” He tapped his index finger on his bottom lip. “Jesus, I asked for a bottle to go up as a matter of urgency, to try and buy us some time while we found an alpha, but…” A small frown formed and smoothed away. “I never expected… Well, irrespective of the outcome, you have our apologies. This was a breach in protocol we will address.”

      “What do you know about him?” Tris asked, pulling away as the door opened and Theo was led inside. I didn’t get to hear Marcus’ answer as I rushed to his side.

      And instantly regretted it.

      Dad wouldn’t see or know it, what was going on with Theo, because he never looked at any of us too closely, not unless he was trying to evaluate, weigh us up, but I did. So I saw my brother’s burnt out eyes, as empty yet full of destruction as a wasteland of your choice, the tsunami of pain there rising, rising. I took his hand, empathetic little omega that I was, and regretted it, getting waves of what felt like caustic, sticky, burning agony.

      “Theo?” I asked.

      “We need to get home. It’s nearly six am.”

      “We’ll get everyone home in time,” Brendan said, moving closer. “If you’re ready, come this way. It leads directly down to the carpark.”

      

      And so the night came to an end—the ball was over, and Cinderella times three scuttled back home.

      “Text me,” Tristan insisted as we got out of the car, tugging me back to kiss me punishingly hard. I craved that so fucking much. I sucked his bottom lip, scoring the skin there, but had to pull away. Dad was strict, but the academy was stricter.

      “Of course. Love you.”

      So we walked back inside the house, the sound of the car pulling away turning my head for a second.

      “Theo,” I said, hearing the birds beginning to chirp, “are we—?”

      “Not now,” my brother replied in his no nonsense alpha tone, shutting down the conversation before it could begin. “I’m tired and need to sleep.”

      And so we stepped into the manor, the silence, the weight of the house and its grand architecture and history seeming to swallow us up, marking us as entirely insignificant.
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      T: I woke up covered in slick this morning, dreaming of you sitting on my face.

      I blinked blearily as I woke up, picking up my phone to see what the notification was for, then smiled. My brother was down the hall, experiencing god knows what after last night’s attempt to nuke his reputation, but here was I, snuggling down under the covers, my hand sliding down between my legs. I told you I was a bad girl. Selfish, overly indulged, that became clearer later, but right now? Right now, I imagined my lover sprawled out on the regulation bed given to him at the academy, naked, hard, and—

      K: Send me a photo

      T: You want n00ds? ;)

      K: Yes please baby. I need to see.

      My heart caught in my throat, rattling to mark the seconds before they came through, then was drowned out by my whine. There he was, like a creature of indolent beauty as he lay on his bed, the white sheet shoved down to display every muscle under that golden brown skin but hiding what I needed to see, while the light caught every trail of slick that had dried on his chest and abs overnight.

      K: So hot. More, baby.

      T: More?

      I watched the little triple dots form and then disappear and then form again in the text window.

      T: What do you need?

      K: You, Tris. Please, I’m dying here. Show me what you’d give me if I’d just finished riding your face. Show me how hard you’d be.

      T: Always, love.

      Another photo came through, then another, then another, my eyes and fingers flicking wildly to zoom in, suck down every detail—the rigid length of his cock, the way his hand gripped it brutally, the crown a furious dark red. But it was the last one that had my fingers diving between my sodden folds, slick coating my fingers. He stared at the camera, at me, in a way that felt like there was no gap at all between us. He gazed into my soul as my fingers circled my clit in response.

      T: I want the same.

      He knew I couldn’t. Naked photos of well-bred omegas had made it into the tabloids for the masses to slaver over, destroying reputations. Even what we did here was risky, but I couldn’t seem to stop.

      K: Fuck, Tris. I’m needy.

      The little dots seemed to go on forever and ever as he formulated his reply, my teeth locking down tight as my fingers started to circle my clit. Then my phone rang.

      “Tris?”

      “I’ve got what you need, omega. You touching that pretty little pussy?”

      “Yes…”

      “You strumming that pert little clit? Making it sit up and beg for my touch, my tongue?”

      “Fuck, yes, Tris. I need you—”

      “I know, baby.” The iron in his voice softened, becoming something much softer, much sweeter. “Touch it like I would, make your slick coat your thighs. String it out until you’re begging for me.”

      My only answer was a small gasp, met by his moan. My ears were finely tuned, hearing him shift on the bed, knowing exactly what he’d be doing, how he’d be doing it. I’d watched him touch himself early on in our relationship, after we’d just learned what we were.

      Dad was away and Theo was off at some event, so it was just Tris and me in the house. We were about nineteen when this happened, taking with both hands the opportunity provided by the empty house.

      “I want to show you,” Tris said, standing before me, the light streaming in through my bedroom window. “I want to show you what I’ve become.”

      I knew he was an omega, like I knew I was. I felt it deep inside. He took my silence as approval, hands going to the hem of his shirt and then whipping it up and over his head in one quick movement to the sound of my gasp. He’d smiled then, standing there in just a pair of jeans, that muscular body on display. He was beautiful, with the kind of lithe strength that came from swimming lap after lap at the omega academy pool, and as he shifted, every muscle group tensed and flexed.

      “That’s just the sound a man wants to hear when he pulls his shirt off,” he’d said, trying for cocky and achieving it, mostly. But that slight tremor in his voice… “My body’s changed, and I want you to see that.”

      I’d just nodded, not trusting my voice to speak. My mouth was bone-dry as I just stared. He bent his head, his hands going to the button of his jeans and undoing it, then stripping the clothing off until he was bare.

      Omega girls, they talked a lot about the omega boys, about what they were packing, because in some ways, they were our competition. We were all supposed to be vying to catch the eye of a hot alpha and never really had that much to do with each other for very long, due to natural competitiveness. I could size up Jeanette’s arse or whether or not Yasmine’s boobs were fake, but the boys? Some were sweeter, softer, prettier than we were, and others? Others were like Tristan, as I was about to find out.

      They could pass as a beta, even an alpha sometimes, but under their clothes… His hand wrapped around the considerable length of his cock, the first I’d seen this close up. We’d touched each other over clothes, particularly before we revealed as omegas, fumbling towards adult behaviours, but now? I licked my lips, and a small whine escaped Tris in response. Then a little spurt of something clear erupted from the end of his cock, wetting the crown and trickling down his shaft.

      “I want…” he panted, his hand beginning to move, stroking and squeezing his dick. “I want…”

      I was up and off the bed, knowing exactly what he wanted, what this was. We’d spoken about it at length, about what this meant for us now that our bodies had become something other than we’d hoped for. Would he be able to get hard for another omega? He assured me he would and had. Would the natural antipathy of omegas force us apart? Never. Would we be able to gain satisfaction together? Well, we were about to find out. I moved closer, then closer still, reaching for him, moving until my mouth hovered over his.

      “Fuck, Kit…”

      “I love you, Tristan.” I’d said the words before so many times, as had he, the first time when we were thirteen and standing under the big fig tree in the backyard.

      “I love you too, Kit, and I need…I need—Oh!”

      I’d watched porn, tried to prepare myself for this as best as I could, and from what I could tell, omega boys were just like us girls—they liked to be petted, pleased, teased. So one hand gripped his wrist, pulling it away and replacing it with mine.

      He felt hot, so hot, and slick and wet in a way that made perfect sense, because if he shoved his hands under my skirts, he’d feel the same from me. His slick provided the best lube with which to stroke his cock, so I did, up and down, watching his mouth fall open, watching his brows knot and his eyes go hazy, even as he tried to keep staring into mine.

      “Fuck, Kit, I’ve dreamt of this every fucking night. You make me feel so good.” His lips snatched at mine for a second, but the ragged breaths couldn’t be contained, so his forehead pressed against mine as my hand worked. “My slick…”

      I moved my hand, swivelling the palm over the head of his cock, rewarded by another spurt and another for my efforts, and then felt something awfully seductive. Not just him, not just being near him. I had been thoroughly seduced by that for so bloody long, it was as natural as breathing, but this? I had worried so much about how things were going to go between us, but I realised I needn’t have. For the first time in my life, I felt powerful. He was shaking with the sensations I was pulling from his body, every muscle tensing as his hips pulsed in time with my strokes. His eyes were trained entirely on me, watching me watch him respond.

      I tilted my head back, our mouths grazing each other’s but not kissing, as I heard his desperate pants, then knew something no alpha who touched him would. I knew what it was like to be dripping slick and needy, to find yourself whining with that self-same need, a deep ache setting up inside you.

      Inside him.

      Fuck, Tristan needed more.

      “Tris.” It took him a moment to come out of the sensual haze he was in. “Tris.” He blinked, as if seeing me for the first time. “Come closer to the bed, put one foot up on the mattress.”

      He hesitated, that feeling of power I’d been so enjoying kinda waning somewhat, just for a second, but then he nodded. And he did, opening himself up to me, caging me in with his body but also making himself oh so vulnerable.

      “I haven’t…”

      He forced the words out, particularly as I was still stroking his cock but much more slowly now. I stared into his eyes, because I knew. Most alphas liked to penetrate, but some liked to be penetrated. Betas seemed to split down the middle, more dependent on preference than anything, but omegas? We could penetrate, just like anyone else, but what we loved?

      “Tris…?”

      My spare hand slid down, cupped his balls to the musical sounds of his moans, then his breath turned sharp as I ventured further.

      “Kit, I… I’ve never… I don’t…”

      I stared up into those wide green eyes and felt like I could see all the way down into his soul, capturing even this—a flush of shame, fear, but mostly, need.

      “I’ll never do anything to hurt you, Tris, never do something you don’t want, but…” We both let out a long breath, then my finger slid between his sodden cheeks. Male omegas emitted slick from both parts of their body, and Tris? He was wet for me. I grazed the tight ring of his arse, felt him tense in response, so I backed away. “If you’re like me, when I get turned on…” My words were coming out in a rush now, fast, intense. “I ache. I need something inside me, something that stretches—”

      “Yes.”

      He ground the word out, his jaw flexing, his eyes boring into mine.

      “Fuck, yes, Kit. I feel the same, for the first fucking time in my life. I need…”

      His voice trailed away, his eyes rolling closed as the pad of my finger pressed against his arsehole, the slick all but making it slide inside, but I wouldn’t, not until he wanted me to.

      “Please, Kit.” His whine was dark, desperate now. “Oh fuck, Kit, I need you. I need you deep. I need—”

      I knew exactly what he needed, partly due to instinct, but mainly because I’d read up on male omega physiology. They had a spot deep inside them, their prostate, which would potentially rock his world if I could find it. I slid the tip of my finger in, his breath coming in super rapid pants now, then went deeper.

      “Oh fuck…oh fuck…” he hissed, over and over, slick covering both my hands now. He was gushing for me. Then there, like a small walnut of muscle, I felt it. I stroked it, with the same come-hither motion that was supposed to work well on my G-spot, and my love erupted.

      His hands shot out, gripping my face, and his mouth came smashing down on mine, those strong arms, that had swung me around and pulled me along on adventures, locked tight around me. Since then, Tris and I had had a lot of sexual experiences, but I wasn’t sure if there had ever been any as intimate as this. I felt tiny next to Tris, like he was my alpha after all, yet no one could understand this moment of surrender, not like I could. I worked my lover’s body like I would my own, piercing and teasing, pressing and forcing Tristan to submit in the exact way I knew he wanted to.

      “Fuck, Kit…!”

      That was all the warning I got before he erupted all over my hand, my dress, me. Tris bathed me in his slick and his cum, marking me in a way that had my omega side purring. This was the first time I’d really touched someone sexually, relying on rumour and online forums to navigate the process, but I’d done it. Anyone who walked into this room right now, that took in the ways we were joined and our scents, they’d feel our bond instantly.

      Which sent a cold finger of fear up my spine.

      “Jesus, Kit.” Tristan, he kissed me slowly, deeply, like he wanted to devour me whole, so all those concerns got shoved to the side for him. The evidence of what we’d done was soon removed as his hand went to the zipper of my dress, pulling it down. “I need to see you, feel you,” he said, staring at me, his hands the only thing keeping my dress on right now. “I want to make you feel like that.”

      “Please, Tris.”

      That was the omega’s role—to beg and plead with their partners for them to please them, to be suitably sweet and needy. Right now, I didn’t feel sweet at all. My fingers dug into the taut surfaces of his biceps, my own arousal blowing so hard, so suddenly, sweat prickled across my brow.

      His smile, that was what had made me think he would reveal as an alpha, a curious mix of sweet and savage. He looked down at me like I was some small morsel that he was dying to eat. All the vulnerability was gone, and something much harder rose in his eyes as he let go of my dress.

      “My Kit…” came his low rumble as I was bared before him.

      

      “Fuck, Kit, I’m close.”

      His voice down the phone line jerked me back to the here and now to where I was, lying on my bed, jerking off to my boyfriend’s voice, because the stupid damn rules around omegas kept us apart. My body sung with my arousal from now and then combined, driving me out of my mind to such an extent, I didn’t hear the knock at the door. So in breezed Helen, catching our pants, our gasps, our professions of—

      “Tristan, gotta go,” I ground out before thumbing the end call button and tossing the phone down on the bed. I wiped my fingers on my sheets before whipping the covers back.

      “You’re due at the…”

      Helen’s words dropped away as I emerged from the bed naked, and even her weakened beta senses were able to pick up the scent of aroused omega. She swallowed, then frowned, her eyes dropping to the bed.

      “Who were you talking to?”

      “If you think I’m gonna answer that question you are sorely—” I shot back, but Helen interrupted my reply.

      “What were you doing? Were you sexting?” I snorted, her prim Victorian miss tone at odds with her stylish façade. “Give me your phone.”

      “What? No fucking way.”

      “Give me. Your phone.”

      I stared at Helen with rapt fascination. The bitch was trying to pull an alpha bark on me, and what a mistake that was. I might be naked, shorter than her, smaller, softer, and with sticky damn fingers, but I was a Greyson. My family had been a power in this city since before whatever her kind was had dragged themselves from their antediluvian swamp.

      “You came into my room without my permission, again. You’re standing here, lecturing me, before I’ve even had a chance to put clothes on. You’re talking to me like I’m the help and you’re the daughter of the house.”

      The thing about being one of the elite was to always, always act like whatever situation you were in was one adding to, not taking from, your position of strength. So I strolled up to her with the gait of a catwalk model until I looked up into this basic bitch’s eyes and stared her down.

      “You’re fucking my father,” I said, taking a guess, and yup, there was that flinch that let me know I’d hit a target. “You think because he likes sinking his dick in tight beta pussy that gives you rights.”

      I picked up my phone, opened it, and navigated over to an escort agency I knew my father liked to use.

      “It doesn’t.” I showed the screen, flicking through profile after profile of beautiful betas, some with incredibly expansive…skills. “I can have three of Madame Chatt’s best girls here before night falls, have them ensconced in the bedroom you think you have carte blanche to enter, and he’ll forget all about your pathetic attempts to satisfy him. Fifi here is remarkably flexible. She talked me through the process of taking a knot for the first time. Sweet girl. There isn’t much Dad wouldn’t give to make her his mistress. Perhaps I could try and talk her around again.”

      Helen’s mouth thinned down to something even her very expertly applied fillers couldn’t plump. She stared at me, a picture of impotence, which was a feeling I knew well. This bitch would never have dared pull this shit with Cress or Theo.

      As if thinking their name summoned them, I heard my name being called on the other side of the door.

      “Kit, you in here? We need to talk about the Chadwick…”

      Cress walked in like she owned the place, but as she was my actual flesh and blood, she was forgiven. Well, especially after what came next. She was looking at her tablet as she stepped in, going through the social events we’d need to attend and those we could reject outright. Then she looked up.

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      My sister’s voice… She might be a beta, but she had the whip crack of a voice we’d all learnt at my grandfather’s knee down pat.

      “Ah…just a fitting, Ms Greyson.”

      “Bullshit, it is.” Cress’ eyes sized up the situation swiftly before she reached behind my door for my robe, tossing it to me. “What the hell are you doing, sniffing around my sister before she’s had a chance to get dressed?”

      Helen’s eyes went wide, and for a split second, I felt sorry for her. Then I remembered the crap she was trying to pull.

      “You, what? Decided to march in here without so much as a by your leave, to what purpose? Order my sister around to complete the inane assignments my father sets you?”

      Cress had become a fully fledged lawyer only a year ago, and it showed. Her crisp tone and razor-sharp accusations cut through Helen’s bullshit in a way I would never be able to imitate.

      “My sister is no different to any other member of the family, irrespective of her designation or what my father says. Get out.”

      “What? But I have to…”

      “Get. Out!”

      Helen had balls—I’d give her that. She hovered for a moment, then the thin line of her mouth faltered and a loud huff escaped her. She turned and stalked out of the room without saying a word.

      “Kit, what the hell was that?”

      “Tristan rang and woke me up. We were talking when Helen decided to barge in, then demanded access to my phone.”

      “Talking?” Her eyebrow jerked up. Cress was too damn smart for Dad. She knew the deal between the two of us, even if she didn’t understand it.

      “Talking. I can show you my recent calls.”

      “As long as it wasn’t video, you can do what you like.” She shot me a sympathetic look. “I know this must be hard for you. I wish I…” Silence fell in the space between us, but it wasn’t an uncomfortable one. “Well, I can deal with officious bitches like Helen though. I’ll speak to Dad, tell him to go and see Fifi if he wants to get his twenty-something beta on.”

      “I said I’d hire her for a session tonight and have her waiting in his bed if Helen didn’t fuck off.”

      “You didn’t!” Cress tried for scandalised, but her grin said otherwise. “Well, good for you. God knows playing nice never got anyone anywhere here.” Now the silence became denser, less comfortable. “Mum, she’s in fine form again.”

      “Of course she is—the season has started. Has Dad told her she’s not to attend anything?” I asked

      “He has.”

      “And is she going to listen?”

      Cress’ eyes rolled my way, then a tiny shake of her head told me exactly what I needed to know.

      “You can use it to your advantage, I guess. Nothing drives away society mamas like Mother.”

      I smiled then, wide and toothy, then tightened the tie around my waist.

      “I may just take your advice there.”
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      “Kit, James Chadwick is having a floor talk, and we’ve been invited,” Cress had said over breakfast, still looking through our social calendar. “We don’t have to go, but—”

      “No, I want to go. He asked us before to come and talk to some university students he’d invited to the gallery. They’ve included our piece in the survey show he’s holding.”

      For a second, I saw it—the moment we sat for James. He’d wound a spell over Tristan and me when we attended a gallery opening a few years ago, and persuaded us to sit for him. Well, us and Theo. My brother had lurked around, suitably looking the grumpy alpha, until James started working on him too. Then the two of us had been escorted to his studio one lazy Sunday morning to stand before him, naked and staring into each other’s eyes, while the white light bathed us. It had all been very romantic for the first fifteen minutes, then the aches set in.

      “Hold the position,” James had said with a strange kind of alpha bark, more a forceful suggestion, his voice and focus on us but not on us. His pencil tore across the page, blocking our shapes in, then adding more detail. But to get that detail, we had to stay still, so still. Thankfully, we were positioned staring into each other’s eyes, and that was when it happened.

      In silly alpha-omega romances, they called it the soul stare, where the rutting alpha stops his or her sexual onslaught, stares into the eyes of their omega, and then sees them—the one, their mate, the omega they would tie themselves to for eternity. Usually, their heat would break, and then they would choose each other, the little omega baring their neck to the alpha, ready to be claimed.

      Well, I couldn’t bare my neck to Tristan, though we’d played with it at times. He’d nipped my skin bloody and I’d done the same with him when we were together, but it never resolved anything. The bites would heal over, stubbornly refusing to scar, and then we’d be left staring at each other, needing the other person so damn much, it took our breath away, our teeth ached with it, but with never any fucking resolution. I stared at Tristan, and he stared at me.

      I might have traced the abrupt shape of his face, those perilously high cheekbones, the savage cast of it softened by a pair of overly full lips, but pretty omegas were a dime a dozen. Later, we realised that was what should’ve cued us into what he would become. He was always way too beautiful for his own good, but what was happening, this weird sinking into each other, it came, not because he was nice to look at, but due to something else entirely.

      Every significant memory I had, each one worth a damn, had him in it. Growing up in my house sometimes felt like some unofficial episode of The Hunger Games, where Dad tried to pit us against each other and we refused, in our different ways, to play. Tris, he was outside all of that. Dad ignored him, Mum sniped at him, but largely, he was left alone, as he was part of the ‘help.’

      I took a long, slow breath in, then let it out.

      It was Tris that first showed me the door to the cage, because he stood outside it. His parents were too busy to ride him, so he rambled around our estate unsupervised, creating his own fun. Fun he soon included us in—climbing trees, riding bikes, swimming in the pool, and playing Marco Polo. We’d just been young animals, relishing the curious vitality of having childish bodies. He was there for every significant moment of my life, so I could be forgiven for wanting that to continue.

      As I stared, Tris did too, his eyes shining as he stood there, unable to look away. A single swallow, his Adam’s apple bobbing, that and the slight tightening around his eyes, told me what he was feeling.

      Well, some of it.

      “Whatever that is.” I wanted to turn towards Chadwick as he stopped and regarded us. “Stay there, in that state. There’s…something about the two of you. There’s an emotion—”

      “Just get the drawing done, Chadwick,” Theo had broken in. “My father’s already going to lose his mind when he sees artwork of his omega daughter naked on the wall.”

      “Nude,” James corrected him. “This is not some puerile pin-up of a sexy omega. This is…” The pencil tapped his desk for a second, then the reassuring sounds of it scratching across the paper started up again. “The only nakedness here is an emotional one, which I need to capture. Usually, it takes me weeks to get this kind of reveal from a subject.”

      “You won’t get weeks,” Theo rumbled.

      “Then I best make this sitting count,” James replied.

      

      “You sure?” Cress asked as I stared into my morning coffee. “This could be a lot of attention on the two of you. It might…”

      We could both fill in that gap with all the mights. Cress had tried to reason with me, to talk me out of doing this, seeing all too clearly how things were going, and not with my brother.

      “I want to go,” I told her, and that was all I needed to do. Cress walked in an uneasy space between alphas and omegas, the only beta member of the family, so she empathised with me, used her greater freedoms to support me, and I loved her dearly for that.

      “I’ll see if Kent is free and will call the academy now.” She paused for a second, then put her tablet down, something that warned me about how this conversation was about to go. “Dad won’t say anything, but he got the two of us together in his office to let us know an alpha has made an official offer to court Tris.”

      “What?”

      I barely whispered the word, knowing better than to shout at the dining table, so the cutlery suffered instead. My hands gripped my knife and fork in a death grip.

      “I thought everyone knew that Tris was for Theo?”

      “And not every alpha moves in our circles. Nonetheless, this was bound to happen.” Ah, my sister, the practical one. I could see her straightening up, using the voice and stance she did with clients. She was going to tell me something I didn’t want to hear.

      “Tristan is twenty-six, well past the time most omegas have found their place. The academy doesn’t have classes for him anymore, and is mainly used to house him, vet offers for his hand, and stop alphas from preying on him. Most families would have cut him loose by now and let him fend for himself.”

      Part of me screamed that they should do that. If Tris were free to find a place of his own, I could leave this fucking house, move in with him, and we could… But that could never happen. What we were, our scents, the way we lured alphas near so effortlessly, it would put a target on both our backs. Cress just watched me closely, waiting to see if I understood.

      Of course I did. Theo was older, should’ve found himself a nice little omega by now and got himself settled down, proving to Dad and the rest of the alpha elite that he was a solid family man worthy of added responsibility. His inevitable climb up into the upper echelons would be slow, made as my father and grandfather’s generations stepped back, but it wouldn’t happen without a mate by his side.

      Right then, I saw my brother’s naked body in my mind’s eye, the epithet scrawled across the back, one that attacked Tris and me. I shivered slightly, then wrapped my hands around my mug of coffee.

      “I can’t make Tris take Theo as a mate. I can’t make Theo want him. I’ve never been able to make either of them do a single thing.”

      Cress shook her head. “I think you have more power than you think, but not for that. No one can force a matter of the heart, despite what Dad thinks. But if that’s the case, perhaps we should allow this alpha to put his offer to Tris.” A low growl formed in my throat, and her eyebrows jerked up in response. “I know how you two feel about each other. Theo and I had a ringside seat to watching the two of you falling in love. Sometimes, I wonder at the cruelty of the fates, to allow him to become an omega.”

      “My omega…”

      But my voice was squeaky, my statement angry, desperate.

      “Kit, you know if I thought you had any chance at happiness with Tris, I’d fight tooth and nail for the two of you.”

      “I am happy.” But tears formed in my eyes, turning my words soggy. “I’m never happier than when I’m with him.”

      She didn’t answer, didn’t critique, didn’t pick apart my argument, because she didn’t need to. We might lie to each other, but both Tris and I, we couldn’t lie to ourselves. When I became frenzied after spending too much time with him, or when he did, when our defences were down and our instincts were in full sway, it all came out. One of us would be hanging over the other, trying, needing to satisfy the other, to give the one person in the world we loved the most what they begged for.

      But we couldn’t. I couldn’t knot Tris, could only work bulbous dildos in and out of his arse as he came and came and came, just like he couldn’t me. He had to use a proxy.

      “Every time you two are together, you break each other’s hearts,” Cress said, and my eyes jerked up at that. My siblings, they loved me, I knew that in my dark little omega heart, because sometimes it was like this. Her perfectly manicured hand shot across the table, grabbing mine and squeezing. “I never thought I’d be truly happy, not with Dad’s machinations, but Kent…” She let out a sigh, one so completely foreign—one of satisfaction. “I love you too, both of you, so you can’t bloody blame me for wanting the same thing for the two of you. You need an alpha, Kit, and so does Tris.”

      She then started talking to me about some of the friends of Kent’s she could recommend. It was super sweet of her, because I knew exactly what she was doing. As a beta, she hadn’t had to find an alpha mate, but it was strongly approved of by my family, so when she did so, she did it in a typically Cress kind of way. When alphas started sniffing around her, she profiled each and every one of them before going any further with them, looking for something much rarer than an alpha keen to take a beta mate—a good person. Cress was not going to settle, not for my father, not for anyone.

      And the reason for that was about to make itself apparent.

      A loud crash jerked our attention away from the dining room table and out through the doorway to the main staircase that led to the upper level of the house. And our mother. She’d obviously slipped on the steps. A maid rushed over to help her, but she hissed at the girl.

      “Jesus Christ…” Cress said under her breath, throwing her napkin down on the table. “Mother, are you all right?”

      We all moved, as was often the case, to go and help the queen bee of the house, but as she looked up at us, seeing us but not seeing us, her eyes glassy and red, she was a very dissolute queen.

      “I’m perfectly fine.”

      Mum’s cut glass accent and her slur made strange bedfellows, but they were all we’d ever known. Mother was an addict, pure and simple, but while the cocktails of pills her doctors prescribed were mixed heavily with alcohol to make her day bearable, her true addiction became apparent.

      “And where are the two of you off to? More trysts with your little cabana boy? And, Cressida…” The look Mum gave her was an insultingly slow inspection of Cress’ impeccably tailored suit that spoke volumes. Of course it did. “How on earth did I end up with an omega daughter who refuses to take an alpha and a beta daughter who took a perfectly respectable alpha away from those that truly need him?”

      “Gina, if you could take Mrs Greyson into the parlour and make her some strong coffee, I’d appreciate it,” Cress said to the maid, refusing to be drawn in.

      “I don’t need your swill—” Mum started to snarl.

      “And alert my father to the situation,” she continued, talking over Mum in a way she never would me. “He’s at work and will not be pleased, but he needs to know that Mum has fallen and hurt herself.” Cress’ focus switched back to our mother. “He’ll make the decision he thinks best for her.”

      And with that, Mum paled, because she was just an omega. When she got too far out of line, a ‘visit’ to a sanatorium—strictly for other recalcitrant omega wives—was organised.

      This wasn’t right. I’d spent enough time in the world to know addiction was a disease, that it deserved to be treated as such and the person wanting to get clean should be given the right kind of support, but that was the issue. Mum didn’t want to get clean, at all, ever, because facing a life without her drugs and alcohol? I looked around the grand hall of the manor, seeing the generations of wealth and beauty accumulated that so effectively hid the pain.

      “What time is the floor talk on, Cress?” I asked.

      “We’d better go,” she said, looking at her smart watch. “Let me know if you have any problems, Gina. I’ll have my phone on me at all times.”

      “No,” Mum said, but to what? “No, no, you are not doing this to me!” Did my voice sound as thready or as weak when I shouted? “No maid is going to… You aren’t going to… I forbid…”

      My combat boots clumped across the marble floor, a much better counterpoint than the heels I’d worn last night, as we walked out of the house, away from Mum, from the house, from everything.

      “Tristan will meet us outside the academy,” Cress said once we got out the front door. “But we need to talk, seriously, the three of us, about this offer. You don’t want to leave this in Dad or Theo’s hands.”

      No, I didn’t. I wanted it left in mine.
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      “Fuck, there you are.”

      Tris threw himself into the backseat and at me, devouring my mouth with one long kiss. God, this. If there were any drug that replicated the feel of Tristan’s mouth on mine after a separation, no matter how short, I’d be a hopeless addict myself. I couldn’t get enough of it, straining against my seat belt to taste more, more of him.

      “Have both of you taken your suppressants?” Cress asked, and we broke apart. She flicked us a look in the rear vision mirror before focusing back on the road. “You’ve been together a bit lately, and you always get close to frenzy when you’ve been playing.”

      And there it was. My sister loved us and worried about us, that was apparent in the line of her shoulders, her grip on the steering wheel. If there was anyone to be concerned about, it was Theo, but no one said a thing. The assumption was that whatever he had going on, he’d deal with it. Then I remembered that cluster of dudes outside my brother’s playroom. My brother needed an intervention.

      Tristan’s attention returned to me, his eyes glittering, and I saw that devilish light there, making me smile in return.

      “Of course,” he said to my sister before moving closer and kissing me again, much more gently this time. “No alpha gets a whiff of my girl without my permission.”

      He opened the centre console, pulled out the pack of suppressants in there, and then popped two, placing one on my tongue and then one on his. We swallowed at the same time and then went back to kissing.

      “Jesus…” Cress hissed, but even that dropped away. Tristan, only Tristan, that was how it worked for me. I was prepared to walk away from my family, my name, my social standing for him, and I thought that was why my siblings tried to facilitate things as best they could. We kissed until we were breathless, then forced to pull apart. “Tristan.” Her voice carried its way through the interior of the car, firm and insistent. “We need to talk about an offer that’s been made for you.”

      “I know,” he replied lightly, his smile belying the seriousness of the issue, his thumb rubbing across the back of my hand. “Sometimes they come, sometimes they don’t. There’s nothing new about this.”

      “There is, Tristan,” Cress insisted. We pulled up at the gallery carpark, and my sister parked the car, turning around to face us. “This can’t go on forever. You know that. Omegas need an alpha.”

      “I’m all the alpha Kit will ever need.”

      And right then, he was. His voice had all the low menace of an alpha, and even Cress blanched at it. His arm went around me, hauling me closer and keeping me tight against him.

      “Kit is mine. She will always be mine.”

      “Even if that’s true,” Cress replied after a tense pause, “if you give my sister everything she needs, who gives you what you need? You need her, we all know that. You always have. As soon as you came to the house, the two of you were drawn together by something none of us have been able to make sense of and still can’t. I don’t understand the dynamic between you, so I won’t interrogate that, but I know this.”

      Her eyes dropped down, her fingers tracing the seam of the expensive leather console.

      “Being with Kent has helped me get the alpha and omega dynamic more. You have…instincts we betas just don’t. I love him, love everything about him, including when he can be a high-handed, overbearing prick, but—”

      “If this is when you start talking about training to take his knot, maybe don’t,” I said. “I love that the two of you are happy, but that has no bearing on what’s between the two of us.”

      I stared up at Tristan, squeezed his hand, and watched that fire inside him flare harder.

      “I love Tris. I always will, no matter what anyone says or does. I know it was expected we’d grow out of it, but we won’t. Not ever.”

      His hand, broad, strong, capable of so much pleasure, stroked the side of my face.

      “The only way we could have an alpha is to share one,” he said, snorting at the ridiculousness of that idea. Omegas didn’t share, no matter what porn produced for less discerning alphas. If we let someone get between us, took his or her bite, it would unlock something inside us, something destructive. “Which we already do, when it pleases us.”

      “If Dad’s hung up on the expense of keeping Tris at the academy, then I’ll ask if he can move back in with us,” I said to the strangled sound of Cressida’s response. “We can maintain the illusion of happy families, just like he does with Mum, but at night, when everyone’s gone home…”

      His smile was slow and wicked.

      “Jesus, could you imagine? We’d have to soundproof the room,” he purred.

      “The two of you are living in a fantasy world.” Cressida burst into our little bubble with a worried expression. “You’ve been allowed a certain amount of latitude because…” A small frown formed, her eyes going slightly unfocussed. “Kit, Dad, he’s losing patience, and trust me when I say you do not want to be on the end of that. He made a mistake with Mum, but he won’t again. Because of her, he’s even more controlling, less likely to let things develop. You don’t know. You’ve been protected somewhat, but—”

      “You trying to tell me I don’t know how much of a micromanager he can be?” My voice started to rise, feeling like it echoed throughout the car. “Me, who can’t drive, can’t own property, can’t even inherit my share of the family fortune. Who has to have a chaperone to attend any event. Who must be ‘protected’ at all costs. I’m sorry, Cress, if he was pulling that bullshit with you too, but fuck, don’t mistake me for someone who doesn’t understand what he’s capable of.”

      “I know that, but—” she started to say.

      “Let’s just go inside,” Tristan said. “Everyone’s getting overwrought.” He shook his head. “We could argue this round and round for eternity, and we’d still end up where we are.” He stared down at me, then pushed a strand of hair back from my face. “Every choice I make will take me closer to Kit—that’s the one true thing that carries me through everything. So c’mon. I want to look at the drawing again. Pretty sure he gave me a couple inches in the dick department.”

      “Oh you know the opposite is true,” I said as we got out of the car, moving towards the gallery. “You’re much bigger, much thicker than that.”

      “Yeah?” He wrapped his arms around my shoulder. “You been taking measurements?”

      “Always.”

      

      “Ahh, you must be Cressida Greyson. My name is Carl Delozian. Welcome to my gallery. Now, this must be Katherine and Tristan.”

      “Hi,” I replied lamely, but I needn’t have worried. We got little more than a cursory glance, his focus swinging straight back to Cress.

      “I just have to ask, are both omegas currently taking suppressants? And no signs of being in heat? I only ask because we have quite a few unmated alphas coming to the gallery and I want to make sure everyone is feeling comfortable.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      There was something about growing up the way we did that managed to turn what should have been an apologetic remark into one that was anything but. My sister fixed the man in her gaze and skewered him, until words just came burbling out.

      “Well, I just wanted to make sure… Because of the Greyson name… The insurance indemnity form requires…”

      “Hello, you two.”

      The voice, deep and warm like hot honey, had the two of us turning like flowers towards the sun, and there he was, James Chadwick, the artist. Initially, his brown eyes twinkled, the burnt umber button-down shirt bringing out the warm highlights in his hair and eyes, but as he read the room, that faded. He moved closer to us, stiffening, putting his body slightly between Tris and me and the others.

      “What’s going on?”

      “The gallery owner seemed to think he needed to know the sexual status of my sister and Tristan before the floor talk could begin,” Cress replied crisply. “Something I was about to warn him goes against the anti-discrimination code and could result in a considerable fine. Omegas are not responsible for the sexual responses of alphas. This was proven conclusively in Hutchins versus—”

      “Jesus Christ, Carl, we talked about this,” James rumbled, and then it happened.

      My eyes slid sideways to Tristan, my hand clenching around his as a full body shiver went all the way down my spine. That sound, it had my nipples pulling tight and slick seeping into the special underwear omegas bought for just this purpose, their absorbency legendary, and I knew if I pushed my hand down the front of Tristan’s pants, I’d find him getting hard. But Tris? He watched James with an eagle eye, seeming to take the measure of those broad shoulders, those sensitive fingers, those pleasingly narrow hips. Then his attention snapped back to me, gauging my own reaction much more quickly, a speculative look in his eyes, but I shook my head slightly.

      Anonymous, detached, controlled fun, that was how we played. And James? I think we both knew that that wasn’t going to happen with him, something that seemed to be obvious when he felt our collective inspection. He shot us a look over his shoulder, all the good humour gone and something much hotter, much more urgent burned there. Then he turned away and faced down Carl again.

      “Any alpha that can’t control himself in a public place has no right to be outside of the home,” James said much more calmly.

      Icily almost, which to make my sister’s previous point, set off a complex reaction in me. I loved Tristan and he was right—he was everything I’d ever wanted and more. Except for this one thing. Tris had moved forward, putting me behind him, putting himself between me and everyone else in the room, because any goodwill had instantly evaporated. I held his hand, linking my fingers with his, but while he tried to provide a bulwark between us and the outside world, we weren’t equipped that way. Carl backed down, his hands up and placating, trying to talk his way around this, to repair the relationship with the artist, but not with us and not with Cressida. She and I were the ones with a name, with the social standing, but society? It naturally gave way to alphas.

      “Maybe we should find an alpha,” Tris had said late one night as we lay curled together on the bed in the playroom. “Maybe we could find one who’d—”

      “No,” I’d said, shaking my head definitely. “They’d come between us and push us apart. Alphas take…everything.” I’d shuddered, and he’d held me closer. “I can’t let someone take you from me, Tris. I can’t.”

      The words had just come out. They were selfish, grasping, not who I wanted to be as a person, but right then, they’d been honest. Everything I’d seen about alphas made me feel like they took all the oxygen in the room, leaving the rest of us gasping, but as you might have noticed, everything above was about me, me, me. I looked at Tris now, eyeing James like he was some kind of mythical beast, and wondered.

      What if I stepped back, let Tristan’s fingers trail away from mine, left him standing there on his own? My heart would feel like it was being ripped in two. Nope, that wasn’t a violent enough image. It would be more like I was being slowly shredded into teeny tiny pieces, then scattered on the wind, gone forever. But I’d do that, I thought, as my eyes flicked from James to Tris and back again. I’d do that for him.

      And maybe I should. Maybe Tris should consider this mystery alpha’s suit, just like Cress said. Maybe I was all that stood in his way.

      “I’m truly sorry, James. I should’ve talked this over with you,” Carl said. “I meant to, but the insurance company was breathing down my neck and—”

      “Fuck the insurance company.” Everyone’s eyes jerked our way, Tristan’s words hanging in the air. “Fuck all of this bullshit, and fuck you. We came down here because we were invited as special guests, and you’ve spoken over our heads the whole damn time. Where’s our apology? Where’s hers? Apologise to Kit right this fucking minute, or we walk.”

      Carl blanched but didn’t say a thing, just staring open-mouthed at the two of us. Cress and James did too, but their expressions were considerably more favourable. Cress’ eyes shone with pride, and James? He smiled, slowly but genuinely, as if we’d managed to surprise him again, and wasn’t that lovely?

      “Perhaps we should go, Tris,” I said, moving forward and putting my arm around his waist. I pressed my head into his shoulder, and for a second, I closed my eyes, imagining it was just him and just me.

      “If that’s what you want.” he replied.

      But I didn’t answer, didn’t want to. Everything felt too much and too hard, and so I didn’t. I just nestled down in Tris’ arms and let him stroke my hair.

      “I see now why you felt impelled to draw them,” Carl said. “Please, come this way with my sincerest of apologies. The students are waiting, and I can guarantee they’ll be much better behaved than an old man like me.”

      “Kit?”

      I lifted my head and stared into Tris’ eyes, then nodded. I didn’t want to, my desire to see the exhibition well and truly quelled, let alone submit us to the scrutiny of university students, but social obligations meant that I felt like I should say yes, so I did.

      “Through here,” James said, gesturing for us to precede him, the thick muscles of his arms standing out through the fine cotton of his shirt as he did. So in we walked to a darkened gallery, spotlights on each artwork, a cluster of people talking quietly about what they saw. But it wasn’t them, their collective gaze swinging around to focus on us, that had my steps slowing, it was him.

      He stood just inside the door of the gallery, leaning against the wall, his hand wrapped around two bunches of flowers. But that wasn’t what had Tris stiffening.

      “What the fuck…” he hissed.

      Because the tall, dark figure, standing there in a neatly pressed plaid shirt, jeans, and boots, was Len.
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      The artist’s talk went by in kind of a haze. Len seemed to sense he was the one who had our focus, snorting to himself and then shaking his head. As the art school students sat there and asked us questions, we answered the ones that weren’t ridiculously intrusive with only a partial focus. It was him that drew our eyes, our attention, Tris sliding even closer to me.

      “Do we have a situation here?” James asked, his words perfectly polite, but his tone? This was why I hated being around alphas—they muddied everything. Under the civilised façade of the bespectacled artist was an animal about ready to defend his turf. His impressive shoulder muscles tensed as he came to stand between Len and us. He spared us a sidelong look. “I can escort you back to your car if you like?”

      I went to reply, but Tris’ fingers tightened around mine in warning. He eyed James speculatively, but why, I didn’t know. He just let my hand go and then stepped away from the two of us.

      “Thanks, I appreciate it, but I’ll just go and see what he wants. You can go all rawrr if he proves to be a pest.”

      What? I frowned, not sure what Tris’ angle was, but I followed hot on his heels as he approached the other alpha.

      “Well…” Len exhaled the word, and there was so much in that simple sound, it made me dizzy. “Look at the two of you. I tried to tell myself I imagined you as more than what you were, some fey creatures come to play with the mere mortals, but I didn’t.” Those grey blue eyes raked all over the two of us, like he’d suck up every detail and store it away for later. Then he straightened up, reminding me just how big and tall he was. I felt like some little fairy creature next to his bulk. He loomed above me, still over a head taller than Tris, but rather than edge into our space and crowd us, his hand shot out.

      “These are for you.”

      The flowers—one a bunch of white arum lilies, the other of red tulips—were held out in the space between us, an offer, a truce. Oh yes, I liked this alpha, and wasn’t that a worry? I stepped forward, ready to accept them, assuming they were for me, but was surprised to see Len separate the bunches and the massive red tulips come to me. Because I was an omega, I’d studied the symbolism of flowers and how to lay a table correctly, so I knew the tulips represented passion and romance. I had to put my arm out to accept the bunch, the heads oversized, crimson cups. But the lilies?

      They were held back, and both of us watched Tristan realise why. Red blotches formed across the tops of his cheekbones, his eyes wide, until I put a hand on the small of his back. He stumbled forward, just staring at Len’s hand before bringing his hands up abruptly to just grab them before his training kicked in. He took the flowers gently, awkwardly, holding them in his arms like someone unused to holding a baby, just gazing at their perfect architectural shapes. Beauty, I realised, that was what they symbolised. My eyes flicked up to stare at Len and saw him watching Tris closely, and I felt a wash of white-hot…what? Fear? Need? Desire? I didn’t know if wanted to fight him or fuck him, but the scary thing? I wanted to find out.

      “This is probably a bit forward—” Len started to say, that rich chocolate voice deep enough to sink into.

      “Y’think?” Tristan said.

      “But I saw a picture in the newspaper of the gallery, of your portrait, and I felt like my soul left my body for a moment,” he continued, then smiled slowly. “And all the blood went to my dick. I figured I’d turn up, bring you two something nice, and see if you were interested in going out for dinner.”

      “Who would like to go out for dinner?” Tristan asked, his voice as taut as a guitar string.

      “Well, both of you of course. If you want to do this separately, get to know each other one on one…” His voice trailed away as he heard Tristan’s growl. Len nodded, his eyes heavily lidded. “I figured it’d be the two of you together. You’re a mated pair.”

      “What?” I barely squeaked the word out.

      “That’s what this is, isn’t it? You love him, he loves you. You’re mated.”

      Len’s broad finger pointed at me, then Tris.

      “Omegas can’t be mated,” Tristan ground out.

      “But you are,” Len countered. His smile was softer, darker somehow. “Doesn’t worry me one little bit if you come as a pair, just so long as you come.” Silence stretched between us like molten sugar, getting thinner and thinner as our breaths came harder. “What happened the other night? I want that. I want it more than I’ve wanted anything for a very long time, but not just sex.”

      He shook his head, and I realised just how intense his gaze was once he’d looked away.

      “Seems like you could use an alpha on the regular.”

      That was exactly the wrong thing to say. I smelled the sharp scent of lily sap as the stems were crushed between Tris’ fingers.

      “We don’t need anything but each other,” my love snapped.

      And there it was—the fucking lie at the centre of everything we’d built together, the one he could never hide from me. Any beta or alpha lovers we might take, they’d never know if what we said was true or not, because all they had was their designation’s instincts to inform their worldview, but me? I felt the ache up high and inside me, where only an alpha could touch. The longer Len stood there, looking like something from lumberjack porn, handing over handfuls of expensive blooms, the longer I’d feel it. My body, it knew Len’s feel, Len’s taste, and no matter what I felt for Tris, I’d crave that still, but the biggest lie was something deeper still.

      I moved closer and placed the tulips in and on top of Tris’ lilies, watching the way they intermingled and liking that contrast between red and white, then looked up at Len and saw his look of satisfaction, making me wonder if that was what he’d intended all along. Freed from their burden, my hands went to Tris’ shoulder, then to the small of his back, where I knew he’d feel the ache. I slid my fingers, just the tips, under the waistband of his jeans, so I could just touch the hot skin there. Tris shot me a look over his shoulder, and everything I suspected was there.

      His lips were parted, his breath whistling in and out, his pupils blown wide and staring, and I knew why. My beautiful omega was juicing for the alpha, his cock and arse leaking slick, readying himself for what he needed. Which was why I did what came next.

      “Where did you want to take us?” I asked. “And when?”

      “Now.” Len recovered quickly, the word just blurted out, a rueful smile letting us know just how little chill he had. “Sorry, but I don’t think I’ve got it in me to let you walk through the door without me.”

      “Let us?”

      Tris’ words were crisp, sharp.

      “Fuck…” Len raked his hands through his hair, those massive biceps bulging through his shirt. “That came out wrong. I fucking thought this through and everything, I promise, but…”

      He was losing us and he knew it, that was what was plain on his face in a curious mixture of longing, pain, and frustration, but not with us, I realised. With himself, and that was what sealed the deal with me. All the alphas in my life provided impenetrable façades of strength, so much so, his vulnerability was sexy as hell. For a second, I stared at him and he stared at me, before I turned to Tris.

      “I want to do this,” I said. “Let him take us out somewhere low-key. He can’t pull shit in public, and we don’t need to go any further than that. Not unless we want to. Tris?”

      “This is what you want?”

      I was an upper-class princess so I knew all about reading the subtext, but with Tristan, it was all so dense. He was going to say yes, of course he was, but was that because it was what I wanted or because he did? Our desires were so fucking tangled in each other, we’d grown like conjoined trees, completely enmeshed, becoming who we are as adults together and we’d do this too. I looked Len over speculatively. Was he the one who’d put the offer in for Tris? The flowers seemed to say no, but… Only one way to find out.

      “Yes. Take us somewhere chill, Len, with good food and a nice ambiance. I’m still a little hungover.”

      His smile was blinding when it came.

      “I know just the place.”

      

      “Is everything OK?” James asked when we pulled away from Len, Tristan still holding the flowers. He searched my love’s face before turning to me for an answer.

      “Fine,” I replied, situating my social smile. “We met Len last night, and he decided to surprise us here. We’re going out to have a bite to eat.”

      “We?” He looked Len over more closely as the big alpha waited by the door. “He’s an alpha. I didn’t think…you…?”

      “Share alphas?” I said pertly, cocking an eyebrow. “Yeah, we do. You know more than anyone what our relationship is like.” I looked over James’ shoulder at the drawing on the wall. “We experience everything together.”

      “I…didn’t realise.” That last came out in a great gust, those full lips pursing as his eyes dropped down to stare at mine. “Obviously I knew about your bond, but…” He frowned, the skin creasing then smoothing. “I assumed—” A sharp snort. “I don’t know what I assumed.”

      “You assumed an alpha would come between us,” I replied, cocking my head, somehow feeling like a naughty little girl right now. Chadwick might draw naked people for a living, but he seemed curiously prudish. “They do, for a short period of time, and then it’s just us again.”

      I stared, waiting for him to decode the innuendo, but even expecting it didn’t prepare me for the heat in his eyes. He straightened up, making me aware of just how tall he was, the lids of his eyes falling halfway closed as his tongue slid across his full bottom lip.

      Dear god, I needed to stop meeting hot alphas outside of my playroom. If we were in Apothecary right now, I’d have him and Len naked and wanting before us, ready for when we—

      Wait, what?

      I darted a quick look at Tris, who made it clear that he was picking up the way I was responding, if not the specifics as to why. And so was James.

      “So yon alpha is going to take the two of you out on a date?” he asked, low and throaty.

      “Yes, Dad,” I replied, then smirked. “I promise I’ll be home by…whenever the hell time I want. It’s been good to see you, James, and congratulations on the show.”

      That was a brush-off if ever there were one, but this was an alpha, no matter how civilised he might seem. His smile, when it came, was wicked.

      “Good to see you two as well.” His eyes slid over us, and it wasn’t with an artist’s dispassionate eye this time. “I find myself thinking often of that day, when you sat for me. I’d give almost anything to have the chance to do so again.”

      “To draw us?” There was a challenge in Tristan’s question.

      “Draw, paint, observe. I think you’ll find there’s not much I’m not willing to engage in. I could’ve sold that artwork a million times over and found I never could, much to Carl’s chagrin. Instead, it hangs on my wall, seen only by me.” His focus shifted to the doorway. “Bring your sister, your alpha, whomever will make you feel comfortable. Just come.”

      He reached in and pulled a business card from his wallet, handing it over to Tristan, the two of them stilling as their fingers grazed. I shook my head slowly, knowing now what was going on.

      Despite the suppressants, Cress was right—we’d been flirting with the edge of frenzy for too long and were about to tip over. Our responsiveness led to the alphas pushing themselves forward, subconsciously sensing a need to mate and wanting to be the ones to fulfil it, and us wanting to let them. I looked at James, then back at Len, seeing a truly debauched setting inside the playroom, each of them stripped bare, with us beside them. We would move around them like dancers, our movements synchronised, as we each stroked the alpha in front of us. Could it go further? I studied my love, imagining him being pushed down on the bed next to me, his fingers tangled in mine, our lips fused together as they…

      “We need to go,” Tris croaked out, grabbing my hand with his free one and jerking me away, right as James’ hand reached out, but for what? He looked quizzical himself, as if wondering what the hell he was doing, but I knew. I stared over my shoulder, recasting the well-dressed artist naked and hard and wanting in my mind before shooting him a cheeky wink.

      “We need suppressants,” Tris hissed as we walked to the door. “If we’re to go out with this alpha, with multiple alphas.”

      “No,” I replied, a devil inside me answering in my stead.

      “Kit, I can smell your need, and if I can, they can. We’ll have a fucking riot on our hands if we walk into a place smelling like this.”

      “No,” I insisted and then moved in close to Len, so he’d smell exactly what I was feeling right now.

      He’d been about to say something, something sweet or hot, no doubt, but I stopped him in his tracks. His nostrils flared, and he sucked greedy mouthfuls of my scent in. I let out a little purr of satisfaction, feeling the need heavy and low in my hips.

      “Can you take us somewhere betas go?” I asked. “No other alphas. We can’t be around any other alphas.”

      That, that was the perfect thing to say.

      “Kit…” Tris said in a low tone.

      “No other alphas?” Len was changing, the vulnerability being driven away in favour of the alpha shouldering forward. He looked over our heads, no doubt checking out James with that steady gaze. “Yeah, I reckon I know where to take you. You’ll be slumming it, though. Not the fancy arse place I had in mind.”

      “I’m down to get dirty.”

      “Jesus, Kit!” Tris snapped. His spare hand wrapped around my arm as his other struggled to contain the flowers until Len stepped up, his hand moving slowly to grasp the bunches by the stem and take Tris’ burden from him. He stared up at the alpha, moments ticking past, before he looked back to me. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “Whatever I want,” I said, something free and wild and imminently destructive boiling in me, and why the hell was that? I was feeling cocky, like all my weight was on the balls of my feet, ready to run. But whether it was from something or to something, I couldn’t decide. I turned to Len. “I want to get out of here.”

      “You got it, princess. Just this way.”

      As I stepped outside of the gallery door held open for me by Len, a great gust of his scent hitting me hard as I passed by, I made a decision.

      It’d been a long while since Tristan had responded to an alpha. I’d tried female alphas before, to see if they were what I wanted, but more importantly, what he needed, but he never really seemed to respond to them. I was the only woman that got him leaking. But men? I knew Tris liked to see my cunt stretching around their knots, but I’d always thought there was something more to it than that. I looked back at him as he followed me out, eyeing Len suspiciously, but with a bloody great lump in his pants. And what wicked webs we weave… James stood inside the gallery, watching us go.

      “What about Cress?” Tristan asked as we walked over to the most big, beautiful, black, vintage muscle car.

      “I’ll text her.” I felt a twinge of guilt, but as an omega, it was often easier to ask for forgiveness than to seek permission. I slid into the beautifully upholstered backseat, Tristan following hot on my heels, but it was Len who watched us in the rear-view mirror, catching the moment my skirts rucked up. I didn’t bother to push them down.

      So Tristan did.

      “What the hell has gotten into you?” he hissed, arranging them over my knees like a lady’s maid.

      “You,” I said, watching his gaze soften. “Him, them.”

      “You’re going into frenzy, Kit.” His voice began to catch, a whine at its edge.

      “And you’re coming with me, Tris.”

      As the car started, the heavy rumble of the engine making me shiver, Len idled for a moment as if to give me time to enjoy that, which made me smile.

      “We haven’t let things tip over in so long. I don’t want to be apart from you when it hits. This is our natural response to each other. To…”

      He followed my gaze to the front seat, Len staring so intently at us in the mirror, I wondered how we could stay safe on the road.

      “To everything.” I smiled, a wicked, free thing, worse in the face of his concern, but while it was more often Tris leading me down the garden path, I was perfectly capable of dragging him down with me too. “I want everything, Tris, and I don’t want to take suppressants to stop that.”

      “Jesus…”

      He was so still, so pale, as to appear like a statue as everything I said sunk in, then he addressed Len next, not me.

      “Wherever you take us, whatever happens, we’ll need to go to Apothecary afterwards.” He looked at me. “We’ll need somewhere safe.”

      “I’ve got somewhere safe,” the alpha replied.

      “Yeah, we need to be safe from you too, mate. A place where there’s blokes big enough and strong enough to pull you off us if you go into rut.”

      “If you decide you don’t want that,” Len pushed.

      “If we decide we don’t want that.”

      “Fair enough. No matter what happens tonight, you’ll end up somewhere safe. I’ve got people I can call to get us there if shit gets gnarly, don’t worry. I’ve got you, omegas.”

      Which is exactly what I needed to hear. I flopped back against the car seat, a smug smile on my face, right up until the first pang started. A sharp thing, kinda like a period pain, but this knife was coated with pleasure as it sliced deep.

      “Fucking hell…” Tristan hissed as I began to undulate my hips against the leather. “Flip your skirts up a little, Kit. I’m gonna have to take the edge off if we’re to go anywhere tonight.”

      “And who takes the edge off you?” Len asked.

      “She does. Only she does.”

      Such a definitive statement, right? So why was there a little whiny twist to his words? I knew the answer. I’d always known it. Tris was an omega and he tried very hard to give me what I needed because he loved me, but as his hand slid up my thigh, I looked at him, feeling the much sharper, much sweeter pain of love. I loved him just as fucking much, and I wanted him to have what he needed too.

      “Yes, Tris,” I said, to his touch, in promise of what was to come. “Yes.”
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      Which was how I ended up sitting on the edge of the car seat, my legs hanging out the open car door, where it was parked in what appeared to be a private undercover carpark. It was silent and, most importantly, empty. I heard Len’s door slam, then his boots clumping across the concrete as he strode around the car while I unzipped Tris.

      “Jesus…” he hissed as I palmed his aching length. “These suppressants are shit. I’m so fucking sensitive. Suck me, Kit.”

      Ooh, that came out all growly and commanding, making my cunt twitch in response.

      “Suck the omega’s dick,” Len said, moving in closer.

      “You don’t touch me,” Tris snapped, but the heat went out of him as I swivelled my hand up and down his cock. A long breath whistled between his teeth as his eyes rolled closed. “Only her.”

      “So suck his dick, Kit. Your omega, he’s needy. I smell it, can fucking taste it. Take him as deep as you can.”

      I smiled up at him, licking my lips, watching the alpha’s eyes harden before I did just that, demonstrating comprehensively how well I could service my man. We’d annihilated my gag reflex years ago, and I could take every fucking inch of him.

      “Fuuuuuck!”

      Tris’ voice echoed throughout the cavernous space as spurts of his slick filled my mouth, sticky sweet, and I swallowed it and him down. His hands went to my head, wanting to dig in, to just drive himself into me over and over, but he didn’t. He cradled my skull like it was made of glass, but I felt no such reticence. I worked him quick and hard, my throat convulsing around his cock, each pulse making him cry out.

      “Oh Jesus…”

      “She sucking the cum out of you, omega?”

      Mmm… Len’s voice was like dark chocolate—sweet, sultry, and just a little bitter.

      “She making your slick flow?”

      I felt Len move closer, the heat of his body radiating, but he stayed true to Tristan’s instructions, not touching but only just.

      “She making you ache, making you wet?”

      “Yes…” he gasped, over and over, shoving his jeans down lower, and I knew why. My hand snaked upwards, my fingers skating through the slick coating his thighs, finding his arse on automatic, but this time, I didn’t finesse shit.

      “You need something inside you, don’t you, omega?”

      Tristan panted over and over, the word he was saying barely able to be made out until he got louder.

      “Knot…”

      “You need to be knotted? Of course you do. You’re so hard, so wet, so slick. I can taste your need on my tongue, and it makes my head spin.” Len moved just a hairsbreadth closer, and I slowed my movements in response, wanting to see every bit of this. Len loomed over Tris, and Tris, he stared up into the alpha’s eyes as he came apart at the seams. “I want to drive my cock into you more than I want my next breath.”

      “Yes…”

      “But I won’t.” Tristan’s whine was pitiful, and I glared up at Len. “Not while you’re half-drunk off your mate’s pheromones. And mine. I want you asking me for it when you’ve got a clear head.”

      “Knot…!”

      “But I can help you, Tristan.” Len’s tone broke, softening, sweetening, and my thighs rubbed together in response. “My fingers are bigger, thicker, longer. I can push them into you as she sucks you so sweetly, until it feels like I’m knotting you, making you mine.”

      “Tris?” I pulled my mouth off his cock with a pop, then stood up, tugging his head down, his eyes fluttering open. Those green depths swallowed me whole. “Tris, I love you. We don’t have to do anything you don’t want. I’ll play with your prostate. I’ll suck your cock. Whatever you want, baby, I’ll do it.”

      “Or?” His voice was a gravelly rasp.

      “Or it can be like it is when the alphas fuck me. He can press that big hard body against yours, shove his hand between your buttocks, push those thick fingers in that’ll give you such a nice stretch. I felt them before. They burn.”

      “Why?” he asked me. “Why now?”

      “Because you need it and I want you to have what you need, like you give me what I need. Let me be your alpha, Tristan.”

      He stared, sweat beading on his forehead, a single drop sliding down the side of his face. My eyes followed its trail.

      “You want that?”

      Fuck, I was a bad, bad mate. There was desperation there, long held back, only just given voice, and it broke my fucking heart.

      “I’ve always wanted that, Tris. Always. You are my heart.”

      My voice cracked, and a tear fell free, following the same trajectory as his sweat.

      “Take my knot, omega,” I croaked out. I could never approximate an alpha’s bark like Tris, but maybe I didn’t have to. Maybe this, whatever the hell this was, was us. “Put your head back.” He followed my orders reluctantly, his spine tight, but I knew what would do the trick. “The alpha, my alpha, he’s going to cover your body with his, make you feel so small, so precious.”

      Len’s eyes burned into mine as he shifted, and I wondered, not for the first time, what the hell I was doing. We were two omegas teetering on the edge of frenzy, and he was some fucking random we’d picked up at a club. He could eviscerate both of us, tear us apart trying to rut us, but for some reason, I doubted he would. He took up position behind Tris, big hands spanning my love’s hips, tugging him back and against him. Tris’ slick would be soaking into his jeans, but Len didn’t care, as he ground his cock hard.

      “Breathe him in, that alpha scent.”

      Len looked down at a blind Tris, his nose questing until he turned slightly, burying it into the crook of Len’s neck, sucking in his scent in frantic gulps.

      Jesus, was that how I looked? Was I that fucking needy? A fluttering, fearful thing rose and rose inside me, but for now, I tamped that down. This was about Tris. If he could watch me contort myself on top of an array of alphas, I could do this for him.

      “He’s going to pierce you now,” I said. “Give you those thick fingers.” Tris’ breath grew ragged as he saw what I was describing in his mind. “It’ll feel just like a knot going in, baby. Let me give you what you need.”

      We did this differently, Tris and I, because we were different, I guessed. I didn’t feel like his alpha as I did this, I was just pretending to be, to get him what he needed. I was an omega—people’s needs clawed at me, demanding to be met. Most of them, I shoved off, but Tris’? It felt like only now was I really seeing what he needed, and as I did, I couldn’t pretend anymore.

      “If you want this, if you want to feel him do this, put your arms around my neck, kiss my mouth, and then let me suck your slick dry.”

      There was some of that day, the first time in my bedroom, about this. His hands shook when they went around my neck, his fingers tangling in my hair before he tipped his mouth down and met mine. I kissed him, trying to make him see everything I did—how beautiful he was and how much he needed this. I didn’t want to persuade him, I wanted him to embrace this, because the bossy little shit was an indelible part of his personality, but so was surrender. I felt it as I slid down his body, sitting on the edge of the seat, watching him cant his hips back and then spread his thighs.

      “Fuck…” Len said. “You’re so fucking beautiful. Your body, your arse…”

      God, this was hard. A part of me wanted to hiss and spit at someone admiring my Tris’ body, but I wouldn’t. I’d just grasp his cock in my hand, licking the copious slick off the head like it was an ice cream to the musical sounds of his moans, and then I’d hear it.

      A sharp intake of breath, it signalled for Len and me to work together to blow Tris’ mind. I put his cock to my lips, sucking him in with the vacuum of my mouth, right as Len pushed a finger in.

      “Jesus, fuck, Kit!”

      I looked up at Tris and saw his eyes wide open, fear writ plainly there, but that wasn’t all. Len moved slowly, so I did too, staring into his eyes. The sounds that came from Tris, they were almost inhuman, a savage song of lust that we kept on dragging forward, moving faster. Tris was shuttling his hips now, meeting Len’s strokes and mine, then his hands slapped down on top of the car, using it as leverage, moving with everything he had. His body undulated like a wave, eminently graceful as always, as he took what he needed, and even as I felt a swirl of doubt, fear, and shit, even jealousy, Tris had never looked more beautiful than now.

      “I’m going to give you another finger, to create the stretch you need, Tristan,” Len said, his voice a corroded mess right now, but his control ironclad. And he did just that, sending slick pouring down my throat. Tris was getting close, his dick taking on that diamond hardness that warned me of what was to come.

      “That’s it, omega. Open up for me. Take my fingers. Your prostate is swelling under my touch, getting so fucking sensitive. You’re gonna come, beautiful, and come hard.”

      The faint crack of an alpha’s bark at the end had every muscle in Tris’ body going rigid, a long, drawn-out sound escaping his throat, and then it all went to hell.

      His fingers bit into my scalp, my eye makeup no doubt a mess as my eyes streamed, and I frantically swallowed every drop of the seed Tris gave me. It made me twice as restive, that sweet, sweet taste that was all him, as I sucked and sucked until finally, he pulled away. Then he bent over, Len’s free hand running possessively over his back as Tris devoured my mouth, kissing me and kissing me until our mouths stung.

      

      “Here,” Len said, passing me some wipes that had materialised from god knows where, cleaning the fingers that had been in Tris, and letting me peer into my compact mirror as I tried to resurrect my makeup. When he was done, he tossed the wipes in a bag in the car and then opened his arms.

      “What—?” Tris started to say.

      “Come here, omegas.”

      Whoa, where the hell had that come from? He was all Daddy Len right now, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Tris frowned slightly, then looked at me, hauling me up to my feet and then pushing me into Len’s arms. One locked around me, holding me tight until my body collapsed in on him, but he wasn’t done.

      “Come here, Tristan.”

      He wavered, my love, his jaw flexing, a war obviously waging in his head as his eyes darted around.

      “You need aftercare. Everyone needs aftercare after something intense.”

      “C’mere, Tris,” I mumbled, holding out my own wobbly arm.

      He blinked for a second and then moved forward, nestling into the side of me, kissing the top of my head. Then Len, he closed his arms, holding the two of us close, and we listened to the thud of his heart.

      “You OK?” Tris asked me.

      “Are you?” I nodded my head. “Because I always am when I’m with you.”

      “Good.” That was all he’d say, a mulish expression on his face that quickly softened. Len’s hand moved slowly, stroking through his hair and mine. “I’m good, Kit.”

      “And you need food and something sugary to drink,” Len insisted, pulling away, all too soon, I thought, both of us looking up at him in confusion. “C’mon, I know the owner. He’s the one who kept everyone out of the carpark until we were done.”

      “What the fuck…?” Tris whispered, but we followed his long-legged lope into the elevator.
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      “Len!”

      He was tall, broad-shouldered, and had long tawny coloured hair that hovered between blond and brown and a full beard. When he looked up from the beer tap where he was pouring drinks, the smile he had for Len faded somewhat when he saw us, but he quickly fixed that.

      “And friends,” he said finally. “So these are your omegas?”

      “Not mine,” Len said, then looked over his shoulder at us. “I’m working on it, but not yet.”

      Then I saw it in the bartender’s eyes, so brief a flash of emotion, only an omega would see it. A tiny moment of what, need? That didn’t make too much sense, because this guy, he was a beta.

      “Anyway, this is one of my best friends, Jackson. We grew up together, used to run in the same circles.”

      “Used to work for the fucking gangs is what you mean,” Jackson replied with a smirk, picking up a glass and giving it a polish with a tea towel. “We did the illegal booze runs, bringing in expensive imported shit and sneaking it past the officials to avoid paying tariffs.”

      “Learnt enough about the biz for Jackson to buy this place and me to set up a legit alcohol importation business,” Len said. “But you’re not here for our backstory. I need a couple of burgers, some chips, whatever sides you think are good. Lots of fat, carbs, and salt. And a jug of Coke.”

      “Aftercare?” Jackson smirked, then nodded. “Fuck, it’s been a long time since we’ve done that. I’ll put the order in. There’s a booth right up the back—nice, quiet, secluded. Should be perfect for what you need.”

      And it was. Len steered the two of us over, and I was dimly aware that people were staring as we passed by, but I couldn’t care. My skin was still hot and feverish, but I felt empty as a drum right now. That was the problem with frenzy—the highs were higher, but so were the lows. So when Len pushed Tristan, then me, into the booth, blocking off our exit by sitting beside us, everyone pressed against the other, that was good. I laid my head back on the seat back and just sighed.

      “That’s it.” Len’s voice was distant but soothing, so very soothing. “Just let yourself come down easy.”

      And I did, turning to Tristan and wrapping my arms around him. He returned the gesture, tucking my head up under his chin. I felt his hand trail through my hair, something that always soothed me, and so we sat, the dim noises of the pub filtering in just a little before Jackson came back.

      

      “Here you go.”

      My eyes cracked open to see Len’s friend standing there, arms laden, a cute barmaid behind him carrying a tray of drinks. Everything was deposited on the table before the beta slid onto the bench seat across from us.

      “Haven’t seen you with an omega in years, Len, and you come in here with two. What’s going on?”

      “Not now,” he replied, pulling over food and pouring drinks and putting it before us. “Eat.”

      “We’re omegas, not children,” Tris snapped, but he picked up the glass of Coke and drank deep, my eyes unable to look away from the bob of his throat.

      “No, but you’re in frenzy, aren’t you?” Len turned to look the two of us over, Jackson following his lead with considerably more curiosity.

      And concern, I saw that as well. His eyes darted around, no doubt checking there were no alphas here, but he needn’t have worried. There was only one in the room, I knew that. Len’s pulsing, male alpha-ness washed over us like waves, meaning I leant forward, pulled a basket of chips towards me, and started to nibble. Yeah, he was right—this was exactly what I needed. My hunger roared up in response, so I reached for another chip and another.

      Tristan put his hand across my knee and then said, “Getting there. Thanks for the food, by the way.” With a mutinous look, he dragged a burger over and grabbed it, taking a big bite.

      And so it was omega feeding time at the zoo. We ate a ridiculous amount of food until our stomachs were bulging and then just a little bit more.

      “Aren’t you eating?” I asked Len. “Where’s your aftercare?”

      Though that made me realise that he hadn’t gotten off, so maybe that wasn’t required. Which made me feel just a little bit selfish. And curious. My eyes slid down, past where his arms were crossed and leaning on the table, to see what kind of state he was in, but I was met by his amused gaze.

      “Looking after people, that is Len’s version of aftercare,” Jackson explained. “He likes sex plenty, but afterwards? When everyone’s soft and languid, floating along in some kind of afterglow, that’s when he likes them the best.”

      The man himself just snorted, taking in a long swig of beer from his bottle, but Jackson flopped back in his side of the booth, arm slung along the back of it, his shirt rucking up slightly to reveal a thin sliver of taut brown flesh.

      “You know each other well,” Tristan said, wrapping an arm around me and pulling me a few millimetres closer. “You’ve done that…” He let the three of us fill in the gaps of what had happened in the carpark, one of us more able to do so than the other one. “Before?”

      Len’s eyes slid sideways until his whole body shifted, his thigh going up on the bench so he could face us down.

      “Time for introductions now? Seems a little late, but I get it. We need to get to know each other. Len Rafferty,” he said, holding out a massive hand. It hung there for a second before Tristan reached and shook it. Their grips were firm, masculine, and something about the contrast between Tristan’s large hand and Len’s much more monolithic one had me squirming. As he went to pull back, Len twisted his hand, bringing the knuckles up to brush his lips across them.

      “Tristan Greenwood.”

      My lover forced his name out from between his teeth, and Len pulled back, letting his fingers go slowly before turning to me.

      “Katherine Greyson, but those close to me call me Kit,” I said, offering him my hand and shivering when he took it.

      “Katherine or Kit, which do you want me to call you?”

      Jesus, how could one man’s voice feel like roughened silk, rubbed all over my body especially across my—

      “Kit,” I replied belatedly. “If we’re not friends after what we’ve done together, then I don’t know what we are.”

      “I don’t mind being your friend,” he replied, his voice as dark and sultry as the stout in his bottle. “But that won’t be enough for me.” Those eyes that seemed to see everything caught the moment Tristan stiffened. “I’m just declaring my intentions. The daughter of one of the most prominent families in town.” He looked at me with a scalding look. “And one of the most hotly desired omegas still languishing in an academy. I can’t believe you decided to come on a fucking date with me, but you’ll find I don’t fuck around.”

      “Jeez, that’s an understatement,” Jackson muttered. “He’s solid. He’s not telling you that, probably won’t.” Now that he had our attention, he continued, “He’s financially secure, enough that he doesn’t need to be hanging out in bars like this, but it’s more than that.”

      Len wouldn’t meet his eyes, obviously a little embarrassed by his friend talking him up, his focus narrowing down on his beer bottle and the label he was picking off, so he missed it. Something lit Jackson from within as he continued.

      “But the big thing about him is—”

      “Jackson…”

      “He doesn’t play games. If he’s interested, he’s one hundred percent in. He’ll want to see this through to the end, the very end if possible.”

      “Fuck’s sake, Jacks, enough.”

      It was odd seeing Jackson flinch. Len didn’t exactly shout, but his intent was clear. He wanted his friend to leave things alone, but Jackson just stared at him for a few seconds before turning to us.

      “He’s looking for a mate. He always has. All alphas want an omega…”

      And there, there was the knife, twisting in the other man’s chest.

      “But Len, he needs one. Always has, always will.”

      Jackson’s voice died away, and Len, his fingers clenched perilously tight around the glass bottle before he shoved it away.

      “It’s been good to see you, Jackson. Let me fix you up for the meals—”

      The man got to his feet in response, shaking his head.

      “Your money’s no good here, you know that. Whatever I have to give…”

      Jesus, it was almost painful to watch as Jacks’ longing rose, only to be roughly smothered.

      “I’ll just give you a discount on your next order then,” Len said, looking up at him, just seeing Jackson’s easy smile now.

      “Of course, mate. I’ll leave you to your date.”

      With that, he up and left, but not before putting his hand on Len’s shoulder. I watched it, the way Jackson’s hand, his fingers, spanned the broad lump of muscle, giving a squeeze before pulling away.

      Len got up with him, and for a moment, both Jackson and I thought it was to say or do something, maybe giving him a quick hug or something, but the big alpha settled into Jackson’s spot, giving us the space of the table between us. Both Tristan and I were treated to the sight of those massive arms resting against the tabletop, the plaid shirt straining, but not Jackson. He shot me one last look, one that seemed to try to communicate a million things, but even my omega senses couldn’t decode it before he turned and ambled back to the bar.

      “To say this hasn’t gone the way I expected is a fucking understatement,” the big alpha said, rubbing his hand across his face, but a wry smile followed. “But I can’t fucking bring myself to regret it. I figured we’d have a few drinks, play some pool, get to know each other…”

      “We still can,” Tristan replied, my eyes jerking sideways in surprise. “You want to take both of us on a date. Not just Kit, not just me.”

      “You’re a package deal, right? The two of you are mated in every way you can be, but you bring alphas in the mix, to give you what you need. I want that, to be that for you.” His voice grew lower, more growly, making me restless. “After last night, part of me wants to be the only one that does that.” We grew very still at that, as alpha possessiveness was legendary and sometimes lethal. “But that’s not on the table right now. I just wanted to declare myself.”

      There was no way this could happen. Anyone I mated needed to bring some sort of advantage to the family. It was just the way it was. Cress had brought Kent, who came from a family of high-flying lawyers that owned the largest legal firm in the country. His breeding was impeccable, and Dad would be proud to have him standing beside us in family photos. But Len…

      My family, my social circle’s snotty bullshit, had been revealed to me at a young age, because I saw how they treated Tristan. I could never invest in the endless season rituals with anything other than resignation and scorn, but that was the way we lived. By turning my back on them, the only family omega, I would compound what my mother had already started—the steady decline of the Greyson family fortunes. I needed to find a mate that was suitable, prove that omegas from our family could be perfect, just like the others were, or…

      My jaw tightened as I considered my fate, the one I’d been running from my whole life. I looked at Tristan, studying the curve of his neck, imagining a bite mark there, left by the alpha that claimed him—if Tris found an alpha, one that loved him and would look after him, who was willing to accept who he was, that he was no compliant omega. That maybe he wasn’t an omega at all, but something else, something new and brilliant, all on his own. My eyes raked over Len’s massive form. I’d check out his credentials, do a background check, but he seemed exactly as Jackson said—solid. Tris would be safe with someone like him, away from my family and my father’s plan.

      “Well,” I said as I twirled my fingers through Tristan’s hair, his eyes falling half closed in response, Len following my every move, “I admit, I’m intrigued. You seem willing to step into a ménage situation without a second thought.”

      “I’m willing to step into whatever this is without a second thought,” Len shot back. “You two…” He shook his head slowly. “I feel like I’m staring into the sun with you, but there’s more.” His brow creased slightly. “Pretty omegas are a dime a dozen, even hot little kinky ones. I’ll find myself drifting closer because that’s what my designation demands. Instincts shout claim, bite, rut! but once they’re satisfied, then what? I don’t know the two of you, don’t know your story, but fuck, I want to. No one’s ever touched you like that, have they?”

      He didn’t specify Tristan, but we all knew what he meant. Tristan’s long fingers traced the grain of the wooden tabletop before he looked up.

      “No.” Silence, just the sound of him breathing. “Never wanted to.” When his eyes whipped up, when they met Len’s, there was something hard and honest there. “This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. I’m not who I’m supposed to be. I was going to be a beta like my parents, or better, an alpha for Kit. But then one day, I woke up with bloodied slick all over my sheets and I knew, I fucking knew what had happened. Instincts that I’d never felt a hint of hit me like a ton of bricks. Blokes I’d stand nose to nose with could bark at me, force me to be compliant, and worse?”

      His brows wrinkled, his lips curling.

      “I start leaking, getting all shivery and hot, my body readying itself to mate with some stupid fuck, not because I like him or am attracted to him, but because he’s an alpha and I’m an omega. What I think, who I am, it doesn’t matter, only designation.”

      “Have you ever tried things with a female alpha?” Len asked.

      “There are no other women for me other than Kit. Academically, I know women are hot, that maybe if we hadn’t met, I’d be into them, but we did.” His arm wrapped around me tight, his lips pressing to the crown of my head. “There’s only Kit.”

      Just for a second, I let myself feel it—that sensation of shock and awe I always felt when I knew I had his heart. I’d been schooled to be a princess in her tower, not deigning to bestow her attentions on the unworthy, but really, I was just a messed up girl with an achy heart and a wet pussy. A bad omega. I just ran my fingers over Tristan’s, tracing the shape of the way he held me as I watched Len soak every damn thing we said up.

      Solid—it wasn’t exactly a compliment, yet somehow with Len, it was. There was something so damn…still about him. Like he was a rock in a stream, everyone else burbling around him, but he remained. Rather than being a butterfly, pinned to the display board of societal expectations, he just was. Would he help ground Tris, while also letting him fly free to do whatever the hell he needed to? He hadn’t pulled a lot of alpha bullshit on us yet, but just how flexible was he? For a second, I could see the two of them together, Tris pushing Len down, bending him over the bench in the playroom, moving between his legs and—

      “What are you thinking about, princess?” Len rumbled, his eyes burning bright.

      I probably should’ve been coy with it, but y’know, fuck that noise.

      “You bent over, naked, and Tris behind you, ready to mount you.” My words were coming out short and sharp, cutting through the quiet. I turned to see how Tristan was taking my fantasy and watched his eyes glitter, his grin sharp. “He’d have to lube you up. No slick to ease his passage, but he’d do it.”

      “Because he has with you, princess?” Len said in a low, deadly tone. All that sweetness bled away as he grinned, flashing those alpha fangs at me, but then he straightened up and stared Tris down. “You fuck her little arse? Made her cry out, not from pain, but from pleasure.”

      “There’s no part of Kit I haven’t touched and vice versa. She’s mine, all of her, just as I’m hers.”

      But for how long? This was one of the many lies we told ourselves.

      “And both of you want more.” There was something a little smug about Len’s smile as he leaned back against the booth, arms spread out across the back. It was like he was making us aware of the space there, space we could so easily slot into, kissing each other’s lips across that broad chest. “I think I know where to take things. You wanted Apothecary, but there are other places.” He got to his feet, then held out a hand, helping me out, then Tristan, and walking with one of us on each arm.

      “Jacks, you got your manager coming in tonight?” he asked his friend as we walked back to the bar.

      “Yeah, he’s due in any second.”

      “Wanna make it like old times?” Len looked down at us. “I reckon they need their horizons broadened a little, see what life’s like outside the confines of the season.”

      “Yeah?” Jackson’s hazel eyes danced at the prospect of that. “So what’re you thinking, Hellfire?”

      “Abaddon.”

      Well, that name sent a shiver up my spine.

      “So we’re going hard.” Jackson nodded, then smiled. He tossed his tea towel on the bar and then turned to the barmaid. “I’m heading out. Anything major, get Freddy to call me, but it better be bad.”

      “Got it, boss,” she replied. “It’s been ages since you’ve taken a night off. Have a good one.”

      And with that, he jumped over the bar, landing beside us with an infectious grin.

      “So what the hell is Abaddon?” Tristan asked. “I’m not taking Kit anywhere she might get hurt.”

      “Hurt?” Jackson cocked his head, his expression of mischief infectious. “Only if you want it to. Anything goes in Abaddon, but only if you give explicit consent. Not like your fancy arse clubs like Apothecary. No one gives a fuck who you are or what your last name is. You’re just a fellow traveller on the path to pleasure.”

      “Why there?” Tristan asked, but of Len, not Jackson. “Why is that the place for us tonight?”

      “You two grew up in the lap of luxury, one seeing it, one being it, but there’s a whole other world out there. You think you’re something special, a bloke who wants to transcend his designation,” Len said with a challenging smile. “There’s a lot more than what you think. If you’re worried, I’ll take you home, or…?”

      He left the remainder of the sentence unsaid, hitting the ball over into our court, and what was I going to return? No one loved to play a game like I did, and one that might end up with Tristan happy? I’d known that there were other clubs, ones on the fringes, wilder, more feral ones than those that we’d frequented, but we’d never been brave enough to venture out, kept trapped in our little socially acceptable world.

      “Or we can take a walk on the wild side?” I asked.

      “No well-bred alphas and offers of marriage over Cosmopolitans,” Jackson warned. “Abaddon is real. As real as they get.”

      “Then take us to hell,” Tristan said defiantly, grabbing my hand and tugging me back towards the carpark exit.

      They followed hot on our heels. Of course they did. Alphas might think they have all the power, but we omegas? We could make them dance to our tune, and as we all piled into the car, Jackson shooting us a speculative look over his shoulder, I knew how I needed Len to dance. James too. A plan, hastily thought up and probably easily derailed, formed in my mind and made me smile as we pulled out of the carpark and onto the road beyond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where are you?”

      Cress’ voice was sharp on the other end of the phone line. As we parked out the front of a looming building, I peered out the windshield at the forbidding façade.

      “Out with Tris.”

      “Out with Tris and whom, little sister?” she bit off in hushed tones. She was obviously somewhere where she didn’t want to expose what I was up to.

      “An alpha we met at Apothecary. He’s interested in Tris.” More lies, always lies. “I need a background check done on him.” Len and Jackson turned around to look at me but I put a finger to my lips. “Len Rafferty.”

      “The alcohol importer? Dad buys a lot of his Scotch directly from him. Well, he’s not old money, but that might work out better for Tris. I’ll run the check and forward you the results. But, Kit, the two of you can’t waltz around in the company of a strange alpha, particularly one we know very little about.”

      “Is that Kit?” a deep voice asked Cressida. “Give the phone to me.” I heard it being handed over. “Kit, where the hell are you?” It was Theo, and his voice had that contained wrath we’d all mastered. “Cressida said you were going to the Chadwick thing, but you know that we were due at the Lasseters’ tonight.”

      “I’m at Abaddon,” I told him, having a hunch and wanting to see if it was correct.

      His silence was telling, the muffled sounds of a party in the background the only noise for a few heartbeats until he growled out his response.

      “You need to stay where you are.” Alpha bark, sharp and decisive. “I’ll come and get you.”

      “Come, brother,” I said, eyeing the old factory that had been recast in crimson. Black painted walls, red lights, it looked like the mouth of Hell. “Come and enjoy the delights within, but you’re not dragging me to yet another stuffy fucking party where I have to listen to boring alphas talking over me like I’m nothing.”

      “Kit, you—”

      That was the thing with Theo. He’d been an alpha for a lot of my formative years, but for some reason, that seemed to make it easier for me to shuck off his orders.

      “Tell me brother, was I supposed to bring Tristan with me to this soiree?”

      No response.

      “Was I supposed to stick by your side at all times, as my alpha protector?”

      Still nothing.

      “Was I supposed to push the two of you together, just like Daddy wants?”

      Fuck, bile surged in my guts, my vestigial fangs aching as I chewed off the words and spat them out.

      “You want us? Come hunting, brother. Search for us in Abaddon if you dare.”

      I clicked the end call button and then turned the fucking thing off, shoving it into my bag, every eye on me, but it was Len’s eyes which I met with mine.

      “Tell me to shrug off my brother’s compulsion, to walk with you into that club and have an insane time. I feel…itchy. I’m used to disobeying his orders, but it makes me unsettled.”

      Len smiled slowly, then growled at me with a voice that sounded like rumbling thunder.

      “You should do whatever the hell you want tonight, omega,” he ordered, and right then, I loved him a little. I grinned, and when I looked at Tristan, he was grinning too.

      “So, a runaway princess and her beautiful prince?” Jackson asked, looking over the two of us. “Then we need to prepare you for what we’re walking into. In Abaddon, literally anything goes, with consent. You choose silicone bracelets that indicate what you might be up for, but every engagement, no matter how small, needs to have your consent. People who break the rules are thrust out of hell, which let me tell you, hurts a shit load more than heaven.” He winked at us. “Their drinks are crap and the décor is really dated.”

      “You’re building this place up too much,” Tristan said, eyeing the place through the glass. “It can’t be that fucking wild.”

      He was wrong, so bloody wrong.

      

      You couldn’t take the place in all at once. One, it was a cavernous space, an old meat processing plant that had been stripped bare and then repurposed for pleasure. Red lights cast everything in a hellish glare, white graffiti arced over black walls, drawing stark, almost tribal looking figures on the walls, but they were nothing compared to the people themselves. I felt my heart pulse in time with the rapid EDM beat, my chest starting to tighten. Beyond the velvet rope, beautiful people of every shape, size, and designation strutted past, often in outfits so eye wateringly chic or cutting edge, it hurt to look at them, but I couldn’t bring myself to look away.

      “You’re getting excited.” Tris grinned at me, his teeth seeming sharper, more feral in this light. “You always liked new playgrounds.” He searched the surroundings like a predator. “What did you want to try tonight, my love?”

      “We need to get past the door bitch first,” Jackson said with a slight frown, but Len seemed to have that under control. A woman sat on a plexiglass throne, completely clad in strips of silver, her hair pulled back in a severe ponytail. She surveyed us, much like a queen looking down on her subjects, but Len was anything but servile.

      “Looking good, Athena,” he said in that low rumble that seemed to cut through the raucous noise. Those scarlet lips twitched, then curved into a smile as she stared at him.

      “And you, delicious Len. It’s been so long since you’ve come to play, and with your partner in crime, of course.”

      “Hey, Athena.” Jackson moved up, taking her outstretched hand, on which an oversized ring sparkled. That had to be a factory made diamond, right? He kissed it and then pulled back.

      “And what do we have here?”

      I almost flinched in the face of her regard. Her eyes were like ice blue lasers cutting into me.

      “Who,” Len corrected. “Kit and Tristan, this is Athena.”

      We said hello, but she paid us little mind, her focus intensifying as she looked the two of us over from head to toe. An alpha, I’d be willing to bet.

      “Omegas,” she said, looking aside at Len. “Omegas teetering on the edge…of what? What are you bringing into my club, Lennox?”

      “My special guests,” he replied, not flinching for a second from her inspection. “Omegas Jacks and I will keep safe.”

      “Keep safe? Not the way they are.” I didn’t see where she produced the pills from, but there they were, small and red and lying on her palm. “But these may help. Omegas’ bodies declare their receptiveness in a way their minds might not welcome, but in here, that distinction might get lost.”

      “If they don’t consent, people get kicked out,” Jackson insisted.

      “Yes, but before my people get to your little omega’s sides? These are not suppressants but de-scenters. They strip an omega’s signature aroma from them, make them as if they were betas for the night. They can walk my halls, play in my playground, and no one will know what they are.”

      “Athena—” Len started to say, but Tristan shouldered forward, moving until he was just out of reach of the woman then looked down at her palm.

      “We could be anything we want?”

      “Alpha, omega, beta, those are not fixed things here, nor is gay, straight, bisexual, male, female.” Her fingers began to curl, but Tristan’s snapped out and stopped her. “Some say the angels fell from heaven to create hell, but what if they jumped?” Her eyes glittered with a strange light. “What if they wanted a world beyond the crushing rules of nature? What if they wanted to make something new?”

      Her other hand moved up, a single finger pressing itself under his chin as she inspected his face closely.

      “You, beautiful boy, I could believe was such an angel, but to do so, you must cast off your wings.”

      “Trist—” Len was about to warn him off, but he had the pills off her palm and into his moments later.

      “Cost?” he asked.

      “For you two pretty things, nothing. You come to my club to play, others will come to watch. I, myself, would love that privilege.”

      “Side effects?”

      “A mild hallucinogen, a muscle relaxant, but no serious side effects. I have a chemist friend who has an interest in transcending the limits of designation. She’s out there somewhere.”

      We looked across the floor, past the sprinkling glitter streaming from the ceilings, the sweeping lights, and saw dark figures swinging on trapezes, leaning back and forth to increase their momentum, hands reaching out to brush their bodies as they passed.

      “She’s quite brilliant. We funded her lab to produce the drug to help our alphas and omegas enjoy more freedoms. It’s been extensively tested, but of course, you try it at your own risk.”

      “You don’t need to do this,” Len said. “Jackson and I, we’ll protect you.”

      “I don’t want to be protected,” Tristan said defiantly, taking one and swallowing it down, moving the other close to his lips. “I want to be free to be who I am.”

      Then he turned to me, something lighting inside him that I hadn’t seen for so long, not since before we discovered what we were. His eyes danced as his smile went crooked, and he placed the pill between his lips and then bent down to put it to mine. I kissed him because he was my Tristan and, whatever journey he was on, I was with him.

      Until it came to an end.

      As was often the case with drugs, the results were kinda anticlimactic at first, no instant swelling of limbs or dropping to the ground, just him wrapping his arm around me, stroking my hair away from my face.

      “Now, my pretties, we need to get you bracelets. Have your protective alpha and beta explained the rules of my domain?”

      “Nothing we don’t give consent for,” Tristan answered automatically, but his focus was still on me.

      “And to stop you both from being mobbed by the crowds, you wear these.”

      She gestured to a wall of different silicone bracelets as she got to her feet, the full effect of her regalia revealed. She wore toweringly high heels made from silver Lucite, the streamers of her dress parting to reveal a metallic harness and a long dick made from glittery silicone. She gave it a quick stroke, smiling at the two of us before plucking two white bands off the wall and holding them out to us.

      “Anyone interested in the two of you must wait until you approach them. They can’t come close, flirt, propose, or proposition anything without your initial approval. It makes you untouchable in my club, until such a point as you decide to be touched. If you wish for something else—”

      “That’ll be perfect for us,” Len said.

      “Us?” Tristan asked, a brittle edge to his voice.

      “Us,” he confirmed. “Give us four, Athena.”

      “Four?” Jackson said, then snorted. “Damn, brother, you’re cramping my style. Cute little omegas or big burly alphas wanting to mess with me? I wanna know.”

      “Four if you’re with us tonight.”

      Len just stared down at him, holding his gaze, and I wondered how he didn’t see it. Jackson relented, that was likely how he perceived it, but it wasn’t really. I was an omega, so I knew surrender when I saw it. Not in the way we did, but when his eyes dropped, when his body stilled and softened, when he nodded, I knew what was happening. My chest ached somewhat at the sight of it, my fingers stroking over my sternum.

      “Sign me up,” Jackson said, holding his hand out, then shoving the combined leather thongs covered with dark beads and small carvings around his wrist up to make room for the white bracelet. He probably thought Athena was going to put it on, but she held it out to the big alpha, her eyes finding mine as she smirked. So we were treated to the sight of Len pushing the band over Jackson’s wrist quickly and efficiently, but I couldn’t help but see the parallels here. An alpha before his mate, giving him his ring, making the commitment before the world and—

      “Hand out, omega,” Len said, appearing in front of us, Jackson left wide-eyed behind him. We both obeyed, the drug obviously kicking in. I felt looser, more compliant, transfixed by the many different shades of rich brown and auburn in the man’s hair, the texture of his shirt seeming so soft as to be almost strokable.

      “Bon chance, my pretties,” Athena said, unhooking the velvet rope and ushering us in. “I look forward to watching your exploits. Abaddon is a fever dream and a nightmare, all rolled into one. Only you can determine which.”

      “A dream,” I whispered to myself, wrapping my arm in Tristan’s, then taking Jackson’s. He started at that, but as I pressed myself into his side, he smiled down at me.

      “Let’s make it so, princess,” he said as we walked through.
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      “How the fuck have we missed this place?”

      Tristan said the words as he tugged me after him, plunging into the masses, following them as they swept past the different platforms. The crowds in and of themselves were enough to pull your eyes and hold them, beautiful people of every size, colour, shape, and designation dressed in everything and nothing. But the platforms? Tris dragged me closer to one, and I could see why. I looked over my shoulder, saw Jackson and Len walking up, eyeing the performers, but their focus quickly shifted to us. They watched us watch them.

      He was freaking massive, somehow that usual overdone alpha muscularity multiplying exponentially until he was more mountain than man. We saw every naked inch of him as he was led through the crowd on the end of a chain held by a young man with harshly bleached hair and a full face of makeup. He smirked at the onlookers, his ruby red lips glistening as he passed by. Then the alpha was led up to some very stout-looking stocks and locked into place, a beautiful girl, with a look similar enough to make them look like siblings or lovers, helping the blond boy lock the alpha in place.

      And he let them, that was what had us shocked. There was something so quiet, so subdued about the alpha, that had my shoulders starting to tighten, my eyes darting.

      “Don’t worry,” Len said, moving closer and then placing a careful hand on my spine, rubbing a small circle on it. “He could tear himself down from there in about ten seconds. Nothing happening here is against his will.”

      “But he—”

      The words froze in my mouth. What would Len know of the other forms of coercion? The sneaky, dirty ones that had you turning against your own nature with no physical threats at all. The ones where they turned your own mind against you.

      He shifted me over slightly, my focus moving from the tied down alpha’s impressive back muscles to his front.

      “Ohh, you are being such a good boy!”

      The bleach twins said this, pressing their bodies into his sides, then their hands met around the guy’s massive dick. He was hard, so fucking hard, I could see every vein picked out plainly as they stroked him, his whole body beginning to quiver. They leaned across him, kissing deeply as they jacked his cock, getting him ever harder  until a low whine escaped his lips.

      “I think someone’s ready,” she said, their hands yanking away just in time. The alpha’s cock dry fired in the air, but apart from a small drop of pre-cum that balanced precariously on the crown, nothing came out.

      “You first, baby,” he said, pulling down a bright purple dildo of sorts, but its design was strange. He covered her back with his front, kissing her neck while his hand and the toy dropped lower. His fingers teased her nipples, making her moan in response, and the alpha made an inarticulate sound of pain as she did so. They paid him no mind as her thighs spread, as she smiled wide, bleach boy’s fingers sliding through her folds and coming away saturated. “So wet. You need this. You need to fuck that big alpha?”

      “Yes…” she hissed, and he hissed, the trussed up alpha, which earned him a stinging slap across his arse.

      “No talking. You’re not in control here,” bleach boy all but growled, the two of them then spanking him until the skin was bright red and throbbing, no doubt. “Now, sweetness, time to give him what he needs. What you need.”

      She leant back into his shoulder as the short bulbous end of the toy was worked in, her moans muffled now by their kisses. He prolonged the process, working it in and out of her slowly, as it seemed to pop in, then out, then in again, the shape designed to lock inside her. Then finally, he pushed it deep and left it there, only to stroke his wet fingers up and down her shaft.

      “Baby, your cock’s so hard,” he said as he got to his knees before her, looking up like it was a lollipop or something, then he did something that confused me entirely.

      “You gonna suck it?” she asked. “You gonna suck my cock?”

      It was just plastic or silicone or whatever, with no nerve endings, so their mutual delight when he did just that made no fucking sense to me whatsoever, but when I looked across at Tris, he was transfixed. He jumped when I touched him, then pulled me closer into the safe harbour of his arms, but when his teeth found my neck, his hips pushing into me, I got how much he was into this.

      “Is this what you want?” I asked him, turning around, his eyes instantly on me. “Is that what you want me to be?”

      My heart thudded. We’d stumbled into this sexual playground as experienced players, I’d thought, but five minutes in and I was shaken. Tristan had never responded to other women ever, but he smiled, crooked and wild.

      “I don’t see her, I see you,” he said, then kissed me slowly, so I could pull away if still pissed. I was worried, that was only partially alleviated, but I could never resist him. “I see me sitting at your feet, begging to suck your cock, wiggling that toy back and forth inside you as I suck, grinding it against your G-spot with every pulse. And then when you’re really fucking wet—”

      “You could, if you want.” Jackson’s voice was carefully neutral as he appeared at my shoulder, his attention split between us and the platform. “If you wanted to try a Feeldoe on the stage or somewhere else, you could ask them if they’re looking for others to play with, or we can find you a space of your own.” He shrugged. “It’s up to you.”

      “And where would you be in all of this?” I asked him, staring at the beta, a veritable stranger, but my eyes soon slid to Len, who moved closer. “Where would both of you be?”

      Jackson snorted, then shook his head.

      “You’re not getting this, not yet.” He looked at me head-on, then Tristan. “You’re driving this. The power’s in your hands. Len’s going all out, wants to impress you a lot.”

      “Fuck’s sake, Jackson,” the man himself growled. “Why the fuck did I bring you?”

      “Because Big, Tall, and Growly, someone’s gotta do the talking for you,” Jackson shot back before turning to us. “For tonight, I reckon you could get him doing whatever the hell you wanted.”

      And with that, his eyes went back to the big alpha, watching him strain against his bindings as the bleach boy stroked him and her, as she slicked her cock with lube and then slapped a hand down on his shoulder and stepped between his spreading legs.

      I’d been caught up in gender, worried about Tris and his reaction, but as we stood there, I got it. It was the dynamic, the way the three of them played, that intrigued him, kisses raining all over my shoulders as we watched them work. Slick painted her thighs as she worked her dick inside the alpha, making me damn sure she was an omega, and the alpha? Bleach boy kissed the girl one more time before moving to the front of him, pushing down his pants to reveal a hard cock.

      “You’re doing so well,” he said, stroking the massive man’s forehead, running his fingers through the man’s hair. “You’re taking her so deep.”

      “Yes…” the alpha panted, the hoarse rumble coming out all breathy.

      “Is she hitting your prostate?” His hand dropped down to try and encircle the alpha’s huge cock where a steady stream of cum leaked from the end. “She does that so well. She seems to have a sixth sense for it. I don’t know how she knows, but she does.”

      There was something so complex about his tone—wistful, horny, gleeful, pained. Like he was greedy, I saw that in the twist of his smile, wanting to be everywhere at once. To be in the place of the alpha getting railed, to have his arms around the girl as she did the railing, slipping his cock into her so she fucked and was fucked. And lastly this, as he cupped the alpha’s jaw, rubbing his thumb across his parted lips.

      “You gonna take my cock?”

      The alpha answered by sucking the guy’s thumb into his mouth, his cheeks hollowing as he made a good go of it.

      “You have to answer, big guy. I need your words. I’m aching for you. The two of you, you’re so fucking beautiful, but I can’t just stand here and watch. I need in you.”

      “Yes…” the alpha panted when the other man pulled his hand free. Over and over, he said it.

      “Yes to what? You know the drill.” Bleach boy shifted closer, placing what was on offer front and centre.

      “Let me suck your cock,” the alpha ground out between thrusts, his own buttocks flexing and pulsing as he met her stroke for stroke. “Give it to me.”

      And there it was, the bark of command I’d been expecting all along, and bleach boy went still, very still, in response. The alpha, he stared into the other guy’s eyes, a look of terrible hunger on his face, but bleach boy held his ground. And Tristan? His arms tightened, his grip biting deep into my skin. Bleach boy put a hand up, the girl stopping her thrusts immediately.

      “That’s not how we play. You know that. If you want to top from the bottom, there’s people who’d love to do that for you.” His eyes flicked out, taking in the crowd for the first time, scouring us, and for a split second, I met his gaze. “Ask them to come up on the stage. Command them to come up and fuck your arse. Do it!”

      Bleach boy’s voice contained a note of command himself, which made me wonder about his designation.

      “No,” the alpha replied. “You, I want you.” He looked over his shoulder as far as his head would turn to include the girl in this. “Please.”

      “Well, that sounds much better,” bleach boy said, then faced the girl. “What do you think, Fire?”

      “More begging,” she replied with a smirk. “A lot more begging.” She moved closer, grazing the end of her Feeldoe against his arse. “Beg for my Blur’s cock, alpha. Beg sweetly for him to fill your mouth, and I’ll fuck you raw.”

      A low groan of pleasure and pain racked the big man, and she hadn’t even pushed in. Then he uttered the words.

      “Please, Blur, please.” His mouth hung open, the alpha, as if presenting himself, ready for piercing. “Please, Blur, let me suck your cock. I want it, need it, down my throat and—”

      “Well, since you asked so nicely.” Blur nodded to Fire over the alpha’s shoulder and then moved closer, wrapping a hand partly around the alpha’s throat and using that to slot his cock between the other man’s lips. “Fuck…”

      “Good, baby?” Fire asked, a similar noise escaping her as she pushed her cock back in. For a second, they were all still, as if needing to adjust what they were doing.

      “So good,” Blur said, huffing out, and when he looked down at the alpha, I started to see what he was getting from this.

      Blur stroked the alpha’s face with a kind of loving intensity I knew so well. As if to remind me, long fingers trailed through my hair, forcing me to turn around to see it again. And sure enough, Tristan stared down at me with eyes shining unearthly bright, entirely fixated on me, not able to see anything else, and as the participants began to move, wringing greater and greater cries of pleasure from each other, Tristan kissed me.

      Glacially slow, so I could feel the tremor of feeling in his mouth, in his hands, he did what I’d seen no other man do—kissed me with his whole soul. It went on and on, along with the rising sound of the three of them as they made love to each other in a way that kinda made my head spin, the nature of it so alien.

      Except it wasn’t.

      I looked over my shoulder, saw that people had taken what they’d been born with and mixed it a little, rather than letting biological determinism rule them. Wearing a Feeldoe didn’t make Fire any less female and punching it into the alpha with every snap of her hips didn’t make her less of an omega. She was just expressing it in a way that wasn’t socially sanctioned, something I knew already. I turned back, stared into Tristan’s eyes, and saw something I’d always wanted to and feared we never would.

      He was home. This, this place and its dizzying array of depravity and delights, it was somewhere he could be who he wanted, where he could discover exactly what that was through trial and error. As I looked over his shoulder to where Len loomed, I felt something I never had with any alpha—fear. I didn’t like it, those knowing eyes, the slow nod of acknowledgement I received. Somehow, this random guy who’d walked into our lives by mistake, he knew a part of Tristan better than I did. I buried my face in Tristan’s shoulder, hugged him hard, so hard, it must’ve hurt him somewhat, and when I pulled back, eyes wet, he had questions in his eyes that I couldn’t answer.

      As I turned to face the stage, seeing that the three of them had gotten what they needed for the exchange, I had to face an uncomfortable reality. Fire and Blur moved around, unhooking the alpha, rubbing his arms and hands as they undid his cuffs. Then they settled him down on what looked like a way too small stool, offering him water and hugs and sweet petting motions as a form of aftercare.

      “Do you need some help grounding him?” someone asked from the crowd. Blur looked up, tired lines forming on his face now, and he gestured for them to come forward, the person joining them incongruously dressed in jeans and a striped sweater. “Just gonna give you a hug, big guy. You cool with that?” The alpha nodded, seeming to collapse into the three of them as they surrounded him with cuddles.

      They and Tristan had the freedom to step free of social norms, to become whatever the hell they wanted, whether it was just here or in the world at large, but for the first time in forever when with Tristan, I felt the cage door closing, not opening. He might have broken the lock, my family might let me dance beyond its confines, but coming home and announcing to my father that I was going to take mates in a scenario like we’d just seen, could never, ever happen.

      My jaw tightened so painfully, it felt like the enamel of my teeth would surely crack under such pressure. My father wouldn’t be able to see it, the way the three of them worked together to pull back, bring themselves back down to earth, back to reality. All he’d see was wrongness. Alphas were strong, go-getters, the providers for their families, with betas their loyal sidekicks. And omegas? I swallowed hard, seeing Fire as she threw back her head and laughed, riding some kind of high now that her Feeldoe had been tossed to one side, the alpha’s arm wrapping around her shoulder as he pulled her in and purred. That couldn’t be me, no matter what Tristan thought, his mind ticking over the whole time we’d been here.
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      Tristan turned to Jackson and Len, and for a second, just looked at them. I wondered if they could see the gratitude there. His eyes flicked down, but he forced them back up again and swallowed hard, before saying, “I want to see more. No…” His frown formed and then was gone again. “I need to. I feel like I need to see everything.” His gaze roamed now as he hungrily tried to do just that.

      Len snorted, then shook his head. “You can’t, not here. There’s floors and floors of it.” His eyes flicked up to where the top levels were above us. “Some you won’t want to. Fringe kinks, really fringe kinks, they all find their place here. As long as people are of age, consenting, and no lasting harm is caused, there’s a safe space for it. It’s not about seeing everything, it’s about finding what you want.” His eyes slid over us slowly, the heat in those steely eyes making me flush, a low growl forming in Tristan’s throat. “What do you want to see?”

      For a moment, all you could hear were the sounds of the music, the people, the crazy around us as we considered an idea so freaking foreign, we couldn’t find the words. We had to dance through so many hoops at Apothecary to find alphas willing to play our much simpler games, who would actually make the experience pleasurable, but here? I think I felt some of Tris’ elation. Right now, it was like we could commandeer one of those platforms, shout out to the crowds what we wanted, and a horde of smoking hot alphas would push forward, wanting to be exactly what we described.

      But if that need was fulfilled, what then? What of the many other ideas Tris and I had talked about in hushed tones late at night, barely able to voice them? I wondered then if this was how birds felt, when liberated from their wire cages. Did they look at the great open sky with a curious mix of longing and fear, not knowing what the hell to do with it but wanting to fly with every fibre of their being?

      “I’ve got an idea,” Jackson said. “If you’re not feeling it, then cool, but there’s some players…” He shrugged. “Let’s take a look and see, then find something else if it doesn’t work for you. Sound good?”

      Len stared at us, watching for our responses, but what was there to see but potential? He nodded, then moved forward, wrapping his arms around our shoulders, the heavy weight something I didn’t realise I needed until I got it. He was an anchor, keeping me in place for as long as I wanted but able to be tossed off when no longer required. So he steered us through the crowds, after his beta.

      Jackson stopped in front of a podium that looked like a scene had just been completed. A tall woman, wearing only a tiny little pair of green sequined knickers and sky-high emerald stilettos, wiped her brow with a cloth before tossing it to the floor. Then she turned to face us, perhaps sensing our gaze, but she smiled when she saw Jackson.

      “Jacks! I haven’t seen you in ages. Where the hell ya been?”

      “Good, Glint,” he said, walking up to the edge of the stage. “Is Tai around?”

      The woman, Glint, her welcome expression changed, her smile becoming something sly and feline. Her long fingers clenched into a fist, something she watched with satisfaction.

      “Oh, she won’t be too far off. She might flitter away, my little omega, but she always comes back for what she needs. So what’s with the entourage?”

      “Tristan, Kit, this is Glint,” he said by way of explanation. The woman dropped down into a perilous squat on the edge of the stage, but she seemed to be in perfect control of her body, and by the look of it, she always was. She was completely relaxed as she extended a hand to us. Tristan shook it, then I did. Alpha, that hit me hard and fast in the gut, a sure sense of it, but she was left quizzical in response to us. “And this is Len.”

      Glint’s mouth formed a perfect O of understanding as her eyes slid to Jackson, catching the moment the beta went pale  before she took Len’s hand. For a minute, both Tris and I stiffened, the hungry way she looked him over making us uncomfortable, but we needn’t have worried. He took his hand back after shaking hers, tilting his head and rumbling, “Lady alpha,” before taking up his spot between us.

      “Oh, he’s just perfect, Jacks,” she said, straightening up with a wicked smile, then something else caught her attention.

      Her demeanour changed, becoming the steely focus of a predator. She searched the crowds, the milling people, until her girl strode forward. Wearing a floor-length green velvet cape and standing a head taller than most of the people here, she stalked like a damn catwalk model towards that stage as everyone skittered out of her way. Her hair was clipped close to her elegant skull, dyed a deep sultry emerald, her eyeshadow all in complementary shades.

      “Speaking of perfect…”

      Glint’s voice was a ragged ode of longing for the approaching woman. She grabbed a big squeezy bottle of lube, putting it next to something that looked a little like the bed in an OB-GYN’s office, then she stalked over to the edge of the platform right as the green-haired chick threw off her cape, revealing acres of slender, pale skin.

      “Well, look at you, precious.”

      The alpha’s voice was deeper, throatier, as she held out an autocratic hand, and the omega took it, stepping free of the fabric. A small hiss of breath escaped Tristan at the sight of the omega climbing up onto the podium, not from arousal but shock. She was so beautiful, possessing the slender coltishness of someone much younger, though there was a wisdom and experience about her expression, it kind of hurt to look at her. She looked up through her lashes at the alpha on the stage, like she considered disobeying the order for a second, until she heard Glint’s growl of warning. Her smile was bright and brilliant as she took the alpha’s hand, and then I understood Glint’s towering heels. Like, they made her legs and arse looking fucking fabulous, but it also allowed her to meet the green-haired omega’s eyes head-on.

      But that wasn’t what caught our, caught Tristan’s eye.

      Tai inhabited her body entirely, radiating with a light that got you staring and kept you at it, but her body, it hadn’t been born in this form. Her breasts were sweet swellings, like a girl only just growing into a womanhood, and between her legs, a penis nestled, soft for now.

      “My beautiful Tai,” Glint said. She stroked the other woman’s face, then darted forward, kissing her like she couldn’t wait any longer, and the omega, she melted into the alpha, surrendering completely to her frantic kisses. Glint’s hands seemed unable to settle, tracing the line of the omega’s shoulders, the hollows of her collarbones, the slope of her breasts, where her fingers glided over the small pink nipples, not tarrying, even as the omega began to moan into her mouth. But Glint, her fingers slid over a slender ribcage, down the flat of her stomach to cup Tai’s pubic mound.

      “Glint…” the omega gasped out as the alpha toyed with her, her thighs sliding wider, giving her greater access. “Need you.”

      “You left it too long, my love, but don’t worry. I have what you need.”

      I looked across at Jackson and wondered why this was what he thought we should watch next. He seemed to observe the proceedings not so much from a sexual point of view, but more as if witnessing a sacred rite. His eyes shone, his smile small as he observed the alpha help the omega into the apparatus, its purpose now clear. Stirrups held the omega’s feet in place, forcing her to splay her thighs, all of her open and ready for her lover.

      Once strapped in, Tai seemed to go into omega headspace, her eyes closing, her body restless. I was willing to bet I knew exactly what she was going through. That need, to have something forced up inside you, to make your body stretch and contort to take a knot, knowing you needed to stay still to receive it but unable to do it.

      “Stop, omega,” Glint said, the crack of her bark palpable, even over the noise in there, my body and Tai’s both going quiet at the unfocussed command. “You’ll get what you need, you know that.”

      That chiding tone was sheer fucking genius, making you feel bad for even thinking of getting wriggly, forcing you still from guilt and need. I studied Tai’s face, her body, and saw all the signs I knew so well but had never seen before. Tristan, I’d never seen this in him, a need to surrender, to give himself over so completely, to take that heroic leap of faith, if only just for this sexual encounter. For all the posturing from betas and alphas, we omegas were the bravest of all the designations. They never stood there, lay there, sat there, completely naked, all boundaries down, not one fucking thing to hide behind.

      Like Tai did right now.

      “You’re needy, omega?” Glint asked. She seemed unable to keep her hands off the woman, cupping Tai’s breasts, thumbing her tight little nipples, bending over and brushing her lips across the closest one as Tai began to whine. “You are.” Glint’s voice was deep and warm like a blanket, rubbing over Tai and me, even as she teased the other omega higher. “You need this.”

      That tone, that complete and utter sense of understanding, it had my knees weakening. I felt a flash of jealousy so utterly vicious, it took my breath away and had me stumbling until a strong pair of hands went to my shoulders, straightening me up, helping me find my balance. Tristan turned at that, caught the way Len’s hands wrapped around me, his brows creasing in response, but the perfect clarion call of pleasure that burst from Tai jerked our attention back. Glint’s perfectly manicured red nails pinched one of Tai’s nipples while her lips fastened around the other, suckling with a single-minded focus, pulling away periodically to praise Tai and her perfection, until finally, the omega’s hand tugged at her alpha’s hair. Glint stared up at her, panting to catch her breath.

      “Already?” The omega nodded almost shamefacedly. “Sweetheart, you need to come see me more often. I hate rushing things with you.” Tai gave a little whine in response to that. “But I’ve always got what you need. I’ll lick your clit, get you all sensitive, and then I’ll give you my knot.”

      “Yes, please, please, Glint. I need it, please.”

      Glint chuckled at the stream of pleas as she dragged over a stool with castors on the bottom, sitting down once she grabbed the lube. She held up the bottle and her slender fingers, clenching them into a fist with a theatrical flair, then Tai’s pupils blew wide as Glint drizzled the sticky liquid across her knuckles. We’d never tried anything with female alphas, but I could see what was happening. Alphas loved to show their knots off, to get their omegas all worked up, crying and whining for more as they stood over you, craving what they had deep. As Glint swiped her fingers across Tai’s arse, parting the other woman’s buttocks, she dropped her head between Tai’s thighs and kissed the other woman tenderly.

      Glint moved slowly, methodically, kissing Tai’s penis—no, her clit, as Glint called it, with a kind of repressed passion that made my nails dig into my arms. Her tongue traced the entire length of Tai’s clit, focussing mostly on the sensitive head, then suckling the whole thing into her mouth to the sounds of her omega’s cries. I frowned slightly, saw that the shaft swelled somewhat in response, but it wasn’t the hard thrusting thing I was used to. It wasn’t supposed to be.

      “You like that, baby?” Glint asked, and Tai moaned helplessly, writhing now on the bed as Glint bent her head down again.

      “Oh fuck, Glint…” she hissed, bucking her head up in a way I completely understood. When an alpha teased your clit, making it oh so sensitive, making you want more but refusing to give it to you, you thrust your cunt up into their face, like Tai did now, chasing it, the friction, the contact, the surrender.

      I knew what being trans was, sort of, but like most cis-gender people, I didn’t really. Like somehow, I was surprised to see myself in the way Tai moved and responded, but of course I did. She was an omega, she was a woman, and I knew what she needed next.

      Tai’s thighs were wet with her slick, drenched in her need for her alpha, and Glint, she worked Tai’s arse open and teased her, giving her only a finger at first, making the omega cry out for more, only to give it to her. Glint listened to the steady stream of pleas in the way that all alphas did—calmly acknowledging, but moving at her own pace. The one she believed that Tai needed. One finger slid in, deeply, slowly, forcing Tai to feel every slender inch, then as she grew restive, another, then another. I watched Tai’s arse grow puffy and swollen, parting more and more easily as another finger was pushed in. Then slowly, slowly, to the strangled sounds of Tai’s pleasure, Glint had her love take her knot, pushing her fist inside.

      “Baby…”

      The one word, it could’ve been missed in the hubbub, but I moved closer, off to the side, watching Glint’s face, catching the glitter of tears beneath the sparkle of her eye makeup. She stared up at Tai as she lay on the bed, her arms thrown above her head, her face a mask of ecstasy, her clit jumping spasmodically in time with her moans, the movements growing sharper and more desperate. I looked away, my heart rattling around in my chest wildly, scanning the men beside me, searching for…what? Fuck, I didn’t know, I felt I wouldn’t ever know, but it was Tris’ face I settled on, knowing the truth as soon as I met his eyes.

      His eyes were shuttered, his face shut down, but it was there, he couldn’t hide it. He’d looked at me like Glint did Tai, been like this, played with me like this. I knew that, always, on some level, but right fucking now? The evidence of it was shoved up in my face, unable to be ignored, and then there was them.

      Jackson, I didn’t even know him, yet that expression, that look on his fucking face, told me something hanging out and shooting the shit wouldn’t—he longed for a version of what he saw with every breath inside him, not with Glint nor Tai, but the bond between them. He wanted that, needed that, just as much as Tai’s moans told Glint what she needed, and even though he might not be biologically impelled to surrender like an omega, he’d give it a bloody good go. His eyes went to the floor and slid sideways in a way I was sure they did all the damn time—going to Len.

      And Len, he watched everything—me, Tris, Glint, Tai, the whole fucking club. He watched it all and waited, ready. If I declared I wanted to be up on the platform in some kind of insane second act to Glint and Tai, he’d have me up there, sit himself down on that stool, and take care of me, of Tris, of everyone who needed it until he had nothing left to give. A tear I hadn’t even felt form fell free, rolling down my cheek, another falling not long afterwards.

      Right then, I saw Tristan’s future, his mate. Len was all alpha, but in a way that was so completely different to what I had known, it’d been difficult to see it. His prime imperative was to care for and to look after everyone he loved, and he would do whatever it took to do that. What Tris wanted, what he needed, Len would provide it. I couldn’t even use Len’s gang background to discredit him, as he’d apparently built himself some kind of legitimate business empire. No, Len was perfect.

      So I took a step backwards away from that, away from the person I loved most in the fucking world, who was my whole damn heart, because omegas, we understood taking care of those we loved as well. Not always pampered little pets, omegas had ripped house invaders apart when posing threats to their children, lifted cars off babies, fought and killed alphas who took it in their head to try and smack them around. We were powerful, and I knew what I needed to do with my power. The words were on my lips, ready to be spoken, my grand gesture, but that was quashed before I got a chance to speak. Hands landed on my shoulder, spinning me around with an abruptness that had my hackles raising, until I saw him.

      Theo. I’d told him to come find me, and he had.

      “What the hell are you playing at, coming to a dive like this?” he snapped, unleashing the full brunt of his alpha bark. “And with…with an alpha?” His eyes narrowed, becoming hard and brittle. “Jesus fucking Christ, Kit.”

      “For Tris,” I said, putting my hands up to placate him, going to rest them against his chest, but he knocked them away. “Len’s made an offer to court Tris, and I came along to help him feel comfortable.”

      “Comfortable?”

      His eyes sliced over my shoulder, and I saw the moment he realised what we’d been watching. Something shifted as he saw Glint and Tai make love, his face a mirror of the sky as the storms roll in, clouds forming and boiling, only to dissipate, then form again. As he struggled to smooth it out, donning the polite mask that was our default expression, I caught it, just a flicker.

      Longing.

      But for what?

      I didn’t get a chance to ask, his grip on my arm tightening.

      “I need to get you home right now. It’s the only way to get through this in one piece. Dad had an offer come through for you just now, and it’s not one he can brush off. I have a dress and some appropriate shoes in the car. You’ll follow me outside, the tinting is dark enough that you can do a quick wardrobe change in the backseat, then we apologise and come up with some suitably vacuous omega excuse for your tardiness. Why the hell didn’t you answer Cress’ and my calls?”

      “I turned my phone off.”

      “Well, that’s hare-brained enough to work. You’ll need to beg for forgiveness. He’s not that big a deal, but his family… The Chadwicks are old, old money, and we cannot afford to offend them.”

      “Chadwick?” I said, feeling like he’d thrown a bucket of ice water over me. “Who?”

      “That artist you went to see today, said he was quite captivated by you. That and Cress said some lunk dropped half a florist shop in your arms. You know how alphas respond to competition. If you don’t want him, just pretend you really like him and simper. It’ll drive him off soon enough.”

      “No,” I gasped.

      “Fuck, Kit,” my brother said, the mask slipping for the last time. He scanned the place, taking in the tapestry of freedom around him, and was only able to stare at it with weary eyes. “This isn’t our world—you know that. Maybe you should accept Chadwick, if this is your kind of thing. He’s part of the bohemian set, so a place like this must be right up his alley.”

      And so my brother tucked my arm in his, ready to haul me out of this wonderland, kicking me out of heaven when I’d only just found it.

      “Kit!” Tristan shouted, but Theo spun around, putting himself between the two of us.

      “Kit has a prior engagement she forgot about, Tristan,” he said in an eminently sensible tone, “but you’re welcome to join us as my guest.”

      I stared at Tris, his eyes so bright as his face paled, and knew what I needed to do. Normally, I wouldn’t care that he’d be required to hang off Theo’s arm, posing as his date for the night, if it meant he was near me, but even I wasn’t that selfish. I shook my head slightly, knowing what it would do to my brother when Tris rejected him, and sure enough, Theo’s grip on my arm tightened to the point of pain when Tris stepped back, taking a place between Len and Jackson. His place, I assured myself, able to see it all—mating marks, commitment ceremonies, even adopting kids, if that’s what they wanted to do. Christ, they might even be able to go the same route as Marcus and his pack, creating a throuple with Jackson.

      “Very well,” Theo said. “Have a good night.”

      And with that, I was marched out of the club, out into the empty darkness of night. My ears rang with the reverberations of music I couldn’t hear anymore, the bass line thudding along with the rapid beat of my heart.

      “How’d you know where to come?” I asked my brother, my voice breaking in the crisp air, knowing the answer but wanting to hear it anyway. “Abaddon, it’s not exactly on Google Maps. This is an underground club. Pretty sure this whole district is zoned for heavy industry, and the number of people in there would be well past what the fire department would safely allow.”

      It felt like there was no strength in my joints, my arms and my hips swinging too easily as I waited for the answer. The artificial glow of the streetlights, they blasted my brother’s face, revealing all those micro expressions, but what wasn’t there was surprise—not at my actions, not at being at this club, not that this club existed. My lips thinned down, then relaxed suddenly, letting a peal of desolate laughter escape. I walked over to where the chauffeur stood, next to the double-parked town car, yanked the frock that was hanging up in the back of the car, and tossed it out onto the street, the blush pink silk instantly marked by pools of dirty water, the heels following suit.

      “That’s just being petulant,” Theo said as we got into the backseat.

      “James was ‘captivated’ by me in this dress, so we’ll see if he still feels the same way hours later,” I snarked back. “I’m pretty sure I caught some of Tris’ cum on the skirts and there’s some of mine on it from when he fingered me in the car before.”

      A hand went around my wrist, biting hard enough to leave a ring of bruises in the morning. That was what let me know how serious the situation was.

      “The Chadwick clan is in the house waiting for you to arrive. We’ll park by the servants’ entrance and you’ll scurry upstairs, spray yourself liberally with de-scenter, and find something suitable to wear, or I can promise you, you’ll regret it.”

      I stared back at my brother, the urge to look away stabbing like knives in my skull, but I was well used to the pain.

      “I guess there’s only room in the family for one omega slut, right, Theo?”

      The words coated my tongue, leaving a stinking residue in their path, but I couldn’t bring myself to regret them. His face went white as milk, and he released his grip on my wrist, throwing it back into my lap before his focus turned to the window. We both watched the dark buildings pass, over and over, until we arrived home.

      

      I stood before the mirror in my room, able to dress and apply my armour of makeup, couture, and expensive jewellery with a speed that would have shocked most. But this was all I was trained to do, to be, so when I looked into the mirror, the bad girl was gone and there was only Katherine Greyson. She was the one who walked down the steps and into the library, a social smile applied as I entered the room.

      “Kit, darling!” Greta Chadwick, matriarch of the Chadwick clan, said as she sailed over, taking my hands in hers. “We missed you!”

      Dad stared at me from where he was clustered with some of the older Chadwick men, his eyes burning into my skin.

      “I turned my phone off, not down,” I said, suitably chastened. “I’m so sorry. I feel like such an idiot, making Theo have to go fetch me when I was needed here.”

      “Oh, don’t you worry about that,” she said, patting my hand and drawing me along with her. “We all know young omegas can be flighty things. Now, that portrait of you, my dear. I always knew he was talented, my boy, but that piece.” She shook her head. “You know the Museum of Modern Art has been pestering him to sell it, but he won’t hear of it. I’ve been pushing him to make contact, to come and formally approach your father for permission to pursue you, but got nowhere until today.”

      The woman stopped, her eyes glittering with so much I didn’t want to know or feel but was going to get anyway. That was what it was to be an omega—we were the recipients of everyone’s…junk. Their expectations, emotions, needs, and wants, it all pummelled us until someone, some alpha, stepped up and screened it all out, reducing the onslaught down to what was wanted, what was needed.

      “This is written in the stars,” she said, with one last pat of the hand. “I know it. Omega girls are all milksops, not ones that would entice my James. But you…”

      Her voice faded away as her James found my eyes across the library floor, skipping over the first edition books and the bronze sculptures and antiques that had been in our family since before the Greysons emigrated to Australia, and settled on me. His lips twitched, like he’d smile, but for some reason, he stopped himself. I knew why.

      Those warm eyes were ones that, at any other point in time, I would have been honoured to drop deep into. If I’d never met Tris, never broken my own heart and remade it inextricably linked to his, James would indeed have been perfect. Instead, he was just another unwitting means used by my family to control me.

      “Ready?” Greta asked me. I nodded. “Maybe pinch your cheeks a little, sweetheart. You’re looking awfully pale.”

      I did so dutifully, knowing no one said no to Greta Chadwick, even if she wasn’t using her alpha bark. She didn’t need to. Social expectations and hierarchy were all set up to bring an added weight to her commands that meant she probably never raised her voice ever.

      “Perfect. Such a beautiful little omega,” she said and then swept me forward.
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      “Kit…”

      This was all wrong, so very wrong. I’d grown up reading period romances, captivated by meet-cutes where the headstrong omega finally met her match in the rakish alpha, his philandering ways coming to a screeching halt as he breathed the name of his soon to be intended. James, fucking gorgeous James, did exactly that, stepping free of the cluster of his family. Dear god, had every bloody Chadwick in the city descended on my father’s house? He put his glass of Scotch down, probably from a bottle sold to us by Len, and then swept forward, taking my hands in his and giving them a squeeze. They felt warm, strong, and my stupid omega brain couldn’t help but imagine exactly what they could be used for. Drawing beautiful sketches of me naked, yes, but then…? Then he’d step closer, rip open the buttons of his shirt as he… James’ fingers tightened around mine as he just stared and stared, studying my face, searching for something.

      “Look at them,” a deep masculine voice said. “We’ll be talking about this on their wedding day. Completely bloody speechless. I was the same with my Annie.”

      That seemed to break the spell that had somehow been cast. James smiled ruefully, and I found myself echoing him.

      “Can we…? Let’s take a turn around the room, shall we?” he said, his tone making it clear that he thought himself no Mr Darcy, but that he’d use the same time-honoured techniques to get us out of the current spotlight. I just nodded, and then relief came as he tucked my arm in his, escorting us out of the crush and over towards one of the large windows in a darkened area of the room.

      “I have to apologise.”

      OK, that was weird. Alphas didn’t do that, but I quietly waited for him to explain.

      “After today… I’ve wanted to make contact for so long, see if you were interested in going out sometime, but…” He looked over his shoulder, where half his family and most of mine seemed to be surreptitiously watching us. “But it’s never that simple, is it?” I didn’t reply, even as he waited for me to do so. “When I saw you today, Kit…”

      He shifted until he was in my line of sight, claiming my attention, because of course he did. Bohemian set or not, he was still an alpha from a venerable family, and this was his due. I dutifully met his gaze, focussing on the plane of his right cheekbone, a trick we all learned when alphas stared us down. It gave the illusion of eye contact without it hurting so much, but there was a reason why I was especially cranky.

      It wasn’t just that I’d been ripped away from the person I cared about and others who I might. It wasn’t just the lack of freedom, that family members could dictate how and where I went. My eyes flicked up for a second and seemed to take in every shade of brown, amber, russet in the depths of his eyes before they dropped down again to the much safer planes of his face. The humour, the warmth, the infinite curiosity there, it sucked me in more surely than any of the usual alpha posturing of the men my father found suitable.

      “I wanted to get you on your own so we could have a chance to chat,” he said in a very low voice, needing to step closer so I could hear him, but that just made it worse. I was an omega teetering on the edge of frenzy, and James? His thumbs rubbed against the backs of my hands, that sweep taking almost my entire attention, my body letting me know exactly what those slightly callused hands could do.

      “I…I should’ve checked in with you, said something, but I admit, I was a little flustered today when I saw my parents. You’d just walked out, and for some reason, it took every fucking muscle in my body to prevent myself from stopping you. And walking out with another alpha…”

      I heard his teeth grind for a second, a long whistle of breath escaping from between them.

      “If he’s who you want, if my attentions are unwanted, just let me know, Kit. Honestly, I do not want to be one of those fucking dickheads who pester an omega and pressure her family through their social connections to make a match. I know mine obviously didn’t get that memo, having come out in a show of force, but, Kit…”

      My eyes jerked up and met his. I knew that was required now by the tone of his voice, and sure enough, when we locked gazes, I saw it. Desire, yeah, that was a given. I was an omega of the right social class and I was pretty enough to warrant it, but that wasn’t what caught my attention.

      For a minute, I felt a kinship with James he would not have anticipated. He was needy. It looked different in alphas, all hot, burning gazes that shook you to your core, but it was basically the same. Except for one crucial thing—he could reach out, take what he wanted, like he had my hands, holding and touching and getting what he wanted. Whereas I? I was trained to be this passive thing, to wait for his overtures and then accede to every one. So perhaps that was why I did what I did.

      I pulled a hand from his, making a brief look of fear and pain appear on his face, before I broke the omega’s code. Reaching out with my freed hand, I placed it on his chest, on that small sliver of bare skin at his collar, then slid my fingers just under the fabric of his shirt.

      I’ll bet you thought when I said I was a bad girl, it meant I was going on drinking sprees and vomiting in my mother’s rose bushes, ignoring all rules of decorum and cutting a bloody swathe through society, but that wasn’t the kind of bad girl I was. I focussed now on the hot feel of James’ skin under my fingers, that hard muscular plane kept hidden under some very well tailored evening wear, to listen to the rapid thud of his heart. I was bad because I could’ve spurned James, told my father exactly how I felt, packed up my shit, and holed up at Len’s place. I was pretty sure he’d have given me safe harbour, not laying a finger on me until I begged for it. Instead, I did this.

      There was part of me that was omega, not Kit or Katherine, not Tristan’s lover or Cress and Theo’s sister. She was an instinctual, primal side of me, and she wasn’t too fussed about who we played with, as long as they were strong and could give us what we needed. My nails scratched across his chest, and his breath came out raspy and forced, his hand slapping over mine and holding it against his skin.

      “Kit…” he hissed, his eyes boring into mine, and I couldn’t look away now, not when he had me in his sights, and worse, I didn’t want to. Theo’s offhand comment? It had some truth to it. James was different to most of the other alphas in my circle, and that was worth exploring.

      “I need to know if I should pursue this or brush my family off. I’ll keep you safe, no matter what. If you don’t want this, I’ll lie, tell them we aren’t compatible, that I thought you were something you aren’t.”

      “Or?” I asked, my voice arch.

      “Or I come for you tomorrow morning, because I don’t think I can wait any longer than that. I’ll take you to brunch, and we’ll talk, a lot.” His grip on my hand tightened, almost to the point of pain, and I liked that. I wanted it to hurt, what was about to happen, because I deserved it.

      “Yes,” I replied, then smiled just as I had practised so many times at school. “I’d like that very much.”

      James’ face lit up, his fingers drawing mine up so that he could brush his lips across the knuckles.

      “There’s a lovely place that’s opened up on the waterfront. It belongs to a friend. Not quite as formal as some of the places you’re used to but—”

      “Less formal sounds perfect,” I responded, liking the way he got a little flustered, clinging to that feeling to get me through this. “I’ve got to admit, nouvelle cuisine with a smear of balsamic glaze, a small ball of melon, and a morsel of smoked salmon is not really my bag. We could probably just do a Macca’s run and eat McMuffins on the beach and I’d be happy.”

      He snorted, his smile widening. “Well, I think I can do better than that, but noted.” Both hands moved to cradle mine. “Kit… I’m well aware of the bullshit they push on ladies like yourself, but please know, I don’t buy into that. I never have. When you sat for me, your relationship with Tris—”

      “Let’s not talk about that,” I said sharply, way too sharply, but James just nodded.

      “Whatever you want, Kit, you just let me know. I’m willing to be led by you” —his voice deepened as he moved closer, his body brushing mine as his finger slid up, tracing the length of my neck— “until you’re ready for me to take over. I find that I’m looking forward to that moment very much.”

      And then there I was, gasping in his scent, sucking it down like a good little omega, my head scattered by such a big, warm, alpha presence.

      This was bad. I was bad, because I knew what I was doing, that I was about to break the heart of the one person I truly loved, but I couldn’t see any other way. If I didn’t break things with Tristan, he’d never take that leap, not without me. He’d try to bring me with him, make his mate mine, irrespective of how Len and I felt about it, and that was where the goodwill of my family would run dry.

      For Tristan and for me.

      So I let James lead me back to the throng, the eyes of both our families upon us, warm smiles and approving nods all around, except for Mum.

      She hadn’t attended the event, probably hadn’t been allowed to, excused with a ‘migraine’ or some other nebulous illness and given a fistful of her doctor’s medication to keep her quiet. It kept her out of the way, making sure she couldn’t offend the powerful Chadwicks, while also serving as a solemn, cautionary tale for me.

      

      Later that night, after our guests had gone and James had pressed a kiss to my cheek with a promise to come for me in the morning, my father asked me to come into his office.

      “You’ve done well for us tonight, Kit. If I had an inkling the Chadwicks… When Theo got word of James’ proposal to sit for him naked—”

      “Nude,” I corrected quietly, but he forged on.

      “I was ready to say no, but I wondered, had hoped, that something like this might eventuate.” He smiled, the first genuine one I’d seen in ages. “A joining of our families…” For a second, his eyes seemed to see something other than me, something glorious. As that could never last long, they sharpened and stared at me. “You’ll need to think long and hard about refusing James’ mating marks if that is offered. Long and hard. They are not a family we can afford to alienate, and if they feel like you are toying with his affections…”

      “You know I’m hardly likely to do that, Dad.”

      He nodded slowly. “I know, Kit. You’re not a silly girl, not like some of the omegas and their fascination with social media. Posing for photos and sharing every damn detail of their lives with the outside world. It’s tasteless. So Greta informs me he wants to take you for brunch! Said he was so desperate to take you out, he could barely wait for then. So off to bed, sweetheart. You’ll need to be fresh and ready when he calls.”

      “Of course,” I replied, ducking my head and then turning to leave.

      I was lucky that I had my back to him when he said the next thing, so he didn’t see my expression.

      “And don’t worry about Tristan. I know Cressida has told you that an alpha put in an offer for him, but we’ll nix that quickly enough. He’ll become part of our family, one way or the other.”

      He said the words like they were supposed to give me solace, help me make my break and move onto James with a clear heart, but it froze mine instead. ‘Nix it,’ that was a family phrase for when the Greysons would use their considerable power and position to skew the results in our favour. This time, it would be Len, and maybe Jackson, who’d be nixed, making every muscle in my body freeze. I forced my mouth to move, to reply to my father the way I had to.

      “Of course, Dad,” I said, just before I slipped out of the room.

      

      “So, that seemed to go well,” Cress said, pushing herself off the wall she was leaning against as I walked towards my bedroom. “Dad just about came when he got the call from the Chadwicks. Lucky too, I told him you took off with Tris and another alpha to pique his interest, which helped him calm down. He’s recast the whole evening as this elaborate ploy put in place by his brilliant omega daughter.”

      “Thanks, Cress. I’m sorry, I should’ve—”

      “Probably best not to finish that sentence when we both know you’d do it again in a heartbeat.” My sister’s expression softened. “I’ve never begrudged it of you, Kit. The expectations of being escorted, controlled, and surveilled would have me acting much the same, and I’ve got none of your fire.” She shook her head. “So what was so urgent you needed to skip out on your sister and leave me to be interrogated by a flustered alpha?”

      I pushed the door of my room open, gesturing for her to follow before closing it behind the both of us.

      “The alpha that put in a request to court Tristan? He’s good, really good. Perfect even.” I smiled, but it was just a movement of the muscles of my face, nothing more. “What I saw tonight? I never thought I’d find someone better for Tristan than me, but…”

      My eyes roamed the quiet cool of my room, but I wasn’t really seeing it. In my heart, I was back in the club, back where every possibility was a valid one, as long as no one was getting hurt. My eyes closed for a second, able to conjure the beat of the music, the swell of people, the look on Glint’s face as she put everything she had into giving her lover what she needed. It was all too easy to see Tris in the stirrups, Len working him higher, or vice versa, Len submitting, surrendering to Tris and that part of his nature that refused to die. And Jackson, where would he be?

      “I think I’ve found him, his alpha.”

      “So that’s what this sudden capitulation is about,” Cress said, shaking her head, staring relentlessly at me. “Dad had us pulled into his office for a tactics meeting, about how we were going to explain you and Tris, about how we were going to manage everyone and everything, but you came downstairs the perfect omega.” A few seconds of silence, then she asked, “Can you be happy with him?”

      To me, there were so many potential hims, but the answer was still the same to different degrees, so I just said, “Yes.”

      “Well, I’ve got that background check for you.” She produced a yellow business envelope she’d held tucked under her arm. “I think you’re right about Lennox. There’s a…flexibility there that Tris is unlikely to ever find amongst our ilk. His gangland past for one, but his relationships? All very sweet, very loving, especially for an alpha of his ilk, though each time, they were broken off by the omega he was seeing. Anyway, all the details are in here.”

      She set the envelope on the bed beside me and then turned to go.

      “For what it’s worth, I think you’re doing the right thing. This marriage…it could get us out of the hole Mum put us in. Your daughters and sons, we could fight for them to have a much better deal, especially with the support of the Chadwicks. Probably cold comfort right now, but…” She let out a long sigh. “Belief in a brighter, better future, that’s what carries me through.”

      She patted my shoulder and then walked out, closing the door behind her, and for a while, I don’t know how long, I stayed where I was, caught in the spiral of my thoughts. One above all others came rushing to the fore.

      Dad’s words, his promise of a future for Tristan. I would never stop loving Tris, would always fight to make things better for him, to protect him from the wolves that seemed to track him, track his beauty, and so I reached for my phone, flicking through the printouts Cress had given me until I found what I needed. I keyed in the number, expecting it to go to message bank.

      “Omega,” said the deep rumbly voice, one which made me shiver in the dark. “I wasn’t expecting your call yet.”

      “How the hell did you know who this was?” I asked.

      “Who else would it be?” He tsked me. “You ran out on us, needed help. I would have given it to you. You’ll find there’s not much I won’t do for a needy omega if they ask nicely.”

      Jesus, I was thankful for my prim and proper omega knickers right now, as slick squirted freely. Len’s voice felt like one big strong hand at the back of my neck, another roaming my body.

      “Like you will Tris?” I asked.

      “He told me to take him home, that he couldn’t play at Abaddon without you, and he looked like his fucking heart was breaking as he barked out what he needed. So yeah, I took the omega experiencing a frenzy, who’d have melted at just one little touch from me or Jackson, back to that shithole of a jail cell of his because he asked me.”

      “You’re the one who made the offer for him?” I got no reply to that, just the sound of a long sigh. “Then you need to know what you’re up against. My father has ideas about Tristan’s future, about him and my brother.” A long, slow growl at that. “So here’s what you need to know.”

      Len listened to me tell him the story, of me, of Tris, and of my brother. His quiet presence on the end of the line seemed to bring it all out, all of it, until the last halting word was forced out.

      “So that’s why you need to mark him or at least protect him from Theo. It would kill him, being trapped into some kind of Greyson straitjacket, tamed and curtailed and hemmed in by turns. Promise me you won’t let that happen, Len. Please.”

      “I won’t, Kit,” he replied finally, reassuring me he was still awake, still listening. “But you’re missing something crucial. The beautiful picture you paint? I want that, love, with every fucking breath.”

      It was in that moment that I felt a real connection with Len, beyond the heat and the sex and the crazy club. That longing, I knew it well. It had been my constant bedfellow for most of my adult life.

      “But that doesn’t happen, not without you. He can’t be that or do that without you. You are his mate, his omega, and no one knows better than me what that means.”

      His voice was dark, had a sharp edge to it that gradually became sharper.

      “Everyone makes a big deal about how possessive and controlling alphas are, but that shit’s all bullshit. It’s how people choose to express it—through power rather than love. But an alpha, he or she sees that person or those people, the ones that hold a part of his soul, they just didn’t realise it. He sees them and he protects them, because they are an integral part of him, because they’re so fucking vulnerable, because he sees the fuckers clustered around the edges, ready to take what they can.”

      He let out a long sigh, and there was a rasping sound made me think he was scratching at his stubble or something.

      “Because those he loves, they’re not actually a part of him, it just feels like it. Because he cares about them in the same way, as if they were, as if they were more than that, and Tristan? Never met a bloke more alpha than him. I dunno if he even knows where he ends and you begin. You want this Chadwick fella? You better make sure he wants two omegas, not one, because your boy, he ain’t taking no for an answer. He’s been cooling his heels, trying to work out where he fits in the world from the confines of that fucking academy, and it’s only been some doubt about who he is and what he is that’s held him back. You better watch out, princess. He’s coming for you. Me? I’ve got no expectations for how things will go down between us all. I know what I want…”

      His voice trailed away for a second, but I could hear the real pain there.

      “But what I need, but what I can’t walk away from, is seeing your Tristan claim what he is.”

      “You can’t.” My voice went all quivery and weak, and I hated it. “You can’t let him do this. Keep him safe, Len, please. I’ll…” I swallowed hard. “I’ll do whatever the hell you want if you do that.”

      A low, dirty chuckle had me burrowing deeper under the blankets on my bed, an instinctual nesting response in the face of an alpha.

      “Shouldn’t promise things like that. You seem to think I’m some defanged beast who’ll claim your boy, bite him, knot him, make him mine, and then he can use me as some kind of a wall against a world that doesn’t totally understand him. I intend to do all of that, but it wasn’t just him that drew me into the room that day. It was the both of you.”

      A rough huff of breath, then he continued, dragging me under his spell.

      “I’ve been dreaming of a pretty little princess who’ll come floating into my life for a long time, and right now, my beast is damn sure that’s you. When you put me between the two of you, you showed me just what you’re like together, so why the hell would you think I’d be satisfied with just half of you? That’s all I’d get—one broken half. Maybe when you go and meet this Chadwick bloke, that’s something you should be asking him. Is he prepared to settle? Because that’s all he’d be doing, locking you up in some pretty little cage until your broken heart kills you.”

      His growl, when it came, was low, deep, and felt like it rolled all the way over my skin, stroking me tangibly.

      “I don’t do that. I break cages, not make them. But you might just get your wish. Tris and me, we’ve got common ground now, more than just two aching cocks. Liberating you, yeah, that’ll bring us together, all right.” There was a low grunt of satisfaction, then he shifted gears quickly. “You gonna be able to sleep tonight, omega?”

      A little cry escaped me, full of misery and frustration and need and desire.

      “I’ll take that as a no. Snuggle down, princess, bury your head into your pillow and breathe deep.” I did as he said, capable of ignoring his words, but not wanting to. “Now, imagine my hand, big and heavy and kinda rough. It’s on your shoulder.” A little whistle of air escaped my lips, and he chuckled. “That’s it, big breath out. Now that hand, it’s sliding down your spine, mapping every little notch, going down, down, until I reach your tailbone, then it comes up again…”

      He talked me through a chill-out sequence, calming me, centering me with that purr of a voice, until finally, I dropped off to sleep.
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      I was trying very hard to hate James Chadwick, but I was struggling with it.

      First, he’d arrived on my doorstep, a massive bunch of flowers in hand. That wasn’t in itself a big deal, but it hadn’t happened a lot of times before, and when it did, it had usually been some stuffed shirt with a ubiquitous dozen roses, to impress Dad more than anyone. Tris had so little money, I never wanted him to spend it on me, so I hadn’t received many that I gave even a second look at, then there were Len’s blooms. But the complex arrangement James gave me, full of sculptural elements like lotus pods and heliconia, philodendron leaves and green zinnias, was as delightful as it was unusual, and his pleasure that came from watching me accept then explore the bunch, touching the flowers carefully, was clear.

      “Touch them,” he prompted. “You can’t hurt it. Or I guess you could.” He moved slowly, covering my hand with his and then gently closing my fingers around one of the pods, the strange rubbery texture and the bumps for seeds prompting a little O of surprise from me. “I’ll just buy another and another if you do. Crush all the lotus pods you like.”

      Any time an alpha had tried this before, I’d jerked my hand free, away from him, but that wasn’t my life anymore. What Len had said over the phone, his disembodied dark presence, had lulled me to sleep, but I was awake now. I looked up through my lashes at the hot alpha, one my family approved of, and caught the moment he paused, taking in my every reaction with a pleased grin that was just infectious, and I let myself be infected. This was always going to be my fate, so moving towards it briskly was the only way to go.

      “I don’t think the flowers deserve crushing. Surely I can learn their shape and texture without mauling them.”

      He just stared, watching my fingers trace over the shapes of the decorative ginger stems. God, it’d been so long since I’d had to practise the flirting techniques I’d learned at school, but the slight innuendo seeming to have been heard loud and clear, James snorting in response and shaking his head.

      “Bloody hell, I knew you weren’t the same as other omegas but… C’mon, let’s go and get some breakfast before I do something entirely too alpha.”

      He turned and held out a hand, ready to escort me out of the house to freedom. It was what I wanted, but a devil had me asking one last question, one my teachers wouldn’t have approved of at all.

      “Such as?”

      His eyes darkened perceptibly as he considered his answer, his tongue flicking out to swipe across his bottom lip. I knew what he was thinking, what he was seeing, but he told me anyway.

      “You against that beautifully wallpapered wall, my thumb resting above your pulse so I can feel it skitter as I slide my hand up the skirts of that pretty little sundress.”

      Oh fuck, his voice, his enunciation, was perfectly crisp, like he was telling me about the nuances of the Pre-Raphaelite school versus Art Nouveau, not how he’d finger me in the main hall of Greyson Manor. His eyes darkened as he heard me gasp.

      “I’d pull your underwear to one side and trace the achingly soft length of your seam with one fingertip, just the once, enough to coat my finger with your slick. Then I’d breathe your scent deep as I sucked every trace of you from my hand, like a child with his hand in the honeypot.”

      Just as I was pinned to the spot, wondering where the fuck the Chadwick scion had gone and how he’d gotten replaced by this dirty talking fiend, I swallowed and broke the spell.

      “But we can’t and mustn’t, not yet. Social niceties must be observed, of course.” He took my lax fingers in his hand and tucked my arm under his as he drew me stumbling forward.

      As he opened my door, ushering me into his car, it wasn’t just James and me that got in. My emotional baggage made the car interior cramped, at least for me, and when James turned and smiled at me before turning the car over, I resented him just a little bit for not seeing it.

      

      At the café he’d chosen, we were escorted over to a table right next to the water, light reflecting off the turquoise depths, a refreshing breeze playing across my skin as James moved to pull my chair out for me, then waited until I was seated before taking his own. He sat back in the white cane chair, looking every inch the Chadwick right now. As my eyes took in the rest of the café, I saw other people with much more ostentatious shows of wealth.

      Expensive watches, vulgar jewellery that dripped with precious stones, and even more expensive plastic surgery, sculpting people into the required body shapes. In contrast, he wore an open necked white linen shirt and a pair of faded jeans that looked like they’d been favourites of his since forever. My fingers twitched to stroke them, knowing somehow that the tough fabric would be soft to the touch. Instead, I grabbed my napkin and laid it across my lap, giving them something much more sensible to do. He just sat there, a picture of relaxed calm, watching me.

      “No matter what comes of this, you have to sit for me again.” His eyes roamed over me but not with the usual alpha look of possessive lust. His gaze was light, questing, seeming to see all of me at the same time, his smile widening in response. He was like some kind of lazy predator, regarding his prey, but content to let it wander.

      For now.

      “It’s no wonder the Museum of Contemporary Art is chasing me for that portrait.” I watched those long fingers trace the weave of the cane chair’s arm. “You’re fucking beautiful, Kit.”

      “Isn’t she though?”

      The other voice broke the spell, had me straightening up, then going stiff as I saw who’d joined us. His eyes slid sideways, pinning me to the spot as James got to his feet to greet him.

      “Tristan,” James said, leaning over and placing a very continental kiss on my heart’s cheekbone, “so glad you could make it. And you’ve brought a guest?”

      There was something very alpha about that question, a tension in his voice, not a growl, not anything so explicit. James had obviously been subjected to the same lessons on decorum I had, but if you knew where to look, there it was—a taut tone as he looked Len up and down, taking in the same plaid shirt and jeans, the other alpha’s broad frame.

      “Len Rafferty.” Len held out a hand, and James took it, their fingers tightening around each other’s.

      “James Chadwick.”

      “Yeah, I know who you are,” he replied, then for the first time, Len looked at me. Fuck, those steel blue eyes seemed to see everything, right the way down into my very soul, and captured the moment when I relived his raspy voiced utterances last night, my body trembling. He smiled slightly and then moved as James had, pulling out a seat beside me for Tristan to sit in.

      But my Tris, he wasn’t one to observe social graces, not if they got in the way of what he wanted. His eyes blazed so bright a green, I knew I was in trouble, even as he dragged his chair closer, placing it right next to mine.

      “Hello, love. Did you sleep well? I’ve been trying to ring you, but your bloody phone was turned off.”

      In some ways, his tone was like James’, but Tristan had never held back his emotions, not with me. He reached across me and plucked my bag off the table, despite the inarticulate little cry that I quickly stifled, my eyes darting around the café. People weren’t looking our way, were they? He rifled through, then pulled out my phone, turning it on and staring at the screen.

      I thought I knew what I was doing. There they were, the many, many notifications I’d ignored all the way home and while I was with the Chadwicks in the library. Worse, as Tristan thumbed his way into my recent calls, he saw the ones I’d answered. Turning to stare at Len, he brought up my texts, clicking on our exchange before shoving the device back into my hands. There it was, everything I’d been trying to ignore—requests, pleas, arguments, demands. The texts were Tristan’s ammunition in the fight for me, and as that had failed, he was ready to up the ante. His fingers worked their way into my hair, half stroking, half tugging the strands.

      “So, Tristan, I thought I’d invite you here this morning because I’ve declared my intentions to court Kit,” James said.

      “Have you now?” he replied in a dark voice.

      “And you as well,” James forged on. “Anyone who looks at your portrait has to see the bond, the love between you.” His eyes shifted from one to the other of us. “I have to admit I haven’t exactly alerted my family to the matter, but I registered my interest with your academy before the artist talk. My intention was to declare my intent afterwards but…” His focus slipped to Len, who just sat there, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Other things came up.”

      “Damn fucking straight they did,” Len replied, then as the other alpha watched, he ground the heel of his palm into his cock. “I thought the other night was hot, but that carpark?”

      God, why did he have to do this, and why had I decided not to take my suppressants? Because when Len and Tristan sat there, staring at me, I could feel it all come roaring back. Tristan’s fingers found the back of my neck, his grip biting down, making me remember the way his hand had cupped my skull as I sucked him dry, as Len…

      A tiny little whimper—that was all it took to get the attention of the table, every eye on me. While I squirmed in the face of that, a single finger went under my chin, drawing my focus back to him.

      “Just breathe, omega,” Tristan said in that low growl of his. “You’re the most beautiful girl in the room, the sweetest and the bravest. It’s why they can’t stop looking at you, because they’re so fucking desperate to make you theirs.”

      Then he moved forward in little jerky movements, a hesitancy that had never been there before now between us, right up until our lips touched.

      This was why it had always been Tristan who ruled my heart. Just the gentlest of kisses, and I was fucking swooning like some kind of Regency heroine, falling apart under his firm grip, with him surging in to exploit every moment of weakness. It didn’t matter, because he held me up, kept me safe, even as he plundered every part of my mouth. When we finally pulled away, I could barely feel a thing but my stinging lips.

      Tristan’s arm tightened around my shoulders, tucking me in as close as he could to his body as he regarded the others.

      “You want my girl.”

      “Well, I’d intended to explore things and see—” James began to say.

      “Yes,” Len said, cutting through it all.

      “Yes,” James echoed finally, eyeing the other alpha in a not entirely friendly way.

      “And you want me.” This was said just a fraction less baldly, like it took more of an effort to say those words.

      “Yes,” James replied much more definitely, seeming to sense that was the key, especially as Len did so in the exact same way.

      “And that’s why I accepted your invitation and why I brought Len with me. I don’t need either of you.” Was that a lie? I heard a slight quaver, but he charged on. “But she does. An alpha from a family her father would wet his pants to ally with, an alpha who seems to understand our weird dynamic and can help negotiate that, and then there’s me.”

      I looked up at him, saw that familiar feral smile, a part of me exulting at seeing it again, right after I’d sworn I wouldn’t.

      “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.” I knew the passage from the Bible, but never expected to hear it in a context like this. Tristan’s voice, there was a note of something endless in it that soothed my ragged omega senses, had me melting into his side. “When it comes to Kit, I will be a part of everything, no matter what self-sacrificing bullshit she has going in her head. So you two, you need to show me you’re worthy of giving her what she needs.”

      “And what of what you need, Tristan?” James asked. His eyes scoured my love, searching him for clues.

      “I’m still working that out, but I know I can’t find it, not without her.” A kiss was deposited on the top of my head, just a gentle thing, briefly there and gone again. “Prove yourself to Kit first, seduce her, woo her, court her. Whatever bullshit alphas do for omegas, you need to do in spades, no skimping. I want her head fucking spinning with the kind of courtship I was never able to give her, but you will. If you want me, that’s how you’ll get me.”

      “Tristan…”

      I couldn’t get the words out to remind him of his own damn happiness, that this obsessive relationship probably would’ve been damned by my therapist if I’d bothered to tell her about it, because in my heart, I didn’t want to.

      “I didn’t want things to change, love, would’ve done almost anything to stop it, but I know now that was never going to work. So when I went home alone to wonder what the fuck happened last night, I thought it through. They’re inevitable.” Tristan’s eyes went to the alphas, so mine did too. We stared back into their heated, frustrated, angry gazes, a combined force. “So the only way through this I can see is if we exert some sort of control over the process.”

      I heard the seagulls squawking, the whisper of the breeze in my ears as I watched the two of them process Tristan’s words, but suddenly, I didn’t care about their responses. Not when I had his hand in mine, sweeping his thumb across my knuckles. It was James who surprised me, barking out a laugh that dissolved into chuckles.

      “I knew this was going to be a tough ask. Two omegas…” His eyes grew heated at that as he stared at all the points where our bodies connected. “I think having another alpha on deck reassures me somewhat.” He held out a hand to Len. “They’ll lead us on a merry chase, you know that.”

      “Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Len replied. “Because the surrender…”

      “Dear god, yes.” James raked his hand through his hair, forcing it into ruffled waves. “There’s not much I wouldn’t do to see that. The surrender of an omega has always been one of life’s beauties, but you two…”

      A low growl escaped Tristan’s lips as James stared at the two of us, his glasses the only thing that stopped him from undressing us with his eyes.

      “I believe that will be truly transcendent.”

      Was that a promise or a threat? My traitorous omega heart couldn’t tell, rattling wildly in my chest. He just smiled, a slow secret thing, before becoming all business.

      “Now, the two of you must be starving.”

      “They’ll need a lot of carbs and protein after the night they had,” Len said, picking up a menu and consulting it.

      “Oh? Do tell. She was with you when my family descended on the Greyson manse?”

      “Took them to Abaddon.”

      “Dear god, there?” James looked the two of us over closely.

      “And they’ll be going back. We didn’t finish what we started there,” Len said, eyeing the two of us, and only I felt Tristan’s shiver.

      “Is that wise? Taking two omegas into a sex club?”

      “You’ll need to come with us and see for yourself,” Len said. “Personally, I found it…illuminating.”

      “Well, who can say no to illumination?”

      “Tristan,” I whispered as James waved a waiter over, then stared at the two of us, Len doing the same. “I think we’re in trouble.”

      “We always were, baby, but all we can do is stick together for that.” He dragged my eyes away from the predatory alphas and back to him. “Promise me that we’ll get through this together, forever.”

      “Forever,” I replied, knowing it was stupid but unable to stop myself.
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      I was in hell.

      “Eat up, omega. You’ll need your strength.”

      I looked up from the platter of food that they’d ordered for me and knew that some omegas would hate this—the intent focus on what I was eating, the ordering for me, the removal of Kit from the conversation and replacing her with the generic ‘omega.’ But that wasn’t what was pushing me deeper into perdition.

      Because the title, the growly commands, their steady gazes, meant they weren’t men right now, with conscious thought or civilised impulses. I smiled as I sliced into the bacon, cutting off a mockingly small amount before popping it into my mouth. When they were alpha, I was omega, and part of me liked that very much. The low growls of appreciation that came from all three of them for such a simple act? That made her preen.

      “And don’t you need your strength?” I asked Tris, cutting off a chunk of sausage before spearing it on my fork, then offering it to him. “Aren’t you an omega?”

      “Sometimes.” Whoa, he’d never acknowledged that before. “Sometimes I’m not. Sometimes, I think I feel just like they do.” His eyes slid sideways to where the other men sat, elbows on the table so they had a ringside seat with which to watch everything, their own food untouched. “Like every mouthful you take makes me feel…satisfied, settled.” He blew out his breath. “Like I provided for you or something.”

      “That’s it,” Len said, moving slowly to place a hand on his shoulder with the kind of casualness two friends would, rubbing a small circle there. “Protect, provide, possess—that’s pretty much the alpha motto.” But he didn’t catch the moment when Tristan’s eyes slid almost closed just before he withdrew his hand.

      “So that’s the way it works,” James said, his voice…careful now, like he was aware he was walking through emotional landmines. “I knew there was something different between the two of you, but… You don’t feel omega?”

      “Sometimes I do.” Tristan was answering the question, but his boundaries were going up superfast. He straightened up, staring down the table with a defiant look. “Sometimes, I just want to be pinned down, held in place, and forced to…feel.”

      Low growls at that, but as I saw the sweat prickle across Tristan’s brow, I knew he was feeling the frenzy rise, that he hadn’t taken his suppressants and was therefore on edge. Then his eyes shot to me.

      “When I’m with Kit, I love to hold her down on the bed, to tease her until she’s damn near screaming for me, then every thought about the servants or her siblings is gone, and there’s only me and what I can give her.”

      Then he snorted, his fingers stroking the handles of his cutlery, like he hadn’t decided whether to use them to slice up his food or the mood at the table.

      “But that’s a knife that cuts both ways.” I was his focus right now, and he was telling me something very important. One of the lies, it was about to be revealed before everyone here. “Because I need a hand on the back of my neck, forcing me to lick her cunt as she squeals. I need a hand tracing down my spine, trying to force my attention away from her and refocus me anew. I need thick fingers wrapping around my cock at the same time as her little delicate ones do, running the fingertips through my slick, smearing it across my arse as they—”

      “Ah…was there anything else I can get you?” a voice said, everyone’s head jerking up to see a wide-eyed beta waiter standing there.

      “The bill,” James said, his voice every inch a Chadwick right now, “and the food wrapped to go.”

      “They haven’t eaten enough,” Len argued.

      “They will,” he shot back. “Right after they’ve shown us what they’re talking about. You’re in frenzy.”

      There was something of an accusation in his words, but his expression belied that. James didn’t look worried at all. We nodded.

      “And are using some incredibly effective scent blockers, because I had no idea. We’ll go to my studio, let them show us who and what they are, because that determines everything going forward, doesn’t it? We can skirt around things and play coy, but these two, they control this. Their relationship is at the heart of things, and whomever they choose to include within it.”

      It wasn’t the wildly romantic date that Tristan had ordered, but I couldn’t bring myself to mind. Our plates were removed, the contents returned in clean white boxes tied with string that Len took command over. There was a little to-ing and fro-ing about who would pay the bill, before it was agreed that James would because he’d initiated the date, then we were swept out of the café and into the carpark.

      “Tristan,” I said as he turned to walk over to Len’s car. I grabbed his hand in mine, stroking his palm. “If we do this, if we show them this, you need…” I frantically swallowed the big lump in my throat. “I need you to show me what you need too.”

      “I need you,” he replied sharply.

      “You need more than that. You know I’m right. I need to see, Tris, all of it.”

      He just stared, his body rigid, a man at war with himself, but even though I had no alpha tendencies, I was a very good omega. I could beg and plead my way through almost anything, and when I got a terse nod from him, I flushed with pleasure. I bounced up and pressed my lips to his, his arms wrapping tight around me in response.

      “But you can’t ever pull this shit again, Kit. You’re mine, say it. Say it, Kit.”

      “I’m yours.”

      And half the battle was won right then. I was already softening, surrendering, and he’d barely put a finger on me. God knows what would happen when he did, but I was about to find out.

      When we pulled apart, we saw the two alphas standing there, James obviously giving directions to his studio.

      “Jesus, Kit, how are we gonna get through this?” Tris whispered.

      “Together.”
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      Every omega sense was on high alert as we walked through the very nice cottage garden towards James’ studio, but I couldn’t enjoy the flowers or the statuesque trees growing there, only them. With Tris’ hand in mine, James leading the way, and Len tracking our every move, my mind was skittish, thoughts, hot, hot thoughts rattling around in my brain as my body prepared itself for what was to come. My skin felt alive in a way it never had, every sensation amplified exponentially. So I jumped when the sliding door was dragged open, when Tristan’s hand tightened around mine, and I listened to the frantic beat of my heart as we stepped inside.

      It was as I remembered—a big open space, a drafting table in the centre, a large couch against the window, and the bed. The sheets were ruffled, so it looked like James slept here some nights when he was up drawing late, and as I stepped closer, I could smell him, his scent, washing over me.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Tris said, rubbing his hands up and down my arms, the gesture soothing me like nothing else. “If you want to go home or somewhere else, we’ll go. We’re here for you.”

      “And you, Tris,” I replied, turning around to face him. If we were doing the honesty thing, then I wasn’t going to back away from that. “You’ve never let an alpha touch you before yesterday, but…” I frowned slightly, staring up into his eyes. “But you want them to.”

      “I…”

      James, Len, they shifted like dark shadows behind us, witnesses to our struggles, just like James had been when he drew us.

      “Tristan, it’s me.”

      That seemed to settle him, and he straightened up, staring down at me with a terribly intent gaze.

      “It’s really bloody confusing, watching you fuck an alpha,” he said. “I talk myself through it, pretend it’s me doing the fucking, but that’s only part of it. They break the illusion by touching you roughly and without the care you’re due, fucking you in a way I never would if I had a knot, but when one gets it right, it’s almost worse. I can hear him pleasing you and I’m jealous he can do something for you that I can’t, but I’m also jealous of what you’re experiencing. It’s fucked-up.”

      “It’s how you feel,” I said, placing my hand on his chest, sliding the fingers under his shirt. “You know I’ve never wanted anyone other than you.”

      “Yes, you do.” His voice was sharp, nipping. “We can’t lie, not this time. Part of you fucking loves it, being wedged between us, taking his knot while you kiss me and love me. That’s when you have everything you need.” He pushed a finger under the strap of my dress, edging it off my shoulder. “Greedy little princess, always wanting more.” The other strap was shoved down, then his hands went to my zip as he stared down at me. “Now you’re about to get it. Tell me no if you don’t want this.”

      “Not gonna happen,” I replied.

      So he turned around to the others, moving until he was at my back, displaying me to them as he tugged the zip down.

      “You wanna be better than the alphas that Marcus sends us,” Tris snarled. “I’m not putting up with selfish dicks anymore.” His hands moved quickly, covering my breasts the moment the dress dropped down, my nipples caught between his fingers, then his lips found my neck. For a second, he just breathed me in, what scent was left. “You treat her like a fucking princess, one with an angel’s smile and sticky thighs.”

      “Why don’t you show us, Tristan?” James said, his voice tight. “You know her, you love her. Show us what that looks like.”

      I jumped when Len dragged a stool over, taking a seat like this was some kind of performance, like it was us up on the platform at Abaddon this time, and for some reason, that emboldened me. I turned in Tris’ grip, kicking my dress free, and just looked at him for a second before unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Kit…”

      Hard planes of muscle and tan brown skin were revealed. I couldn’t resist tracing the shapes of his pecs, his abs.

      “Kit…”

      I peeled the shirt off those thick forearms, my fingers following the lines of his veins down before he caught my hands in his.

      “Kit.” I stopped finally, and he stared down at me. “I love you. I’ve always fucking loved you.”

      “And I’ll always love you. Now kick your boots off, because I sure as hell am not going to be the only naked omega here, not without some kinky, ‘sold to the alpha mafia’ fantasy playing out.”

      “What? Since when have you been into that?”

      But he did as he was told, standing barefoot as I undid his jeans and peeled the fly back, then there he was, swollen and hard for me.

      “You’re all slick,” I said, looking up through my eyelashes at him. The head of his cock was glossy, my fingers sliding easily over it.

      “And on the fucking edge, so stop doing that or this will be over really bloody soon.”

      He grabbed my hand, laying it across his heart so I could feel its rapid beat, then he kissed me.

      This was the moment when alpha, beta, and omega didn’t matter, there was just Tris and Kit. He always kissed so hungrily, like he couldn’t get enough, his lips sucking mine in, tongue reaching for mine, and I kissed him back just as hard, until we were forced to break away, panting. His eyes shone so brightly in the midday light streaming in through the windows, but they fell partly closed as I stroked his face.

      “On the bed, omega,” he growled, making me shiver in anticipation.

      Even then, he wasn’t content to let me do it, scooping me up and laying me on the mattress, the scent of a foreign alpha in our noses. He crouched over me, his shadow swallowing me right up as he dropped his lips to my neck. He kissed the sensitive skin so thoroughly, until I was squirming on the bed, knowing I needed something else, something more, then his teeth clamped down on my neck, forcing me to be still.

      This was the beauty and the tragedy of our relationship, because right then, I could feel the blunt bite of his teeth and knew they weren’t an alpha’s sharper nip. That made me restless, but he was Tristan and it felt like he knew every damn corner of my heart, so did it matter? To Kit, no, but to the omega? I couldn’t articulate that, not just because it would slay him, but because sentences were not possible now, just single words. Like this one.

      “Tristan…”

      “I know, Kit,” he said after pulling free, then the damned kisses began again, trailing all the way across my skin, but not where I needed them the most. Delicate, airy pleasure filled my body, but I craved something more, something intense.

      “You’re stringing this out, making her needy.”

      We both turned our heads to see that James had come to sit beside the bed, watching us closely now.

      “She’ll tell you she wants it now, now, now,” Tris replied in a ragged tone, “but I know her. Teasing her, making her wait, it’s what she really craves.” He stared into James’ eyes as he dropped his head, brushing his lips across my aching nipple.

      “Fuck, yes, Tristan!” I yelped, clawing at his skull, trying to keep him there, but he just pulled away.

      “The more I tease her, the harder she comes.”

      “Both of you are getting needy.”

      Len got up from the stool and strode over at a slow pace. I felt the bed dip as he came to sit beside us, drawing our eyes sideways.

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” He studied the two of us with heavily lidded eyes, his gaze steady. “You know exactly what she wants, what she needs, because you’ve got something no alpha ever will—her instincts are your instincts. When she paints her thighs with her slick, you’re doing the same. It’s why you’re so close, so wrapped up in each other—you’re trapped in this cycle of knowing exactly what the other needs, but you can’t give all of it to them. I want to touch you now, Tristan.”

      “What?” he asked, Len’s request tacked so abruptly onto the end of the conversation, it took us both a moment to digest it.

      “Come here, omega,” Len replied, patting his thigh.

      The non-specific order had me moving on the bed until my conscious mind reminded me it was Tristan he was talking to, not me. I felt a flush then of entirely omega-like jealousy. We were greedy bastards, wanting all the attention, but James’ regard, the way his eyes swept slowly over my body, soothed me until my brain had time to kick in, reminding me that this was what we wanted. So then when I watched Tristan creep closer to Len, it was with satisfaction.

      The contrast between them, it did something for me. Clothed where Tristan was naked, my lover’s leaner swimmer’s build versus Len’s massive bulk, the difference was deeply satisfying. When he got close, Len wrapped a heavy forearm around Tristan’s waist as he settled on his lap. I watched him lean back against Len, his body softening in a way that he rarely did with me.

      “What can I touch, omega?” he asked in a dark molasses voice, slow and thick and treacly. “What can I do?”

      “Anything…” Tris breathed, his eyes closing.

      “That’s omega bullshit, Tristan.” I rolled up on my elbows at Len’s low growl, and he winked at me in response. “You can’t give me free rein like that. It’s taking every-fucking-thing in me to stop myself from throwing you down beside Kit and rutting the both of you until we all pass out.”

      A growl from James made clear his thoughts about that, which dragged my attention back to him. I wanted, needed to watch Len and Tris, but the omega in me saw an unoccupied alpha and wanted to pounce. Particularly as he sat there with every limb locked down, a picture of coiled intensity.

      “I want to stroke you, drive you mad, make you just as needy as you do the same for Kit,” Len said, and Tris began to shift restlessly in response. “But I need to know what your limits are. Can I touch you?”

      “Feels like I’ll fucking go insane if you don’t,” Tris ground out, and I watched him turn and bury his face in Len’s neck, sucking down his scent in greedy lungfuls.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      Len pushed him back somewhat, probably to stop his pheromones from clouding the issue, but they always would. My tongue flicked over my lips, feeling the need to do just that as Tristan hung there, caught in Len’s grip, but that was when it all got real. James watched me closely, seeming to sense the tension in me when, for the first time, someone other than me stared at Tris’ lips like all of life’s pleasures could be found there.

      “I want to,” Len continued. “I feel like I’ll go fucking mad if I don’t have a taste of you.” His eyes swivelled around to meet mine. “Of both of you. We fucked last time. I don’t want that now. I’m not getting naked and I won’t knot you, not until it means something, but kisses?” I watched his brow crease, feeling a flush of confusion. My body couldn’t understand why he would deny us, but I did. I moved forward, crawling on my hands and knees, feeling better the closer I got to them, until I placed my hand on Len’s shoulder and kneeled next to both of them.

      “Do you want to kiss him, Tris?”

      My voice was small, gentle, not willing to push him, because I could see I didn’t need to.

      “Kit…”

      My name came out as a strangled sound, a plea, but then I realised what I needed to do.

      “Together, Tris.”

      I didn’t wait for him to respond, moving closer to Len, seeing those heavily hooded eyes filled with fire, smelling that sandalwood scent of his.

      “You gonna kiss me, princess? I’ve been thinking about that since that night. We did everything else but.”

      His arm snaked around me, pulling me up against the rock-hard wall of his chest, a little squeak escaping me in response. I stroked the side of his face, and it felt insanely personal, which, considering what we’d gone through together, seemed ridiculous, but here we were. Once I felt that, I felt it all—the rasp of his stubble under my fingertips, the shape of his face. Why the hell did this feel like the first time?

      Because before, he wasn’t Len, he was just an alpha, an extension of Tris’ will. Now, he wasn’t just that, he was more. I had his entire focus, Tris’ too, as I stroked my thumb across Len’s bottom lip, and it parted automatically. A big, strong alpha hand covered mine, holding it still as he sucked my fingertip in, tracing the end of it with his tongue, and the other hand? It slid up the back of my neck, the fingers tightening slightly, and then he pulled me closer, closer, until my finger was dragged free and replaced with my lips.

      My breath sucked in hard through my nose, the feel of him explosive. His lips were soft, but his grip was firm, and his taste… Something wild, something unknown, earthy, grounded…him. I moaned into his mouth, our lips parting as his tongue snaked in.

      I don’t know how long it took for us to pull back, need a breath, but Len pressed his forehead to mine, smiling, seeming to like how much he’d been able to ruffle my feathers. Then we turned to him.

      “Kit.”

      That was all the warning I got before Tris launched himself at me, kissing me hard, deep, taking me back, if only for a moment, before I pulled away and directed his focus to Len. We stared at him together, before Tris reached out with a stiff hand. I watched him frown at the feel of Len’s face, so different to mine, but as I looked down, I saw the slick oozing freely from his cock.

      “It’s OK, Tristan,” Len said. “We don’t have to do this until you’re—”

      I sucked a breath in so hard, my chest ached, or at least that was what I told myself it was from. I stared, unable to blink, as Tristan took Len’s mouth with a kind of brutality he’d never shown with me. There was no gentleness in either of them, making them alien, brutal, and hot, really fucking hot. That was what I clung to as Len’s hand buried itself in Tristan’s messy fall of hair, scoring his scalp, holding him close, just as he’d endured for me.

      Watching them brought about a special kind of pain that helped me understand just what Tristan had done for me. He’d been just mine, all fucking mine, and now he wasn’t. He was going to be ours. Feeling a hand on my back, that warm weight, I turned to see James move closer, to crouch down beside me, and when I smiled at him, he drew me into the safe harbour of his arms. I rested my head on his shoulder, those heady alpha pheromones making this much easier to bear.

      “Ah fuck…” Tris hissed, pulling back for a second, staring down at Len. Then he went back again, kissing Len, raking his fingers along the other man’s flesh like he couldn’t get enough. It was like an avalanche had been unleashed, and there was no holding it back.

      This is what you want, I thought furiously. It’s what we need.

      And it was, but it was hard, really, really fucking hard. I’d selfishly kept Tristan all to myself for so bloody long, and it was difficult to stop.

      “Come here, omega,” James said. His voice was quiet, calm, the thread of command wafer thin, but I went willingly to him. “I’m not going to do anything else, just hold you.”

      All my decadent CEO billionaire fantasies were coming true as I perched myself on his knee, the denim of his jeans very soft against my bare skin, but it was his arms I felt the most. They went around me, caging me, settling me, as I watched Len and Tris kiss. I let out a long sigh, feeling my body relax, and James chuckled a little, but what he said next kinda disrupted that peace.

      “Your relationship is one based on pain.”

      “What?”

      “You and Tristan hurt because you’re apart. You hurt because of what you have and what you don’t, and even when you get it…” Our eyes shifted to the two men. “That hurts too.” A hand carefully stroked up and down my arm, growing bolder when I relaxed into it. “All the most beautiful things seem to be based on pain. We artists like to glamourise that.” His hand slid down my forearm, just a butterfly kiss of a caress. “We’re drawn to it. As much as I’ve stared at your portrait on my wall and tried to satisfy myself with that, to feel the exquisiteness of that pain, I couldn’t just leave things alone. Just as you can’t leave them alone.”

      A hand rubbed a large slow circle on my back before he released me from the cage he’d created.

      “If you’re going to do this, include us in your relationship, you’ll need to be able to reach for us when you need. You’re omegas. I don’t know if it’s healthy to hold yourself back, as it appears you’ve found out with Tristan.”

      I looked over my shoulder, feeling those warm brown eyes on me.

      “He can’t hold back anymore, and neither can you. Why would we want you to? Any alpha worth his or her salt sees and feels your needs, then rushes to fulfil them.”

      “And what do I need?”

      “Them. Not me, not yet, but I’d like to see if that could change.” He tilted his head slightly. “With your permission.”

      He looked back at the guys, and that was what sealed the deal for me, that look of longing. I wanted to know exactly what for and why and how, when he looked at me, it didn’t change a bit. A selfish part of me preened as it seemed to get only more intense as he stared into my eyes. A low alpha growl rumbled in his chest, those long sensitive fingers reaching up and tracing the shape of my lips.

      “I’m very much hoping that you’ll allow that, Kit.”

      My father’s words, they came back to me, reminding me of how little choice I had in the matter, but I nodded before peeling myself off his lap, liking the feel of his fingers as they ran across my skin, tempted to hold me back but not willing to, not yet.

      But soon, a dark voice insisted inside me.

      Soon, I promised myself as I moved forward, prising Len and Tristan apart, only to see all that hunger directed at me. I smiled as they dragged me in closer.
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      “We’d like to date the two of you,” James said.

      We’d kissed, the three of us, until our mouths were swollen and red and we finally had to admit defeat or continue things as they were. I was firmly in the camp of the latter option, but Len had quelled that idea with a growl. We’d pulled on our clothes, needing some sort of barrier between us and the two of them, and with that came a calm.

      “Patience,” Tristan had insisted when I turned on him, then he’d smiled in a way that was all too familiar. His eyes glittered with a feral light before he darted in, kissing me lightly to soften that blow. “If we’re doing this, building something, we need to take our time.” He glanced back at the others. “That’s what this is, trying to see if we can make something here?”

      Len’s expression was pure molten gold as he moved closer, the rumbly sound in his chest so bloody satisfying, but the forehead kisses that came afterwards? He grinned when he saw us sit there, similarly stunned.

      “You know where I am with this. I think more needs to be done to explore the dynamic here, to discover how it might work, but if you’re asking if I’m in, I’m one thousand percent in.” He let out a huff of a breath, those big hands flexing. “I dunno if I could keep away if I tried.”

      My hand shot out to take one of his, and we both looked at each other when Tristan did the same, then snorted. Empathetic omega instincts every damn time. But that left James to respond. We looked at him much more shyly, less certain of his response.

      “I let my family know I’ve put in an offer for Tristan as well as my intention to court Kit. I’m not sure what they’ve read into that. They’d have to be idiots, having commented on my mooning after your portrait many times, not to know what that meant, but…”

      He swallowed, raking those beautiful hands through his hair, then pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose in a way that made me want to crawl closer and slide them off. When I shot a sidelong look at Tristan, it felt like he was feeling the same way.

      “I thought I knew what I was getting myself in for.” He smiled wryly. “Two feisty omegas who had turned my world upside down, but even that has proven more complex. But I feel…more certain now. This is a voyage of discovery, one we’ll navigate together, and apart.”

      The two of us stiffened at that.

      “At the very least, to placate Kit’s family, I’ll need to attend some of the season’s events with her as a potential beau. Anything less would be seen as an insult to the family, like she’s something to be hidden from the public eye.”

      Little growls came from Tristan in response to that.

      “I assumed that would make you unhappy, and believe me, that pains me.” The way James said that made me frown. There was more knowledge of what that word meant in his tone than there should have been. “How can we do this? How can we, I, make that up to you, Tristan?”

      Sometimes Tris loved being the centre of attention, and sometimes it seemed like it was his cross to bear, like it was right now. He faced them down, never backing away from a fight, even if he didn’t know whom he was fighting. I focussed on his hand, stroking the back of it, rubbing my thumb across the bones and the tendons.

      “Perhaps you…” This was going to hurt, I knew it from the tentativeness in his tone, but I just breathed through that. “Perhaps you could take me out on my own, or Len could. Anything other than leaving me alone in that fucking room of mine. Or…” I felt his eyes on me before I looked up. “Or you could bring us here, let us be together, just us some of the time. Draw us, if that’s what it takes to legitimise that, but…”

      He pulled me close, pressed his lips to my forehead as I reached out and hugged him.

      “We have no right to request to be with each other, aren’t allowed to spend time together unless an alpha OKs it. I’m not asking you to take on the political rights of omegas in the parliament, but if you could use the fucking freedoms you take for granted to help us do what we need to, well…” He shrugged. “Let me have enough of her, for the first time in my fucking life. Let the aching subside, let me be satisfied, and then I can stop worrying about that all the time and think about letting others in.”

      James and Len looked at each other for a long moment, then nodded slowly. Provide, protect first, then possess.

      “I’m amenable,” James said, reaching out a hand, one that Len gave a firm shake to.

      “Me too. We’ll need to communicate, a lot. I think I get it. This situation, that night, it’s already messing with my head, and you two have been bearing that for how long?” Len shook his head. “But I can go out, get pissed, blow off some steam. I can go anywhere I fucking want, but you…you’re left waiting on the goodwill of others. Tristan will need to know everywhere you take Kit, what you do, and…I think I need that too.”

      We were extending our network of pain, and I could see both alphas balking at this on an instinctual level. They were not team players, preferring to carve their own paths, their success at that defining their place in society, but I think the walls around our hearts cracked a little when they agreed to that.

      That was the way this would be—each of us bending, bending, until we reached the other person or we broke. Even as I was conscious of the risk, I couldn’t help feeling a flush of the most exquisite pleasure.

      I’d grown up jaded and feeling out of sync with my whole world. I’d been shown the door of the cage I was born into, but for the very first time, I felt like I might be able to step free of it, out into what…? I smiled as I considered it. Into something I couldn’t even get my head around, and wasn’t that lovely?

      “Agreed,” James said. “Now let’s get these omegas home before their bloody frenzy infects us and we destroy all our plans with one of the many orgy scenarios playing out in my mind.”

      We all responded in a series of groans but got to our feet.

      “Kiss your mate goodbye, omega,” Len said, putting a hand on his shoulder, and Tristan’s eyes lit up at that pressure, at my presence. He kissed me so tenderly, so sweetly, my heart began to ache again and continued after he’d pulled away. Len stared at me as he drew Tris closer, slinging an arm around his shoulders. “I’ll be seeing you soon,” he promised. “Keep your phone close tonight when you go to bed.” Tris looked up at him with a frown. “You too.”

      “Let’s make all conversations and chats a group one, yes?” James said, his voice crisp. “To avoid all misunderstandings.”

      “Of course,” Len replied, then grinned wickedly before steering Tris out the door.

      Quiet settled over the room after I heard the garden gate shut, then the muffled roar of Len’s car pulling away, leaving just James and me in his studio. My heart beat faster as he moved close, then closer in small measured steps. This was what it was like to be an omega, especially one from my family—I stood there, silent and quiet, and waited to see what he would do. Rather than push his advantage, grab my hand, and thrust it against the hard bulge in his jeans, he did something else altogether. He took my wrists between his fingers and rubbed his thumb across the sensitive skin there, where the veins were closest to the surface, watching my mouth fall open and listening to the little gasp there come, before he spoke.

      “Today didn’t quite go the way I expected it to.”

      I went to reply, to provide an excuse, to argue with him, but James charged on.

      “I can’t bring myself to regret that at all, Miss Greyson.”

      My attention narrowed down so severely, my head spun, just focussing on his voice and the stroke of his thumbs.

      “I had it all planned, the way I would take control of this situation, take control over the two of you. I admit, I thought way too long on that and enjoyed planning things way too much to stop. But you decimated them all in a few moments.” His breath, it felt like it washed over me. “I can’t seem to find it in myself to regret that.”

      His hands swept up, moving to cup my elbows and then using them to draw me forward, my body boneless as a doll in his grip. With an alpha, this could be a tedious thing, a means to abuse us, or it could be like this—a timeless moment of surrender, where I gifted him with my compliance and he treasured that for what it was.

      “But you play a dangerous game, Miss Greyson, because the inimitable Len did sum things up nicely. We do want to protect, provide, possess, but there’s also praise.” A hand went under my chin, tipping it up until I was forced to stare him in the eyes, and suddenly, that was all I wanted. “Telling you both how beautiful you are, together and alone, using bad poetry to describe the way you look as you come apart in our arms. And then there’s power.”

      One hand jerked free, going to my lip and caressing the bottom one. His smile, when mine parted, was luminous.

      “Any alpha who tells you that they don’t enjoy controlling their omegas is a liar, Kit, so be prepared for that. Talk it over with your Tristan, make sure you’re both on board, because the two of you? To be the one to orchestrate the joining of the two of you, the way you touch, who will push you to wring greater and greater pleasures from each other? I find myself wanting that very, very much, so consider that before accepting any more offers from me.”

      “Will it be good for us?” I asked, little more than a whisper.

      “My preference is for blissful, I admit,” he replied in a coolly teasing tone.

      “Will you hurt us?”

      “Only in ways you beg me to.” His hand stroked my cheek. “Pain can be an inextricable part of beauty, but I don’t enjoy it for its own sake. Having one of you over my knee, swatting your perfectly formed arse, while the other sucks down your cries, knowing they’re next?” His smile was slow and full of dark promise. “That could be quite lovely, if you were amenable. Discuss it with your Tristan. Perhaps some more visits to Abaddon would be wise, to work out exactly what it is you want.” His hand pulled away, then took mine in his. “I admit, I am keen to be a part of that discovery. Now, let’s get you home before your family fears you’ve been stolen away.”

      They wouldn’t care, I thought as we walked out of the studio, into the pretty garden, and out to his gleaming black car. He drove me home, and I was right. Dad was on the doorstep moments after we arrived, shaking hands with James and inviting him inside.

      “Unfortunately, I’m going to have to pass,” he replied. “The morning was a stimulating one, and being in your daughter’s presence makes my muse positively feral. I need to spend some hours in the studio, trying to record her beauty on the page while knowing I’ll fail.”

      “Well, that can be solved by a more thorough acquaintance surely, Chadwick?” Dad said, going for avuncular and just sounding fucking desperate. I shot a look up at him through my lashes, willing him silently to shut the fuck up. I could get him exactly what he needed if he just left it to me, but that wasn’t what alphas did.

      “I couldn’t agree more. I’d like to escort Kit to the gallery opening at the Knightsbridge Gallery in the city tonight. The artist is a friend of mine, and as it’s part of the official social calendar for the year, it would be an excellent place to declare the warming of relations between the Greyson and Chadwick families.”

      Apparently, I was going to be using the group chat to announce what we were up to as soon as I got upstairs.

      “Of course! Kit is obviously a dedicated connoisseur of the fine arts. She helped select some of our more modern pieces.”

      Dad was about to launch into a conversation about art, a topic he knew little about, when I turned to James with a warning look in my eye.

      “Well, I’ll need a nap if I’m to be up tonight. Thank you, James, for breakfast. It was lovely. Please tell your friend I think their café is a gorgeous place for brunch.”

      “Of course.” His eyes danced as he took my hand, placing a kiss on the palm before pulling away. “Until tonight.”

      And with that, I turned and scurried inside, making sure at least that I wasn’t the excuse for—nor witness to—the bloody horrendous attempts my father made to push us together. As my heels clicked across the floor, I got to the staircase, thinking I would be able to run upstairs, out from under my dad’s eye.

      “Kit,” he said, as he shut the front door. “My office, now.”
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      “The fate of this family cannot lie in the hands of one omega,” Dad said, striding back and forth across the carpet behind his desk. Theo, Cressida, and I all stood on the other side.

      “Of course, Father—” Theo started to say.

      “What do you want us to do, realistically?” Cressida interjected through my brother’s speech, glaring at the two of them.

      “Cressida, you’ve done your duty by securing Kent.”

      “I haven’t ‘secured’ anyone,” she snapped back. “Listen to yourselves! Did I fall down some time vortex and land in a Regency novel? You are not a Victorian papa, Dad, and this sure as hell is not Pride and Prejudice! I’m sure James could make a fine Darcy if he’d had a mind to, but he seems to be far too sensible for that kind of bullshit.”

      I remembered those precisely described words of James’ right before we left his place and wondered.

      “You can’t control this, Dad, and you know it,” Cress continued. “Be polite, be welcoming, be supportive, but beyond that, I fail to see what can be done to ‘secure’ James Chadwick. Kit has already cleared her social calendar for him. If anything, she should be playing a little harder to get. Don’t you alphas love a hunt?”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing with Kent?” Dad shot back in a voice full of polite venom. Oh fucking shit. “Perhaps you should try to be a little less hard to get, in case the man decides to break things off with you and find an omega who’d be eminently better suited to him.”

      Cress’ gasp felt like a slap across my face. Her pain, her surprise, it hit me right in the gut, making my already fluttery stomach sour.

      “You bastard…”

      The words were barely breathed out, but Dad’s reaction was instantaneous. His pacing stopped when he slammed his hands down on the desk.

      “Part of Kent’s family’s reluctance to allow him to make the connection permanent between you and him is the Greyson’s fortunes. If you think that his father and grandfather haven’t discussed the connection extensively, then you are hopelessly naïve and not the daughter I thought I’d raised. You are a beta, Cressida—”

      Fuck, not this. Please, not this, I begged silently.

      “You are practical, reliable, and sensible, something we desperately need in this family, and thankfully, you are beautiful enough to turn even an alpha’s head. You have a role here, but arguing with me on a matter of such importance is not it. You are excused to go and spend time with your fiancé.”

      “He’s at work,” she ground out. “As I was supposed to be when you called this ‘emergency meeting.’ I left in the middle of a very important conference call because I thought Mum had taken a turn for the worse or something.”

      “I apologise. It was an oversight on my part. Return to work with my blessing.”

      Cress turned on her heel, her expression mutinous as she faced the door, but Dad didn’t dismiss her yet.

      “But make sure to call Kent on your way back to work. You should set up a lunch date, or better yet, surprise him with something nice at his office. Alphas do love to be pampered by their mates.”

      “Sure,” she said, her jaw having to be forced open to let the word out, but before she stormed off, she shot me an apologetic look. Her hands were tied—she was just as helpless against Dad’s bullshit as I was. He waited until she was out the door, which clicked shut behind her before he began speaking again.

      “So, the situation with Kit,” Dad said. “Theo, I want your ideas.”

      It was hard to see the hollow-eyed man from Apothecary in my brother as he stood ramrod straight, facing my dad down, but he was there if you looked.

      Dad looked rejuvenated by this. He was always happiest when he felt like he was master of his destiny and that the application of effort and influence would be sufficient to guarantee a positive outcome. That was what he was looking for now, where that effort and influence needed to be directed, because it couldn’t be at the Chadwicks.

      They were unassailable in this town, exempt from the usual jostling between the elite families by their standing. That was probably why one of their favourite sons had been allowed to pursue a career in the visual arts. He wasn’t needed to shore up the Chadwicks’ empire. It ticked along very nicely without any input from him.

      But Theo, he stared at the desk way too long, blinking slowly as he was forced to do something impossible, an experience I felt he was all too accustomed to.

      “How did James seem on your date, Kit?” my brother asked, his voice quieter than the average alpha’s. He always asked when he could’ve barked.

      “It went well, I thought,” I replied. “Well enough that he asked me out again tonight.”

      “Well, we have to take that as a good sign, Father,” Theo said, daring to look at Dad.

      He didn’t give him much of a reply, just a sharp nod. He couldn’t, could he, because inside his sanctum sanctorum, he was quietly losing his fucking shit.

      “If she didn’t prove to be interesting, he wouldn’t be back again in the same day.” Be reasonable, Dad, Theo’s tone said.

      “I was in two minds whether to allow that,” Dad snapped back. “But I could hardly say no to the man. If we can’t use our usual tactics of familial commitments to keep the two of them apart, what do we do? C’mon, Theo, one day, it will be you behind this desk, ensuring the family’s fortunes stay on an even keel.”

      “As I did in my time.”

      A voice had us all turning around, a smile spreading across my face when I saw who it was.

      “Grandpa!”

      I ran across the floor, throwing myself into his arms, just as I used to as a kid.

      “Oof! You’re getting much too old for this, young lady,” he told me mock sternly, but those big strong arms swung me around in a circle before setting me back down on my feet. My grandfather stood a little more stooped than before, but he was still the tall figure that had so dominated my life. “Now, what’s this I hear about you catching the eye of a Chadwick? You always were a clever girl, my Kit.” My eyes fell closed as I felt his hand cup my cheek, giving it a little pinch before pulling away. “But as for plans to manipulate young James, I’d advise against that, son.”

      “Of course you would,” Dad muttered, and I caught my second favourite thing about my grandfather being around. “Didn’t know you were coming in for a visit, old man?”

      “Greta Chadwick informed me of her grandson’s intentions, so I pretended I knew all about it and would, of course, be at their soiree at the end of the week.” Pa’s steely eyes fixed on Dad’s. “Would’ve played a lot smoother if I’d been kept up to date with recent developments.”

      “I had it handled,” Dad replied stiffly.

      “Of course, which is why you’re haranguing poor Theodore for ideas. How are you, boy?”

      “Good, Grandfather,” Theo said, moving to embrace our grandfather. Pa thumped him on the back a few times before they pulled apart.

      “The simplest approach will be the best in this case,” Pa continued.

      “And what would that be?” Dad asked.

      “Let the boy have free rein with Kit. Let the two of them have the time to do what alphas and omegas are inclined to.”

      “You can’t be serious?” Dad’s head jerked like he’d been slapped. “Why buy the cow if the milk is free?”

      So I was a cow now? Good, fine.

      Pa’s mouth split into a wide grin, revealing white teeth only marred by a few gold fillings.

      “Well, son, that might be true amongst betas, but you and I both know what happens if an alpha gets an omega’s scent in his or her nose. He becomes rampant, his well-bred prick aching every day and every night until he either gets the omega out of his system or…”

      The gold in Pa’s teeth glittered as he let everyone fill in the gaps.

      “That might just work,” Dad said in a hushed tone. “Cress is busy with her career, and Theo…” His eyes sharpened as he looked over my brother. “We’ve always discussed Tristan becoming your mate, and I think now’s the time to consolidate that bond. Chadwick expressed a desire to court him as well, but we’ll need to put an end to that quickly. This fits very nicely with our plans. He can’t see Tristan, as he’s all but promised to you and—”

      “Um…Tristan is already exploring something with another alpha.”

      I don’t know where I got the balls to let that out, but out it came, and for a second, all I could hear was the rapid rasp of my breath.

      “What?” Dad said.

      “Tristan met someone. They’re exploring things.”

      I felt the need to say more but couldn’t, my lips now welded together. Then Dad did what he always did when something didn’t go his way, giving Theo a scalding look filled with anger. My brother, he squared his shoulders and took what my father dished out, just as he’d been taught. Pa nodded slowly, seeming to take everything in without anyone saying a word.

      “Well, then if you’ve cleared the floor of competitors and Greta brought her tribe to the manor, then there was probably no need for this meeting at all. Now, darling Kit, get your poor old pa a Scotch, will you? The drive down was bloody awful.”

      “Of course, Pa,” I said, moving over to Dad’s liquor cabinet and pouring out a measure for him and Dad, handing them the glasses before turning to my brother. “Theo?”

      “No, thank you,” he replied stiffly. “If you have no further need of me?”

      “So formal,” Pa said as he lowered himself into a wingback chair, patting the seat next to him for me to take. “But if the boy has other business to attend to?”

      “I do, thank you, Grandfather.”

      And with that, Theo exited stage left as quickly as possible, leaving just me and the two alphas who would decide my destiny.

      “Of course in my day, the easiest way for a woman to trap a man was to get pregnant,” Pa said, consulting the deep brown liquid as he swirled it in his glass. “Harder to achieve now, with modern contraception, but still.” He regarded the two of us in one long look. “Terribly effective. What brings an alpha’s instincts out like a breeding omega?”

      He smiled then, somehow dissipating the tension in the room and yet not doing that at all. I sat perfectly still, the cool of the leather chair chilling the backs of my legs right down to the bone.

      

      They sat and talked for some time, about how the family businesses were going and who was doing what right now, my uncles and aunts, their children. The update was nothing if not comprehensive, and I was required to sit there, smile when a comment was directed my way, and otherwise be a passive witness to their collective greatness, one I could only augment by being chosen to be some alpha’s mate. Then Pa got to his feet, said he was going upstairs to lie down for a while, not to be disturbed, but the look he shot my father and me as he walked out was a knowing one, because we were both aware of what conversation would come next.

      “Kit, I’m going to ask that you refrain from taking suppressants going forward.”

      “Of course, Father.”

      “And I’ll get the doctor to take a look at you, see if the contraceptive implant he gave you is suitable. You have complained of quite a few headaches and some cramping?”

      That had been going on for years, the migraines, when they came, were debilitating, but Dad had been adamant about the implant in my arm.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Then it’s time to look at other options. Wouldn’t want you to be experiencing such pain.” I just nodded dully, my head dropping lower and lower, in anticipation of what was to come. “And where are you at…in yourself.”

      This was code for my state of arousal, how close I was to frenzy. Had I been sucking down alpha pheromones? Was my body readying itself, dripping slick in preparation for alpha cock?

      “I like James a lot,” I replied simply, seeing him, feeling his hands on my elbows, telling me all the wicked things he wanted to do to the two of us. Then there was the promise of collecting Tris and me, letting us just spend some time on the bed that was saturated by his scent, hours and hours of it as we just were together, in the same room, as the pencil scratched over paper in the background. I didn’t have to feign wiping my brow with the back of my hand, something Dad noted with a keen eye. “I…I feel like I’m close to something with him, even after one date.”

      “Frenzy, Kit,” he corrected in a warm, understanding tone. “My clever girl. When an omega recognises her other half, it can come on awfully sharply. Can turn a girl’s head altogether, leave her in a tailspin. You’ll need to lean on James, trust him to guide you through this.”

      God, Dad had no idea how his sinister words were colouring James’ much more enticing scenarios, right when I couldn’t reveal a single detail of them.

      “Go and rest, kitten,” he said, finally releasing me from this fucking hell, and I was up and out of my seat as soon as he gave me leave. “You’ll need it for what’s to come.”

      I didn’t reply, didn’t say a word until I was up the stairs, in my room, the door shut tight behind me, and my phone out of my bag a second later. I pulled open the encrypted message service I used, sending James and Len a link to Tris and I’s chat. Once that was done, I tapped out a message, telling the three of them what my father planned, not even sure what the consequences of confessing this would be but unable to stop myself. This, this kind of sneaky, underhanded shit, was the only means of control omegas were allowed to have.

      T: The fuck? That bastard…

      That was all Tristan replied, the three dots bouncing as I watched, and I knew why. His teeth would be grinding against each other, his muscles locked down in suppressed rage as he considered what my family was prepared to do.

      L: Everything’s going to be OK, omegas.

      J: Apart from the blatant disregard for Kit’s bodily autonomy, this may be something we can turn to our advantage, give us the freedom to explore what we need to. It doesn’t matter where we go or what we do if all your parents want is to keep you in frenzy and hopefully bring on your heat. We’ll need to be much more circumspect when it comes to my family. Any attempt to entrap me would be viewed very poorly.

      L: So we pretend to get ready to impregnate Kit for her family and pretend we aren’t for yours. Nothing’s simple with you lot.

      J: Sleep, Kit. I’ll be with you tonight at the gallery opening. Though perhaps in light of your father’s machinations, another visit to Abaddon might be in order?

      L: I’m in.

      Me: I’m in.

      T: I’m in on one proviso. No matter what happens with Kit tonight, when we’re in the club, she’s mine.

      Me: Always.

      J: Done.

      And so I flopped back onto the bed, stared at my ceiling, all trace of tiredness well and truly gone. Then, as if the caller sensed my restlessness, my phone rang.

      “How you doing, Kit?” Len asked in a low rumble, his tone wry.

      “You know,” I replied, not able to squeeze anything else out.

      “Tris wanted to call, but I talked him out of it. I’m gonna ring him next, see if I can talk him down off that ledge he’s currently teetering on. So I’m assuming you’re wound up tighter than a nun’s cunt? Your family just gave you carte blanche to do what you already wanted to do, but they had to take all your personal autonomy to do that. These are the people that are supposed to love you.”

      “Yes.”

      My voice sounded distorted and coarse, and I hated that, biting the inside of my cheek to try and stop more pain coming through. It didn’t work. When he continued, his voice had deepened, softened.

      “And you’re all alone, in a house full of people who can’t help you or won’t.”

      “Yes.”

      Damn him, the tears came now, no matter how hard I screwed my eyes tight.

      “Oh, Kit…”

      His voice was like the hand he’d described last night, rubbing all over me in an intoxicating mixture of sweetness and empathy, and that was all it took. Kit Greyson didn’t cry, yet here I was, the first sob coming out in a strangled gasp, then another and another, until the tears saturated my pillow. And Len? He listened to the lot of it, making small reassuring noises in the background that somehow let it all come out, until there were no more tears to be shed.

      I would have no problems sleeping now, I realised. I felt scoured out, washed clean with acid, and left empty as a result. One more long shuddering breath, and then I was done.

      “We’ll find a way through this, love. That I promise. If I have to kidnap you myself and whisk you away…”

      I snorted, a soggy sort of laugh but it was one, imagining my father’s response to that.

      “Thanks, Len,” I croaked out. “Call Tristan. He’ll be hurting. Work your magic on him now.”

      “Will do, love. Sleep well, and I’ll see you tonight.”

      I wrapped that promise around me tight as I reached over and ended the call.
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      “You’re sure that’s what you want to wear?” Dad asked, looking over the strapless crimson sheath I’d put on, complete with satin kitten heels.

      “Stop badgering the girl, Richard,” Pa said as he breezed past. “Now, where is the lovely Cerise?”

      Mum would not have come down at all if she’d had a choice, but as omegas, we didn’t get them. She emerged from the kitchen looking fully Stepford, a crisp linen sundress on, her hair coiled into a sleek bun, and behind her hovered Helen. Daddy’s latest bit on the side had apparently been promoted to styling the lady of the house. Well, better Mum than me.

      “Roger, what a pleasure! How was the drive down? Hopefully not too awful, with those congested roads? The premier really needs to do something about the freeways. They’re just not sufficient for the crowds that insist on teeming in and out of the city.”

      “I’ll have a word with him when I play golf with him on Saturday,” Pa said with a chuckle, leaning in to kiss her cheek as Mum did the same. “The drive was awful, but all worth it to see my family. Look at you, sweetheart. You could step out and perform your debut alongside our Kit.”

      I rolled my eyes at the hot and cold running bullshit going on between the two of them. Mum hated Pa, thought him a meddling old prick, and Pa had her pegged, her addictions, her absentee mothering, the impact her erratic behaviour had on the family reputation, but one didn’t openly discuss these things in our house. Except when it came to me.

      “Perhaps you should be wearing something more…” Dad wrinkled his brow as he looked me up and down, and to make matters worse, Mum clicked over.

      “Where are you going?” she asked me in a clipped, impersonal tone.

      “Opening at the Knightsbridge Gallery with James Chadwick.”

      She raised an eyebrow at me, then Dad, speaking in a low voice to him.

      “So that’s what the fuss is about. The Greysons are rallying around the great white hope?”

      She snickered, then came closer, hands outstretched. I tried to move out of her grip, but she frowned, then moved swiftly, tugging my dress, and right as I was letting out a hiss of frustration, her fingers dove into the bodice, manhandling my breasts until my cleavage spilled a little more lasciviously out over the top of the sweetheart neckline.

      “Jesus Christ, Mum!” I hissed at her, then pulled away, trying to repair the damage and preserve my modesty as Pa chatted to Cress and Theo, who’d made an appearance. “I’m supposed to be on the edge of frenzy, not charging ten bucks an hour.” My eyes jerked up, staring into my impassive parents’ ones, using the need for discretion to my advantage. “I’m not likely to be able to relax enough to feel anything for anyone if the two of you don’t back off.”

      Yeah, that was a mistake.

      “Helen,” Mum said, turning to the ‘stylist,’ “grab the bottle on my dresser. The small amber one.” Dad looked down at her in suspicion. “Bulgarian rose attar melded with the sweat of several hundred omegas kept in a state of frenzy. The process is quite cruel, and it’s hideously expensive.”

      She held out an elegant hand when Helen returned, pulling the stopper and then rubbing it against my wrists, then blotting the scent against my neck.

      “Is it effective?” Dad asked.

      “Only time will tell.” Mum shrugged. “But Kit is right—unless she’s allowed to relax into things, we better make sure we find a good scent analog. Otherwise, the Chadwick boy will just smell the sour odour of stressed omega.”

      There were times like this when I was forced to stare hard at my mother, to try and decode what exactly was going on under the brittle exterior and the impeccable manners, ready to crack at any moment. She would do things like this, in a suitably bored, callous manner while staring at the two of us baldly, half a cruel smile on her face, masking the fact that she had just got Dad off my back.

      Times like this made me think somewhere under the dysfunction was a mother who loved me.

      Then a knock came at the front door.

      “Well, have a lovely night, darling,” Mum said, doing a complete three-sixty and dropping straight back into Stepford mode. “I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time.”

      And Dad? He didn’t say anything, just stared at me before moving to the front door and opening it.

      “James! Come in, come in,” he said, waving my alpha inside, but James paid him little mind. Did they see it, as he stalked through drawing rooms and offices, galleries and studios? He wore a raw linen shirt buttoned up loosely, a thin scarf tossed carelessly around his neck, but that wasn’t it. His eyes ate me up in a way that was both subtle and declared exactly what I was getting myself into tonight.

      “Hello, Kit.” I felt shivers go up my spine at the sound of his dark chocolate voice. “You look positively edible.” A finger reached out, touching the small locket I wore at my neck, a single curl of Tris’ hair within it, before he looked down at me through those horn-rimmed glasses and smiled. Dad smiled too, evidently happy with what he saw. “Are you ready to go?”

      “Of course,” I replied, little more than a breath, and James grinned in response.

      “Have fun, you two. We won’t be waiting up. My father intends to whip my butt on the golf course early tomorrow morning.”

      “And I will too,” Pa shouted across the foyer.

      “You can see what I’m dealing with.”

      James nodded. “We were thinking of going out to a club or two afterwards. Seeing Kit in this ensemble, it seems criminal not to give her an opportunity to show off how beautiful it makes her look.”

      “Well, if she’s in your capable hands, I know she’ll be safe.” Dad leant in, the picture of the indulgent father. “Have a lovely night, kitten.”

      

      “So what the hell did they subject you to?” James asked me once we were out the door and walking towards his car. “The rose attar went some way to masking it, but you smell stressed.”

      “What apart from their directions to entrap you by getting pregnant? My mother decided to rearrange my décolletage into what is apparently a more alpha attractive arrangement.”

      His eyes dropped down, one eyebrow arching as he considered my mother’s handiwork.

      “And I wasn’t sure if Dad was going to allow me out of the house without a ten-slide PowerPoint presenting all the ways I was gonna get my man.”

      “He doesn’t understand, like so many don’t.” He put his hand above my head, resting it on the car roof. “You don’t have to do a damn thing to turn my head, Kit Greyson. My eyes are on you as much as they can be without stepping over the rules of propriety…” His hand went to my jaw, tracing the line of it. “And then just a little bit more. Come on, let’s go before I forsake my friend’s opening and take us straight into the jaws of Abaddon.”

      I just stood there, stunned, as he opened the door, only all the training I’d been put through making me move to take a seat inside the car. James leaned over, grabbing my belt and clipping me in with a move that was so alpha, it usually nauseated me, but he smiled, slow and cocky, when I didn’t balk at all, no doubt my scent improving astronomically. He jogged around the other side of the car, then slid in, turning the ignition and then driving us the fuck away from my home.

      “Len said he rang you afterwards,” he said, glancing away from the road for a second. “How did that go, Kit?”

      “He listened to me cry.” My hands fidgeted in my lap. “I haven’t done that in god knows how long, thought it had been well and truly beaten out of me. But Len, it seems to be what he does. He sweeps in, provides a big, broad, very strong shoulder to cry on, and then despite all your best intentions…”

      “We’ll get you out of this situation, both of you. You don’t have to consider my suit if that’s not what you want, but…”

      His voice trailed away as I looked up at him, stared at the side of his face until he abruptly pulled over on the side of some suburban street and turned to stare back, the motor still throbbing.

      “The way both you and Tris have been treated.” I watched those brown eyes harden, his jaw flexing. “I obviously know that this is common, but somehow, it becomes more immediate when it happens to someone you know. My great-grandfather was one of the alphas that helped push the original anti-discrimination bill that afforded omegas some rights, so I guess I’m shocked at how little has changed.”

      I snorted, something eminently unladylike and unsuitable for an omega, but somehow I felt emboldened. Crying like that, it lowered my defences, made it easier for him, for all of them, to get in.

      “Nothing will change, James, not until alphas take responsibility for themselves. Betas like omegas well enough, but they’ve never claimed to turn into slavering beasts at one sniff of us. You do. We take suppressants or use enhancements, depending on what an alpha wants, to either keep down our natural reactions for fear of making you rampant and losing control, or exaggerate them so you can enjoy us more fully. You rule the whole damn world. There is more money, more land, more guns, more everything in the hands of alphas across the world than any other designation, but for some reason, your instincts are so strong, so vital, they can’t be contained.”

      My smile was bitter, vicious, and I was aware dimly that James wasn’t the right person to be lashing out at, but perhaps I could blame my weak omega nature for that.

      “All the measures to ‘protect’ us take away our autonomy, our freedom, our choices. We are chattels, precious but without self-determination. We are what you decide we are, because whatever the hell it is that makes you an alpha apparently can’t tolerate anything else.”

      For a second, I felt real fear. I’d just read the riot act to the man my whole family was invested in me mating, and his response? He just blinked, and I wondered what he was bloody thinking, but I needn’t worry. Like any alpha, he’d tell me soon enough.

      “I…I feel like I’m not innocent of anything you describe. The thought of you walking out into the world, especially looking like that…” His eyes raked up and down my body. “I’ve been to school with too many idiots who see an unescorted omega as fair game, even more so if she doesn’t have a family name to protect her. That’s what I want to do, what beats inside me, drowning out everything else. I know what being a Chadwick says to people, that if I gave the two of you my name, there’d be so many more freedoms you’d be allowed. That’s not right.”

      I watched him frown, shake his head.

      “That shouldn’t be the way it is, but…” When he looked up at me, I felt his gaze as an almost physical thing, and then the cruel, delicious reality of being an omega in the presence of an alpha hit me. “Do I want to control you? No. But your pleasure?” His tongue swiped across his lips. “Tristan insists that he determine who touches you tonight, but in some ways, that fits well with what I need right now. I need to see the two of you beyond pain or so damn deep in it, it becomes a kind of pleasure you’ve never experienced. I know that makes me a bad man, an alpha who won’t rein in his impulses, exactly as you say. One who would love to see the two of you drop some aphrodisiacs, burn with the power of your heat, and then transmute all that pain into tying yourselves tighter to each other, knowing you ache for Len and I to take over.”

      He cast his dark spell over me, and right as I was sinking deep, a little whine about to escape my lips, he packed all that smouldering alpha back behind a cool façade.

      “I was born to a kind of power, and I want to use that to make things better, otherwise why become an artist? The creative impulse, it doesn’t seek to replicate what is, but what could be. Perhaps that’s why I’m pulled so hard towards the two of you. Maybe the four of us can create something so beautiful, so new, the world will stand still to gaze upon us.”

      I smiled then and felt actual pleasure for once. Somehow, it felt safe here, in his car, to do so.

      “But I find myself considering what I said before, and if that felt like yet another load of alpha bullshit—”

      I had my belt off and leant across the centre console of the car, pressing my lips to his in what would normally be construed as a platonic kiss. Close-mouthed, it silenced him and the tangent he was about to go on. Then his strong hand moved, tangling his fingers in the long, perfectly coiffed curls I’d worked so hard on, and I didn’t care.

      “Talk to me,” he said, our lips only millimetres apart. “If I’m coming on too strong or too bossy.”

      “See, that there is the difference,” I said. “At the risk of contradicting myself, I have no desire to suppress what I am. I am an omega, and I want to submit to a worthy alpha. I want him to boss me around, order me to do the things I so desperately need to, but when the omega recedes, there’s just Kit and just James.” I pulled back slightly so I could look into his eyes. “I need someone who’ll recognise that I’m a person, fully formed and perfect as I am, with needs and wants and dreams, just like you have, and that together, we work on making them possible.”

      “Oh, Miss Greyson.” His fingers stroked the shell of my ear. “Your father has no idea. He thinks he has the perfect mould to force you into, but all you need to be is exactly yourself to capture me.”

      A little nipping kiss to punctuate the conversation, and then he pulled away, putting his hands on the wheel.

      “We are going to be hopelessly late to the opening.”

      I grinned in the darkness, my hand sliding across the gap between us to rest on the top of his muscular thigh, and he shot me one last smouldering look before pulling the car away from the curb.
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      “My goodness, who is this fetching creature?”

      A man saw us the moment we walked in the door of the gallery, breaking off his conversation and striding over to greet James.

      “Philip, you’ve outdone yourself,” James said, glancing at the walls.

      “Eh, I already hate every single piece and would cheerfully take the paintings out the back, douse them with petrol, and set them on fire as some kind of performance artwork about the rabid consumerism in the fine arts.” The man sucked in a breath after that rant, then smiled as he stared down at me. “Especially when nature seeks to outdo me at every turn. Who are you, sweetheart? This face…”

      Philip was tall, with a dishevelled mop of dark curls that were way too long and soulful light brown eyes that seemed to see everything. He was dressed in a ragged white T-shirt splattered with paint and well-worn jeans hanging low on pleasingly narrow hips, but for all his raffish artist exterior, this boy knew what he was doing. He was as much an artwork as the paintings on the wall.

      But when he reached out to touch my jaw, the intense growl from James had us both turning his way.

      “Ohhh…” Philip said, then grinned. “I thought she looked familiar. This is her.”

      “Phil, for fuck’s sake—”

      “Philip Montfort,” he said, holding out a hand for me to shake, which I took, but he quickly twisted my hand so he could kiss the knuckles. Just there and gone again, releasing my hand as James loomed larger. “And you’re Kit Greyson.”

      I turned to James, who looked somewhat put out by this, but Philip charged on.

      “But where is your puckish other half?” He looked with exaggerated care over our shoulders. “Are that omega’s eyes really that green? I assumed it was a little creative license on our boy’s behalf here, but he assured me no.”

      “They are that green,” I said with a smile, turning back to James. “I didn’t realise you had spent that much time looking at them.”

      “They haunt my fucking dreams,” James rumbled, looking out across the crowds as if that made it easier to say. “Both of yours do. Now, Philip, show me where the bar is, start giving an impromptu artist talk for Kit, or piss off, because as much as you might want to expose the depths and length of my pining, I don’t want her scurrying away from me on the second date.”

      “Second date?” Philip’s brow jerked up. “When was the first?”

      “This morning,” I replied to the sound of James’ strangled groan.

      “Oh, of course it was.” He reached out, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and drew me into the gallery. “So what would you like to hear about, Kit? Pining or art?”

      “The art, without a doubt,” I answered, then looked over my shoulder to where James stood, looking like he’d murder Philip in his sleep. “But a girl does like to be pined for.”

      “Then you’ll love James, because that boy? I admit, I’ve never seen an alpha devolve into an indecisive mess before, so thank you for that, firstly.”

      He stopped us in front of a massive multicoloured abstract piece, the energy with which the paint had been applied obvious in the strokes, something that almost infected you.

      “Colour study.” He flipped his hand in the painting’s direction. “Pushing beyond the expectations of representational art. Gestural. What even is art anyway?”

      “Um…this?” I replied.

      “Yes!” He seemed ridiculously pleased by this. “The rest are all the same, variations on a theme. Makes them easier to sell, as they fit with people’s decor. I have a few friends in the interior design biz who shoot me the top ten colours being used in upper-class rooms across the city, and I make sure to include them.”

      “No! Really?” I squeaked. “I thought it was all supposed to be divine inspiration and theoretical representation.”

      “It is,” he replied with a smug grin. “I just got sick of having a studio packed with unsold canvases, so I got wise. I come into paint full of energy I need to get out on the canvas.” He pointed to a particularly emphatic work. “But I do it using colours I know will sell.” He indicated the little red dots beneath so many works. “It’s a win-win. Now, as to your boy…”

      We both looked across the room, over the heads of so many well-heeled gallery goers, to see him standing before the bar, staring at us.

      “I’m glad he finally found his balls and approached you. Never met anyone in love with pain as much as him.”

      Philip’s offhand comment didn’t quite have the right effect on me, making me go very still under his grip. The fact he was a beta was a blessing, as he wouldn’t catch the rapid shift in my scent, so he charged on.

      “I told him to call on you or whatever blue bloods like him do. Do you still post banns or announce your intentions via a town crier?”

      “I don’t know if we’ve ever done that,” I replied. “What even is a bann?”

      Philip shrugged, not letting that—or anything else, I was sure—stop him.

      “He’s always been that standoffish alpha type that had half our year at art school creaming their pants over him. I admit, I might have nursed a little crush back in the day.” My eyes jerked up to meet his, and he winked in response. “But seeing the mighty James Chadwick brought low by two omegas.” His smile spread slowly. “Well, that was worth the price of admission. He’s been obsessed over that portrait of the two of you since it was drawn. I know it must be a little nerve-racking as an omega, considering the suit of an alpha but…”

      James stalked through the crowd holding two flutes of champagne, people parting automatically to let him pass.

      “He’s got that whole lord of the manor thing, I know, but don’t let that fool you. He could’ve been a complete dick at art school, using his position and his privilege to get him ahead and in the underwear of most of the student body and half of the staff. He didn’t. Sometimes, I feel like there’s something very old-fashioned about him, all the noblesse oblige weighing him down, forcing him to be terribly gallant… And now he’s coming to kick my arse.”

      Philip tipped my face his way with a gentle but firm grip.

      “He’s the real deal, as far as I can tell. Obviously, it could all be bullshit, but as a pretty boy who rose up from the mean streets of our fair city, I reckon I’m damn good at seeing under people’s masks. If you want him, for god’s sake, grab him with both hands, and if you don’t?” His expression softened to one of such empathy, I almost queried his designation. “Let him know. One of his many groupies will swoop in to put him back together, don’t you worry, but—”

      “You better have been talking to Kit about the history of abstract art,” James said, taking up position by my side and handing me the glass, champagne fizzing as it sloshed against the sides.

      “He has,” I replied, winking to Philip. “It’s been very informative.”

      “Must go,” the artist said, his grin completely unrepentant. “There’s a couple of overly financially burdened ladies over there that I know for a fact are looking for something with hunter green as part of the colour scheme. Enjoy!”

      “What the hell did he say?” James asked in a low, tense tone, doing his best to pretend he was looking at the art.

      “That you were the real deal.”

      His eyes dropped down, his brow knitting slightly as he searched my face for the truth, but I just smiled. I held my glass up to him and took a sip of the gloriously effervescent wine and then did what everyone did here—pretended to look at art as we all scoped each other out.

      

      “You must introduce us to your omega, James! We’ve never seen you with anyone at a society event,” an older woman exclaimed. My grandmother, inspired by the work of a famous American author used to call them social X-rays—skeletally thin women of a certain age, who had both the bank accounts for haute couture and the frames for them. No omega curves, they wore shockingly chic clothing that hung so perfectly from their coat hanger bodies, it made you wonder about the preoccupation with our small, softer forms.

      “Kit Greyson,” I said, holding out a hand.

      “Ohh…I thought I knew your face. You’re the image of Olivia.” I wasn’t. Olivia was my paternal grandmother, and I knew I took after Mum’s side of the family because that had been thrown in my face way too many times to forget. “Nan Pinkham. I was on the hospital fundraising committee with your grandmother.”

      “Of course, Mrs Pinkham. She used to mention you often.”

      “No, she didn’t,” she said with a smile, taking my hand and patting it. “And if she did, that’s a detail no one expects an omega to retain. So, you’ve caught the eye of young Chadwick here. Well done, you! We’ve all been thrusting our grandsons and granddaughters at him with increasingly embarrassing vehemence, and he slides out of our clutches with just a charming smile. Perhaps because he never looked at my Avery like he looks at you.”

      “Why am I having second thoughts about the wisdom of bringing a date to the gallery?” James asked, setting his glass down on a nearby plinth and rubbing his forehead.

      “I personally look forward to the day when I see you wearing his mating mark,” Nan continued with a devilish grin. “Seeing these mighty alphas brought low by their heart’s desires? At my age, there is no greater sport. Lovely to see you again, James.”

      “And you, Nan,” James replied, in a much harassed tone, steering me away.

      We passed several art pieces before he’d say much more, pulling me in close in a way I wasn’t entirely sure was conscious.

      “Well, I wanted the glitterati notified of our potential union, and that’s been achieved,” he said, his fingers toying distractingly with the ends of my hair.

      “Gran always said Nan was an awful gossip,” I agreed. “So yeah, mission accomplished.”

      “Message the boys,” he directed. “We’ll stay for the actual opening speech and then leave dear Philip to his designer loving customers.”

      

      Which was how we came to be outside the doors of Abaddon, about an hour later.

      “There you are.”

      That vicious hiss was all I got before arms and scent engulfed me, Tristan sweeping me up and twirling me around. He set me down away from the other guys, hiding their view of me with the wall of his body.

      “Pregnant?” His brows jerked down severely. “Knocked up and mated? This is the bullshit your family is prepared to pull?”

      “It gives us time, space, and an excuse to be here.” I looked at the sombre black doors that marked the entrance. “We need time to explore things, Tristan—things we need to look at.”

      His hands were restless, stroking my hair, tracing the line of my shoulders, sliding down my arms. Finally, I grabbed them and held them with my own.

      “We need to explore what you need as an omega.”

      “Not an omega…” he muttered.

      “But some of you is, right?” I tightened my grip, listened to the sharp intake of breath as I forced his hands down. “Alpha and omega. I know the alpha side real well, now I need to meet the omega.”

      “How?” he snapped, his eyes sharpening. “Want me up on one of the platforms, submitting to one or both of them?” His words came out as a sneer, but I saw through it.

      “Not unless you want to. You said that you needed me, that no one was touching me without your permission, so make me your alpha.”

      “What?”

      “Just for tonight, in front of all those people. Let me put you into omega space, see how you deal with it. There’s plenty of people, things, stuff to ground you if it doesn’t work out, and I’ll stop as soon as you say.”

      “You’re going to top me?”

      He forced the words out, his voice such a curious growl, I couldn’t tell if he liked the idea or hated it.

      “I’ve played at it before, pushed knotted butt plugs inside you, worked them in and out like I was an alpha.”

      “You were never an alpha,” he said with a snort, his smile glittering in the dark. There was a challenge there, one that seemed impossible to meet, but this was the first stage, I realised.

      “Your omega is being a brat,” Len informed me, coming to take a stand beside me. “He’s pushing you, trying to see if you’re strong enough to put him in the place he so desperately wants to be.”

      “What the fuck would you know?” Tris shot back, but I looked at Len and he stared back, and we both smiled.

      “I can count on the two of you for advice?” I asked him and James, who’d hung back slightly, giving Tris some space.

      “Direction on how to deal with an unruly omega?” James purred, moving closer. “Darling, you’d have to beat me off with a stick to keep me out of this one.”

      “Get inside the place you wanted to come to, to explore more thoroughly,” I said to Tristan in an offhand voice, my heels clicking across the ground as I stalked past him and towards the front door. “We have carte blanche to play the whole night, and I don’t intend to waste it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      “Get up on the stage,” I ordered in a dispassionate voice.

      “We need to talk about this,” Tristan protested, looking at all three of us with an increasingly harried expression. “This isn’t what I had in mind when I said—”

      “Get up on the stage, Tristan, or I’ll find someone who will.” I turned to look Len and James over, then saw a familiar face in the crowd. I cocked my head to one side and caught the moment Jackson saw me, a look of surprise, then wonder, on his face. He darted in and kissed the cheek of the man he was with, then wove his way through the masses, reaching us.

      “Jacks…” Len said with a small frown.

      “I forgot what this place was like, getting bogged down with the club,” he said, explaining himself almost guiltily. “I decided I needed to go out and have fun more. And you’re here with your omegas? Tris, Kit.” He nodded to each one of us, and I did the same in return, regal as a queen. “And…?”

      He meant James, of course, who’d stepped closer, looming over my shoulder, looking Jackson up and down, and why not? That tumble of honey brown hair with all the deeply tanned skin that peeked out of his white shirt and eyes that went omega wide as James continued to stare.

      “James Chadwick,” he said, holding out a hand that Jackson ambled up to take, but James just used it to pull the other man closer. He read Jackson like a book, detecting the rapid increase in his breath, the convulsive swallow of his throat as the alpha held the beta pinned to the spot just with his grip. James’ eyes slid to me, but he didn’t let Jackson go for a second. “You might be able to practise topping this one, Kit.”

      “What?” Tristan said, pushing forward. “No!”

      “Then get on the stage. Or a room.” I looked around me, saw the screened off cubicles that lined the edges of the massive room. “Fuck, I’ll pack us up and head to Apothecary if that will help things. What do you need?”

      “That’s a nice idea, asking him,” Jackson said, looking over at Tris, whose expression grew more mutinous by the second, “but engaging his mind will keep him out of sub space for longer.” He got up on the podium, running his fingers over the vinyl bench then a set of stirrups similar to the ones Tai had used. “That’s what you want to do, don’t you? You want to be the alpha.”

      There was a lightness about Jackson, but it wasn’t that he was amused. Just that he was…idly curious about everything. He leaned back, taking up position in the strange contraption, the fabric of his jeans pulled taut as he rocked back and forth, the device obviously having some kind of swivel mechanism.

      “If you’re not lazy and using pheromones to do the job,” he said as I moved forward, the view of him sprawled out and open to me a tantalising one. For once, I was the one looming over one of them. “You have to rely on psychological domination. You’re looking down at me. I’d be strapped in, helpless. I might be naked.”

      His voice got lower, throatier, his eyes maintaining contact with mine, even as he swung back and forth.

      “Open to you and the crowd, completely vulnerable. My little brain would be ticking over faster and faster. What will she do? Will she hurt me or please me? What do I want her to do? I might test the bonds, see how strong they are, see how well you tied me down.”

      I watched the way his body tensed, muscles popping under the plaid shirt he was wearing.

      “And then it comes, that exquisite moment of focus.” He smiled up at me lazily, but somehow, I got the feeling it wasn’t me he was seeing, although maybe it was. His eyes glittered, though, with a knowledge I didn’t have.

      Yet.

      “When all you see is me—my reactions, my pain, my pleasure, my pleas, my cries, my sighs…” His words died away for a moment. “And all I see is you. Nothing going on, nothing in this fucking sexual zoo matters, but the one with their hands on me.”

      There was something here, something more, something that made me narrow my eyes, searching for answers, but I didn’t get them, not yet. Tristan stomped up onto the podium, yanking his shirt up and over his head, revealing that taut swimmer’s build, and then it was exactly as Jackson said. My focus was entirely on him, as he came closer, as he looked down at Jackson, as he jerked his thumb abruptly, as he said, “Get out.”

      “All good, chief,” Jackson said, rolling free and coming to stand beside me. “I was only here if you weren’t ready to play.” There was a sadness to that which deserved more attention that I couldn’t give right now, not as my love moved closer, eyeing the apparatus suspiciously.

      “Naked, omega,” I said, but without an alpha’s crack. I wasn’t like him—I didn’t want to pretend I was an alpha. I wanted to share something with him, something I was pretty sure he needed as much as he needed to rule over me. His jaw muscle bunched, and then he nodded, hands going to his jeans and unbuttoning them, a growing crowd gathering as the world’s most truncated strip tease took place. He kicked off his boots, then his jeans and his underwear, until he stood there, not a scrap of softness in him as he held his arms out wide. He was still in full revolt, with the tilt of his chin and the glitter of his eyes, but he waited, like a good little omega, for my order.

      “Limits,” I said.

      “There are no limits with us. At some point, you’ll realise that.”

      “Limits, Tris. You said they can’t touch me without your permission.”

      “And that’s my only one.” He looked at the others. “Don’t touch her unless she wants it, unless she explicitly says she does. The rest is yours. You want to see how this feels? I put myself in your hands. Do with me what you wilt.”

      “Tristan—” Len said, climbing up beside me, a frown on his face.

      “No, I won’t lay any other restrictions on her. I won’t.”

      “You’ll have to be bloody careful,” Jackson said, staring at me. “This is like a fucking sexual freefall. You have to be the one to catch him.”

      And with that, Tris smirked, putting himself into the apparatus, fitting his feet into the stirrups, his hands onto the arm rests. For a second, my breath was taken away by the contrast of the gleaming chrome, the dark vinyl, and him. He looked incandescent under the fluorescent lights.

      “You’ll need to read him closely,” Len said. “Make sure he doesn’t go too deep.”

      “Perhaps we all do.”

      James had joined us, the small platform now an intimate space with all of us ringing Tristan, and I wondered if we were exactly where we were supposed to be.

      “It seems like this could be a perfect first step at trying what we propose.” James always managed to sound so clipped and controlled, but I thought we all saw through that. He might have shoved his hands deep in his pockets, but there was an alertness that belied his casual stance.

      “Then I better leave you to it,” Jackson said, moving to go.

      “No,” I said, stopping him where he was. “Stay, please.”

      Len frowned at me slightly, so he didn’t catch the look of relief on Jackson’s face, quickly smothered.

      “So let’s tie him down, take away that choice first. I don’t want anything in his mouth, stopping him from communicating, and no is going to mean no. I don’t feel confident enough to push past that yet.”

      “Good choice,” Len said, bending down to wrap the leather restraints around Tris’ ankle, Jackson and James wrapping his wrists. Which left me to tie down his other foot. The leather felt tough, resistant in my hands, as I tugged it tight, but not too tight, making sure his circulation wasn’t compromised, feeding the tongue through the clasp. Then I stepped back, positioning myself between his splayed legs, looking at the bounty before me.

      Glint’s choice of podium made perfect sense, now I stood in the same place she had. Her beautiful girl had been spread out before her, a banquet of flesh, as my beautiful boy was. His stomach muscles jumped as I spread my hand across them, sweeping down almost to where his rigid cock wept, leaving a trail of slick across his stomach.

      “So we work together to help him to surrender?” I asked the others, and they all nodded. My fingers trailed across the sensitive skin of his inner thigh, liking the contrast between the golden tone and my scarlet manicure. I let the nails score his flesh, leaving red lines in their wake.

      “Take a deep breath, omega,” I said. “We’re going in.”
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      As hands moved across Tristan’s skin, the noise of the club dying away to be replaced by the rapid pant of his breath, I found myself envying my love for the first time ever. No one touched him anywhere too intimate, but I could almost feel those fingers tracing the veins of his forearms, raking through his hair, sweeping across his abdomen, and following the shapes of the muscles in his calves. That’s where I was, moving down, down, until I got to the graceful complexity of his feet.

      Neat pedicure, they insisted on that in the academies, broad feet, high arches, a sprinkling of hair across the tops, and tendons that stood out starkly as I traced my fingers across them.

      “Kit…” he hissed, staring at me as I touched him, but I paid him little mind. It was his body I was listening to, not him, not until he said no. “Kit!”

      “Perhaps a blindfold?” James suggested, unwrapping the scarf from around his neck, which made me wonder if that was why he’d worn it in the first place. What had he planned to do with the soft length of fabric as he got ready? My fascination with it drew a smile from him. “Here.” He placed the fabric in my hands, and I instantly saw the wisdom of it. It was soaked through with alpha scent, exactly what Tris needed. I moved around the podium, displacing Len, who seemed to be focussed on tracing every feature of Tristan’s face with those broad fingers.

      “Wait…” my lover gasped out. “Wait…”

      “If you don’t want this, just say no,” I said, holding the fabric up as I stared down at him.

      He was aching. I could see it in every line of his body. His cock leaked slick in helpless little spurts, glazing his stomach, and I knew if I got between his legs, I’d find him wet and ready for me, something that had me pausing for a second. I remembered Fire and the way she’d fucked that alpha with Blur looking on, but I had to focus on now, on how Tristan was responding.

      Was this how alphas felt, as they looked down upon their omegas, filled with a terrible power and just as terrible responsibility? I watched him respond without reacting myself, saw his brow knotting and his face tensing and his lips falling open, little gasps of pleasure, fear, desire all forced out of him.

      “Tell me no, omega,” I said, almost wishing he would. I was so far out of my comfort zone, my ears rang with a weird buzzing sound, but I lowered the blindfold, feeling the others clustering closer as I did. His eyes, they searched mine, boring into them right up until I placed the cloth across them, forcing the lids to close. Then I moved quickly, efficiently, Len lifting Tris’ head for me so I could tie the knot.

      “You’re doing well,” he said in a low tone. “This will be good for him. It gives him less stuff to focus on, to be distracted by. Props can be used to help him surrender. Can I kiss him?”

      The alpha asking the omega for permission nearly made me laugh, but I guessed that was Abaddon. Why would it replicate the rules of the outside world when it could turn them all on their head? Who was in control, who was controlled? Who fucked or was fucked? The freedom of the place made me dizzy, so I focussed just on his request.

      “Please do. Kiss my omega until his lips are swollen and puffy, until he starts to whine.”

      A small noise escaped Tris as he heard our words, but that was soon muffled as Len bent down, drowning Tris in his scent. I couldn’t look away as Len’s lips connected with Tris’, parting them slowly before devouring them, and I wasn’t the only one. If I envied Tris, then so did Jackson. His hands didn’t stop moving, tracing sensual circles across Tristan’s flesh, but his eyes, they were entirely on Len, on the way the alpha kissed my lover, Jackson’s own mouth moving reflexively, his tongue flicking out.

      “He’s dropping down,” James said quietly. “You’re doing very well, but you’ll need to stay alert. This is not a state he’s been in before?” I shook my head. “Omegas get very needy when you drop them into sub space. His instincts have been tamped down for so long, it’ll probably hit him harder than most. He’ll want to be knotted and will potentially scream for it. Len said he’s not willing to, not until the relationship is formalised, and I don’t think I should, not yet.”

      “That leaves you, princess,” Jackson said, looking awfully pale. He pulled away from Tristan to look through the different implements of pleasure arrayed on the benches, all vacuum sealed in plastic bags after being cleaned. Then he drew out a purple device I knew well now. “You could try a harness if you like?”

      “This would be perfect,” James said, taking the silicone Feeldoe from Jackson and hefting it in his hands. “You could take your omega with this, give him what he needs.”

      Right now, I didn’t want to do that, to be Tris’ alpha, and part of me quailed at taking on a role I’d never even thought about before. I’d played with toys with Tristan to give him the stretch he needed, but this wasn’t the same. Then, I’d been an empathetic omega, seeing to his needs. With this, I’d be much more like Fire, all glittering hard beauty as I tore pleasure from the ones I loved, being the agent of that pleasure, rather than the recipient.

      “Fuck…” Jackson hissed. “You’ll look so fucking hot.”

      But as I’d said, things were changing, and I was going to change with them, so I turned my back to James and asked, “Can you undo my zipper?” When he did just that, his hands grazing my bare skin, I couldn’t have felt more like an omega. He stripped me, peeling the satin away until it fell, pooling at my feet.

      I was naked but for my underwear, in a sex club, watched by potentially hundreds of people and hoping like hell Athena’s apparently draconian rules on the use of cameras in the club were upheld. This image splashed across the society pages would give my father a stroke, but that thought didn’t linger as James moved closer. His eyes ate every inch of me up with a kind of voracious hunger that made me shiver, and his grip on the Feeldoe tightened before he growled out his suggestion.

      “I can make…the insertion of this much more pleasurable. I think I need to do that very much.”

      “Yeah?” I cocked a hip, finally feeling some of the big dick energy I’d need to do this.

      “With your permission?”

      Such a gentlemanly way of asking to do something debauched, and I found myself smiling as he dropped down to his knees, Jackson moving back to Tristan. He and Len now tormented Tris’ nipples, wrapped their hands around his throat, and slid them across his stomach, just not where he needed. He made the perfect noise in response—a little ragged whine, rusty and unused, but still communicating clearly what he was experiencing.

      “What do you need, omega?” I asked as I felt James’ hands on my ankles, then stroking up. Tristan’s hips flexed in response, his cock drooling now, so very hard, then came more whines as I felt a kiss midway up my thigh before fingers slid under the sides of my underwear, pulling them down my legs as Len began to move.

      He came to stand beside me, staring at me, his eyes tracing what his hands had before, making me long for the callused rasp of those fingers, but this time, they were for Tristan.

      “Your slick, his, it’s in my nose and my mouth. Can I have a taste?”

      I smiled at him for asking so nicely, sliding a hand up his spine and then pushing him down towards Tris’ cock.

      “Just a taste,” I said, his tongue and James’ flicking out, James parting my folds, coating his tongue with my slick, Len doing the same to Tris. My lover’s cries grew desperate the moment Len’s hand collared the base of his cock, the leather bindings stretching, creaking as he tested them to his limit.

      “Shh, omega…” I said, feeling it now—that alpha need to settle the querulous omega. He would get what he needed soon, all too soon, right after James—Uh!

      His hands spanned my hips, locking down tight as his mouth grew hungry, diving in and eating me with a kind of ferocity all his good manners hadn’t led me to expect. A low rumble from his chest vibrated through me, making me go up on my toes, but he pulled me back down again onto his face, his eyes flicking open as I tangled my hand in his hair, his glasses forming a partial mask as the light glazed across them, until finally, he wrenched them off, tossing them away.

      “Fuck…” he hissed into my pussy, making damn sure the Feeldoe was going to go in easy and be gripped tight by my spasming cunt.

      He got to his feet and moved behind me, somehow transferring all that alpha energy as he put the silicon toy between my legs and then eased the bulb inside me, my gasps ragged as I felt it pop in, much like a knot. And that knot, it held my newfound alpha cock.

      “Holy shit, why is this so fucking hot?” Jackson said, pulling away from Tristan and moving towards me, but then his gaze transferred to my omega. “You gonna give him what he needs?”

      “Soon,” James said, and I could feel the brush of his body against mine. “She needs to ready him. He probably thinks he wants it now, but you’ll have to time it well.”

      My hand slid up Len’s shoulder’s, feeling the muscles flex as he licked up and down the length of Tristan’s cock, swiping away every drop of his slick. Keeping my hand there, I reached down, my hand taking the place of Len’s as I gripped my love’s cock. I pulled it away from his body just a bit, and Len stared up at me.

      I was offering him my omega’s dick, letting him devour Tristan, suckle him until he was aching, and Len seemed to understand this. Before he acted on my unspoken instructions, he moved closer to me, wrapping a muscular arm around my hips and pressing a kiss to my upper thigh. My free hand went to his head by reflex, and I shivered as my fingers sank into his thick hair. There we stood, alpha and omega, just for a second, in a form few would recognise, but somehow, it made sense to me. Then I used my hand to manoeuvre him forward and watched his tongue flick out, Tristan moaning as Len licked the top of the omega’s cock, his body tensing against the restraints again. My hand went to Len’s neck, pushing him down Tris’ length to the beautiful sound of his surrender.

      “He’s given in,” James said. “Look at him. This has flipped the switch for him. He still responds” —his hands slid up my ribcage, my nipples tightening in anticipation— “but he’s stopped straining and accepted the restraints. He’s accepted us.” I looked over my shoulder at him, seeing the warm regard there that felt like it sizzled all the way through me. “He’ll start calling for you soon.”

      As if on cue… I listened to the noisy suction of Len’s mouth, saw that Jackson had moved up to Tristan’s head and crouched down beside him, stroking his chest as he told him how well he was doing. And Tris? He just lay there, as passive as he’d ever been able to be, all of his usual energy transmuted into the sounds he made.

      There would be something almost pitiable in those little kitten sounds, if I didn’t know exactly how he felt. There was this weird, loose limbed, endless pleasure, where nothing and no one else existed, only you and your partner or partners. He would be surfing a sea of ecstasy, rolling with each new wave, feeling it build and build, and all he could do was feel. The noises got sharper, more intense, more desperate, and that was when I knew what to do.

      My hands slid across my omega’s thighs, feeling the slick under my fingertips and collecting it until I reached there, a tight little ring that flexed under my fingers, his cries starting to get harsh and demanding. Omegas didn’t have to be knotted, didn’t have to be penetrated, but at the right moment, there was nothing better. I teased the muscle open in the way I knew he liked—sometimes slow and gradual, sometimes forcing my finger within. Tris liked a little bite to his pleasures, and Len, he worked my omega higher in long sucking strokes that would be blowing his mind, but I wasn’t worried Tris would come before I was done. This was going to be perfect, because we needed it to be. He was about to develop an understanding of things he’d always ignored about himself. I added another finger and scissored that inside him, his groans getting deeper, louder, then another.

      “He’s ready,” Jackson said finally, stroking Tristan’s hair back from his face.

      “I know.”

      I didn’t need lube, he was fucking drenched for me, so I leant over, careful to arch my body over Len’s, and then pushed my cock in.

      It was now that I realised just how incomprehensible the shitty alphas we had played with before were. I was hovering above Tristan, his cries in my ears, his breath on my face, every fibre of his body communicating what he needed, and the men who’d played with us had seen that in me and just did whatever the fuck they’d wanted. There was something insanely intimate about this. Like, I could feel the bulb working inside me on every downstroke, rubbing hard against that spot that ached the most, but my pleasure didn’t cloud my awareness, it amplified it.

      The sweetness in James’ hand on the small of my back, as if he could transmute his alpha energy into me. The wince on Tristan’s face if I went too deep, too quick, but then the languorous release when I shifted the angle of my hips, hitting him in just the right spot. The wave-like ripple of all our bodies, working in time. The noisy slurps of Len’s mouth as he sucked the slick I was forcing out of Tris’ body. And my own coiling pleasure, slick running down my thighs until James’ hand slid lower, collecting it up to suck his fingers dry, only to go back for more. I didn’t know if I’d ever felt more attuned to Tristan, to any of them. For just this moment, we were one multifaceted organism, caught in a cycle of pleasure, over and over and over until…

      “Knot…” Tristan croaked out, and once the word was past his lips, the rest came. “Knot!” His cries grew more strident, a ragged siren’s call, begging, pleading, demanding that I service him.

      James’ hands went to my hips, stilling me, then held me close as we pushed the knot on the dildo against Tris. His peace became somewhat fractured, his fingers becoming claws as he raked the air, no doubt scoring me if he’d been free to.

      “It’s OK, it’s coming, you’re coming,” Jackson said in a steady stream of reassurance. “Kit’s going to give you everything you need because she loves you so much.”

      I did, that punched me straight in the chest, and I think that was why the alphas had always been so perfunctory about this. Knotting was a soul deep process, where your body fought to accept what your heart already did. I reached up and jerked his blindfold down, knowing I needed to look into his eyes as I did this. He blinked wildly, then when he finally focussed, it was on me.

      “Oh fuck, Kit….”

      In the end, for knotting to be a satisfactory thing, an omega had to let you in, just like his body did now. I surged forward, feeling that resistance, then the absence as the faux knot popped in.

      “Tris…” I hissed, my cunt clenching hard around the knot inside me. “We did it.”

      Jackson seemed to have a sixth sense, unbuckling Tris’ arm restraints, and the moment he did, his arms went around me, holding me tight, Len forced to pull back.

      “Jesus, Kit, I’m so fucking glad you were the one to do this. I’m so full, full of you.” Kisses rained down blindly on my face, but when our lips collided, I captured them. So I could suck down his cries as I moved as far as I could, shuttling back and forth, faster and faster, gathering up Tris and pulling him with me.

      What happened next was strange, though I guessed in some ways, it wasn’t. Everybody was so focussed on what an alpha, an omega, and a beta was, to the point of trying to get the scientific community to codify it. As if a textbook, telling you this was who you were because of science, would stop all the other feelings and instincts people had.

      So when we both reached our peak, me slamming as deep as I could go as my cunt clutched helplessly at the cock that was inside me and inside him, when I felt the frantic spurt of his slick all over my stomach and his own, my mouth opened to pant out my pleasure, to let some godawful sound out. This was well beyond the physical now, a kind of complete and utter oneness filling me as I stared down into those bright green eyes. Then he did that thing that we all do, when an alpha has gotten under our skin—he turned his head to one side and revealed the perfect column of his neck. And me? I bared my tiny little fangs to the world, just before I sunk them into his skin.

      “Holy fucking shit!” someone exclaimed. “She’s marking him.”

      “Of course she is.” Hands, so many hands rubbing across my shoulders and down my spine as the taste of hot coppery blood filled my mouth and tears filled my eyes.

      It felt like every moment I’d spent with Tristan since we’d both revealed was the relentless pursuit of enough—stealing it from alphas we fucked with, tricking our bodies that we had what we needed, while knowing in our hearts we didn’t. Right now, for the first time, we did. Tristan said he was full of me, well fuck, I was just as full of him, my heart throbbing violently as I finally drew away, licking his mark clean.

      “Kit.” Tristan was back, his voice containing so, so fucking much, and a little sob escaped my lips as I pulled away. “Kit, what does this mean?”

      “You know.” I sobbed out the words, as everything came tumbling back in. Dad, Pa, Mum, Theo, the Chadwicks, every fucking thing that would try to break what we’d just done, but he was my mate, so I shoved that all to one side. My smile was watery, my hands shaking as I stroked his hair. “You’re mine. Time will tell, but I think—”

      “You’ve marked him, mated him,” James said, looking just as shell-shocked. “I could feel it. At least I think so. If that wasn’t—?”

      “We need to get out of here,” Len said in a gravelly voice, his own skin way too pale. “This isn’t the place for this. Jackson, I need you to drive.”

      “Um…sure. Where?”

      “My place,” he replied, then both the alphas moved in, as considerate as betas as they helped us disengage, then dress.
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      “Come here, omega.”

      I was shaky, shivery, curling in on myself, until I felt him, then I wrapped my arms around him, holding him viciously tight. Tristan, my heart pulsed. Mate. That was it, what I needed, what eased the pain inside me, and he seemed to feel the same.

      “You take the other side, I’ll take this one.”

      “It’s going to be cramped, and we wouldn’t want to be pulled over by the police. We don’t have enough seatbelts.”

      “Tight is good. Deep pressure is good. They’ve just turned themselves inside out, and now they have to put themselves back together. We need to put them back together.”

      “Trust Len,” Jackson said. I glanced up, saw him watching us from the driver’s seat, but I couldn’t maintain eye contact. I stroked Tristan’s hair, felt his mouth trailing messily across my skin. “The man’s gotta fucking black belt in aftercare. If he reckons this will work, this will work.”

      And it did, I guessed. We just clung harder and harder, the pressure of being wedged between two big bodies doing some of what he described, but the real deal happened when the car stopped. We both looked up, blinking owlishly as Jackson jumped out, rushing around to open doors.

      “You take Tristan, I’ll take Kit,” Len said, scooping me up, and I found myself turning in his arms, nestling down there real fast.

      “Shouldn’t I take Kit?” James replied. “Tristan and I haven’t…”

      “And you’re not going to start until you do. If you can’t handle this?”

      The challenge was obvious in Len’s deep voice.

      “Of course I can handle this. I was thinking more—”

      “Less thinking, more aftercare, now.”

      And with that, we were swung inside, into somewhere warm, dark, and perfumed heavily with the woody scent of alpha.

      “In here,” Len ordered.

      We moved towards a big oversized couch, my body limp when I was lowered down onto it. Len had sat down first, then held me plastered against his body, all that hot alpha goodness radiating through me until I started to get fractious again.

      “Tris…”

      “Here, darling,” James said, sitting down next to us, Tris hanging in his arms. As soon as my mate caught scent of me, he was crawling over and raining kisses all over my skin, then working our bodies until I was sandwiched tight between him and Len. And the alpha? His arms went around us, encircling the two of us like it was no big thing. As I listened to the slow beat of Len’s heart and the rapid skitter of Tristan’s, I began to settle.

      Almost.

      I didn’t quite have everything I needed, the lack like a sore tooth my tongue couldn’t leave alone. I started to shift, little squeaks of sound coming from me, despite my best efforts.

      “She needs you too.” The big, deep voice, it was so definite, and I heard someone moving as a result, James settling down beside us. “They both do.”

      “Then they shall have me.”

      The first breath I took when James put his arm around us was the deepest, and they just got deeper, a strange timeless quality setting in until I heard the whisper.

      “Water is on the coffee table, snacks and sandwiches next to it. Want me to grab some blankets?”

      I shifted, blindly searching for the source of the sound.

      “Don’t worry about that, just get in here.”

      “What? You can’t be—”

      “You were there, you were a part of it, so get in here. Whatever’s going down, it can be sorted after we ground the omegas. What happened tonight? That’s not supposed to be possible. I’m flying blind here, and having all hands on deck, someone outside the usual alpha bullshit, would be really fucking helpful. I want to mark them, Jacks. Every muscle in my body, every fibre of my being, is screaming for me too.”

      “So shouldn’t you?”

      “They don’t know me, don’t know us, and are just starting to get to know each other. This is the first step, not the last.”

      “Don’t know us,” another voice said. James, I thought dreamily. “But that’s the plan, isn’t it? Help them explore each other and hope to hell they turn to do the same with us.”

      “They will,” another voice said, much more confidently. Jackson. “I haven’t seen you with them for long, but fuck, they let you in on what just happened, leaned on you when they needed it. How can they hold out?”

      “Tristan can’t go back to the academy tonight,” James said. “Leaving Kit would damn near kill him. I’ll make a call, reassure them that he’s safe with me. Fuck them if it’s not OK.”

      And so I finally got my surrender for the night, now drifting and floating on a calm sea, caught up in my mates’ arms.

      Mates.

      I felt Tristan the hardest, the sharpest, a razor bladed knife I kept close to my heart, unable to be relinquished, but it couldn’t always be intense, hard, brutal love. Tristan had always set the tone between my siblings and me, the three of us dancing to his tune, so it was no shock that his discovery of both sides of his nature informed mine. I never thought I’d have room in my heart for anyone outside of Tris, but doing this, going through this, I realised there was more to me than I’d thought as well. Before, I’d been a bad girl for going along with Tris’ lie, taking pleasure from the dysfunctional ways he’d used to deal with who he was, but now? I sucked up the warmth of all these bodies, all these beating hearts, and I didn’t want to let go of any of them.

      Mine, my elemental little omega heart said. Mine.
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      So apparently, claiming someone as your mate gives you a pretty mean hangover. I opened my eyes a crack, instantly screwed them shut again against the bright light streaming through the windows, then heard the characteristic flip of curtains, instantly making the room darker. I ventured another eye crack at that, seeing just vague shadows now.

      “You okay, Kit?”

      Not Tristan’s voice, I felt him beside me, my body curled into his, so I looked over his shoulder and saw a tense-looking Jackson standing there, shirtless. Damn, beta boy was packing something hot under those ubiquitous plaid shirts. Not quite the massive bulk of an alpha, but bloody close. I watched his muscles flex with almost clinical interest as he fiddled with the leather bands around his wrist.

      “Here,” he said, moving around to my side of the bed and handing me a bottle of water, fresh condensation running down the sides. When I reached for it, he yanked it back, cracked the lid, then passed it over, holding it until I moved into more of a seated position.

      “Kit…” Tristan mumbled sleepily, his hands grabbing for me. I squeezed one, feeling a warm flush as I drank the water down, but that searingly intimate sensation didn’t feel any different for having Jackson in the room, which made me curious. I patted the bed beside him, having no idea how the beta would respond. Neither did he, by his look of indecision, but while betas were less likely to be influenced by omegas, they certainly weren’t immune, as evinced by his move closer. He flopped down on the bed, almost exactly in the spot I’d patted, staring down at me with a quizzical look in his eyes as though asking me what the hell I wanted. I didn’t get a chance to answer, as Tristan woke up.

      “Kit…”

      Jackson watched our every move, no doubt hearing the urgency in Tristan’s voice as he came fully awake and sought me. I was pushed down onto the bed, covered by his body, those green eyes boring into mine.

      “Kit.”

      “Tristan.”

      “Kit.”

      He swallowed, his lips moving soundlessly, but I knew what was happening. I could feel him, feel the desperate burning rush of him inside my chest that was an exact answer to my own need. I reached up, touched the bite mark that remained on his skin, pink and perfect. It shouldn’t be there, that wasn’t how shit worked, but as I traced the outline, a low groan from my mate. Then he shifted my legs apart, making sure I knew exactly how he responded.

      “I’m your mate.”

      “You always were,” I replied, yet I felt a curious pleasure at his words. “This, this was just a formalisation of that.”

      “Kit, I—”

      “Maybe I should go.”

      Jackson’s comment had an instantaneous effect on Tris, his muscles locking down as he caged me beneath his body, an honest-to-goodness growl bursting from his chest.

      “Tris—”

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      “Tristan.” I reached up and forced his eyes back to me, feeling him resist my grip. “I asked him to be here.”

      “And he’s asking me to leave. It’s cool, princess. Just stay hydrated.”

      Jackson’s response was exactly what I expected it to be, breezy, easy-going, wanting to avoid a fuss, but the light I’d seen in his eyes before today told me there was something much more intense lying within. Tris and I had lived a lie for so long, I felt curiously emboldened now we’d stopped. Look at what we’d done together as a result. So I held my mate where he was and negotiated with the two of them.

      “Stay, Jackson, if you want to.”

      “Stay?” They responded the same way, but for very different reasons, Tristan’s voice full of mistrust, Jackson’s full of wonder.

      “Last night blew my mind, Tris,” I told my mate. “This shouldn’t be possible.” I went to touch his mating mark, but his hand grabbed mine. “We shouldn’t be possible. We, Tris. Last night, this, what I feel inside.” My voice cracked, dammit, but I charged on.

      “Not we—you,” he snapped in response. “You took me as your mate.”

      “As I did a hundred times before. As you did me, and every time, the marks faded by the time the sun came up. This is the only time they’ve stuck, because of us, all of us.”

      “So, what then?” I knew what was happening. Tristan’s face was closing down and he was shutting me out—his reflex whenever he felt like his back was up against the wall. “You’ll flitter from one bloke to the next, going wherever the mood takes you?”

      I shoved him off me, not even looking to see him fall onto the bed. Jackson watched me wiggle away from him, but trapped in my damn sheath dress, I didn’t get far.

      “This isn’t about me,” I finally snapped. “It never was. I’m just an omega. I’m happy when those I care about are happy, and when they aren’t, their feelings claw at me. I want to be cuddled and petted and stroked and treated like I’m precious, but I also want those I care about at my back as I go and kick arse and take names. I want to surrender to those strong enough to handle me, feel like no matter what I do, they’ve always got me.” I could feel my pain, and Tristan’s, deep in my chest, but it felt like nothing I could do would alleviate that. “I don’t need to be anything else, don’t need anything different than a million other omegas—”

      “Not like I do,” he cut in quietly. “So what?” He looked over my shoulder at Jackson. “This is my punishment? For being…different? For needing more?”

      “No, Tris.” My hands went to my face, scrubbing at it harder and harder until gentle hands grabbed mine and took them away, keeping hold of one in the process. Jackson. “It’s an opportunity for exactly that—more. You didn’t see it last night, you couldn’t, but, Tris, I want you to. Everyone came together for you, to help you do something you needed to do. That’s what this mark means, I think.” I reached over, grabbed his hand, and squeezed it hard, feeling a surge of energy when I was connected to both men and reassured somewhat when he squeezed back. “Most people find that one other person who has everything they need, but us… That was never on the cards. It was always going to be more—more people, more love. Just more.”

      “You’re mine,” he grumbled, pulling me back across the bed and up against his body, hunching over me as, I assumed, he glowered at Jackson. The other man looked distinctly uncomfortable, but the fact he was sitting this out gave me some hope. There was something about the beta that made me want to know more. What did he think? How did he feel? What the hell was going on with him and Len?

      “I always will be, Tris, you know that. If you don’t want anything else, if you just want to try and make something work between us, then we’ll have to keep looking for a way.”

      “Or?” he asked.

      “Or we keep walking the path we’ve started down. We stay open to exploring things with others as they consider trialling things with us…and with each other.”

      Jackson stiffened at that, his eyes widening, a whole lot going on, but he didn’t let out a peep in response.

      “We?” Tristan asked.

      “I don’t know if everyone wants to play that way. That’s what we’d have to find out, together.” I watched the beta respond, reading his body language. “Like, Jackson, would you want to kiss me? Kiss Tristan?”

      “I…” He snorted, then smiled. Deflecting, I could tell. “Of course I’d fucking want to. Seeing the two of you yesterday…” His gaze softened, slid away. “How could I not?”

      “Both of us.” Tristan’s voice was still flat, but he picked me up, setting me gently aside, then crawled across the bed towards the beta. Jackson couldn’t help but stiffen, and I got why. There was something of a game of chicken in this, in the way my mate shot a look over his shoulder at me, waiting for me to respond, to stop him, I guessed, but he couldn’t put on an epic front anymore. I could feel him inside me, knew that he was angry, scared, frustrated, yeah, but also curious. He moved slowly closer to him, the predatory omega with the reluctant beta.

      Jackson’s focus narrowed down, his broad chest beginning to heave as he stared at Tristan’s lips and caught the moment they shifted into a cruel twist. His fingers clawed absently at the bedspread, his brows arrowing down, his mouth falling open as Tris moved into his space, angling his head, his intention clear, but I stopped him, just for a second.

      “Do this for the right reasons,” I said, feeling the agony of seeing him reach for someone else, but with it also came an ecstasy. That feeling last night, I didn’t know if it was replicable, but like a junkie, I was chasing that high, that sensation of oneness, and if kissing Jackson would get us there, I was thoroughly on board. He might be angry about it now, but Tris and I, we would always want more.

      We couldn’t be contained by the bourgeois bullshit we sprang from, fitting nicely into our predetermined boxes and eking out perfectly normal lives. I was a bad daughter, a bad omega, and a bad mate, because I was willing to risk the fledgling bond we’d just built together, for what?

      “Kiss him because you want to, because you want to feel the prickle of his beard on your skin.” I moved closer, needing to be near to see it all. “Kiss him because he smells good, looks so warm and strong. Kiss him because he hovers around on the edges wanting to come in.” Jackson’s eyes jerked sideways, meeting mine, frowning for a second. “Kiss him because this is what you, and I, need.”

      “And what do you need, beta?” Tristan asked him in a perfect deep alpha register, his smile widening when he saw Jackson shiver.

      “I…”

      Tris watched him struggle to find the words, moving slowly like a snake about to strike.

      “I think I need to check in with Len about this,” Jackson said.

      “What do you need to check in with me about?”

      We all jumped apart like naughty children, our attention on the figure standing in the doorway in an old T-shirt and some well-worn sweats.

      “Well?” Len’s eyebrow jerked up.
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      Len stared down at the three of us like we were a group of naughty children, not necessarily pissed, but alert. Definitely alert. His eyes flicked from one, to the other, to the next.

      “What do you need to ask me, Jackson?”

      “Ah, your omegas—”

      “Not mine, not yet,” Len replied.

      “OK.” Jackson sighed. “The ones you want more than your next fucking breath. They were going to kiss me, and I said I needed to check in with you.”

      “I don’t own them,” Len grumbled. “Nor you.”

      But Jackson wanted him to, I could see it in the way the beta’s head dropped, so as a good little omega, I had to say something.

      “No one’s talking about owning someone else, well, ever.” I frowned slightly, picking at the scarlet nail polish that had begun to chip, but I looked up and met Len’s eyes as I continued, “You’ll never own us, no one will, but you could be hurt by walking in on us kissing your friend, something I should’ve thought about. I kinda got caught up in things.”

      “Things?”

      Len sat down on the edge of the bed, but he was a distance away from the rest of us.

      “I thought this resolved things,” Tristan said, touching his mating mark absently. “I was prepared to thank you all and then we’d go on our merry way.” Len’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing in response. “But Kit thinks differently.”

      Great, now all eyes were on me.

      “I’ve bitten Tris, or Tris has bitten me, more times than I could count, especially when we first started having sex.” My hands rubbed up and down my arms. “Over and over, but it always healed up. In some ways, that was good. My father would have had a coronary. But…” I stared at the three of them for a minute. “What happened last night, it was just so much fucking more than I expected.” My brow crinkled. “We were more. I’ve…”

      My voice cracked, the feeling, the memory, the emotion, all rushing back in, and it wouldn’t be kept out. I just looked at them blindly, able to see it all again, but there was a difference. There had been no barriers, not like there were now, which just made me more bloody determined.

      “I’ve never felt anything like that before. It was as if I knew exactly where I was supposed to be, who I was supposed to be with. Was it just me? Was it just omega bullshit clouding my mind as I made Tris mine?”

      The haze of sweetness that had carried me through since last night started to fray at the edges, a feeling of uncertainty starting to creep in. Christ, what if this was just my stupid biology kicking in, making me see things and feel things that weren’t even there? I pulled my knees up to my chest, as best as I could in the tight dress, and tried to think back to what had happened with a more objective perspective.

      “Hey.”

      The deep alpha rumble, the touch of Len’s hand, just let me know he was there. When I didn’t push him away, he swept me up and into his arms, and I knew then, for me at least, that this was real. I was a bad girl, an overly privileged little bitch who wanted everything, despite the riches I’d been given.

      “No, you’re not.”

      “Fuck, did I say that out loud?”

      “I would’ve known what you were thinking anyway. Your scent, Kit.”

      Len’s nose dropped down to my neck, and goddammit, tears pricked my eyes. I wanted—no, I needed this. To be held, to have something, someone, so much bigger than me making me feel small and safe and loved…

      Wait, what?

      That thought was spiky and snarly, so I threw my arms around Len’s neck and buried my face in him, breathing in all that calming solid energy in his scent, feeling the pain ease, even as I wasn’t sure I should. But I was tired, so fucking tired of fighting what I was, even for Tristan. Especially for Tristan, because part of him needed this too and no strap-on was going to solve that.

      And like the Devil, once thought about, he was summoned.

      I felt him behind me before his hand landed on my shoulder, and that same feeling of exquisitely beautiful energy filled me. I snuggled in tighter, pulling a low chuckle from Len, then a hand stroked through my hair, and for a second, I had everything I needed.

      Kinda.

      “I get it, Kit,” Tristan said. “Fuck, I can feel it, every time you touch one of them and me, it flares hard. I don’t know where I am in that. You just made me your mate, something I never thought was possible, but…I want to work it out. We need to work it out.” I turned in Len’s arms, not wanting to dislodge him, but I needed to see my omega. “We’ll do this together, like we’ve done every other fucking thing. We’ll discover them like we discovered each other.”

      “That’s all I want.” My words came out in a rush as he moved closer, Len’s lips on my neck. “I think it’s what we need, what will—”

      Fuck, I was never, ever going to get used to this. The press of Tris’ mouth, the feel of Len’s, they were somehow greater than the sum of their parts, and I tried to inject that into the way I kissed my mate. He seemed to take my lead, his hands cupping my face, his grip tightening as things got hotter, harder, deeper, until finally, we pulled away to suck in our breaths.

      “I’m always with you,” Tris promised. “Always. You take me places that scare the ever-loving shit out of me, but I will always jump with you, Kit. Never doubt that, even when I’m being an arse. Just…give me some time to adjust a little, y’know? I feel like I’ve been fighting the whole fucking world, especially the almighty Greyson tribe, for a right to be by your side, and sometimes it’s hard to lay down your guns and surrender.”

      “And what does it feel like when you do?” I asked him, watching those sharp green eyes, seeing the shadows there as well as the light.

      “Like dying.” Len and I snorted at that. “And being reborn. It’s fucking intense, more intense than anything I’ve ever experienced, and in some ways, that feels disloyal. How can it be more than what we share?”

      “Because your whole self is involved,” Len said as I turned around to face him, his grip on me tightening and his other hand reaching for Tris.

      He took it, initially in a masculine slap of hands, but the tenderness came as he was drawn closer. How could he not? There was something so bloody endless about Len, like he would always be this calm, strong presence in our life, and I caught the moment Tristan sagged against him, letting the alpha take his burdens. Then Tris surprised me, moving closer to me as he sought Len’s mouth of his own accord, so that I heard Len’s rumble of appreciation the moment their mouths touched.

      Mine went dry, and I couldn’t look away for a second as I saw it—a tiny moment of conscious surrender, when Tristan gave himself to Len. Their kiss was slow and methodical, like Len was afraid to scare Tris, so he gave him the opportunity to lead. When they pulled away, Len looked eminently pleased before nuzzling into the side of my face, depositing little kisses there, while Tristan wavered a bit, shell-shocked. Knowing my mate, he probably thought lightning couldn’t strike twice, but he was about to find out how wrong he was.

      “So what did I walk in on?” Len asked us. It took a second for us to respond.

      “We were going to explore things with Jackson,” I gasped out, feeling like I was more liquid than solid as I was held and caressed by the alpha. “He was a part of last night and—”

      “And you felt like you needed my permission?”

      “Fuck, Len,” Jackson said. “Anyone can see you’re going deep with these omegas. I wasn’t sure if you’d rip my fucking head off if you caught me kissing them.”

      “They aren’t mine, and whatever this is, it isn’t exclusive. But, Jacks, this can’t be some roll in the hay.” Len’s voice dropped down, got more growly. “I won’t let you play with them.”

      Jackson frowned slightly, looked like he’d just been slapped, but he rallied quickly.

      “Jesus, mate, it’s been a fucking long time since you involved yourself in my love life, so I’ll give you a pass for that.”

      How the hell was Len missing this? Jackson looked like he was wearing his whole heart on his sleeve right now, but Len, he was distracted by us. That alone had me pulling away and moving closer to Jackson, who smiled slightly, then scooped me up and put me across his lap.

      “I don’t know Kit and Tristan yet, but even I can tell there’s something more here.”

      The leather wristband rustled as his hand moved, his thumb tracing the line of my bottom lip, and bad girl that I was, my lips parted to touch it with my tongue.

      “I’d want Kit or Tristan if they just walked into my bar, looking for a drink, each on their own, but together?” I could hear the hitch in his breath. “You’re right, mate—they’re too fucking beautiful.”

      I liked the way he tipped my mouth up to make it easier for him to reach, the backs of his fingers stroking my cheek.

      “But there’s more to them than pretty faces or pouty little lips that make me think thoughts I fucking shouldn’t.”

      Whoa, that deep voice, it vibrated through me much like an alpha’s would, and my breath caught in my chest as a result.

      “What you’re looking for is more than a hard cock, isn’t it, love? You want to build something.”

      And that there was why I was here, why he was allowed to touch me, hold me. That yearning…it was a twin of my own, and right then, it felt like we were the only two completely on the same page. I stared into his eyes and saw the certainty, the vision we shared. What if this became our life? What if we were all welded together so tightly, no one else could come between us? What if we were a pack?

      “I mighta fucked around in my younger days. We couldn’t afford relationships, not when we were running with the gangs, but I’ve been out for years. I went legit, built something solid, and now I’m ready to bring someone into my life.” I leant into his hand, needing, wanting, something more now. “And after last night, I’m beginning to think that’s plural—it’s someones. Kit, I need to kiss you now.”

      We moved together, my fingers finding all that heavy silken hair, glorying in the slip of it between them before I felt everything I’d described to Tristan—the prickle of his beard, the hiss of his breath, the feel of his lips, plush and soft. They began to harden, wanting more from me, and I gave it to him, surrendering to this little moment, opening my mouth, feeling the thrust of his tongue, and twisting on his lap at the sensation.

      “OK, that was fucking hot…” Jacks rasped when we finally pulled away. “And I think I need more.”

      “Then try me.”

      Tristan drew Jackson’s hand away enough that he could slip in beside me, kissing me first quickly to suck the taste of Jackson off before moving in for a taste of his own. The two of them eyed each other warily, then Tristan smiled his devilish angel smile and swooped in. It was a curiously gentle thing, just a little overture, but by the sounds of Tristan’s breath, none the less hotter. He tried to pull back, back to me, but struggled, unable to stop himself from sucking the beta’s full bottom lip.

      “Yeah, all right,” Tris said when he finally did release Jackson, “I get it now.” His hand ground down on the hard dick trapped in his jeans. “I really fucking get it, and since you and I are the only ones currently fucking, you’re gonna get it,” he promised me with a dark look, softening that with a nip of my lip. “But we aren’t the only players in the room. What about you two?”

      Oh yes, what about that?

      Len was dead silent, not even moving, so he left Jackson to answer the question, the beta laughing ruefully before scratching at his head.

      “Doing booze runs was largely sitting around, waiting for a shipment, then waiting until the water police were out of the way, then waiting for a buyer to show once we got the goods off the dock. A couple of young, red-blooded blokes with a lot of time on their hands…”

      “Meant a whole lot of dick in your hands?” Tristan asked. “Each other’s dick.”

      “That doesn’t have to—” Len said, but Tristan held up a hand imperiously.

      “So how did that go?” he prompted.

      “What? Do you want me to show you?” Jackson asked incredulously.

      Tris looked at me and I at him, and we both smiled.

      “Yeah, I reckon we do.”

      “Len?”

      That vulnerability in Jackson’s voice made me shift restlessly, but Tris held me closer, trying to stroke me through it.

      “You want to see me with Jackson?” Len asked us. Big, big mistake, and something we’d need to work on. It was time for our alpha to wake up and smell the pining hottie, because there was more at play here than just Tris and me. His myopic alpha focus on us omegas could be used to our advantage though.

      “You have to be hard, alpha,” I purred. “So hard.” I was a caricature of an omega right now, but what did that matter when instincts were rising? I rubbed my thighs together, the sound drawing the attention of all of them. “You don’t want to fuck us, not until it means something, and that’s going to take some time. But Jackson? You can’t knot him. You can save that for us and…”

      “Fuck, alpha, I want that so bloody much,” Jackson said. “Like old times.”

      “Yeah?”

      That was the moment I knew I’d won. That ragged growl that came right before Len threw himself across the bed and grabbed the beta, fisting Jackson’s hair, straddling his thighs, and covering the slightly smaller man with his body.

      “You want me, beta?”

      “You’ve got no fucking idea how much. My dick has been rigid and leaking like a tap since last night. My balls—”

      Jackson’s nervous chatter was silenced by Len, his kiss devouring, and Jackson held on for dear life, but he wasn’t a passive recipient for long. Tris looked at me, nodding as he finally saw Jackson’s neediness just like I did, but anything we might’ve wanted to communicate got pushed to one side as Len jerked backwards.

      “You sure about this? I’m fucking fit to burst,” he asked the beta, and Jackson, he just grinned. “I can’t be gentle.”

      “You never fucking were,” Jackson shot back as he reached up and unbuttoned Len’s jeans. “Fuck, alpha…”

      “Yeah, this isn’t gonna work,” Tris all but growled as the beta pulled Len’s cock out, slapping it against his palm. “I’m so fucking hard.”

      His words ended in a desperate whine, leading to me slipping behind him and hugging his body as I peered past him, watching the two of them as Jackson stared up at his alpha right before he opened his mouth, ready to take Len deep.

      “Jesus!” Tris yelped as I pulled his cock free, stroking it slightly right as Len drove his dick down Jackson’s throat, but it wasn’t the violence of Len’s gesture that had us rattled, it was the way Jackson stared up at the other man. Tears formed at the corner of his eyes, but he sucked Len with everything he had, his cheeks hollowing. “I don’t know how long I’m gonna be able to hold out, Kit,” Tris told me as my hand swivelled up and down.

      “Don’t,” I whispered into my mate’s ear. “Just let it all go, Tristan.”
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      We were a mess.

      Tristan’s cock was leaking so much slick, I could barely generate any friction, having to squeeze him hard instead. And him, his hips canted upwards, pushing his dick through my hand faster and faster, in time with Len’s strokes.

      “Fuck, I forgot how fucking good you are at this,” Len ground out, every muscle in his body flexing hard as he worked his cock in and out of Jackson’s mouth. Of course that was the moment James walked in.

      “Guys, I’ve got some—Oh shit…”

      His mouth fell open, and he couldn’t seem to work out where to look, which was understandable. There we all were, on display and cavorting with gay abandon, while he was toting a bag of bagels. The baked goods dropped to the floor, and he stepped inside, looming over all of it with a delicious darkness. Those dark eyes, half hidden by his glasses, took in Len and Jackson, but lingered on me and Tris, and that was where his focus stayed. He skirted the bed, crawling onto it when he got close to us, and then asked in a light tone, “So what are we up to, omegas?”

      “Trying really hard not to come,” Tristan gasped out. “Fuck, Kit, look at them.”

      “I know, and I told you to let go.”

      “Can’t. Need to see them.”

      I nipped at his ear, working my hand faster as I felt James’ eyes on me.

      “You seem to be the least indisposed. Care to share what went on as I stepped out to the bakery?” And as if to make sure he heard every word, his eyes dropped down to my lips and stayed there.

      “We’re exploring,” I replied with a smile, slowing my strokes, stringing out each one to Tristan’s increasingly loud groans. “Len and Jackson have history and they’re…reuniting.”

      “And you’re revelling in that, aren’t you? Naughty little omegas.” But his gaze still swivelled around to take in Jackson and Len. The alpha was stabbing his cock into the man’s mouth, his fingers digging deep into Jackson’s scalp. And the beta? His hand dropped down, unzipping his fly and releasing an impressively thick cock, jacking himself off as he got his alpha closer.

      “No,” Len growled, jerking himself away and yanking Jackson’s hand off, setting it decisively on the bed beside him. Jackson went to protest, but Len kissed that away, cradling the other man’s scalp in a way that was all too familiar. How did Len ignore this? There was a real tenderness there that he seemed to have labelled in his head as ‘fuck buddy,’ ignoring the reality. Why would he spend so much time sucking and devouring the other man’s mouth before his kisses dropped lower?

      “No…” Jackson gasped as Len kissed his way down his neck, sucking and marking the skin temporarily before tracing the path of the tattoos across Jackson’s chest, going farther down. “Len, it’s okay. You don’t have—”

      His protests were choked off as Len’s big hand wrapped around Jackson’s cock. The big man licked the end slowly, thoroughly, then looked up at Jackson.

      “You think I’d leave you high and dry?”

      “No, but—”

      “You think I don’t remember the way you like it, what you need?” Those were the magic words that stilled Jackson, making him blink frantically as the alpha kneeled at his feet. “I know you, Jacks. I know just what you’re craving.”

      My heart beat too hard, then too slow, and I was willing to bet that Jacks’ did exactly the same as we both watched what the alpha would do next. He licked the beta’s cock like it was an ice cream, giving him plenty of long looks to go with it. Jackson looked like the world could end at right that very moment and he still wouldn’t move. He was too scared.

      “Jesus…” Tristan hissed, pulling free of me, ignoring his own cock now. The three of us sat there and watched.

      Slowly, carefully, Jackson’s hand went to Len’s hair, stroking it gently, then more deeply as his mouth fell open. Len’s jaw stretched as he fought to take as much of Jackson’s length as possible.

      “Oh fuck, alpha…” he hissed. “Len…!”

      “There’s history,” James muttered. “So much bloody history.”

      There was, and we had a front row seat to watching it play out. Len’s blow job was long, slow, and deep, putting Jackson on edge, his hands clawing at the bed coverings, the sounds coming from him increasingly pained. No, desperate. In this position, the way Len was touching him, he couldn’t hold it back. He looked like his heart was breaking and being remade all at once. Then I watched all those emotions get hurriedly packed away when Len pulled his mouth off his cock and looked up at Jacks.

      “Do you think you can still take me?” Len asked with a lazy smile.

      “Fuck, it’ll be a stretch. I… There’s only been girls since we were… Just go slow, yeah?”

      “Of course. I’ll never hurt you, not unless you want it. Lie back. That’s it.”

      I caught Jackson’s eyes right as Len pulled the beta’s jeans off, leaving him splendidly naked. Jackson was like an otter—long, lean, and all in shades of brown. And his cock, it was so bloody hard, it looked like it hurt. His hair fanned across the bed as he stared, because he knew, I knew, this was another moment of surrender. Len wanted to fuck him anally, which, looking at the girth of the alpha’s cock, would be a hard ask if he hadn’t done it in a while, but he was willing to give himself over to his alpha’s touch. His knees were pushed up against his chest, Len’s fingers trailing over his arse.

      “Lube?” he asked in a strangled voice, his eyes rolling shut. “I’m not an omega I can’t…” Then he sucked a breath in as Len’s finger pushed inside him. His cock twitched restively but he didn’t come, not yet. Len turned to Tristan.

      “In the bedside table,” he said with a nod of his head. Tris scrambled to do his bidding, tossing the tube down beside the alpha when he found it.

      “Doing so well, beta,” Len said, anointing his fingers, and Jackson, before pushing them back in. That seemed to ease him, his pants becoming long moans, as Tristan moved cautiously over to him. The beta’s eyes opened as Tris grabbed his arms, stretching them over his head and holding them down, pinned to the bed. Tris nodded slowly, Jackson doing the same much faster.

      “Surrender,” James said in a satisfied tone. “Fuck, it’s always so bloody beautiful, I sometimes wonder what the hell I’m doing, making art.”

      “You want to draw them.”

      He turned to me, yearning writ clearly across his face. “There is something very big, very real inside me, that makes me want to immortalise each and every one of you.” He stared at me as the sounds from Jackson got louder, rawer. “I feel like if I don’t, it’ll all slip through my fingers.”

      There was something prophetic about his words, something I sensed even then, as my hand tightened around his like I could literally stop that from happening, but then the here and now beckoned.

      “You gonna take his big alpha cock?” Tristan asked, hanging over Jackson, staring down into the other man’s wide open eyes.

      “Answer the omega, Jackson,” Len said, pushing another finger in.

      “Yes…” Just a whisper at first, but all the biggest storms start the same way. “Yes…” Jackson sang a song I knew well. A ragged shanty, dragged from the depths of his soul as he got something he’d been yearning so long for. Another finger, then another, were pushed in as Jackson’s body gave in to Len’s.

      “I think you’re ready, beta.”

      “Yes, Len, Jesus Christ, fuck me.”

      I sucked a breath in and held it as the massive alpha moved up and over the beta’s body, kissing him hard, then giving Tris a small kiss as well.

      “Jacks, this gets too much, you tell us to stop. No pineapple bullshit, just say stop. But Tris here, he’s going to hold you down, make you give in.”

      Jackson nodded sharply.

      “It’s been too fucking long. I’d forgotten what it was like, being inside you, but I remember now, beta.” Len worked a handful of lube up and down his cock, then notched himself against the other man’s arse. “And I don’t think I’ll be able to forget again.”

      I could almost see a much younger Len and a much younger Jackson now, the reckless grin on Len’s face almost boyish, right up until his smile faltered. He sank into Jackson, face-to-face, and then they couldn’t escape each other. Tristan might be holding Jackson down, but right now, it was them, their past, their experience, the weight of everything that had been said and what hadn’t, that held them in this moment. Jackson’s body was opening for Len as I thought his heart always had, and right now, he couldn’t hide it.

      “Jacks…?”

      Just a small rasp, a quiet thing, drowned out by the beta’s groans, but I understood perfectly what James meant right at that minute.

      A single beam of light that had gotten past the blackout curtains struck Len’s face, spelling out the realisation happening inside him. Did he know exactly how Jackson felt? I didn’t think so, but he knew more than he had before, and neither could escape as the turmoil began. Len’s eyes locked with his lover’s, catching every damn response to what he was doing to Jackson and how Jacks felt about that.

      “Len…” Jackson begged, reaching out, and I swear to god, the world stood still as I watched. Jackson was a trapeze artist, throwing himself off a perfectly good swing out into the unfeeling air, but Len, the inherent warm sweetness of him, couldn’t leave someone out there, putting himself on display, without picking him up. He grabbed Jacks’ hand, held it tight, as they began to move in earnest now.

      When my focus shifted, I saw Tristan smiling down at them with that curious catlike smile of his, watching the two of them tear themselves apart and then put each other back together.

      As Len started to drive himself deeper, as his strokes got longer, harder, faster, as he lost some of that control, the rhythm getting erratic, he reached down, ready to stroke Jackson through to the finish line. But Jacks shook his head.

      “Don’t need it.”

      “You gonna come just from what I give you?”

      “Fuck yes, Len, fuck yes.”

      “Then take it.”

      They were like boulders slamming together in a landslide, cars hitting each other at speed, the power, the brutality, the tenderness, all utterly alien, yet I couldn’t look away. They would never dare to be so rough with me, something I treasured and envied in a confusing way I couldn’t untangle, but I didn’t get to dwell. Jackson’s body arced up, his cock throbbing as Len thundered into him, one, two, three more strokes before they both exploded.

      Jackson called to the moon and the sky and the gods above in a series of incomprehensible shouts, then cum erupted from him, jetting across his chest and abs, right as Len thrust as deep as he could, his knot preventing anything more, and came just as hard.

      For a moment, there was only the ragged sounds of recovery before I received a peck of a kiss on my cheekbone and James slid off the bed.

      “I just need…”

      With that same inscrutable smile, Tris watched him stumble out of the room, then went about soothing Jackson back into his body, combing his hands through his hair, stroking his face.

      And me? I was up and off the bed, placing gentle kisses on Len’s forehead and Jackson’s before slipping out of the room and after James.

      I found him slamming into the bathroom, his jeans unbuttoned and jerked down with hands shaking so hard, he ground out growls of frustration. So I slipped in behind him and took over.

      “Fuck, omega, you shouldn’t… We shouldn’t—Uh!”

      I knew the moment I had him in my hand by all that throbbing hard warmth, but also because his body went completely still, then I swivelled my hand up and down his thick length.

      Every single one of my lovers was endowed in a way that made my cunt twitch, but there was something extra special about alpha cock. So big, long, hard, thick, and then there was the pièce de résistance… I let my fingers spread as I came to his knot, sweeping over its swollen surface.

      “Jesus, Kit, Jesus!” I squeezed, gently at first, and then with greater confidence as his pants grew louder and more desperate. “You keep doing that, and I’ll come like some kid who’s gotten his first whiff of an omega.”

      “So come,” I said into the muscles of his back. “Just take your pleasure and let go.”

      Surrender, was what I was actually thinking.

      He flipped up the toilet seat, his hand slamming down on the wall, and then I felt so very powerful.

      So much was made in the media of our surrender, our passivity, as if we were the only ones capable of it, but everyone could if they chose. Social forces tried to make it that we were the ones always doing it, but that wasn’t how it worked. I could be aggressive, I could knot my lover, I could bring my alpha to his knees and then he would do the same to me, especially if I asked. I made my movements brisk and efficient, knowing how close he was and wanting to push him over.

      “Oh fuck, Kit. Fuck, fuck, fuck…”

      He sounded like he was in pain as his cum ejected out of his body at force, hitting the water in the toilet, splashing his pleasure over and over and over, until finally, he became still.

      “You beautiful girl,” he said, turning around and sweeping me up and placing me on the bathroom counter after he’d flushed the loo, finding his place between my thighs. “If you knew what it was taking me to stop myself from rutting you and your omega… God, every bloody one of them. I feel maddened.”

      I smiled as I stroked his face, then he kissed me with hard, bruising kisses.

      “I thought I knew what I was getting myself in for. I had a very calm, very rational conversation all planned out, where we’d all get around the table and talk things out.”

      “We still can, James.” I grinned, all full of the bloody hubris that making Tristan mine had filled me with. “We can do anything we like.”

      And with that, we burst out laughing, his arms sweeping around me, holding me tight.

      Of course, that was never true. Everyone had loyalties, commitments, social niceties they had to observe, and none more than us. Choices were closed off, put out of reach until all that was left was a narrow lane you needed to stay within, but right then, we felt like nothing could contain us.

      The ancient Greeks used to focus so much on that eminently human overconfidence. When flushed with success, they challenged the natural order and the authority of the gods themselves, and in each play, the audience was forced to watch the tragic hero’s decline, his overreach, knowing the axe was going to fall. Part of the tension that comes from being an observer is the persistent blindness of the hero. He remains convinced of his rightness, up until the point the gods themselves remind him of his humanity.

      Jerking my alpha boyfriend off in the bathroom of my other alpha boyfriend’s home shouldn’t have fit that bill at all, but what came later made me wonder. I ended up with a lot of time to think, to consider how it all went down.

      But not here, not as James’ kisses grew slower, deeper, more persuasive, until I was groaning and so was he.

      “We need to talk,” he ground out. “All of us.”

      “We will,” I agreed. “After.”
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      James’ plan was a good one—sit down, have some coffee, some bagels and cream cheese, and whatever the hell deliciousness Jackson was cooking in the kitchen, and then talk this through. It was smart, it was rational. Problem was, we were not rational creatures. We were ruled by instincts that didn’t make sense a lot of the time. That became apparent as you looked around the table.

      Len looked more relaxed than I’d seen him in ages, his arms around the backs of Tris’ and my chairs, sitting there with the smug smile of the satisfied, his fingers teasing the end of my hair in a most distracting way. Jackson was literally humming and had quite a good voice for it, as he deposited bacon, sausages, and eggs on a big platter in the centre of the table. And James? I could feel his gaze on my skin. From what we’d done together in the bathroom, it appeared I had his attention and nothing would sway it.

      Then of course, he grabbed my hand, stroking those long sensitive fingers of his up and down mine in a way that was even more distracting. The two points of contact, the two caresses, they couldn’t help but make me think of what could come next, the two alphas stripped bare as I was wedged—

      “Bacon, princess?”

      “What?”

      I shook my head to see Jackson was offering to put some on my plate. Did I want that? Yeah, I should not be thinking about what I wanted right now, not if we were to do what we needed to.

      “Whatever are you thinking, omega?” James asked, his voice a low purr. “Your scent is delicious.”

      “Mm…” Len agreed, pulling away from Tris to take a deep breath of me, which just drew the attention of the rest of the table. Eyes glittered, teeth flashed—it was feeding time at the zoo, and I was on the menu.

      “Bacon,” I said crisply, using my cutlery to take a piece from the platter and then spear it on the end of my fork. I crunched into all that salty, meaty goodness, making enthusiastic noises in response. “Damn, I love bacon.”

      “Well, there’s always more—” Jackson started to say, flushing with pride, but a low chuckle from the alphas let him know I was bullshitting.

      “This isn’t about bacon,” Len said with a smirk. “But thanks, Jacks. This looks freaking awesome. You always were an amazing cook.”

      Ooh, was that some warm regard I heard? I watched the two of them closely as I munched on my breakfast.

      “Eat your food, omega,” James chided, “and let them take care of their own relationship.”

      “So we’re acknowledging that?” Tristan was conspicuously grabbing what he wanted, stabbing the bits he liked with his fork, and then moving them to his plate. When everyone’s eyes were on him, he grinned. “The whole Len and Jackson thing?”

      “My grandmother did warn me what being with two omegas could be like,” James said on a groan, rubbing his face, but Jackson sat down, staring at his plate for a second before he slung his arm around the back of his chair and regarded the rest of the table head-on.

      “I dunno, are we?”

      Len looked up slowly, and now I felt bad. He was such a solid guy, you felt like you could get away with a bit of mischief without consequences, but he looked like he’d been ambushed.

      “What needs to be talked about? That was fucking hot but—”

      “Don’t.”

      Oh shit, the table was about to be hit by the equivalent of an emotional nuke in three, two, one…

      “Don’t do that. If you don’t feel the same, then fucking say so, but don’t pretend.”

      Right then, I could see why I found Jackson hot. He had a lot of Len’s sweetness and need to look after people, but there was also something brittle about him that reminded me very much of Tristan. Which helped the whole dynamic around the table make sense.

      “I know what I felt and I know you saw that too. You might not feel the same.” I hated the way Jackson’s voice broke on the words, everyone going still, silent now. “But that doesn’t change the way I feel. The way I’ve always felt. Len—”

      “Jackson.” Len’s eyes flicked around the table, as if…what? He was embarrassed? Confused? Uncomfortable?

      “I’ve always fucking loved you, always.” The bomb was dropped, silence reigned, nothing competing with Jackson for attention. “When we went our separate ways, when you went looking for that omega you were always waiting for. When we pretended like we were just old buddies. None of that made a fucking difference to what was inside me. I’m not an omega, I told myself. Nothing was going to happen, because that’s what you needed. I loved you enough to step out of the way and make sure you got your chance at that, but now?”

      I got a sense of what Len was dealing with as Jackson’s focus switched to me, then Tris.

      “You’ve got your omegas, and they have another alpha—”

      “And you’ve got a beta,” Tristan finished for him, tossing the rest of his bacon down on the plate before glancing at me. “We have a beta.”

      I nodded slowly before the two of us turned to him.

      “We have a beta,” I confirmed, Jackson smiling wolfishly at the two of us in response.

      “To be honest, if it was just art boy here and his two beautiful charges, would I be hanging around? Damn straight I would.” I started to squirm at having Jackson’s entire attention, something that just made his smile widen before he looked at Tristan. “I’ve spent a lot of years out in the suburbs, dating a lot of nice women, but not really getting what I want and I couldn’t work out why. Some were kinky as fuck and kept me panting after them. Some were fragile and brought out all my protective instincts, but this…”

      His eyes flicked between the two of us.

      “It’s hot, the vibe, the shit you got going on, but that’s not it.” He frowned slightly. “You created something last night, something I didn’t even know I wanted or needed. My cock felt like it was gonna bust my zipper, but my heart.” He pushed his hand underneath the open collar of his shirt and grinned as he settled it over his breastbone. “It was one hundred percent in.” The smile faded. “I’m one hundred percent in, if you’ll have me.”

      God, this was way too much for little omega me. Jackson had put it all out there, and now he was waiting to see what we thought.

      “You know what we think,” Tristan said, his tone much more gentle. “You’re hot, have a dick like a Coke can, and you make damn good bacon.” His grin was a little feral as he picked up a piece. “I’m a simple man with simple tastes, and that covers just about all of them.”

      Jackson snorted, but his smile was weak as his eyes trailed back down to his plate.

      “I’ve got to admit romantically, I’m only drawn to omegas,” James said. “But there’s no reason why every relationship in…whatever this is, has to be a love match. Would I like having someone to have a beer with? Yeah, I would. Some betas have strong caretaker instincts, and I think that’s you.” Jackson nodded slowly in response. “Anyone who’s willing to treat Kit and Tristan with love and respect has a place at the table, I think.”

      So everyone’s focus turned to me and Len.

      I spent my time inspecting Jackson. I’d felt strongly that he should be a part of things, but was that for him or for Len? I decided the only way to find out was to test that. I got to my feet, wiping my hands on a napkin before tossing it down on the table, everyone’s eyes on me as I sauntered over, Jackson tracking me like some kind of predator, but this time, the prey walked straight into the wolf’s jaws. I bent down, closer and closer, liking the way his eyes followed my every move, getting to the point where his lips and mine hovered over each other’s. Then strong hands wrapped themselves around my waist, pulling me down onto his lap, forcing a laugh out of me.

      But it was no laughing matter when he had me where he wanted me. I wondered how this would go. Would he want me as an extension of Len or…? Right now, I knew I need not have any concerns. Those eyes, his gaze, they were entirely focussed on me as he leant in slowly, pressing two fingers to my bottom lip.

      “You’re too damn perfect, you know that? So fucking beautiful.”

      I smiled, then leant in and pressed an almost chaste kiss to his lips.

      “Most people are all too willing to point out my flaws.”

      “Not in front of me, princess.”

      The taunting name came out in a low growl now. Yeah, that was hot. I went in for another kiss now, deeper, tasting his coffee, the bacon he’d been snacking on, and him.

      “So, it’s decided,” I said when we finally pulled away. “We’re keeping him.”

      James snorted at that and picked up his coffee mug, but Len just stared at the two of us, eyes unblinking.

      “How?” was all he would say—a statement, not a question.

      “Well, when an omega and a beta find each other very hot, they get naked and—” I started to say.

      “How will this work?” Len clarified, his voice dangerously low.

      “I don’t know.” I turned back to Jackson, stroking my hand through his beard, his hair, somehow unable to get enough of touching him. I grinned when I felt him shift underneath me, showing me exactly how he felt about what I was doing. “If we get to a place where we’re thinking of considering a relationship, I imagine there’ll be a lot of negotiation. I’ll have to be prepared to watch you alphas or Jackson with Tristan. Perhaps all three.” I let out a happy little sigh at that thought. “He would have to do the same for me.”

      “I’ll probably need to be there with you,” Tristan said. “I don’t want to stop you from doing anything, but…” He smiled that crooked little smile of his. “You’re my girl. I don’t know if I’ve got it in me to just watch.”

      “So Tristan needs to be consulted when anyone engages with Kit. That’s good,” James said. “We need to be honest here. I don’t have any restrictions to place on any of you, other than, at the moment, all my sexual and emotional feelings, they’re centred on Tris and Kit. It’s not that…” He snorted. “How does one say it without it sounding like ‘I like you as people, but you don’t make me feel all tingly in my secret place’?”

      I felt Jackson’s laughter before I heard it.

      “Fair enough. No creeping on the alpha unless he gives the go ahead,” he said. “I can live with that.” He turned us so we faced Len, and I snuggled down into his side as moral support. “There’s only one alpha I really want, but if that’s off the table, I get it.”

      And here we were, back to the Len-Jackson question.

      Len rubbed one of those massive hands, that looked like they could hold you entirely within his palm, over his chin, the rasp of his stubble audible, before he shook his head.

      “We need to do this properly. Just because we’re compatible sexually doesn’t mean everything else will work. We keep trying to go on dates that don’t eventuate. We need to spend more time getting to know each other.”

      “Yes, alpha,” Tris and I said.

      “That includes you, Jacks.”

      I swear to god, my heart stopped in that moment, and if I reached around, I very much doubt I would’ve heard Jackson’s either, because Len, he fixed the beta in his sights.

      “You’re right. I’ve only known you as a mate and a fuck buddy, but if you want to try and take shit to the next level, then I need to take you out too. You know how I do shit.”

      “Yeah,” Jackson breathed. “I do.”

      “The omegas will be off with James a lot, particularly Kit, so we’ll use some of that time to go out, see how things work. You ready for that?”

      Len asked the question in all seriousness, but a light, bubbling laughter filled me, having to be viciously stamped down to stop it from coming out right now. Instead, I leaned in, kissed Jackson’s ear, and whispered, “Congratulations.” His grip on me tightened almost to the point of hurting.

      “I’ve spent my fucking life waiting for that, Lennox. Yeah, I’m ready for that.”

      “Well, that was a lot less painful than I thought,” James said, then he smiled, looking around the room with that particularly alpha sense of satisfaction, because when they were doing it right, this was how it went. They provided a strong framework for the other relationships to hang on, strength and direction where needed. I went loose in Jackson’s arms, his hand rubbing the outside of my arm.

      Surrender, I thought. Beautiful, beautiful, surrender.

      

      We sat and ate our breakfast, Jackson keeping me where I was when I went to go back to my chair, feeding me choice morsels with what felt like way too much satisfaction, until finally, it was time to leave.

      Tristan pulled me into his arms as we went to jump into James’ car and go home.

      “If everything else goes to shit, this is still the best fucking day of my life,” he told me. “I got to wake up beside you, Kit, rather than in the shitty bed in the academy. I got to wake up wearing your mark.”

      James looked us over with a gentle smile, moving closer and then putting his arms around both of us, making us shiver with the way it made us feel so small. We stayed like that for a few moments before driving over to my place.

      

      Dad was waiting for us on the doorstep. I couldn’t work out how or why he knew when we’d arrive, but there he was, face like thunder.

      “Mr Greyson,” James started in his ‘come now, let’s be reasonable’ alpha tone. “The omegas were with me last night. I hope that was all right. I notified the academy.”

      “I know. You better come inside.”

      “I was just about to take Tristan back. I applied for a dispensation to keep him out longer, but—”

      “Bring Tristan too,” was all Dad would say before disappearing back into the house.

      We walked in on feet of mice as we followed him to the library, finding my grandfather sitting there, and Theo and Cress, with one other guest.

      “Hello, Grandmother,” James said, moving closer to kiss her on the proffered cheek.

      “This must look terribly grim,” she said by way of explanation. “Sit down, sit down.” We did as we were told, and then she looked the three of us over with a keen eye. “Unfortunately, we’ve had a bit of bad news, and we’ve come here to discuss a way forward.”

      “What bad news?” I blurted out.

      Dad’s brows pulled ever tighter, something I wouldn’t have thought possible, but here we were.

      “A video of last night has been brought to our attention.” Greta Chadwick was in full ‘talk the crazy people down from the ledge’ mode, her words precise, her tone overly sweet. “A video from a place called…”

      When she turned to Theo, I felt a cold knife stab into my heart, only now catching the reddened state of my sister’s eyes, the skin puffy and her nose sniffly.

      “Abaddon,” Theo and I said, my voice a mere whispered counterpoint.

      I had floated into the car, feeling like I was on cloud fucking nine, which should have set me on edge for the start. We didn’t do happy in this house, just misery and reputation and stifled screams, muffled by expertly wallpapered walls.

      “So have you told them?”

      A slurred voice jerked our attention to the doorway, my mother standing there in just a nightgown and a dishevelled dressing gown hanging off one shoulder. Her perfect Stepford makeup was smeared now, all over her face. My grandfather noted her presence with just a press of his lips, but she paid him no mind, shooting me a sloppy smile.

      “Baby’s first sex tape? Mummy couldn’t be more proud.”

      Oh. Fucking. Shit.
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      Never do anything, that had been my mantra before Tristan. Don’t care, don’t engage, don’t show enjoyment, don’t react, don’t speak up, don’t sit there silently, just fucking don’t. I used to create rules and rapidly amend them, trying to find the happy balance I needed so much as an omega, but with my mum and dad, there was no balance to be found. They were always at odds—she shrill while he was deathly calm, her comatose as he railed against her. Back then, Theo always tried to step up, to deflect their attention away from us, with mixed success. Then a boy was introduced to the household.

      He was just as awkward and weird with us as we were with him at the start, but one look at those bright green eyes, and Mum and Dad’s bullshit didn’t matter to me anymore. Terribly co-dependent, I’m sure. He was a fae prince, standing in the doorway between realms, beckoning me out of my jail of a house and into…our yard actually. But under his leadership, it became so much more—Fairyland, Neverland, Narnia, and Middle Earth all rolled into one. Oh, and that goblin kingdom in Labyrinth. We both watched that video obsessively, which explained a lot really.

      So when I had that fairy-tale experience last night—admittedly not one most people would equate with fairy tales, but they needed to read the better ones—it all made sense. Of course we would create magic, of course we would defy the rules of nature itself, but just as inevitable was this.

      “What tape?” I asked, cutting through the thick mood of the room. Mum just smiled, a scary horror movie mask of a thing, but the others were regally silent, except for Cress. She sniffed regularly, a strange counterpoint to whatever the hell this was, until my grandfather snatched up a rattan covered tissue box and held it out to her. She took it much more circumspectly.

      “You’ve brought all of us here,” James said. “Perhaps you could—?”

      “What. Tape.” I bit off every word, not fucking caring for the niceties. Dad’s face went from apoplectic to volcanic at this show of temper in front of Greta, but I didn’t care.

      The Chadwick grand dame gave me that slightly pained social smile that meant I was fucking in for it. This was the ‘guess what, your parents were killed in a horror car crash and they lay there in agonising pain for hours before anyone found them’ smile. “There were five of you at Abaddon last night, yes?”

      “Yes,” James replied, stepping forward now, putting a barrier between Tris and me and the rest of the room.

      “James, darling, I have warned you about places like that. I know you have your…curiosities, but I thought we were behind that. You have found two lovely omegas to court—”

      “Two?” Dad snapped, shooting her a vicious look before he schooled his face back into a polite mask. “I thought we agreed—”

      “So you must think of their reputations, if not for your own.” She pursed her scarlet lips. “A file was sent to both families in the early hour of the morning with some…demands attached. Attempts to bring down the Chadwick name are so very lucrative and therefore incredibly tempting. You must know this. Your own father—”

      “Don’t bring Dad into this,” James hissed. He turned his back on the room, moving to us and sweeping the both of us up in his arms, but Tristan bristled.

      “So fucking what? This doesn’t change anything. Do I want some fucker flogging his log to a video of Kit and me together? No, I fucking don’t, but it’s not the end of the world.”

      Mum, of course, took that as a challenge.

      “My darling girl, in heels and naked as the day she was born, wearing… What was that thing called?”

      “Cerise, do shut up,” Grandpa said in a severe voice.

      “A strap-on! That’s it. Working your little hips so earnestly.”

      Then Mum laughed with such perfect viciousness, it took my breath away. My mind was racing in time with my heart, my body alerting me to danger, danger, danger, but I couldn’t work out what the hell to do. I’d seen this, heard the stories, about omegas who had to go on extended overseas trips to try and wait out the gossip rags, only to be greeted by the paparazzi as soon as they got off the plane, but that wasn’t what was ripping me in two.

      My mother did her best to imitate me, performing like some grotesque monkey in front of an impassive crowd, her jerky movements approximating what she’d seen—me. My fucking heart was breaking, and there was she…

      “Kit, with me. Kit.” Tristan swept in, James sheltering us with his body, trying to turn me away from Mum, but it didn’t matter. I could see her Death’s head grin and her shitty mimicry all too easily in my mind. “Baby, none of this shit matters, right? Just you and me, love, always, you and me.”

      I grabbed his hands and held them tight, because he was my Tris. He’d gotten me through countless moments like this before and would again. We had to stand strong, together, against—

      “Tristan?”

      We turned to see his mum standing in the doorway, dressed in her uniform, a clean apron over the top.

      “Ah, Julia, can you take Mrs Greyson to her room, please?” Dad said, trying for his best lord of the manor schtick and failing.

      “Of course, sir.” She stepped forward, but her eyes were on us, concern obvious as she went to try and wrangle Mum. She was strong for an omega, flailing now, then screeching like a howler monkey as Julia tried to get her under control.

      “Go with Julia, now!”

      Dad’s alpha bark resonated throughout the whole room and you’re probably wondering why he didn’t deploy it earlier. Well, to hurt me for one, but secondly, it was seen to be a sign of ill-breeding to need to use it at all. The bark was for menials, those that didn’t matter, not the lady of the house. He quivered with it, the expended energy, the awareness that, yet again, he was failing by the social standards he fought so hard to uphold.

      “Thank you, Julia,” Grandpa said as she took a wooden Mum out of the room. “And as to your assertion that none of this…shit, I believe it was, matters? Everything we do has an impact on our family’s position. You might not have a family name worth protecting, but we do. Reputation is everything. It tells the other people of our ilk who to trust, who to invest in, who to work with. It determines our financial success and our romantic one. You may have caught young Chadwick’s eye, but you never would have been on his radar without your association with my granddaughter. You scorn the very reflected privilege that got you into the situation you are currently in, one we share with you.”

      He sighed, seeming to collapse into himself as his hands linked together, then one stroked his neatly groomed moustache.

      “We’ve received a request for quite a substantial amount of money to keep the matter quiet, but that won’t be the last of it.” He smiled, but it was completely mirthless. “Why on earth would they stop trying to bleed us? We have what they need. Money, of course, and they? They have all the cards. We have our people on the case, trying to recover the file by whatever means possible or at least bringing the bastards to justice.”

      Weird how that point came so far down the list.

      “But of course, nothing stays hidden, not something like that. We’ve already had a call from Kent’s family.”

      “No…”

      I barely whispered the word, but Cress jerked like she’d been slapped. She grabbed several tissues briskly, one, two, three, and then blew her nose as discreetly as she could before straightening up.

      “Don’t bring Kent into this,” she said, staring down the room with a glare far braver than her expression suggested. “If he’s idiot enough to be swayed by this sort of thing, then he’s not the man for me.”

      “Cress, I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Stop apologising. Would I have advised you to mark Tristan in a club full of strangers? As your lawyer, definitely not, but, Kit…” She smiled, fucking hell, she smiled, though her bloody heart was breaking. “You did it, darling!” Then she looked resolutely at Tristan. “Welcome to the family, Tris. It feels like just a formality at this point, but…I’m sure it wasn’t.”

      God, I loved my sister right then. Her pain and her pleasure were all out there on display, clawing at my omega senses until I broke away from the others and stumbled into her arms.

      “I’m sorry…”

      “Don’t be,” she assured me, but that was ruined by the tears. I felt them, hot and salty, on my skin as she held me closer. “What kind of wanker watches my sister’s sex tape and then gets his daddy to ring mine?”

      “Cress…”

      I clutched her tighter, unable to work out what else to do.

      “It’s fine,” she insisted. “Alphas are such bloody hard work. Honestly, I don’t know how you do it. It’s made me rethink things. Maybe I just want a nice solid beta husband who looks at me like I hung the moon, rather than down his nose because I can’t take his knot.”

      “Cressida, this is not a topic for conversation for right now,” Dad snarled.

      That fucking bastard. I looked over my sister’s shoulder at the man and glared with everything I had.

      “You took Tristan as a mate?” He snorted, his face transforming into this grotesque mask of snide amusement. “And how is that possible? You’re an omega.”

      “Take a look,” Tristan said, pulling down his shirt.

      “That has to have been left by James,” Dad insisted. “If you’re just trying to hide—”

      “I’m fairly sure you can see the whole thing on the video you’ve described,” James cut in quietly. “You can see the moment Kit makes Tristan her mate. I feel privileged to have been one of the people present for this, but it doesn’t change anything beyond what I had already planned, Grandmother. I knew they loved each other before I approached them.” He walked over, Tris at his side, coming to stand by me. “I just wanted to find out if I could be a part of that love.”

      I pulled away from Cress reluctantly, but shows of force were the only things respected in this family. I took my place beside James, he taking both mine and Tris’ hands.

      “So you’re determined,” Greta said, her tone a weird combination of resignation, regret, and love. It hurt and warmed you all at the same time. “Well, if this is the way it is to be, then we must adjust.”

      “Tristan will need to be set up in a place of his own,” Dad insisted. “Protected, of course, but not associated with Kit or James. People have had similar setups before.”

      Had they? My fingers tightened around James’ as I considered that idea. Slipping out the back of whatever palatial property we ended up in, going down to the pool house to—

      “No,” James said, without consultation, because he didn’t need it.

      “Well, you can hardly announce what this is to the bloody world,” Dad said with a vague gesture in our direction. “I know bloody Ratcliffe and his harem are all the rage but—”

      “They already have,” Grandpa said. “The world knows or will know. Perhaps it will only be those in our social circle, but they will know. Paying the money keeps it out of the papers, but…” His sigh was long and pronounced. “This ship has sailed, Richard. Whatever plans you had must be adjusted. Protesting just makes you look like a fool.”

      “Then if this is the reality we face, we must face it head-on.” Greta’s chin lifted, a determined fire burning in her eyes. “It’s not as if we Chadwicks are a stranger to claims of eccentricity. This will be yours, James. You must protect the omegas with your life, darling, because you will need to forge a path in our world, as well as the more tolerant artistic circles you mix in. Attend the season with your two omegas in tow. Be seen, be impervious to the gossip, be such a striking picture, people will start to question their own relationship arrangements, maybe feel that this is perhaps the new world order. If you don’t…”

      Her eyes slid to Cressida, who stared mutinously at the tissue box in response.

      “We have omegas, betas, and alphas in our family who are also considering taking mates, just as members of Kit’s family are. If this is to work, if everyone is to get what they need, you will need to find your place so that the others can find theirs.”

      Shit, no fucking pressure or anything.

      “Fine, but I want any details you have about the video sent to me as a priority,” James replied. “And the omegas will be with me today.”

      “What? No, Kit needs—”

      “Let it go, Richard,” Grandpa said, then shot me a weak smile. “Go, be with your mate, darling, and congratulations, Tris.”

      That was delivered with much less warmth, but still. I understood that he had a gigantic hurdle to climb over to get those words out, even if I didn’t condone why. This was a foreshadowing of what was to come, at best. Felicitations spoken in strained voices, eyes staring as they thought way too hard about how this worked. Was I the alpha or was Tris, needing to reduce everything down to the simple alpha-omega dichotomy for it all to make sense.

      If it weren’t for Cress, for the conspicuously silent Theo, for the young people in James’ family, I could deal with that as I did best—ignoring them or telling them to fuck off if they persisted. But Greta was right. I saw my sister’s face, what was written there in the lines of it, undermining the words she’d said. I wanted to be happy, but Christ, did it have to come at the expense of others? James seemed to sense my discomfort, his hand going to my hair.

      “I’m taking the omegas to my place to decompress. You had to bring this to our attention, but the way you did it…” He surveyed the room. “I know what you’re going to say, that we’ll be facing down hostile crowds no matter where we go, but I shouldn’t think it too much to expect there not to be one in our own homes.”

      “Of course, darling. I’ll let the academy know that the offer is a serious one and that Tristan will need to be free to come and go as he pleases.” Greta shot my father a sidelong look. “Perhaps we could set him up in a place of his own.” James’ head jerked up. “Not at your place. That wouldn’t be right, not until the bond is formalised. Somewhere with sufficient protection from other alphas, but more freedom of movement. An omega still residing in an academy at twenty-six is not an ideal situation.”

      Dad bore the criticism stoically, but what else could he do?

      “I would appreciate that…a lot, Mrs Chadwick,” Tristan said, dropping his head.

      “Greta, please.” She smiled down at the chastened looking Tris. “I’ll be in touch, but for now, something to ground the omegas.” She looked pointedly at James. “It is tempting while everything is new to make it about heat—”

      “Trust me, Grandmother, that wasn’t what I was thinking.”

      He didn’t elaborate on what, instead turning around and sweeping us with him, out of the library, the house, and then into his car. I huddled up in the backseat, Tris’ arm going around me.

      “It’ll be OK, Kit,” he murmured. “It’ll be hard, but it’ll be OK.”

      But if that were the case, why was James sitting there in the driver’s seat, his hands on the wheel, but not moving, not twisting the key in the ignition, not driving us out of here, just…sitting? Then as I leant against Tristan’s chest, I saw James cue up a call through the car speakers before turning the car engine on.

      “Len,” was all the response James got when the call was picked up, just as we were easing out of the driveway.

      “Where are you?” James asked.

      “Figured I’d get a jump on what was decided—taking Jacks out for a beer. He reckons he’s gonna convert me to that fancy micro-brewed shit, but I…” I heard the moment the penny dropped. “What’s happened? Are the omegas OK? What the fuck could’ve happened on the way to dropping them off home? I’m coming, tell me where you are.”

      “Don’t,” was James’ taut reply. “Go on the date. I’ve only just met the man, and even I could tell how much it would break Jackson’s heart if you cancelled on him. Anyway, the right micro-brewed ale is far superior to anything the massive breweries put out.”

      “I’m gonna pretend you didn’t just say that,” Len rumbled. “Now stop bullshitting. What went down?”

      “There was a video taken last night.” A ragged sigh on the other end of the phone line. “From that, I think you’ve guessed how this will play out.”

      “Fuck…” Len growled. “Fuck!”

      “What happened?” There was a much fainter voice in the background, then their voices muffled as Len explained to Jackson what he’d just been told.

      “The omegas, are they OK?” Len asked in a despairing tone.

      “They’re here,” Tristan said drily.

      “Jesus, Tris, Kit… I never would’ve… I shouldn’t…” A noisy exhalation of breath, and then Len asked the thing that no one in my family had. “How the hell are the two of you coping? You must be feeling violated.”

      I hadn’t felt anything really. I was too used to shoving all those pesky feelings to one side. There was shock, all-consuming, never-ending shock, and I got an ominous feeling about what would happen when that faded, but right now?

      Back at the house, no one had asked me how I felt, how Tris felt, how any of us felt. They had talked so long and in such depth about the wide-ranging consequences, like we were mangy cats dragging back endangered wildlife to deposit on their doorstep. Our actions were so beyond the pale, it didn’t warrant a mention, but not for us. I looked at Tristan, saw the concerned, wary expression, felt the regular sweep of his thumb over my knuckles, and didn’t know what the hell to say. He nodded, familiar with my moods and their vagaries.

      “We’re still processing,” he said for me. “It was a bloody awful shock.”

      “I get it. If I find out who the fucker who took that video is, I’ll…”

      “Get in line, Rafferty,” James said, emotion finally colouring his words as he wove through traffic, every muscle on display as he handled the wheel like a madman. “I’ve got some choice words to share with Athena.”

      “Me too, mate. I can talk to some of my old buddies, the ones that are still running the streets. Plenty of them with interesting connections. I’ll put the word around, attach a nice chunk of change to any information that’s useful. That’ll bring people out of the woodwork.”

      “Me as well,” James said. “There’s some people I need to speak to, then I’m taking the omegas to my place, letting them hole up for a while, get them grounded again.”

      “You got nesting materials?” Len asked. “I grabbed a stash recently. I can bring them by.”

      “Later, this afternoon. Let’s keep things simple, but I need to get to Apothecary first.”

      “Marcus…” Len said. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “I’ll tell you how it goes.”

      “Look after them, Chadwick. Don’t let the need to strike back at what’s hurting them get in the way of that.” I watched James’ knuckles go white as they tightened around the steering wheel. “You’ve got them, so make them a priority. Ground them, look after them, fuck, pamper them if you can. Remind them that there are people in the world that care about them and their safety.”

      “You’re right,” James said finally, the heat going out of his voice. “I’ll make sure they have somewhere secure at Apothecary and will keep things simple. I just need…”

      “I know,” Len replied. “I also know that me and Jacks are gonna change our date a bit. We’ll trawl through some dive bars, get on the piss, and start sniffing things down. Pretty sure your fancy arse family won’t be too pleased with you making a connection with us, but we’ve got our uses. Jacks!”

      “Already on it,” came a much fainter voice. “I know where the boys will be at and where some of the other leaders will be tonight. We’ll have information before the sun goes down today.”

      “Thank you,” James said simply, the quiet growing again as we drove into the city. “Meet me at my studio when you’re ready.”

      “You got it.”

      

      We drove until the sleek spire of Apothecary appeared before us, James retrieving a special pass that let him into a carpark, security personnel eyeing us as we entered. James just opened our door, ushering us out, then into the building itself.

      “You’re wanting to see the boss?” the man at the door said, and James nodded. “In his office.”

      It was always strange being in a building like a club or a shopping centre, maybe a school, out of hours. Its purpose was to be full of people, and yet the times when they weren’t were somewhat eerie. We could hear our every footstep as we walked up to the office, and that was perhaps what alerted them.

      “Shit, you did come in,” Brendan said, eyeing the three of us in almost disbelief.

      “OK…” Tristan said.

      “Sorry, Megamind—I mean, Marcus said you’d be in and he’s nearly always right, the fucking bastard, but I still haven’t gotten used to it. Anyway, come in.”

      More weirdness. Of course there was more weirdness. My body was feeling too heavy, and at the same time, light enough to blow away in a gentle breeze, the throbbing at my temples the only thing to anchor me, but James led the way inside. There he was, the owner of Apothecary, sitting behind his desk like this was some Christian Grey fanfic, Cyn and Orion by his side.

      “I’d say welcome, but I don’t think that’s appropriate right about now,” Marcus said, his usual smirk gone. “I’d also like to reprimand you for playing outside of Apothecary—”

      “Marcus,” Cyn said through gritted teeth.

      “But I’ve been told that’s completely inappropriate. So that brings us to the last thing. What are you prepared to do to find out who recorded you and is using the file to wreak havoc on your family?”

      He asked the question, amber eyes filled with a challenge, and strangely, that was the only thing that cut through the haze that threatened to consume me. I saw my sister, my father, my mother, my entire family, and the resulting pain and disappointment, right at a moment when we should’ve been celebrating. Cress and I should be upstairs, nestled down in her bed, planning her mating ceremony and mine. No one should’ve been looking at us with those eyes filled with dissatisfaction, with voices filled with expediency. No one should’ve seen what happened last night, none but those that we invited or passed by.

      “Anything,” I replied, feeling my nails dig into James and Tris’ arms. “Anything at all.”
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      “You’ll help us?” Tristan asked.

      We’d told the four of them what we knew, but no one seemed especially surprised by that. Because of Marcus’ famous almost prescient perceptivity or…?

      “Of course. You’ve been loyal supporters of Apothecary for a long time, but even if you weren’t…” His smile was slow and sharp. “There’s something that doesn’t quite make sense about this. The threat was to reveal the file to all and sundry, but that’s already been carried out to a degree. If you’re saying your sister’s fiancé’s family had it and we were given it—”

      “What?” James said.

      “There was a very rudimentary attempt to bargain with me. Said they would share the file with me if I would share my files with them. I played possum of course, to see if I could draw them out, hopefully trace their IP and find out who the hell this idiot is.” His fingers formed a steeple. “Because they are idiots. There’s no plan, well, not one they’re sticking to. Blackmail requires a degree of trust between the perpetrator and the victim. If the victim feels like they’re at least going to get what they need from the transaction, they are more likely to hand over the money, but they didn’t even give you the illusion of not sharing it.”

      He frowned slightly.

      “The only option they’re giving you is damage control, to stop it being released further, but if they’ve shown the video to us, to Kent Astor’s family, then I’m sorry to say, it’s only a matter of time before the dissemination of the video becomes widespread. Someone always shares.”

      “So what the hell do we do?” James asked, the anger clear in his voice, my hand going to his shoulder. He acknowledged me with a sidelong look, but the expression of pain there communicated his and stirred mine.

      Not yet, I told myself, trying to hold it together. After, when we’re home.

      “Expose the amateur cameraperson, of course.” Marcus settled back in his chair.

      “No one likes their secrets being put out on display,” Orion realised. “If you could bring the culprit to heel…”

      “We could expose them,” Cyn said, and for the first time, she smiled down at her alpha, who looked back at her like the cat who’d got the cream—a very obsessive, loving cat, who’d die for his mistress. My gaze flicked sideways to see my own cat, Tristan, watching me, not them.

      “The blackmailer has committed the gravest of sins—overreach,” Marcus said. “The Greysons? They are a mid-level family with power and influence, but other similarly powerful families must look at yours, Kit, and ponder where they could be if they had both their own power base and yours. But the Chadwicks? Every hierarchy needs someone at the top, and that happens to be you. Not bad for some ne’er-do-well minor aristocrats who escaped to the colonies to avoid their debtors.”

      “You knew about that, did you?” James said with a shake of his head. “No one talks about it anymore, least of all my family. We relinquished the titles but gained a fiefdom here.”

      “Exactly, and while the French Revolution seemed like such a good idea to a bunch of disaffected alphas from the lower classes, the subsequent bloodletting as each one fought to take control of the unruly beast that was the republic has always served as a cautionary tale.”

      Marcus smirked.

      “Heavy is the head that wears the crown, and while others may jockey to get close to it, few actually successfully take it from the reigning king or queen because too many others have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo. To unseat the Chadwicks is to unseat this entire unacknowledged aristocracy we have going here, and the ramifications could potentially reach far and wide. All the business deals tied up with Chadwick Enterprises. All the agreements, preferential treatment, alliances…”

      Marcus threw his hands up in the air, as if to indicate the complexity of these arrangements.

      “And after the downfall of the Ratcliffe Industries, the appetite for overt aggression has definitely waned,” Orion said, his mouth twisting into a wry smile. “Too many people who were rubbing their hands with glee as we went down ended up losing out.”

      “So if we expose the videographer, a sacrificial bloodletting of sorts would take place,” James said, stroking his chin. “Get everyone circling the wagons.”

      “Public decrying of revenge porn, blackmail, etc will ensue,” Marcus said. “You may walk out of this stronger than you were before.” His pointer finger tapped his lips. “I will say this though, whoever did the actual file transfer knows what they’re doing. I assume the job was outsourced, because that part was exceptionally well done. We haven’t been able to trace their IP, and from what my people tell me, there’s no electronic signature left on either the communication nor the file itself, which is unusual. This indicates someone with criminal connections or money, and lots of it.”

      For a second, there was silence as James stared at Marcus, some kind of weird alpha stare off took place. I began to shift restlessly the longer it went on, Cyn punching Marcus in the arm to break his stare.

      “Ow! What the hell was that for?”

      “No alpha posturing,” she replied. “We talked about this, Megamind. They’re suspicious of you and us. Of course they are. Who else has buckets of money, connections to some unsavoury types, and the kind of weird genius level intelligence to pull off something like that?”

      “There’s the flaw in your argument,” Marcus said, staring at his mate before pulling her down into his lap and hunching over her like the Beast had captured Beauty. “And I am offended you think me capable of botching a job so comprehensively. If I were going to blackmail the wealthy elite, it wouldn’t be with a video of people bravely seeking out love in a place where angels fear to tread.”

      All of Marcus’ smugness faded away, replaced instead by a fiery focus.

      “You would have my loyalty because Kit and her brother have been constant supporters of what we have made here. You would have my loyalty, Kit and Tristan, because I know well what it is to have a heart that loves what society tells you it shouldn’t. You have my loyalty, James, because I actually think the Chadwicks do a much better job of ruling the elite than a lot of the other bottom feeders. Your family seems to take noblesse oblige seriously, and whether that’s because you want to be seen to be doing the right thing or from a real need to serve the community, the people you help still receive what they need and that makes me happy.”

      He stopped as Cyn seemed to melt into him, as he pressed a very gentle kiss to the curve of her cheekbone.

      “But most of all, because I watched the video, something I feel I should now apologise for. The quality is execrable, the video obviously shot on a phone in low light, but even so, you all shone through. You’ve chosen a difficult path to travel down.” He frowned slightly, as if the idea caused him actual pain. “One I think we are uniquely positioned to understand. You could be working to bring down my club, blackballing me and mine from any events you organise, and you’d still have my support.”

      Sometimes, it was hard to see how Marcus had ended up with the mates that he had. Cyn was sweet and so was Rhys, Brendan always seemed to be rolling his eyes at Marcus’ antics and Orion? Marcus appeared to be the bad boy that had claimed his heart and this seemed to show why. When the mask was dropped, there was someone beneath it that loved and invested deeply in that which he cared about, which would be seductive in anyone’s book.

      Right now, I felt faint, shaky, and exposed. That expressed itself in a shiver that started and didn’t know how to end.

      “Kit…”

      I don’t know which one of them said my name, but they crowded around me, a wall of masculine flesh.

      “What’s happening?”

      “She’s starting to crash. She…goes away in her head when things get really tough.”

      “It’s a trauma response,” a strange voice said, not my guys, making me whine anxiously. “Depersonalisation and derealisation.”

      “Stop psychoanalysing, Marcus. She needs a—”

      “Nest.”

      Yes, that.

      That was Tristan’s voice, his arm tightening around me, holding me so hard and yet not enough.

      “We have rooms that are specially cleaned to remove all scents and some emergency nesting materials—”

      “I’ll take the materials, but I need to get her home.”

      That deep, rich growl, I could sink right into that, lose myself in a spiral of—

      “Done. Brendan, will you do the honours? I don’t believe Mr Chadwick is up to the drive.”

      “You got it.”

      And then I was hustled out of the room, the corridors and windows and open spaces feeling like they stabbed at me physically. This was space, space I could get lost in, my emotions rising and rising, expanding in all this fucking space, until I was about to drown—

      “We gotta move.”

      A desperate whine there.

      “She’s gonna crack. She needs a nest!”

      “And so do you. Brendan, I’ll pay you double what Marcus does if you get us to my place at the fastest safe speed.”

      “He doesn’t pay me shit. I’m part owner, but don’t worry your head about that. Ground your girl. I’ll take care of the drive.”

      The car helped somewhat, the shakes still racking me bone deep, any control over my body or semblance of calm gone so completely, I felt like it would never come back. So, I was bundled up into the car, between two big strong bodies, but all the while, I was lost.

      I floated on a screaming sea, incoherent thoughts lashing at me. Memories smashed into me, perfectly realised snapshots of my sister’s pain, my father’s anger, my mother’s cruel imitation, flashing in my mind, only to be torn away. Which made me realise something, a moment of clarity right before the next wave came.

      How did Theo respond to all this?

      My brain fought—to keep my equilibrium, bailing frantically in a leaking boat of emotional turmoil, to stop the storms raging in me from pulling me apart, to hold my ground, hold myself together as the shit just rose and rose and rose.

      “Gimme the keys,” the rough, strange voice said when the car came to a stop, a howl caught in my teeth, minced up into small pieces by my frantic chatter. “I’ll open the gate, the doors.”

      “In the house,” the deep voice ordered. James, I told myself over and over.

      But it was him, Tris, his name a long hiss in my mind, that scooped me up, growling with surprising ferocity when others tried to step in.

      “You don’t know,” he snarled. “You haven’t gotten her through this before. I don’t need ham-fisted alphas fucking shit up!”

      “So I’ll follow your lead. You be the alpha, Tristan, and I’ll be your beta. I’ll help you and I’ll learn.”

      “Get ready to ring Len. Once we have her inside, have built her a nest, she’ll need to hear him. His voice, it’s like fucking Valium.”

      “Done, now let’s go.”

      This room was darker, smaller, and finally, finally, the feelings could start to be contained, condensed down into a tight ball. I curled around them, nursing that pain like a mother would her child, because I made this, I did this, I brought this to bear. It was me, me, me, me, my heart thudded. Marcus’ eloquent little speech was all good and well, but it was a rational thing and we weren’t rational beings.

      You must feel violated.

      Len’s words echoed in my mind. I hadn’t been, not really, not in one of the many, many ways omegas can be by those around me and yet, what other word was there? Someone had strolled into my life and taken from me the thing I needed most—happiness. I’d felt so fucking good for just a few scant hours, felt filled up in ways I never had before. There’d been no cracks inside me, no aching need. I’d been complete.

      Which should’ve warned me.

      This probably seems confusing to you, dear reader. If I was to have a screaming breakdown, like I was now, why in the confines of James’ bedroom? Why not at Mum and Dad’s? Why not at Apothecary? It was because my brain had been trained very, very early as to when, where, and if it processed pain. Not in front of my parents, that was a guarantee of pain and shame. Not in public, for the same reason. Not around the servants, that wasn’t done. Not at school, at parties, not anywhere anyone could see, and where could an omega go that was safe from that? I wasn’t allowed locks on my door, so a long parade of Helens, both past and present, could waltz into my room without impunity.

      So where then?

      In the early days, it was with my sister, burrowed down in her bed, with her piling the comforters and blankets on top of me to make a proto-nest, then curling her own body around me as I sobbed. Then there was Tris.

      The first time he found me like this, he’d dragged me out into the yard, something that just had my nervous system screaming, until we were inside the little cottage his parents used, then into his room. It had smelt of boy and cut grass and musk and the earth just after it rained, and I would forever associate that with comfort. He drew me closer, then as now, inside James Chadwick’s bedroom that smelled strange and familiar all at the same time.

      “Here you go,” Brendan said, standing at the doorway, the nesting materials in a bag held at arm’s length so he wouldn’t taint them with his scent. “Get her locked down tight and she’ll come good. Call us if she doesn’t.”

      “Thanks,” Tris said, snatching the bag from him and tearing it open, throwing fabric around the room wildly with hands that shook until he found that place inside him, part memory, part instinct, that told him which were the right fabrics and which were the wrong ones. I was laid down on the bed, still shivering, until the first length of fabric was wrapped around me, then another, then another.

      “Soft ones,” Tris told James. “No, really soft. We can use the other stuff to shore up the walls, but on her skin they have to be as soft as a baby’s bum. She gets so bloody sensitive. Princess and the pea, I call her when she’s like this. Can feel a tiny bit of roughness from a mile away. Yes, that one. That’s good. More like that.”

      My limbs twitched, needing to help them, to control things, the shape of the nest, but that wasn’t happening right now. I was raw, too fucking raw by half.

      Later, after I’d stopped imploding, I scolded myself for losing my shit, for being so bloody dramatic about it all, but back then? I’d been told by my therapist that people who were brought up in more functional households dealt with disappointment and pain quite differently. Even harrowing experiences were mitigated by the solid base they’d received growing up. If they could hold onto that, the feeling of being enough, of being fine just the way they are, of being loved, cherished, having their needs attended to and respected, as well as their boundaries, it didn’t make recovery necessarily easier, but it gave them a better set of tools to tackle that process.

      My brain? It joined all the dots between the other experiences just like this, all the times I’d been mocked, reviled, criticised, put down, dismissed, hurt, ignored, or worse, when I’d gotten the full brunt of my family’s attention. It pulled up all the times I’d needed something so much and no one had even recognised that, let alone attended to it, then waved them frantically in the air.

      This is you. This is your life, it screamed in my ear. This is your future.

      “No,” Tristan said, settling down beside me, wedging me tighter into the nest. “I won’t let it be.”

      “Can I come in, omega?”

      “Stay clothed, hold her really fucking tight, and keep your knot to yourself. She’s not ready for that, not ready at all.”

      And then the last piece of the puzzle slotted in place. I felt the fabric shift, bending to allow him entrance, but while that made me feel like whining, the press of his body, his scent, along with Tristan’s, it gave my body time to do what it needed to. I was made to take more than an alpha or a beta, my body able to stretch around a knot without pain due to the massive flood of endorphins and serotonin that came from moments when I was pushed. My thoughts and feelings didn’t stop, they just grew more and more muted until finally, my consciousness gave up and let go.
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      “You’re OK, princess.”

      That deep raspy voice… I lifted my head up slightly, feeling the muscles shriek in response, but when an omega heard her alpha, she answered.

      “Len…?” My voice was hoarse, rusty, but the reply was immediate. Hard bodies clutched me tighter, and him? He acknowledged me down the phone line.

      “Here, baby. We’re on our way. It’s gonna be OK. Don’t go up St Martin’s Road, it’ll be bloody packed this time of day. We’ll cut through the suburbs.”

      “Got it,” Jackson replied. “Is she doing OK? You OK, princess?”

      I wasn’t and I was. I also needed to answer them. When my barriers were down, my susceptibility to suggestion got so much more intense. Words rose, sentences formed in my brain but were discarded before I got more than a squeak out, but that squeak got their attention.

      “Stop asking questions,” Tris snapped, his hand smoothing my hair back. “She can’t do that right now.”

      “Got it,” Len replied. “We’re gonna do what we did last time, right? Tris has got his hands on you. I know he does. As he strokes that hand down your body, your mind is gonna follow it, because it’s not just him that’s stroking you. That hand, it’s his hand and my hand and Jackson’s hand.”

      “Damn right,” came the fainter beta’s contribution.

      “We’re stroking you as he’s stroking you. James is holding you. You are holding her, alpha?” That last bit was a growl, but it made me shiver in a good way not a bad way, my eyes falling closed again as my muscles began to uncoil.

      “Of course I’m fucking holding her,” James’ shot back, voice crisp. “I don’t know if I’m going to be able to bring myself to stop.”

      “Good, then that’s all of us holding you, baby, until we get there and we can do it for real. Not long now.”

      

      I couldn’t tell you if it was or if it wasn’t. A timeless peace settled over me, as often did after these kinds of events. It was like my body went into overdrive, reacting all at once until it couldn’t anymore, and then I was left behind, empty, but this time, wasn’t so bad. I wasn’t sobbing as quietly as I could into my pillow alone, and perhaps it was this, the warmth, the pressure, the feeling of being seen, heard, comforted, held, that brought me out of this earlier. In some ways, this restated what I felt I’d lost—that I had them. That I had him.

      I lifted my head, only now able to remember my mate was going through the same thing. This had to be why omegas were seen to be poor mates—we were cared more for, rather than given the responsibility of caring, than anyone outside of children.

      “Tris…” I rasped out.

      “It’s OK. You’re OK,” he replied with a practised calm.

      “Yes, but are you?”

      He stared for a second, a small smile forming, then fading.

      “You’re back?” He stroked my face in a series of rapid, featherlight touches. “You’re OK?”

      “I’m embarrassed,” is all I got out before they came stumbling in.

      I went to explain as boots were toed off, as they dropped down onto the bed, but that was forgotten as everyone moved. I was scooped up into Jackson’s arms, his beard prickling my skin as kisses were rained down on my neck before I was passed over to Len. Then I heard it—rusty at first, then a dull throbbing that vibrated all the way through me.

      “Fuck, purring…” James hissed to himself. “I didn’t…”

      “Too fucking scared to purr,” Tris said. “It’s OK. You don’t have to get it right, we do.”

      And they did. I was feeling better, probably didn’t need all this attention right now, but hell, I was curled up against the chest of a massive alpha, listening to his purr, then James’, even more thready ones coming from Tris and Jacks. I let myself be carried away on that tide of warmth, entering a version of omega space that was quite different to the one we’d put Tris in.

      There was nothing sexual about this, which probably made what came later strange. An alpha could make this place a good one or a bad one, depending on their mood. They could coerce you, lock you down, force you to submit, and therefore, everything other than their will ceased to exist. You surrendered everything—your mind, your needs and wants, your preferences. It was like you were erased, wiped clean, and made into something else entirely, remade into their image of what you should be.

      Or there was this. An endless ebbing and flowing warmth. An emotional nest to go with the physical one. A place to burrow down, let your jangled nerves soothe, let your brain, your emotions, your hormones reset until you were able to emerge sometime later, refreshed in a way I wasn’t sure any other designation could.

      

      “Hey…” Tris said as I opened my eyes, searched my surroundings, my prefrontal cortex kicking in and letting me know where I was.

      James’ place, his room, his bed, but no James, no Jacks. I could hear their voices out farther in the house, and that kept me calm, the gentle hum of them like a stroke against my skin. I actually was being stroked, just not by Tris. He stared into my eyes as a big hand, Len’s, the one he’d described so eloquently in those phone calls, was really there, really stroking me, and it was so much better than the way he’d described it.

      It made me feel tiny for one thing. It was so big and I was so small by comparison, it felt like his palm spanned my whole back, even though I knew that couldn’t be true. I felt the warmth of it through my dress, heating my skin, relaxing my muscles, lighting a fire within. One he gently fanned with each stroke, the comfort still sugar sweet, but more came with it. There was something painfully orgiastic about my spells, as Tris liked to call them. I rose to a terrifyingly painful height and then crashed down, reminding me of a much more pleasurable process. As a result, I stared at Tris’ lips, tracing the shape with my eyes.

      “How are you feeling, my mate?” Tris smiled as he said the word, twisting his smile gently, his eyes twinkling as he did so. “Getting all the good stuff from our boy there?”

      Len snorted in response. No one was gonna mistake Len for a boy, but he didn’t say anything, the heavy weight of his body resting against mine, doing exactly as they said—grounding me. It kept me pinned to the bed, brought my focus back to the here and now, back to them.

      “Better,” I replied finally, stretching so I could feel them more fully. Right now, I was grabbing it back, some of the bliss of this morning, before the bombs were dropped. I was grabbing it between my claws, between my fangs, and dragging it back.

      Which, of course, should have warned me as to what was going to come next. Tristan’s smile widened as he placed his hand on my cheek, stroking his thumb across it.

      “More than better,” he said, leaning down slowly, pressing a chaste smile to my lips. “I can feel it. You’re coming back, coming back to us.”

      He kissed me again before turning me around in his arms, so our bodies fitted together like puzzle pieces. With the bond between us now, that’s how it felt. When we lay together, we snicked tight, one person, one body—one that looked at a sleepy-eyed alpha before us. We traced the long line of his body, from his ubiquitous flannel shirt—did he have anything else, and was a trip to a menswear store something we needed to organise soon?—to the same perfectly fitting jeans, those thick forearms, tensing, ready to move, to reach out, and—

      “You feeling better, love?” Len asked.

      “I…”

      What was I feeling? My eyes fell closed, Tris kissing the back of my neck and arching into them, much like a cat would when being patted, and when my body moved, its other needs became clearer. I was warm, really bloody warm, sweat starting to prickle on my brow, but I made no move to wipe it away. This was good somehow, this heat. It blasted away the terrifying cold, replacing it with this.

      “I need…”

      Len stiffened at the words, his eyes darting to the closed door, but I wasn’t having that. He was my alpha, right here, right now, and he’d purred for me. He’d rushed across town, cancelled his date, swept in here for me. He was mine, a thought that echoed down the bond, I felt that now with every heartbeat.

      “I need you, alpha,” I said, we both said, trying for decisive, but it came out more like a whine. Somehow, that was exactly what was needed. I watched those grey blue eyes sharpen, his pupils blow wide, his hands rise to stroke me again, and I wanted that. I just wanted other things more.

      “Kit—” he began to say, but I surged up the massive body I was plastered against, my alpha’s body, and then hovered over him. His size, his gentleness, the low rumble of his voice, it ticked all the primal boxes I had going right now. So I dropped my head down, but his hand went to my face, cupping my jaw, stopping me from getting any closer. “Kit, you’ve only just started to feel better.”

      “You’re not going to make my girl beg.” Tris’ voice was sharp as a whip crack. “You can’t listen to the whine in her voice and refuse her, not after what she’s been feeling. I felt it too, every damn bit of it, just like I feel her now. Each day her family wakes up, looking for ways to break her, and sometimes they get what they want, but not for long. Not my girl, not my Kit.”

      I felt the drag of his fangs along my neck, making me shiver.

      “That’s why they come at her so damn hard, because she’s fucking resilient. Inside her…” His hand skated over my collarbone, then shoved rudely down the front of my dress. “It’s locked up tight, with walls and armaments and traps and ballista, all there to keep the unworthy out. But if you get through?” His breath rasped in my ear, and I wondered if it was only me that heard the slightest of whines. “You find heaven. She loves with everything she has. I thought I knew how much, and then she fucking made me hers.”

      Len watched us with soft, watchful eyes. He wanted to move, to surge in and comfort us, like he always had. We’d let him into our playroom for his cock, but he’d brought so much more. As I felt Tristan’s hand over my heart, as I watched Len stare at it, tears pricked my eyes.

      “Now I know what an unworthy fuck I am, because it’s so much more, Lennox Rafferty. So much more. Come here.”

      I heard Tristan’s tears in his voice, but his tone never wavered. His command was absolute, not even needing a bark to force compliance, and Len, he obeyed.

      “Touch her,” he ordered. “Touch her like you know how fucking precious she is. Worship her, Len, because she’s done with pain now and fuck knows she deserves pleasure.”

      “Is that right, omega?” Len asked, echoes of that first night coming back. “I need to hear your words.”

      In some ways, this was even more painful, even though the press of his body and Tris’ was pure heaven. I’d built my life and my sense of self around loving Tristan, so to realise I was starting to feel something for someone else? Somehow, that hurt. It was as if there were an actual battle being waged in my heart, and by the look of Len, he’d known all along. Alphas were always predators, tracking their prey silently, leaving you not realising until their teeth were in your throat. My chest heaved at the thought of that, at his unending gaze, at the glint of his fangs in the small gap between his lips, his breath whistling slightly.

      “Yes, Len,” I replied. “I need you, alpha. I’ll always fucking need you.”

      “This is the way it needs to be, love,” Tristan said, whispering in my ear, winding himself tighter around me, even as his hand pulled back, ceding ground to Len. The alpha, he reached out, grazing his knuckles down my sternum, as if demanding physical access to my heart. “You’ve always trusted me. I’ve always told you what to do to get what you need from those other alphas. Now I need to tell you what to get from him.”

      “Tristan…” Len growled.

      “You don’t understand us,” Tristan shot back. “You don’t love like we do. You’re open and sweet and rational and us?” He tipped my head back, hand collaring my throat, thumbing my pulse there. “We don’t let anything like good sense get in our way, do we, love?”

      I shook my head, because he was Tristan, because he said weird things but they always turned out to be true, because he was my whole heart and yet also just a part of this.

      “You did this for me,” Tristan said. “Don’t think I don’t know that. You made me yours, rather than one of them. You grabbed every damn person you could and welded us together, for me.”

      “Always, Tristan.” I stared at him long after the point of discomfort, but I couldn’t look away. “Always you.”

      “And now, always them, love. We’re on a path. People are trying to control where we go on it and how fast we go.” He shook his head, his eyes blazing green, so green. “But we are not good little omegas that do as they’re told. We are so much fucking more. Kiss the alpha, Kit. Kiss Len in all the ways I know you want to and need to. You gave me everything last night.”

      He stilled, his eyes shining way too bright, then a single tear escaped, trailing down his cheek before his jaw tightened and he blinked it away.

      “But that just makes me want the same for you, Kit. Have it all, everything you need, everything those fuckers are gonna try and stop you from taking, as if telling you, commanding you, barking at you, is enough to quell the fire that’s inside you. You need an alpha.”

      “I need you,” I shot back.

      “You need me as well,” he said. “I can fucking feel it now, everything that’s possible. I’m gonna work out where I fit, what I am, and I’ll do that with you by my side, but there’s also what we need. We need Len.”

      And with that, we both turned to face down the object of our affections.

      “Fucking hell,” Len cursed, sitting up on the bed, scrubbing his hand through his hair. “I never stood a chance with you two, did I? I wondered at it. When we were together, when you took my knot, it felt like a fucking promise to me. I didn’t dare say anything, too worried I’d scare you off.” He shook his head slowly. “Creepy stalker alpha, mooning after you after one fuck.”

      “Well, we are pretty special,” Tris replied in a smug tone.

      “You fucking are, you little bastard. Both of you. Come here, omegas.”

      The first time, he’d come to us, so I guessed it was fitting that we would uncoil and crawl towards the monolith that was our alpha. Just as tightly as Tris and I wound ourselves around each other, we sought and fitted ourselves to Len.

      At first, those massive arms just went around us, holding us tight, breathing us in, probably a confusing mashup of both our scents, but as his breaths grew slower, more measured, I got the feeling it wasn’t so bad.

      “I can’t let you go.” Len’s words were muffled by us, his nose in my neck, then Tris’. “I don’t think I can ever let you go, not after this, not once all this shit—”

      “So don’t.” Tris pulled back first, stroking Len’s hair and then turning his face to me. “She’s right there, alpha. You have to be able to feel it, to sense it, to taste her need.”

      “Fuck, yes…”

      “I’ve never been able to say no to Kit, not ever, and I won’t say no to this. I say yes.”

      “What the hell are you saying, Tris?” I asked, feeling naked, way more than I ever had without my clothes. My heart thudded as I realised what he got from me, now I was his mate. He saw it all—that hard snarly ball of lies I’d held so close to my chest, stuffing it down deep so he didn’t see it.

      But he did now. He saw everything I wanted and everything I needed, and I just wanted to cry as a result.

      “Kit, it’s OK. I can see it now, all of it. We’re going to war, baby, but we’ll have warriors by our side. No one is going to bring us down again. No one.”

      His hand was on the back of my neck as he steered me over to Len.

      “Come and get your girl, alpha.”

      But Tris didn’t pull away, he just moved behind me, unzipping my dress as Len stared.

      “Is he right? You gonna be my girl? I was gonna do this right, take you out, do all the sweet things you deserve. Woo you, Kit. I had it all planned.”

      I laughed, even though my eyes were full of tears.

      “You still can, Len. Actually, I’m going to demand that happens. I’m due some wooing.” I looked over my shoulder at Tristan, who was tracing the length of my spine with his lips. “Pretty sure Tris just gave me rocks he found in the garden and shells from the beach.”

      “Hey, they were special rocks, shiny ones,” he retorted. “The line’s been drawn, alpha. Now you gotta step up. Pretty rocks or better.”

      “Done deal,” Len replied, reaching out and tracing the hollows of my neck. “Date night once a week, princess, just me and you.”

      “And me,” Tris asserted.

      “Two omegas.” He made a show of wincing. “What the fuck was I thinking?”

      “You’re thinking this.” Tris peeled the bodice of my dress down, revealing me to Len. “That she’s beautiful, sweet, hot, smart, funny, and too fucking good for the both of us.”

      “Yeah,” Len said, nodding slowly. “That’s what I’m thinking. You’re a goddess, baby, and it’s time to worship you a little. You on board with that, Wonder Boy?”

      “Wonder Boy? Yeah, I like that. And try and keep me away. I’m giving her to you, because she needs you, Len, but no matter where she is, I am. She’s always mine. Just treat her right, please, alpha.”

      And so I was drawn up off the bed, the rest of my dress removed, then their clothes as well, until the three of us were back where we were in the playroom—naked, and ready to jump off and do something momentous.
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      “Just stop for a second.”

      I stood there without a stitch on, feeling like I was standing on the precipice of something huge. Len moved closer, instantly dwarfing me with his massive size. His fingers went to the buttons of his shirt, undoing them one by one, and my eyes followed each slow reveal of brown skin. I heard Tristan doing the same, but much faster, the press of his warm, naked skin giving me exactly what I needed—that comforting weight, heat of his hard cock into my hip.

      “Look at him, Kit. The big bad alpha’s hanging on tenterhooks for you, babe.”

      Len just grit his teeth, then pulled off his shirt in that eminently unselfconscious way alphas do, but we weren’t quite so cool. Tris’ fingers were restive on my skin, tracing strange patterns, making me shiver as Len’s hands went to his jeans.

      “He’s hard, wanting…” I let out a little whine in response. “He needs you. A soft little omega, she’s gonna bring the Big Bad Wolf to his knees.”

      And Len, he did just that, dropping down onto the carpet, rigid cock bobbing, staring up at us. I jumped when his hand landed on my hip, the thumb swiping back and forth.

      “Fuck, omega…” Len hissed. “You’re so damn beautiful. You’re burned into the inside of my lids like the sun. I see you every time I close my eyes, golden, burning. It makes looking at you now so fucking hard. You’re a fallen angel, with tear tracks on your face and—”

      “God, I must look a mess!” I gasped out, my hands going to my cheeks. “My mascara must be—”

      Tris silenced me with a punishing kiss, pushing all thoughts away as he held me, pressing his body to mine. Skin to skin, we stood, kissing until I was light-headed with it. He watched me waver on my feet, chuckling before turning me back to Len.

      “You know,” Len continued. “You can feel what we feel. You know we only see the beauty, too dazzled to see anything else.” He moved in, placing a kiss on my hipbone and staying there so long, my hand went to the hair on the back of his neck. “I’ll do whatever it takes to make you happy, love, anything. You’re mine, omega. I knew that the first time we touched, and I’m fucking sick of waiting around to show you.”

      There was an ambiguity in his words, did he mean me or Tris, and that was right, good. We were separate, but we were joined, and anyone who loved me, needed to love Tris and vice versa. It didn’t have to be a sexual thing, but yeah, there needed to be a heart bond.

      “So show me,” I said, for once, the voice for the two of us. “Show me everything you’ve been holding back.”

      I got a nip to my hip as a reward and Tris’ hands sweeping up, cupping my breasts, just like he had on the first night, but this time, it was for him to play with. At the first gasp, pulled from me as Tris tugged on my nipples, making slick gush out in response, Len transformed. A guttural growl, pure fucking alpha, tore through him and me, and when he turned to look up at us, his eyes shone with an unearthly light.

      “Mine…” he growled, and I was here for it.

      It started with frantic kisses along my thighs, but the scent of my arousal drew the beast forward, like bees to honey. His nose pushed rudely between my legs, but it was followed by his tongue. I tried to widen my stance, let him in deeper, quicker, but he held me where I was, pushing my thighs closed. His tongue, though, it slid between the tiny gap between, licking my flesh clean of slick and then forcing itself deeper.

      “Talk to me, Kit,” Tris said, his voice strangled, his own slick smearing over my thigh.

      “He’s…”

      “Use your words, omega,” he said on a growl.

      “He’s shoving his tongue between my thighs, and it makes it so…” I gasped, putting my hand on Len’s shoulder to steady myself. “Makes it really intense and not enough. He can’t fucking miss my clit, because everything’s closed tight, but I need…”

      “What do you need, Kit?”

      “I need…” I let out a frustrated little yelp, then pulled free of Len’s grip, separating my legs, feeling the frantic throb between them. “I need my alpha to stop fucking around and eat my pussy, just the way I like.”

      There was something boyish in Len’s smile, his eyes glittering with promise that I’d pay for this later, but I didn’t care. I knew what he could do, the memory of how he’d gone down on me, a ghost in the room, making my body tighten in anticipation.

      “Yeah? And how was that?”

      “Like last time, Len,” I said. “Every other fucker we’d been with before seemed to treat me like some kind of slick ice cream, getting their fill but not giving a shit about me, but not you. You knew…” My eyes narrowed as I stared at him more closely. “You just seemed to know.”

      “If you’re not in your own head, focussed on your shit, your instincts, it’s not hard.” He reached out, rubbed a finger through my seam, teasing my clit, brushing it lightly. “Omegas, alphas, we’re made to come together, our impulses should be complementary.” He looked over my shoulder, sighting Tris. “We need to provide, protect, possess, and pleasure. That’s the important one, and what I intend to do now. Prep your mate, Tris, because what we’re about to do, we do together.”

      I heard Tristan’s hiss of surprise but didn’t get a chance to think too much about that as they both moved. Tris nipped at the back of my neck, hands sliding down, down, until one slipped between my buttocks, drawing circles as my arse clenched. Len, he lifted one of my legs and slung it over his shoulder, surging in, mouth attached to my clit, not playing now, and tracing every centimetre with his tongue. His fingers sunk in right as Tris’ did, filling me up way beyond what I was used to.

      Tris and I had both experimented with anal. The tight fit made it feel more like an alpha would when knotting me, and his omega side loved to have his hole teased open when he was in the mood, so I wasn’t entirely unused to the experience. But the two of them together? Tris’ slender fingers and Len’s much thicker ones, they foreshadowed what was to come.

      “They emptied you out today, sweetheart, those bastards you call a family. They tried to drain the light out of you.” Len shoved his fingers deeper, the more brutal pace making my skin prickle as he added another. “But we need to fill you back up, have you floating free again. I want you walking on air, like you did when you left my place, and you’re gonna stay there, princess. We’ll make sure of that. Tris, you gonna need lube?”

      “That’s the good thing about omega dick,” my mate said, moving closer, pressing his cock hard against me. “Self-lubricating and perfect for anal.”

      “Something I’d be very interested in exploring,” Len shot back before turning to me, but Tris, he went perfectly still. He tried to focus back on me, fingers digging into my hips as if readying himself for what was to come, but I felt the moment his body went on high alert.

      “He likes that idea,” I told our alpha. “I like that idea, a lot.”

      “But not this time.” Len got to his feet, covering the two of us in his shadow, a wall of muscle between us and the door and the rest of the world. “This time is all about you, baby. You gonna take my knot?”

      “You said you wouldn’t knot me, not until it meant something,” I said, some residual wariness rising.

      He smiled, chucking me under the chin.

      “That’s right, omega, because this does. You’re getting me.” The smile faded. “All of me and all of Tris. You ready for that?”

      Why did I feel like I’d been waiting my whole life for someone to ask that, but never knew it was needed? I wavered slightly, his words, Tris, everything hitting me hard. I was just a fucking omega, blown hither and thither by my emotions and my instincts, and right now, they screamed one thing.

      “Yes.”

      “Surrender to us then, love.” He moved in close, pushing my hair back over my shoulder, then gently collaring my throat with his hand. “Surrender to everything we’ve got, because we’ve got you.”

      It all became a daze then. Limbs moved and mine moved with them, the experience almost an out-of-body one. When Len lay down, Tristan arranging me over the top of him, a perfect inverse of the way we were last time, I came hurtling back. I could feel my cunt throbbing dully as I split my legs on either side of Len’s hips, his hands moving slowly, cupping my breasts, following the slope on my hips, right up until I settled down. Then he moved his cock, lining it up unerringly for me to sit down on, the stretch immediate, pulling a long groan from me.

      “Good, love?” Tris asked me, settling down behind me. “The alpha filling up that pretty fucking pussy?”

      “Oh god, Tris. So good…”

      “That’s right, baby.” His hand slid around me, finding my clit and teasing it lightly as I bore down. “Take him, take every fucking inch. Let him fill you up.”

      “Fuck…” Len groaned beneath us. I drew up again, working him in and out now, feeling that savage burn, contrasting with the light sweeps of Tris’ fingers, making me want more, more, more.

      “So take more, love. Take it all,” Tris hissed.

      It wasn’t that easy, of course, requiring long, slow strokes to prepare me, while Len’s scent was deep in my nose, filling the room, informing my body of the changes it needed to make to do this, to do what we needed. Finally, I was grinding down on Len’s knot, the bulbous swelling colliding with Tris’ fingers as my cunt stretched obscenely. Pleasure flirting with pain, that was what it was, and it felt like time stood still as I hung on the precipice of a major decision.

      “It’s your choice,” Tristan whispered. “It always was. I just wanted to make it easier for you to take what you need, because that’s just as important to me as it is to you.”

      “We’re doing this?”

      I was feeling the usual omega tremulousness around a knot, craving and fearing it in the same breath. Len nodded, grabbing my hand and holding it tight, then kissing the knuckles.

      “Together,” Tristan said, parting me, pressing the head of his cock against my arse, spreading the copious slick there, then as I pushed down, he pushed in.

      Nothing in our many and varied sexual experiences had prepared me for this, nothing. I was full, so fucking full, my body fighting the double intrusion for a second, before a long scream of pleasure escaped me, and then it happened.

      Surrender, it was always about that with omegas, and that was a physical thing as well as a mental one. Alphas might be able to force their cocks in so far, but there came a point where we had to let them in, otherwise that sensitive knot was left hanging out, untended.

      “Jesus, omega, fuck!” Len yelped, his hands slapping down on my waist, holding me still, riding the waves as my cunt fluttered around him.

      Oh yes, I liked this very much. Very much indeed. They remained perfectly still, waiting for me to move, as I sat, a queen on a double pronged throne. When I did, just gently, slowly, testing my body’s responsiveness and being rewarded doubly, triply, exponentially with every thrust, I found myself greedily chasing more. More pleasure, more knot, more Tris, driving deep and going deeper, more feeling, more them.

      “Fuck, I can feel his damn knot,” Tris whined. “You… He…”

      But I knew. Our bond was crystal clear right now, and he felt my pleasure and I felt his, the two of us moving in perfect synchronicity, something we could have selfishly kept to the two of us forever, now that I knew how to reach for it.

      But love wasn’t like that. Love is open, giving, tender, including, and that was what we wanted. Tris’ hand was on the back of my neck as I leant down, as we all moved frantically, spasmodically, reaching for something bigger than we were. I stared down at Len, watching him fall apart, his brow creased, his mouth panting, just like mine was. Right when we were climbing, feeling something that was as beautiful as it was eternal, he bared his teeth and I turned my head, revealing my neck to him.

      “MINE!” Len roared, right before he struck.

      “This is it, baby,” Tris said. “This is what we need.”

      I came so hard, it was an out-of-body experience. What our genitals were doing was kinda irrelevant, because this pleasure, it came from somewhere else—a place so deep inside us, we’d all forgotten it was there but now it was noticed, it came rushing up. Perfect endless pleasure, making our hearts and souls sing, right before it hit. If Tris and I were made to fit together, then the three of us were triply so. We would need to explore exactly what that meant, but the bond, it was so real, so concrete, so right, that was all we could focus on.

      

      Reality came back slowly, much more slowly. The sounds in the room, the harsh draw of breath, the texture of the bedding on James’ bed.

      James. Jackson.

      “Not yet,” Tris hissed before pulling us all down. Carefully, because Len was still knotted deep in me and Tris couldn’t bring himself to pull out. “It’ll come, all of it. I can feel it.”

      His voice was getting sleepy and so was I, my body feeling like lead. But Len, he laid an arm under the two of us and then held us close, just enjoying the forced proximity until it faded.

      

      We stepped out some time later, into what felt like the harsh bright light of James’ kitchen. The two of them sat there with the shell-shocked expression of car crash survivors. So no big explanations of what we were up to were needed then. Jacks took in the shirt I was wearing. Len’s was more than long enough to act as a dress, but that wasn’t what he was focussed on. The bright red mark on my skin, that held his attention, before he stared wide-eyed at Len.

      “Congratulations, mate,” he said, all blokey, and he meant it. I could hear that, but there was pain there, as well as doubt.

      Len responded by drawing me close, giving me forehead kisses, and I decided I would like a lot of those going forward, please and thank you.

      “You’re trying to work out what happened,” Tris said, pulling out a chair and sitting down. “You’re trying to work out where you fit. What does this mean, for me, Kit, Len, or either of you? So lemme tell you.” He looked around the table. “What I’ve realised is we’re in this together, and while part of me hated that with every fucking breath, I could see it was inevitable and so I decided to like it.” His smile was lazy. “I’ve decided I like it a lot. Len, are you still going to explore things with Jackson, take him on dates and see if what’s between you is real?”

      Len pulled out a seat for me, ushering me into it before sitting down beside it.

      “I’m still in if you are,” he told the other man, and I could’ve just kissed Tris. Jacks went super pale, then flushed way too prettily for a dude with a beard.

      “Yeah, Len, I’m in.” But then Jackson’s focus turned to us. “And you two?”

      “Want a taste of everything on the table, beta?” Tris asked archly. “Convince Kit. Where she goes, I go, but yeah…” He looked at me, searching my face, but when I nodded, he already knew what I felt. “We’re at the very least curious.”

      “Well, all right.” Jackson’s smile was a lot wider, a lot more relaxed now. He kept smiling as his eyes stayed on Len, taking in the relaxed way the alpha sat in his chair with an almost proprietary air.

      “And James, you have to wonder where the hell you fit. What need have we for another alpha? Especially when your family and Kit’s are fairly keen to railroad us down a path I’m not convinced is the best for us,” Tris said, looking lazily across the table, both he and James almost facing off.

      “I hate that someone used our crap to undermine whatever Cress had. She’s a nice person, she deserves someone true and worthy of her, and if her dickhead alpha trophy fiancé wasn’t up to the job, then I feel compelled to find someone else better for her. The easiest thing of all to save the family reputation is to cut us all loose, turn their back on the naughty omegas, the deviant alphas. Let them have their multitude of bullshit bitchy conversations about us over high tea, exhaust their spleens over cups of Earl Grey until someone else fucks up spectacularly. We get out from under Kit’s dad, away from the car crash that is her mother, and me out of that fucking academy, so I’m not held hostage until I finally give in to Theo’s many imprecations.”

      What? I turned and frowned as I stared at my mate, but he charged on.

      “So to answer the unspoken question that I know is ticking over in your mind, you already know. Can you turn your back on all this bullshit? Let Nanna Dear look after her own damn self. See the fam away from the throngs of the elite. Let them come slum it down with us at Len’s place.”

      “That’s hardly slumming it,” Jackson said with a snort. “His place is damn nice. I helped him renovate it. Plenty of room for naughty little omegas.”

      “So, James.” Tristan forged on. “Are you in or are you out?”

      Time crawled by or sped up, I couldn’t tell. There was only watching and waiting. Then James’ face split into a broad smile, a reluctant peal of laughter escaping him as he shoved his glasses up his nose, raking his hair back.

      “You want to turn your back on all of it? On everything we grew up with?” James asked.

      This was directed at me, but I nodded without pause or question. Tris had always promised me he’d get me out of my gilt cage, and now I could. I was an omega, mated to an alpha. Legally, I was his responsibility now, not my father’s, but James’ smile didn’t falter when he saw my response.

      “Then I’m in. Absolutely, I’m in.” He frowned slightly, his smile fading, and something else rose in his eyes. “I know what I am, what I was born to be. The track was put before me as a child, just like it was Kit, but I’ve stepped away from it at every chance. Because it’s ridiculous bourgeois bullshit, because it’s insular, elitist, and mostly because it’s fucking small.”

      His face, the scorn he dumped on our world, they pinned me in place and made me long to hear more.

      “I became an artist to find more—more meaning, more beauty, more intent, more passion, more need. Where the hell am I going to get that but here?”

      He stared at me, then Tris.

      “The dice was rolled for me the moment you two came into my studio. There aren’t any other choices, something I reconciled myself to in the time I spent staring at your portrait. I’m in, I’ve always been in, until such point you tell me I’m out.” He shook his head. “But I assume you have a plan?”

      Tris smiled slowly.

      “If we’re going to fall from grace, we may as well go straight to hell.”
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      Abaddon was quite a different place in the daytime, the harsh light revealing cracks in the black paint, discarded glitter in the gaps in the footpath, but a hulking doorman saw us coming and opened the door for us, ushering us in. We were directed up a floor, into a surprisingly cushy place. The office was filled with luxe furnishings, richly coloured carpets, and gilt furniture, with stylishly abrupt paintings on the wall.

      “Ahh, my favourite omegas.” Athena looked quite different too, her long dark hair pinned up in a loose bun, thin-rimmed glasses perched on her nose, and the severe oval of her face scrubbed clean of makeup. “I was hoping to see you again about a matter—”

      “We needed to see you too,” James said, stepping forward. “I thought the rules on filming were strict within Abaddon?”

      “The strictest,” she replied, sitting back in her chair, frowning slightly. “We have a variety of tech within the club to detect and scramble devices while on the premises. Abaddon is a haven. But why are you asking me about filming?”

      She opened a drawer, tossing a smartphone on the desk, the screen dark and inscrutable.

      “What’s that?” Len asked.

      “Something we confiscated last night. Something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      You, as in me, not you, the group. I frowned and then moved closer, picking the phone up. I powered it on and then froze at what I saw. The lock screen picture was a familiar one, of course it was. There was Cress, Theo, Tris, and I, gangly and awkward teens, clustered together and smiling for the camera. We’d always teased Theo about using it as his lock screen image, and Dad hated it, feeling like it didn’t send the right message, but in this one thing, Theo resisted. The phone requested I type in the passcode, and I knew what it was without prompting—my birthday. I tapped the numbers in as Athena watched me closely.

      “The videos, they were what I was going to draw your attention to, though I’m not entirely sure you should watch them.”

      I frowned, thumbing open the photos folder, and there they were. A parade of dark thumbnails, white bodies streaked with… I didn’t really want to know, my resolve instantly faltering.

      “Your brother has frequented my club at times. He tries to stay away, but Abaddon” —she smiled— “it holds a special place for him. For so many of us. Marcus prides himself on safe, sane, and consensual at Apothecary, but where do you go if you need more than the tired imaginings of the upper classes?” She gestured with showman-like finesse. “To Abaddon. Your brother has kinks he can explore to his heart’s delight here, and we have people who can take him to the extremes he needs and put him back together again, keeping him whole.”

      Her full lips pursed.

      “But unfortunately, some people will not pick appropriate people to play with. I took that phone from Gavin, a low-level gang runner and wannabe kinkster. He told me he was filming because your brother asked him to, but there are some things you can’t give permission for in this club, so it was confiscated.”

      I didn’t want to look at the videos, a low hiss of pain drawing the guys around me, but even as Tris reached for the phone, he wasn’t quick enough. I tapped on the latest file, saw quickly that Theo was up to his old tricks, naked, epithets against omegas scrawled over his body, as those ringed around him hurt and degraded him. I wasn’t going to put myself through that again, so I skipped forward to the next video, then the next.

      Part of me wondered at Dad and Greta’s response. The video was grainy as hell, blurry, and the person holding the phone didn’t have a steady hand at all. The view of us together, bleached white by the artificial lights, swooped and shifted sickeningly, but that wasn’t the real kicker was it?

      “Fuck, that chick is hot!”

      “Shut the fuck up.” That was my brother’s voice, clean and clear, full of alpha command.

      “Don’t want her to know you’re getting hard watching her go to town on that omega. Fuck, man, you said you were into some sick shit, but—”

      They went to take the phone from me, to stop that damn voiceover from playing, but it slipped from my limp fingers as I stared blankly at Athena, perched on her throne.

      Athena was the goddess of wisdom, and she seemed to have some of those qualities in her fathomless gaze. She appeared to read me, my pack, the room, everything in just one glance.

      “Your brother has violated our rules and so there must be consequences—ones he won’t enjoy, sadly. As you are the wronged party, I wanted you to have a say about how that might go down.”

      Vicious hot thoughts built and built inside my brain, each more baroque than the next. He wanted to pretend to be a debased omega so fucking much? Pretty sure there were reckless, outlaw clubs where he could get exactly what he wanted and then some. Then there was the eye for an eye approach. His phone was packed with documentation of him indulging in activities he was not out and proud about. Wouldn’t Daddy’s expression change if he saw his darling alpha son like this?

      As I took long, shuddering breaths, sense shouldered forward, pushing the anger to one side for just a second.

      “Why?” I asked. “That’s what I want. I want to know why.”

      She nodded curtly, gesturing to the doorman behind us.

      “Pick him up and bring him in.”

      

      “So what’re we going to do?” Tris asked as we stumbled out of the club, the outside world seeming too bright to be real. “Theo? I never would have thought…”

      “We find out the why’s and the wherefore’s,” James replied, looking at all four of us. “And then we decide as a pack what to do about this. We’ve let everyone else have the upper hand so far, but no more.”

      Len nodded. “Damn right.” His eyes came to rest on me. “The Greyson’s were your family and we’ve seen how that played out, but not anymore.” He shook his head slowly. “You’re ours, Kit, all ours. There’ll be no more crying yourself to sleep in that shitty bed of yours.” He moved over, dislodging a strand of my hair to stroke the bite mark on my shoulder. “I’ve got a claim now, and I aim to make use of it.”

      Which is how I could bear all of this, the various betrayals of my family, both big and small. That was their modus operandi. They were never going to be able to be anything better than that. But as I wrapped my arms around my alphas, my beta and my omega, I knew I was.

      “We do this together,” I agreed.
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