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      Omegaverse (n): A set of story-telling conventions that include the character archetypes of Alpha (powerful, dominant warriors), Beta (regular beings), and Omegas (strong-willed and often bonded to an Alpha … or perhaps three).
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          Lana

        

      

    

    
      My phone pings with an incoming text.

      Mr. Morgan looks up, his glasses perched on the end of his nose and his beady eyes narrowed. “Who was that?”

      I look around innocently, searching for the culprit along with everyone else in detention.

      Van points to me, his thick finger crusted with dirt under the nail. “Lana.”

      No honor among thieves, I suppose. “Fuck you, Van.”

      “One day.” He sticks his tongue out, showing me the stud in the center he’s been bragging about ever since he pierced it himself. Yick.

      “Ms. Key, that’s quite enough. Come to my desk.” Mr. Morgan slams his book closed and crosses his arms over his red sweater vest. How did he manage to get detention duty today? It’s usually Mrs. Deaver. Maybe the other teachers are punishing him for his ridiculous bowtie.

      I stand and take a few steps.

      “With the phone.” His tone could saw through my biology textbook.

      With a loud sigh, I grab the phone from my backpack and glance at it on my way to him. The message visible on my home screen is just lines of some gibberish, images and symbols that cut off toward the bottom when there’s no more room left.

      “Hand it over.”

      “I didn’t know the ringer was on.” I give him my best puppy-dog eyes.

      He holds his hand out, not giving me an inch. I should have known I wouldn’t get anywhere with him. The sweater vest is a dead giveaway.

      “You know the rules. No phones in detention.” He takes it from me without looking at the screen, opens the desk drawer, and drops it in with a plunk. “Return to your seat. You still have an hour to go.”

      “Two hours of detention for telling Mrs. Simon that she had mustard on her shoulder seems pretty cruel and unusual, don’t you think?” I try again, this time giving him what I hope is a regretful look.

      “You and I know very well that you received detention not for telling Mrs. Simon that she had mustard on her shoulder, but for putting it there in the first place by miming ejac—” He clears his throat, his face almost as red as his vest. “By miming an inappropriate act today at lunch.”

      “I didn’t realize the bottle was open on the end.” I shrug. “I was going for a big windup with no actual finish.” I shoot a look over my shoulder. “You know, the way Van is with his sister on the weekends.”

      Van’s eyes widen, his hands fisting. I don’t have to be proficient in reading lips to tell he’s calling me a bitch and promising retribution.

      Mr. Morgan slams the drawer with my phone in it and points to my desk. “Ms. Key, that is quite enough from you. Take your seat.”

      I give him a pleasant smile, then return to my desk. Mr. Morgan reopens his book, the spine cracking as he resettles his reading glasses.

      Van steams next to me. Good. Maybe he’ll burn off some of the grease from his hair.

      He leans closer. “You’re dead, bitch.”

      I take a pencil from my pouch and begin sketching a chibi—a cute little anime girl with big blue eyes and her hands on her hips in a confident pose. I think I’ll make this one a cowgirl, something with a western hat and boots.

      “Did you hear me?” Van huffs.

      “You said the same thing when I stopped you from cornering Brenna Pointer in the back of the gym. I’m still alive, and you’re one fuckup shy of a sex offender record.”

      “Keep running that stupid mouth. It got you held back in elementary school. It’s about to get you destroyed right now.”

      “Really, Van? Are you my stalker? No one else remembers that little fact. Creep.” I flip him off and continue drawing.

      He settles back at his desk. “Bitch.” At least he stops mouth-breathing in my direction.

      My phone gives a muffled ping again, this time with an email notification sound.

      Mr. Morgan looks up at me, ire rising in his cheeks.

      I shrug. He has my phone. It’s not my fault he didn’t ask me to put it on silent first. But I do wonder if it’s a notification from my gamer clan about tonight’s meet-up. We’re supposed to join forces and attack an enemy base, with me as lead pilot of course, though I haven’t gotten confirmation. I need this mission, especially after my shitty day. But I don’t think Mr. Sweater-vest-and-bowtie is going to let me peek at my screen, so I’ll have to find out after detention.

      I keep sketching, my chibi growing in shades of dark gray pencil. I erase here and there, getting rid of the guidelines and filling them in as I go. Drawing and gaming are my only escapes from this dreary school, my even more dreary home, and the constant douchebaggery of guys like Van.

      My chibi has the cutest little boots. I think I’ll name her Dolly. Sassy and sweet, she’ll rule the rodeo circuit with an iron fist that’s adored by all. Before I know it, Mr. Morgan calls time, and I rise from my seat. Van follows, but Mr. Morgan points at him. “You have one more hour, Mr. Lincoln.”

      “But—”

      “No buts. Fighting is not allowed, and today was the third time this semester. You’ve got another hour.” Without looking at me, Mr. Morgan retrieves my phone and hands it over.

      I don’t bother to say thanks as I shoulder my backpack and head out into the hall. The school is quiet now except for the sounds of the marching band wafting from the football field. A whistle in the distance tells me some sports team or other is practicing. I’m not a joiner. I’d much rather do my own thing with my art or spend time fighting hordes of ogres or searching for the one true crystal or dive-bombing enemy forces on my makeshift gaming computer.

      A twinge in my hips makes me stop and lean against the nearest dark blue locker. What the hell? It’s been happening more and more often for the past few days. It must be my period, though I don’t remember it ever hurting like this. Not to mention it never comes on schedule, sometimes hopping over months at a time. Is eighteen old enough to have some incurable lady-parts cancer that will lead me to be the muse in one of those “Fault in Our Stars” sort of movies? Because if so, I’d like to choose the girl who plays Sansa Stark to be me. I look like her, though my hair is darker, and my hips are wider. She’s a bit more dainty, definitely more ladylike. But she’ll do.

      “I’m queen of the north,” I say in my best British accent. It sounds just as ridiculous as I figured it would.

      The pain lets up, so I straighten my plaid skirt and walk into the spring sunshine while plotting my untimely demise and wondering when my doomed love interest will show up. I pass the football team on the practice field. Some of them whistle at me. I give them the same salute I gave Van. Football players are just greaseballs in helmets, I find. Same Van, different attire.

      I turn toward the poor part of town, the houses growing shoddier with each step I take away from Greenfield High. Popping in my earbuds, I listen to some tunes as I wrestle with the growing dread I feel as I approach my house.

      Don’t let her be here, don’t let her be here, don’t let her be here. It’s the same litany I’ve chanted for years, ever since my dad skipped town and left me with my mom. It’s funny, I don’t remember her ever hitting me when dad was still around. But she was just hiding her temper, letting it ferment so she could bring it out later when it was full-bodied and rich. She did just that in the months after he left, busting my lip for asking if I could go play with my friends. The first time, I cried. She apologized and promised it would never happen again. But that was before she started drinking.

      The glint of her car in the driveway makes my heart sink. Hopefully, she’s asleep, tired after a long night of working third shift at the tire factory. If she’s awake—I stop and glance at the park across the street. Weeds grow around the play equipment, the seats to the swings long since disintegrated. It looks like a serial killer’s dream. Turning, I head right for it. At least there I know she can’t yell at me, slap me, or tell me how worthless I am. I shake the thoughts away and stride through the weeds, then sit on the merry-go-round that’s covered in a full coat of rust and hasn’t turned since before I was born. No amount of yanking by any of the neighborhood kids has ever freed it from its rusty prison. A nice metaphor for what growing up poor in this shithole town means. Maybe I’m stuck, too. God, I hope not.

      Leaning back, I stare up at the sky, the endless blue bearing down on me. A bird chirps in the tree overhead, the sound reminding me of my phone.

      “Messages,” I mumble to myself.

      Pulling it from my pocket, I use my thumbprint to unlock it and tap on the text notification. The first part is in the unintelligible symbols. The next is almost as bad:

      ** 亲爱的Omega，Omega学院的Centari系统需要你的存在。您的指示将尽快开始。运输途中。因为Alphas作为邻近的阿尔法学院的学生和教师都在场，所以请确保你是最新的抑制剂 ** Уважаемая Омега, Ваше присутствие обязательно в Системе Centari в Академии Омега. Ваша инструкция начнется как можно скорее. Транспорт в пути. Пожалуйста, удостоверьтесь, что вы в курсе вашего супрессанта, поскольку Альфы присутствуют как студенты в соседней Альфа Академии, так и в качестве инструкторов. **Dear Omega, Your presence is required in the Centari System at the Omega Academy. Your instruction will begin as soon as possible. Transport is en route. Please ensure you are current on your suppressant as Alphas are present as both students at the neighboring Alpha Academy and as instructors.**

      I stare at the message, then glance at the number, which isn’t a number at all but a series of symbols. “What the hell?” I close out of it, then go to my email. It’s the same message all over again, though this time there are even more languages included. I re-read it, but it still doesn’t make any sense. “Wrong number. Wrong email. Wrong whatever.” I dismiss the text and the email, then pocket my phone and stare up at the tree. Wind ripples the new leaves, and I’m certain a fine dust of pollen falls all over me.

      Closing my eyes, I soak in the dappled sun, the scent of grass, the creak of rusted swings, and the inconsistent hum of passing cars.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Footsteps. I sit up and rub my aching lower back. How long have I been lying here? Glancing around, I find the playground steeped in dusk. The house across the street has a flickering porchlight, and the one next door has a big TV visible with some kid playing Fortnite in high definition.

      Late. I jump up like the white rabbit. I should’ve been home an hour ago. What if I missed the air raid on the enemy camp?

      “Shit!” I reach for my phone. It’s gone. Right along with my backpack. “No, no, no.” I spin in a circle, but the playground is still empty. No backpack in sight.

      I press my palms to my face and take a deep breath. Not because it will help, but it will at least keep me from screaming in frustration or kicking the unmoving merry-go-round.

      Something pale catches my eye in the little patch of woods separating the play area from the nearby drainage ditch. I hurry over to it and recognize it right off. It’s the chibi I’d drawn earlier, but now it’s impaled on the limb of a rambunctious weed.

      “This isn’t funny.” I rip it off and push through the underbrush. Another white sheet is just ahead of me—this one a piece of my calculus homework. Now I’ll have to redo it. Gritting my teeth, I snatch it down and keep going as the pine trees overhead block the little bit of daylight left. A creepy sensation rushes up my spine, and I realize I shouldn’t be here. This is a trail, and I’m following right along like an idiot. But I need my backpack. If I don’t get my phone back, Mom won’t buy me another one. She controls everything in our house, and spending money unnecessarily is high on her list of gripes to take out on me.

      I glance behind me, the flickering of the house’s porchlight still in view. If I screamed, the people who live there would hear. Right? Hovering on the edge of indecision, I peer through the dark and see another piece of paper just ahead.

      I’ll grab that one and if I don’t see the rest, I’ll go.

      I ease towards it and yank it down. It’s a page from my biology textbook, an image of the female form without skin.

      “That’s plenty creepy. I’m out.” I turn to dart back toward the playground when a hand clamps over my mouth and someone yanks me back into the brush.
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          Ceredes

        

      

    

    
      “This is the worst idea you’ve ever had.” I throw a half-eaten plumari fruit at Jeren’s head.

      He catches it with ease, his Larenoan reflexes so quick they’re a blur. “You want to sit around at Alpha Academy and wait for them to say we’re ready?” His dark eyes glint in the light from a nearby star. “I say we’re ready now. Why not see what’s out in the universe instead of letting the fleet tell us who we are?”

      “I know who I am.” I settle back against the uncomfortable seat and lace my fingers behind my head. Coming along with Jeren had been a last-second impulse when I’d seen him boarding the shuttle, but I’d quickly grown to regret it. It was a particularly odd move on my part, especially given that I’m commander of my Alpha house and well-known for following the rules as stringently as I enforce them. I shrug. “Maybe when we get back, I’ll turn the both of you in and claim I jumped aboard to apprehend you.”

      “Or you can admit you wanted to have a little fun.” Jeren finishes off the red plumari fruit and peers out the front window of the small transport as a blue planet comes into view. “What’s this place?”

      “Earth.” Kyte taps a few buttons and pulls up a floating map of this galaxy. “Looks like we’re here to pick up an Omega.”

      “Great.” I roll my eyes and lean back. Omegas are rare and prized, but not within my interests. Commanding a legion of the Gretar Fleet is at the top of my list, and I intend to achieve it at a younger age than any commander before me. Having an Omega hanging around and mewling for attention isn’t part of the plan.

      “The Omega is supposed to be something called a human.” Kyte turns around, his bright green eyes framed by blond brows. “Maybe it has tentacles or gloopy eyes or can shoot lasers from its fingers or what if it’s a beautiful female with golden ridges down her back and a budding set of horns? Aren’t you the least bit curious?”

      “I’m curious about how long it’ll take us to get back to Centari once the pickup is done.”

      “Where’s your sense of adventure?” Jeren tsks and runs a hand through his black hair. He is a member of the Lareno—a loose band of nomadic warriors that travel through the galaxies looking for their fabled home planet, though never finding it—and bears the ceremonial markings along the sides of his neck. Dark ink that swirls and dips, it tells others the sad story of his people. But once he was marked as an Alpha, he was pulled from his tribe and placed in the Alpha Academy. Same as me. Same as Kyte. Alphas are born to rule the galaxies, not flit about from planet to planet on a hijacked Omega transport. I groan at my impulsiveness. What was I thinking?

      “At least this will get me out of cellular regeneration lessons.” Kyte pops his neck. “Master Varat takes it a little too far.” He waggles his fingers, the pinky still regrowing from yesterday’s lesson. Golden bands loop around his wrists and more encircle his biceps. Kyte is a Calari noble, his parents wealthy traders of mined wealth from the ghost planet Latrides. Besides being skilled with energy and healing, he has the ability to regrow pieces of himself, a limited form of immortality that I envy.

      The planet looms in the front window as we approach, the blue of its seas blinding as clouds flit across its atmosphere. Pretty. But most planets are pretty when you float above them. They grow uglier the closer you get, the inhabitants grubby and the land often inhospitable. That’s why the Gretar Fleet exists—to bring order, to stop infighting, and to offer a clear way forward for all the peoples of the galaxies.

      “Can you hack the transport?” Jeren stares at the control console. “Maybe we can have a little adventure instead of picking up the Omega.”

      Kyte shakes his head. “No can do. The transports are piloted remotely by the Academy. Can’t risk the Sentients hijacking it. These are dummy controls.” He presses a series of buttons. Nothing happens.

      I berate myself for the hundredth time since I jumped onboard. This is a monumental waste of time. Master Harlan will grant me a demerit—my first. I seethe at the thought of it. “This was a mistake.”

      “Proud of you, Commander.” Jeren grins. “Finally taking a little walk on the wild side with us reprobates.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Kyte arches a brow. “I’m a fine member of the Alpha Academy.”

      Jeren snorts. “You’d have more demerits than me if your mother wasn’t on the Council of Regents.”

      Kyte gives a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe.”

      “Definitely.”

      “Let’s just get the Omega and get back.” I shift in the seat, the dimensions of it too small for my large frame.

      Kyte tinkers with the control panel until a green dot begins to blink and a smooth, female voice comes through, “Gretar Assistant, at your service.”

      “What sort of Omega are we picking up?” he asks.

      “Checking files.” It pauses, then says, “Human female.”

      “We know that. What’s it look like?” Jeren peers at the wide screen.

      “Bipedal, upright—”

      “No, what does this particular one look like?” I lean forward a little, but not enough to seem eager.

      The screen doesn’t brighten.

      “Information unavailable.”

      Kyte throws his hands up. “Useless.”

      “What do you know about her?” Jeren tries.

      “Human female, local taxonomy is homo sapiens, currently aged eighteen earth years—”

      “What’s that compared to Centari years?” I look down at the green and blue expanse that fills the window.

      “Each earth year is approximately a quarter of a Centari year. Would you like the full calculation?”

      “No.” I wave the voice away.

      Kyte wrinkles his nose. “Only eighteen short years? She must be not much more than a baby. A small child, at best.”

      “Why would the academy send for a baby?” I give him the you’re-an-idiot look he deserves.

      “Who cares?” Jeren kicks back, his feet on the console. “The transport will pick up the baby, while we scope out the planet.”

      I grit my teeth. The thought of travelling back to Centari with a crying infant the entire way notwithstanding, this trip is far and away the worst move I’ve made since my time at Alpha Academy. Then again, the fleet doesn’t recruit anyone unless they’ve reached maturation. So, no baby, right? I let out a quiet sigh of relief at the thought.

      We cruise through the atmosphere, the ship handling the friction with ease, and hurtle toward one of the green continents, the land taking shape beneath us. Our descent slows as buildings and roads appear, crude lights along the ground giving faint illumination.

      “Primitive.” Kyte peers out the dark window.

      “What did you expect?” I shake my head. “We’re far beyond the reach of the fleet. These planets are still lawless and backwards.”

      “Because the fleet is the savior of the universe, eh?” Jeren gives me a side glance. “You eat up every bit of propaganda they serve us at school, don’t you, Ceredes?”

      “It’s not propaganda if it’s true.” I know Jeren doesn’t follow any code except his own, and his disdain for authority is yet another reason why I can’t understand why I joined in on this little venture. Foolish. So foolish.

      “Open your eyes, mate.” Jeren waves his hand toward the rapidly approaching ground. “There are whole worlds and systems and galaxies that are surviving just fine without the fleet interfering.”

      “Living in filth.” I point to what looks like some sort of trash receptacle that overflows with garbage. “Look at the pollutant levels in the air.” I lean forward and tap the screen showing high levels of carbon dioxide, though the air is breathable. “They still run on combustion engines, haven’t begun to master the basic methods of nuclear fusion, and live in hovels.” They both turn to look at the dwelling we land beside, the walls covered in vines and some sort of vehicle rusting next to it.

      “Maybe this is just a bad part.” Even the optimistic Kyte has a bit of doubt in his tone.

      The landing gear settles us against the seemingly solid ground, and the back of the transporter opens.

      “Okay. It’s a shithole, but it’s a new shithole.” Jeren grins and practically bounces out of the shuttle, his cocky gait the definition of mischief. “Maybe there will be some Sentient patrols. Could get into a fight.” He cracks his knuckles.

      Kyte rises and peers out the front window with open curiosity.

      “You, too?” I shake my head.

      “You realize we’re all in the same pod here, right? You decided to skip school the same as we did.” He pats my shoulder. “Loosen up. Let’s go take a look around, find the Omega, then head back.”

      “The Omega should already be here waiting.” I stare into the night, a small moon just peeking over the tree-filled horizon.

      “I don’t see one.” He takes a deep breath. “How can they stand this stink?” With a wrinkled nose, he follows Jeren into the unknown land.

      I sit for a few more moments and contemplate my options. Kyte does have a point, sadly. I’m here. I may as well see what there is to see. Satisfy my curiosity. Try to find a reason why I would shirk my school duties. There has to be some reason I jumped aboard the shuttle, right? Maybe I’ll make some big discovery, find a Sentient stronghold, or do something—anything—that will justify breaking the rules.

      Reluctantly, I stand and stride down to the planet, its surface covered with some sort of vegetation.

      “What is this?” Jeren yanks at a rounded metal apparatus with handles all along its top.

      Kyte inspects it. “Clearly a torture implement.”

      With a groan it begins to spin, and Jeren holds onto it and picks up speed until he’s nothing but a smudge in the dark, the metal crying out for a quick death.

      Kyte laughs.

      “Try it. So fun.” Jeren’s feet lift off the ground, and he’s hanging on as the apparatus starts to wobble. This is going to end badly—for him, anyway. I’m rather enjoying the show.

      A smirk begins to twist my lips when I hear something. “Shh.” I dart over to Jeren and grab his leg. The stop is so hard he looks like he might be about to vomit, so I release him and step back.

      “Why’d you stop me? I thought this thing might lift off.”

      I put a finger to my lips. The sound comes again. A whimper somewhere in the thicker vegetation behind this tiny arena of pain.

      Jeren draws his short blades, the weapons materializing with a blue glow in this atmosphere. He fades into nothing more than a shadow—his stealth a gift of his people—and eases into the dark.

      I motion for Kyte to head around to the right. He nods and creeps away. I unstrap my energy blade and walk straight ahead as Jeren moves through the brush. It occurs to me we work together as a team rather seamlessly, but I push that thought away. I intend to lead my own legion of the fleet, not join a band of warriors, especially not with these two. I’d be trying to enforce fleet order while they dicked around and made trouble.

      Easing through the scrub trees and undergrowth, I catch motion in the shadows. Something floats on the wind—a scent I can’t place but seems familiar at the same time. Pushing forward, I stop. When I realize what I’m seeing, I draw my energy sword and rush forward, prepared to spill fresh blood.
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          Lana

        

      

    

    
      Mud splashes in my eyes as I try to crawl away from Van. The papers were a trap, and Van sprang it as soon as I got far enough into the woods. I am an idiot.

      My right eye aches from his fist, and I can taste blood where my teeth sliced my cheek. But I can take a hit. Van doesn’t realize that I’ve been taking hits from my mother for years. He punches harder than she does, though, so I’m having trouble getting back on my feet.

      “Stupid bitch.” He grabs my ankle as I try to crawl out of the drainage ditch. “Think you’re funny talking about me and my sister?”

      “Let go!” I kick with my other foot, but he catches it and wrenches it to the side, forcing me to flip on my back to keep it from snapping.

      He jumps on top of me, his fists swinging again. I throw up my arms to block his blows, but each one sends a shock of pain through my body. More mud splatters as I try to buck him off me, to do anything besides lie here and get pummeled. But he’s too big.

      When my elbow gives a little, he lands another good blow to the side of my head, and my vision goes black for a second.

      He takes the opening and—instead of knocking me the hell out—uses the opportunity to paw at my breasts.

      I try to stop him, but I’m hurt. He knocks my hands away easily, and my heart sinks. A beating? Yeah, I can take that. What he’s doing? No. The word wells up inside me.

      “No! Get off me, you asshole!” I reach for his hands again, but he slaps me hard.

      “I’ve been putting up with your fucking mouth for too long.” His rage comes from somewhere dark, the same bottomless pool I’ve seen in my mother’s eyes when she’s been drinking. “Now I finally got something in return.” His smug face is begging for my fingernails. “Be thankful I don’t take more.”

      “Fuck you!” I lash out and rake my nails down his cheek.

      “Bitch!” He puts one hand to my throat, squeezing hard, using his body weight to cut off my breath.

      I scratch at his hand until my vision begins to dim. Giving up isn’t an option, so I keep fighting, keep trying to breathe in even though nothing is getting through and my lungs are burning. Despite my efforts, I’m almost out when Van’s weight lifts, and I’m able to take a huge breath. I gulp in air and roll over, determined to crawl away.

      Van’s yell is cut off with a hard thud, and the ground shakes a little from the impact. I don’t want to know what Van’s doing, all I want is to get to safety. Hell, I’d rather deal with my mother than spend one more second in the muck with violent-gropey-sex-offendery-Van.

      “Omega.” The low voice belongs to a pair of shiny black boots that stops right in front of me. If this is one of Van’s buddies, I’m screwed. “Omega, are you all right?”

      “Huh?” I shiver, the cold muck seeping through my clothes.

      Strong hands grip under my arms and lift me to my feet with ease. I glance around but don’t see Van. Instead, three boys—no, scratch that—three men surround me. Craning back to meet the eyes of the one in front of me, I swallow hard. He’s handsome. Why is that my first thought when I’ve just been subjected to groping? I don’t know, but it is. He has dark brown hair, cut short, a hard jawline, and the most intense blue eyes I’ve ever seen. But he doesn’t look that much older than me. Just a lot … bigger. And he’s wearing something that looks like a soldier outfit from a Halloween shop. Underneath is a grown man. Possibly an overgrown man, he’s so tall and thick. But damn, those eyes. He’s a stunner.

      “Are you all right?” he asks again, his eyes searching my muddy face.

      “I’m good.” I step back, but bump into the one standing behind me. Turning, I find the other two, both almost as large as the first. One with black hair and dark, soulful eyes. Ink runs down the sides of his neck and disappears into his black t-shirt, and he looks at me with a smirk that sends a shiver down my spine. The third is just as drop-dead gorgeous, his golden blond hair and green eyes a combination created to slay any pair of panties in a five-mile radius. It seems he went to the Halloween shop, too, because he has two curved horns atop his head. I stare at him with a curiosity he returns.

      “That’s not a baby,” the golden one says with a raised eyebrow.

      “What? Who the hell are you guys?” I scratch my nose, the mud tickling me as it dries.

      “We’ve come to escort you to Omega Academy.” The one with the black hair smiles, but I can’t tell if he’s being genuine or sneaky.

      “Where’s Van?” I try to peer between them, but they close ranks, blocking my view.

      “Don’t worry about him.” The golden one smiles, too, but his seems more legit.

      It occurs to me that nothing good can happen in the dark woods with three strange men plus Van, so I walk to my backpack, grab it from the wet grass, and shoulder it.

      “It’s been fun, but I need to get home.” My face aches, and all I want to do is take a hot shower. Maybe Mom will lay off me when she sees I’ve already had a thorough ass-whipping before even setting foot in the door.

      “Home?” The one with the blue eyes and the GI Joe outfit keeps step with me as I hurry through the undergrowth.

      “My house. Yeah.” I’m not about to tell a complete stranger where I live. That has to be like, Stranger Danger 101. I’ve already been too stupid to live by following Van’s murder trail. I’m wising up by the minute.

      “But the transport is here.” GI Joe scratches his chin as we exit the trees.

      I breathe a sigh of relief—though my throat is sore—when I see the open sky, the flickering porchlight, and the porn playing on the huge TV instead of Fortnite. Ugh.

      I stop when I see something like a shipping container sitting on the edge of the playground. “What the hell is that?”

      “The shuttle.” Blondie runs a hand through his perfect hair. “We sort of hitched a ride on it. I know you weren’t expecting company.”

      “Huh?” I realize I sound like an idiot, but I truly can’t follow what they’re saying or why they’re saying it.

      “You received a message. You must have.” GI Joe points to the shipping container. “This is the transport. All Alphas and Omegas located by the Gretar Fleet are required to attend their respective academies. You were found by the fleet somehow.” He looks around, giving me a good view of his gorgeous profile. “I don’t know why they’d monitor this primitive slum of a planet—” He turns back to me, his eyes widening. “No offense intended of course.”

      I shake my head, not sure if I should be offended or running. Maybe both. “Of course.”

      “Anyway, the message—”

      “I didn’t get a message.” I hurry through the high grass. “I need to get home.” But the conundrum reappears—I can’t go home with them watching. They’ll know where I live. I stop and turn to face all three of them. “I don’t know you guys, and thanks for whatever you did with Van, but I’m not down to talk to strangers, especially not after the shit night I’ve had so far.” I point to my bruised, mud-caked face. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a mess. So, if you’d kindly just turn and go back the way you came, that would be great. K, thanks, bye.” I flick my wrists at them in a ‘shoo’ motion.

      GI Joe glowers. I thought only hardcore adults could make the face he’s making, but I was wrong. Young, dreamy cosplay guys can do it too.

      “You have to come to the academy.” The black-haired one crosses his arms in front of his wide chest. “Believe me, I tried to duck the transport, too, when my summons came.”

      “Look, if you aren’t going to leave, just turn around and quit looking at me.”

      “Why?” GI Joe’s glower deepens. Whoa.

      “Because I don’t want you creepers following me home.”

      “Creepers?” His voice lowers to something verging on a rumble.

      “No offense.” I smile sweetly, but the mud probably ruins the smartass effect I’m going for. “So, yeah, later, thanks, bye.” I back away.

      “You can’t just walk away.” Blondie shakes his head at me. “The transport is programmed to—”

      GI Joe holds a hand up, cutting him off. His gaze is fixed on me, the blue of his eyes almost burning like low flames, and a cocky smirk quirks the side of his full lips. Goosebumps break out along my skin, and that strange pang hits me hard in the lady lounge. At this rate, Aunt Flo is going to destroy me this month. Great.

      They keep watching me, but I’ve had it with them, so I give up and turn my back so I can hurry to my door. I get a few steps farther before I stop.

      No, I don’t stop.

      Something stops me. I try to take a step but can’t. “What the—”

      When I start to float backwards, my feet just above the ground, I scream. The sound doesn’t carry beyond the odd glow that now envelops me, the beam of light pulling me backwards toward the shipping container. I scream again as I float past the three men, their gazes focused on me as I struggle but can’t escape the glowing bubble. “Help me!” I reach for them, but they just follow a few paces behind.

      When I get to the shipping container, the light drags me inside, plops me down into a seat, and straps me in tightly. Something buzzes next to my head, and a surging pain explodes in my brain. I see words. I can taste words. All of them foreign, but somehow, I know them. Despite the pain, I try to get up. But the light holds me in pace.

      The three men stride inside, their large bodies too much for the small space. I’m mid-hyperventilation when the door closes, the shipping container begins to vibrate, and then lifts off. It shoots into the dark sky as I scream in terror.
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      “She definitely has some lungs on her.” I kneel down in front of the Omega, her breathing even now that she’s passed out.

      Jeren rubs his ears. “So loud. I think I’m bleeding.”

      Inspecting her for damage, I find she has some bruising along her face and throat. I grit my teeth and wish I would’ve killed the male who was attacking her. Thankfully, I can help. My regeneration powers are weak, but I use them on her anyway. She reacts quickly, her biological makeup lending itself perfectly to my ability.

      “Why are you touching her face?” Jeren asks, a hint of irritation in his tone.

      “He’s healing her, obviously.” Ceredes sits across from her, all of us crowding the Omega. This ship is tiny, a transport meant for three at most—and all Omegas, not Alpha warriors.

      “Why was she so unprepared?” Once her cells are repaired, I run my finger down her cheek to try and wipe off some of the muck her body heat has baked on. “It’s as if she didn’t receive the summons.”

      “Maybe they don’t read on Earth?” Jeren unzips her pack and begins pulling out pieces of paper. “Scratch that. She can read and write—” He pauses when he flips open a notebook. “And draw.” He turns the page to us, a big-eyed female grinning as she rides some sort of fanciful jet bike.

      I join him and pull out a crude communication device from one of the bag’s pockets. “Look.” It requires a password to open, or a fingerprint. How quaint. I take the Omega’s hand, a slight tingle traveling up my arm from the contact, and wipe her thumb off, then press it to the pad. Nothing. I wipe her thumb again. The attempt is rejected. I lick my finger, use that to wipe her thumb, then dry it completely on my shirt. This time, the finicky device unlocks. I examine its contents but stop when I come to a message from the fleet. “She received the summons. It’s here in two places, and it’s in her language.”

      “So she just ignored it.” Ceredes snorts. “Is this typical of Omegas? The way she acts?”

      “How would I know?” I return her device to her pack. “The only Omega who’s ever spoken to me is Ilwen, and I came away with a distinctly negative impression afterwards. Though I think some of them are nice?”

      “So many of them are traumatized by idiot Alphas before they reach the safety of the Omega Academy. It’s no wonder they shy away from us. And there are so few of them.” Jeren runs his fingertip along the part in her hair, perhaps the only spot on her not caked with dirt. “I’ve never considered I’d actually want one for myself.”

      A growl erupts in the cabin. It’s no surprise to find it comes from Ceredes. But when I realize I’m growling right along with him, I take a step back—and bump into the lip of the hangar door. “Shit.” I rub the sore spot on the back of my head. Why am I reacting to this Omega? She’s not even a female of my people—no horns on her forehead, no spines down her back. No golden hue lighting her skin. Even so, I can’t take my eyes from her.

      “Did you two just growl at me?” Jeren grins. “Jealous?”

      “Stop touching her.” Ceredes stands, the air growing thick with malice. “She’s not yours to touch.”

      “Is she yours?” he challenges.

      Ceredes grits his teeth, his fists flexing. “No.”

      “Then back off,” Jeren says, but he keeps his hands to himself.

      Good, because if he touched her again, I have the oddest inkling that I might snap.

      Jeren turns. “You, too?”

      I shrug, mostly to loosen the tension in my shoulders. “I don’t care. Let’s just get back to Centari.”

      Ceredes stares at her with a thoughtful expression as the transport picks up speed, fleeing this galaxy with haste. “You know, the fleet doesn’t come out this far.”

      “So?” Jeren leans against the useless controls at the front of the pod, though he keeps the Omega in his peripheral vision.

      “So, why would she get the call for the Omega Academy? She clearly didn’t heed it. I thought the fleet only collected Alphas and Omegas from galaxies under their protection.”

      “Protection.” Jeren snorts, his black eyebrows lowering. “You need to stop eating up every lie they serve us at the academy.”

      “Don’t start this again.” I step forward—not to be closer to the Omega. Not at all. “We’re all members of the fleet now. You included, Jeren. The academy doesn’t train us just for fun. We’re expected to serve.”

      “And if I don’t want to?” Jeren’s eyes return to the Omega. “If I’d rather bed down with an Omega in some remote corner of the galaxy where the fleet will never find us?”

      “They’ll hunt you down,” Ceredes says.

      He cuts his gaze to Ceredes. “You mean you will?”

      “I will.” Ceredes thrusts his shoulders back. “And drag you back for trial and execution.”

      Jeren pulls one of his blades. “I’d like to see you try, Commander.”

      “Guys, can we just—”

      A sharp scream cuts through whatever I was about to say. The Omega jolts, her body straining against the safety straps as another wild peal of terror rips from her.

      “Whoa.” Ceredes holds his hands up, palms toward her. “Calm down.”

      She screams again, her struggle failing to loosen the restraints, but her cries destroy what little resolve I have not to touch her. With a quick motion, I use a pulse of energy to slice through the belts that keep her in place. Suddenly free, she jolts forward.

      Ceredes catches her and sets her back in her seat. “Please stop.”

      I edge around to stand beside Jeren, all three of us facing the Omega. Her eyes widen as she looks up at us. Maybe this was a bad idea. Her gut-wrenching scream confirms that thought.

      “We aren’t going to hurt you.” Ceredes keeps his voice level, but loud enough to override her.

      She takes a breath, then another. No screaming. We’re making progress. Despite the fact she’s shrinking away from me, a fleeting thought dashes through my mind that I should pull her into my arms, comfort her. Odd.

      “Where am I?” Her chin shakes, tears welling in her eyes and running down her muddy face.

      “On a transport to the Omega Academy.” Ceredes leans back in his seat and shoots us a surreptitious look to back off.

      I won’t. Moving away from her seems somehow impossible. Likely because the transporter is cramped. Not because I want to be near her.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She leans over a little and peers out the front of the shuttle, the dark galaxy moving past us, planets and stars flitting through the view as we reach speeds far beyond any she can comprehend. “Take me back.”

      “There’s no going back.” I say it matter-of-factly, but when her face crumples and her eyes water, I wish I could suck the words back in.

      She raises a shaking hand to her face and swipes some of the mud away along with her tears. “Just turn this thing around. Please.”

      “We aren’t flying it.” Ceredes works to keep his voice calm. “The academy is in control of it. So, we couldn’t turn around even if we wanted to. I’m sorry.”

      “Let me go.”

      “Into space?” Jeren points to the window that gives a view of her receding galaxy.

      “No, not into space!” She shakes her head and closes her eyes. “Take me back.”

      “We can’t. The academy—”

      “Academy?” She sniffles.

      “The Gretar Fleet has academies for Alphas, Betas, and Omegas. It chooses the best candidates from the nearby galaxies, though it usually takes every Omega it can find.” Ceredes glances out the front window. “This galaxy is farther out than usual, but you’ve been chosen.”

      “What fleet? Aliens? You’re all aliens.” Her voice rises with panic again. “And I’m not supposed to be here. You made a mistake. Just take me back.”

      “Your galaxy is distant, yes.” Ceredes, the stark Bellatian commander, sounds almost … soothing. “But the fleet doesn’t make mistakes.”

      She pushes her backpack from her shoulders and pulls it to her lap, using it as something of a shield against the three of us. Of course, we could kill her within seconds if we wanted to. Ceredes with his sword, Jeren with his blades, or me with my energy. But just the thought of harming her makes me shift uncomfortably from one foot to the next.

      “It’s a mistake.” She rocks gently. “I should be home now. Mom will worry. I was going to fly a mission, destroy an enemy base. Maybe they’ll wait for me. Because this is all a dream or a mistake or …” Her chin trembles.

      “Not a mistake or a dream, Omega. You’ve been chosen.” Ceredes’s tone has a finality to it. But he’s right, of course. Once the fleet has you, it isn’t letting go.

      “Chosen for what?” She clutches her pack like it’s her life. “Why me?”

      “We don’t know.” Jeren shrugs. “But you’re an Omega, so—”

      “What is that? Why do you keep calling me that?”

      “You don’t know?” I long to wipe the mud from her face. My hands stray to the hem of my shirt. I could take it off and wipe her clean … and also mark her with my scent that way. No. I blink the odd thoughts away and force my hands to my sides. “There are Alphas, Betas, and Omegas. Alphas are gifted with certain traits. They’re skilled as warriors and leaders, though there are limitless variations among them. The three of us are Alphas. Betas are—”

      “Normals,” Jeren scoffs.

      “Right. Normal, but equal, and some have valuable skills. And then there are Omegas like you.”

      “I’m not that.” She blinks hard. “So, what is that?”

      “Omegas are rare. Like Alphas, they have special abilities.” I hesitate. How can I put the rest of it without freaking her out even more?

      Her spine straightens the slightest bit. “If I’m some sort of special ability person, then why am I not an Alpha like you?”

      Jeren smirks.

      Ceredes clears his throat.

      I choose my words carefully. “Omegas are particularly suited to be, ah, joined with an Alpha.”

      Jeren snorts.

      Ceredes looks away.

      I try to smile in a non-threatening way.

      She seems to go pale beneath the mud. “What does that mean?”

      “It means, little human, that you will have an Alpha mate. One made for you. To protect and provide for you. To give you everything you need.” Jeren doesn’t lick his lips, but he may as well have.

      Her eyes widen. “Wh-what?”

      “You’re scaring her,” Ceredes growls.

      “She asked.” Jeren shrugs.

      I hurry to explain and cover over Jeren’s bluntness. “But the academy is meant to prepare you for your life as an Omega. As you are a rarity, the Gretar Fleet will keep you safe and provide for you until you are finished with your training.”

      “And then what?” She swallows hard.

      “Then you will take a position with the fleet—either on a ship or on one of the many planets within their control. And you will be expected to choose an Alpha mate.” I mumble the last part.

      “What?” She doesn’t let it go.

      “You’ll either choose an Alpha mate or be assigned one.” Jeren doesn’t let up. “And that’s when the real fun begins.”

      The breath goes out of her as if someone physically hit her.

      “Jeren!” Ceredes barks and gives him a death glare.

      “What?” He shrugs. “It’s the truth.”

      I want to grab him by the throat and slam him onto the console.

      Her breathing becomes too fast, ragged and wheezing.

      “Breathe.” I drop to one knee. “You’re safe.”

      Ceredes has been leaning closer and closer to her this entire time, though I doubt he realizes it.

      “Don’t come near me.” She shivers, her nails digging into her pack.

      The urge to pull her into my arms rises inside me like a mist cyclone on the ghost planet, but I tamp it down. “You are safe, human. I promise.”

      “No one is going to hurt you,” Jeren grudgingly offers. “I’m … sorry.” The word is rusty in his throat, but he says it nonetheless. Ceredes and I share a surprised glance before re-focusing on the Omega.

      “I just want to go home. Home. I’ll go home. This isn’t real.” Her breathing is ragged but steady. “If it is somehow real, it’s definitely a mistake.” She nods to herself. “This academy thing messed up, and when I get there, they’ll send me back. Either that, or I’m asleep. Or maybe Van killed me, and this is the weirdest afterlife possible. I mean, sleep or death seem pretty probable.” She points at Jeren. “Your tattoos move—that’s clearly a dreamlike sort of thing. And, on top of that, you’re mean, so that’s more of a nightmare, I guess.” Pointing at me, she continues, “You have horns, and gold skin around your ears and streaking down the sides of your neck, and sort of on your nose? You’re like from Cirque du Soleil or something. A dream sort of thing. And this guy—” She points at Ceredes and cocks her head to the side a little. “He seems normal, I guess. Except he’s huge and thinks he’s a super soldier. Besides, a normal handsome guy is probably just part of the dream trying to convince me it’s real.” She pinches her arm, then winces. “Crap. Not asleep.”

      Why did she say Ceredes was handsome? I’m handsome. “What’s your name?” I blurt.

      “Lana.” She holds her finger up like she just discovered wormhole travel. “Hang on. Ah ha! If you’re aliens, how do you speak English?”

      Jeren snorts. “Did you just call us aliens?”

      Lana. I turn her name over on my tongue. It’s lovely, fluid, unlike any name I’ve encountered. Exotic and alien, as she said.

      “We aren’t speaking English. This is the common tongue of the fleet. Though we can speak any language the Gretar Fleet has encountered, including yours.” Ceredes taps his forehead. “All of them are implanted here.”

      “Implanted?” She shrinks back. “Is that what happened when my brain zapped a minute ago. Did you put languages in my head?” Her face pales. “Are you going to … probe me?”

      “Huh?” Jeren’s brows draw together.

      I get a distinct mental image of what “probing” her might be like and have to take a step back, and, once again, knock my head on the side of the shuttle. The pain dulls as I stare at her mucky hair and hunched shoulders. She is nothing like the high Calarian females that my family prizes—no tall horns, no spines, no gold-dusted skin—but none of them have ever made my two hearts stutter or sent heat shooting through me like a Larenoan spear. Not like this female.

      “We aren’t going to … probe you.” Ceredes swallows hard. Was he having the same thoughts as me? Jealousy roars to life inside me, careening through my golden blood.

      “I just want to go back—” She doubles over, her pack falling to the floor as she clutches her stomach.

      “What is it?” I rush forward, all three of us advancing on her.

      “Lana?” Ceredes says her name. It sounds like a musical note.

      I have a taste of it, too. “Lana, what’s wrong?”

      I open a thin connection between us, feeling for her. Pain pulses from her in low beats. I can sense each jarring, twisting burst. But there’s more to it than a simple ache. Oh, no. Oh, Pillars, no.

      “Well?” Ceredes looks up at me, his blue eyes wide. “What’s going on with her?”

      I fall back just as Jeren glances down at his pants. “She’s—”

      “Not on suppressants.” Ceredes rises with a gasp and plasters himself against the control panel.

      Jeren jumps the first row of seats and stands next to Ceredes—all three of us as far away from her as we can get. Sweat beads along my brow, and my pride presses against my pants as it aches. Ceredes and Jeren are just as bad.

      “How much longer until Centari?” Ceredes grits the words out as Lana lets out a low moan of pain.

      My knot tightens at the sound, and I swallow hard. The need to go to her is like a lash at my back, one I’ve never felt. But, then again, I’ve never come across an Omega who wasn’t on suppressants. Her body is on the verge of going through its needing phase, and the primal call of her to we three Alphas is more certain than sunrise and stronger than the pull of a black hole.

      “Half an hour, based on the Centari sun, and two additional minutes, depending on solar wind currents,” the control panel answers.

      “By the Pillars!” I grip the shuttle door handle. “This is torture. We won’t last that long.”

      Her pain fades, and I close the small link I opened between us. Looking up with a puzzled expression, she says, “What? What is it? Why do you look scared? Is this the part where an alien bursts out of my chest or something?”

      “Suppressants.” I keep my grip on the door handle as filthy thoughts play through my mind. “Are there suppressants onboard?”

      The computer makes a ‘hmm’ sound, and a small bay pops open near Lana’s head. A pneumatic syringe is inside, the blue liquid glowing slightly.

      “What is that?” She looks around, eyes wild. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “You aren’t on suppressants.” I close my eyes so I don’t have to look at her heaving chest, the way her muddy hair curls around her face, the way her body curves and flares.

      “On what?” She grips her stomach again, her low moan of pain sending desire coursing through me. Only an Alpha can take away her building agony. Unless she uses the suppressant.

      “That syringe.” Jeren’s voice is low, rough. “You need to take it and inject yourself.”

      “No way.” She winces.

      “Yes,” Ceredes barks. “Do it now.”

      “I don’t even know what that is. I can’t just stick something in me—”

      “Don’t.” I groan and open my eyes. “Don’t say that.”

      “Don’t say what?”

      “Please, take the syringe. It’s safe. I promise. But if you don’t use it, you won’t be safe.”

      “Why not?” Alarm heightens the tone of her voice as she grits her teeth against another wave of hormones that threaten to turn off the rational part of my mind.

      I try to take a steadying breath. “Because you are an Omega. We are all Alpha.”

      “Huh?” She shakes her head. “You said I was safe, but now I’m not safe? I want to be safe!”

      “Then do it!” Jeren points at the syringe. “Do it now before your body goes into full needing. If that happens, we might not be able to stop ourselves.”

      “Stop yourselves from what?” She backs up and reaches for the cylindrical syringe, her delicate, dirty fingers wrapping around it.

      Close your eyes, close your eyes, close your eyes. I can’t close my eyes. I watch as she grips it and pulls.

      Jeren grabs the front of his shirt with both hands, his knuckles going white. “We are made to mate with you, Omega.”

      “Mate?” Her screech is ear-piercing as she plasters herself against the wall. “Did you just say mate? As in sex?”

      “Can’t you feel it?” Ceredes licks his lips and takes a step toward her. “The pain inside you? We can make it go away. We can help you. Just say the word, and we’ll ease you, Omega.”

      The spines along my back pop out, stabbing through my shirt, and Jeren growls.

      “Stay back! There will be no, no ‘easing.’” She holds out a small, muddy hand—as if that could ever keep us away. We’re trained warrior Alphas, and though we look the same age as her, I’ve already seen 27 full Centari suns, and the others are even older. She has no chance against us. And damn the Pillars if that doesn’t excite me even more.

      “Take. The. Suppressant.” My mouth says the words, but my hand wants to reach out, grab the syringe, and smash it to bits.

      She seems to finally sense the danger closing in, her pupils widening, her pulse flickering rapidly at her throat. Holding up the syringe, she asks, “Where do I stick it in?”

      Jeren bites his knuckle.

      “Anywhere!” My mind is going dark, the primal urge to mate taking over. “Do it. Do it now!”

      She fumbles with it, her hands shaking.

      When the scent of her slick hits me, I go into motion. The other two follow.

      And when she drops the syringe? We close in.
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      “Jesus, that stings!” I toss the syringe away as the men crowd me, their eyes dark, hands fisted. “Back off.” I kick out at the closest one, his wide chest heaving, his blue eyes focused on me. “Stop!”

      He grabs my ankle with ease, compounding the pain in my ladyparts. It’s harsher, deeper than anything I’ve ever felt, but it also verges on … something I refuse to name, to even consider. After all, I just met these strange men. I don’t want anything from them. Especially not that. So why am I so … Wait, did I pee myself? No. That’s not it.

      The blue-eyed one yanks me toward him.

      My scream scratches my throat raw as he looms over me.

      “Fight it, Ceredes.” The golden one fists his hands.

      “Trying,” blue eyes grits out.

      The black-haired one grips the back of the seat next to me, his hands crushing the metal with impossible strength.

      “Get away from me!” I try to scramble back as an awkwardly pleasant sensation tingles between my thighs. That feeling is reserved solely for my private fantasy time with Henry Cavill, so I shouldn’t be feeling it now. But I am. What the hell? My cheeks heat as I kick at him again.

      Blue eyes snarls and reaches for me. “Omega, you belong to …” He blinks. “Omega.” He blinks harder and shakes his head. “I—”

      I draw my foot up between his legs. Hard. He howls, his face going red. The other two rip him away from me, and all three of them—breathing hard and sweating—back up. The blue-eyed one doubles over and dry heaves. The golden one has something wrong with his back, and the dark one’s neck tattoos pulse in streaks of black.

      “Don’t fucking touch me!” I curl up into a protective ball. Just like with Mom, I have to make myself small, cover my soft parts, and wait for it to be over. But something tells me these men could hurt me far, far worse than my mother ever managed.

      “I’m—sorry—Omega.” The blue-eyed one can’t catch his breath, his face still red as he rests his hands on his knees.

      I peek at him from my roly-poly position. “You’re sorry? You’re an asshole. That’s what you are!”

      “It’s fading.” The golden one scrubs a hand down his face. “The suppressant is working.” He lets out a long breath. “By the Pillars, that was close.”

      The dark one turns away from me and leans on the control panel, the muscles in his strong back contracting.

      I stay in my protective position as the charge in the air slowly dissipates. A planet flies past the window, its surface an impossible swirl of reds and pinks. This can’t be real. Maybe Van strangled me, and this is what lack of oxygen does to my brain.

      After a few more tense moments, a calm settles over all of us, and I wonder what I just injected into my body. The syringe lies beside me on the cold metal floor, only a faint blue glow remaining inside. The rest of it is in me. What if it’s poison? Then again, the three men are staying away now, so maybe it’s a good thing.

      “Omega?” The golden one doesn’t approach and keeps his voice soft. “The suppressant is working in your system and overriding your needing phase.”

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.” My voice quavers.

      “Your needing,” he repeats, his tone still gentle. “When your body sends out a call to all Alphas, and you need …” He pauses but doesn’t drop my gaze. “Release.”

      My cheeks can’t get any redder, but I think I know what he’s trying to say. I remember when we had a stray cat that took up at our house, lounging on the back porch in the sun as I petted her. I named her Josie, and she was scraggly but soft. I came home one day, and she didn’t show for her afternoon petting session. Mom said she went into heat and was slutting it up with the neighborhood tomcats. I assumed Mom was lying and had carried her off and dumped her. But maybe not. Is that what this is? Is he saying I’m in heat like an animal?

      “Your body was going into needing. That’s what triggered us. It is nearly impossible for Alphas to resist the call from an Omega in need.”

      “Like a cat in heat?” I sound dumb, but I can’t think of it any other way.

      “In heat, yes. That’s a term for it.” The blue-eyed one’s voice is calm now. “It’s common knowledge among the fleet. That’s why all Omega cadets are on suppressants. We didn’t realize you weren’t. I apologize, Omega—”

      “Lana. My name’s Lana.” Aren’t you supposed to try to humanize yourself with your kidnappers?

      “Right, yes. I’m Ceredes, Lana.” He pauses, as if he likes the taste of my name. “And I’m truly sorry to have frightened you.”

      “As am I.” The golden one seems to have gotten control of himself and leans against the console. “I’m Kyte.” He lightly kicks the dark-haired one. “Jeren?”

      “Sorry,” he mumbles, but doesn’t turn around.

      “Is it over?” I want to believe them, and, at the moment, they do seem more afraid of me than I am of them.

      “You’re safe.” The golden one—Kyte—presses his palms together. “I promise you.”

      “You said that before.” I narrow my eyes.

      “I know. But I was unaware of the suppressant issue. Besides, we wouldn’t have hurt you. We would have just given you what you—” He seems to rethink his course, and says simply, “We won’t hurt you.”

      “Okay.” I take a deep breath and let it out. “Are you sure you can’t take me home?” My voice is small, fragile. The same way I feel.

      “I’m sorry.” Kyte shakes his head, and his eyes actually do seem somewhat sad. I can sense a hint of remorse, as if his emotions are a scent. “Like we said, there’s no going back.”

      “Oh.” It’s a lame response, but I can’t seem to think of a better one. This can’t be real.

      I lie in silence for a while until the hard floor begins to wear on my hip. Shifting into a sitting position, I scoot until my back hits the wall. Hemmed in by seats on either side, this is the most protection I can get in the small space.

      “So, there are aliens.” I can’t wrap my head around it. Sci-fi isn’t my jam. I’d much rather watch a horror movie than sit through some outer space romp. Except that one with Matthew McConaughey, though I didn’t understand half of it.

      “Aliens.” The dark-haired one, Jeren, wrinkles his nose. “Where did you come up with that term?”

      “It’s common knowledge.” I resist the urge to shrug. Staying still and quiet seems more important right now, no need to rile them again. “But in the movies, you’re usually green or blue or you have like this little mouth of teeth inside an even bigger mouth of teeth and there are, I don’t know, all different sorts. You usually don’t look so attracti—errr, normal.”

      Jeren smirks and runs a hand through his dark hair. “You were going to say attractive.”

      A planet streaks by the window, and a burst of sparkling dust floats in a huge pillar of purple and red. Whatever this delusion is, it can be beautiful.

      “Everything will be explained to you once we reach Centari.” Kyte turns to the console and presses some buttons.

      Panic tries to overcome me again, and I press my head between my knees. “I thought you said you couldn’t control the ship?”

      “I can’t, but I can access the academy databases.”

      “Breathe slowly, human.” Ceredes sinks into the seat the farthest from me, but he’s still close in the tight space. “No one will harm you.”

      “You sure about that?” I snap.

      “Of course.” He actually has the nerve to sound offended when he was all over me only moments ago.

      “Stay away.” My voice is breathy, and I’m losing it again.

      Something prickles along the back of my skull, and then I hear the golden one’s voice in my head. “He won’t hurt you.”

      I glance at him, but his back is to me as he works at the console. Now I’m hearing things.

      “Alphas have a primal need to protect Omegas. Any of us would give our lives for you.”

      “You just tried to attack me.” I think back, even though I know it’s insane.

      “Not attack.” His voice comes again, the touch of his consciousness soft, as if he’s trailing his fingers along my thoughts. “When an Omega goes into her needing, she experiences extreme physical pain. Agony. The only way to stop the pain is for her to mate with an Alpha.”

      “Oh, so you were trying to help me with your … your, well you know what?” I scoff. But at least my breathing has evened out.

      “Yes.” The light pressure disappears.

      When I look at Kyte, he’s peering down at me. “There’s something odd in your file.”

      “What is it?” Ceredes scooted closer to me when I wasn’t looking, and Jeren lurks to my right. But they don’t seem aggressive, just … attentive?

      “Her transport was requested by the High Commander.”

      “Commander Bartanz?” Ceredes whistles. “That doesn’t seem normal.”

      “It isn’t.” Kyte rubs the golden band on his left bicep. “The fleet usually sends out recon drones to locate any Alphas or Omegas. To have the High Commander handpick an Omega—and from a star system outside of the Gretar Fleet’s control—is unusual.”

      Though I’m in a dream, it doesn’t stop me from getting pissy. “Don’t talk about me like I’m not here.” I straighten my back against the cold metal. That tone, my defiance—these are the reasons why I get detention at least once a week, why Mom can’t stop at just one hit, and why the few friends that I have know I will be there for them when they need me. I’ve never known when to shut up; Van was right about that one thing, at least. Speaking of Van …

      “By the way, what did you do to the boy who was attacking me?” I look at Ceredes for some reason. Maybe he’s the leader?

      Jeren cracks his neck in an unnerving way, the ink popping right along with his movements. “Alphas must protect Omegas.”

      “That’s not an answer.” My brows draw together.

      Ceredes pierces me with those blue eyes, his gaze so intense I want to look away. But I don’t. Now it’s a game of chicken, and I refuse to lose.

      “Is he alive, at least?” I can imagine how easy it would be for these men to snuff out a life, especially one as worthless as Van’s.

      “He’s alive.” Ceredes nods. “At least he was when the shuttle took off. But he will not be touching anyone else without permission ever again.”

      “Good.” My skin crawls as I remember Van’s hands on me, and I cross my arms over my chest.

      “We could steal another transport.” Jeren leans over the seat, his dark eyes like two promises of violence. “Take care of him for good.”

      “No. No, thanks?” Am I thanking him for making a death threat? I shake my head. “But that is a great idea for other reasons.” My tone brightens. “Because if you can steal a transport and go back to Earth for Van, then you can do the same for me!”

      “No.” Ceredes’s expression turns stern. “There are harsh penalties for any Alpha that takes an Omega from the fleet.”

      “Why?”

      “There are so few of you. If an Alpha—or even a Beta—absconds with an Omega, the punishment is death. Not to mention that without the protection of the Gretar Fleet, you’d likely be taken by the Sentients, your Alpha killed, and then you’d be assigned a new one that would have no compunction whatsoever about using you as a brood queen, or worse.”

      I press my hands to my face and look at them through my fingers. “Stop talking about me like I’m a sack of potatoes. I’m a person. No one’s going to abscond with me. I want to go home. Or wake up. Or do whatever it takes to get out of this whacky alternate universe I’ve been tossed into.”

      “All will be explained once you arrive at Omega Academy.” Kyte is still frowning at the console.

      “Academy? Like a school? Because school and I aren’t on the greatest of terms.” I decide to just go along with the insanity for a while. Maybe it’ll make things easier on me. “Is there detention? What do they teach there?”

      “It’s a school, yes. There’s Alpha, Beta, and Omega Academies, though we all take classes together, for the most part. The curriculum is set each year depending on the needs of the fleet. And there are punishments, though not exactly detention.”

      “So, you have houses. Like Alpha are what, Gryffindor?” I stare at Jeren, his demeanor more Slytherin than anything else. “But that doesn’t really work, because you three are so different from each other, but you’re all Alpha. Okay, Harry Potter is out the window. So, tell me about Omegas. Are they all like me?”

      “Omegas are all different, though you share the Omega trait.” Ceredes seems more comfortable reciting facts. “The academy is supposed to teach you your strengths and weaknesses. The training is designed to make you a powerful member of the fleet.”

      “What does that mean? What does the fleet do?”

      “Protects and defends the—”

      The ship begins to shake, and the computer voice pipes up. “Landing approach underway.”

      I stand and peer out the window. Below, a vast planet comes into view, the land a mix of greens and grays. Water snakes across the surface, but never seems to come together in an ocean. Beneath us, a city on a tight grid appears. I have no sense of size, but even I can tell the buildings are enormous, most of them glinting silver as we descend through some low clouds.

      “This isn’t real.” I grip the dented seat back in front of me. “Not happening.”

      “This is Centari, capital of the Gretar Fleet and home to the Academies.” Kyte points to a complex on the edge of the grid. “That hexagon contains the campus, though training often takes us all over the planet and throughout the galaxy.”

      “That’s where we’re going?” I creep closer to the window.

      “Yes. The biggest building is the shared instructional space, the biggest dorm here—” He points to a huge complex made of stone but with a shiny glass roof, “—houses the Betas, the next biggest has Alphas, and this small one here is for the Omegas.”

      “That’s not fair.” I stare at the stone and glass buildings, the sun reflecting off a million facets. Trees surround the campus, and water shoots into the air from multiple fountains throughout the grounds.

      “It’s practical.” Ceredes’s face darkens as we approach. Is he worried? The shuttle rattles a little, and he continues, “There are more Betas than Alphas, more Alphas than Omegas.”

      “Fine, whatever.” I don’t need to know more. I’m leaving. “Someone there can send me back, right?”

      “Theoretically?” Kyte nods. “Sure. But it’s not going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that.” I grab my backpack.

      Ceredes leans into the window. “You guys seeing this?”

      Jeren’s dark eyes widen. “Is that the High Commander?”

      Kyte turns to me, his face losing some of its golden hue. “Be on your best behavior.”

      “Why?”

      His eyes soften, and his hand moves toward my face, and for just a split-second, I want him to touch me. But he drops it back to his side and blinks. “The High Commander awaits your arrival, and he doesn’t suffer fools.”

      “I’m not a fool.” I don’t have time to be offended, because the shuttle jolts to a stop and the bay door slowly opens, revealing a new world that I never knew existed.
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      She walks away from me.

      I stay put even though everything inside me screams to go after her.

      Kyte and Ceredes stand beside me, their gazes fixed on her just like mine.

      Master Harlan strides up, his gait stiff, his eyes narrow as he stares down Ceredes. “Explain yourself.” He doesn’t waste any time.

      Ceredes steps forward and dips his chin only a little. “We jumped aboard the shuttle without prior authorization.”

      “Why?” Master Harlan crosses his cerulean arms over his wide chest.

      I stare past him as Lana disappears into the Omega Academy, High Commander Bartanz leading her forward with a briskness that rubs me raw. Why the interest in this Omega?

      “Jeren!” Master Harlan barks my name, and I finally give him my attention.

      “Master?”

      “I know this had to be your idea.” He glowers, his yellow eyes reptilian and utterly pissed. “You’ve dragged Kyte and Ceredes into trouble with your foolish little rebellion. You can’t afford another demerit. After this, I’ll petition to the High Commander to expel you from the—”

      “It was my idea.” Ceredes lifts his chin. “I convinced Kyte and Jeren to come with me.”

      My eyebrows hit my hairline, and Kyte’s mouth drops open. I expect to be expelled, to be tossed into the universe on my ass and forever banished from the Gretar Fleet, or perhaps be sent to labor on a supply planet—until I escape. I have no reason to stay. My eyes travel to the Omega Academy, to the doors Lana just passed through. No reason to stay, I remind myself. Me winding up with that pretty Omega is just as impossible as Ceredes taking the fall for my bullshit. But here we are. I try to wipe the surprise from my face as Master Harlan swings his glare back to me.

      “I’ll take whatever punishment you see fit.” Ceredes keeps his head high.

      Master Harlan narrows his eyes and stares at all three of us in turn, though he lingers longest on me. “All three of you get to class,” he barks. “I’ll decide on punishment later.”

      “Yes, Master Harlan,” we all say in unison and take off toward the Alpha Academy at a jog.

      The Four Corners Fountain sparkles to my right, the circle of warriors at its base still the most famous in all the fleet, even if they’re only statues now.

      Ceredes shakes his head a little, as if chastising himself. I can’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. Once we’re out of earshot from Master Harlan, I ask, “Commander Ceredes, what in the Pillars has gotten into you?”

      “Shut up, Jeren.” He picks up the pace.

      Kyte and I race to keep up. “You took the fall. Why?”

      “I said shut up, Jeren.” He pushes through the wide double doors into the Alpha Academy—glass, polished metal, and stone greeting us at every turn as we climb the curved stairs.

      I grab his shoulder and yank him around, though it takes more strength than I’d imagined. “You just saved my Larenoan ass. I want to know why.”

      His expression sours even more. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does.” I’ve never had anyone so much as offer their hand to me since I’ve been at the academy. Larenoans are maligned throughout the galaxies as pirates and thieves. The ink on my body and my dark attributes mark me as one of them. I’m proud of my clan, but that doesn’t get me any points with the other Alphas, especially not the ones from the ruling races.

      “You saved my ass, too.” Kyte grins. “Though my ass is much more attractive than Jeren’s, of course. If that’s the reason you saved mine, I respect it.”

      Ceredes sighs. “I don’t know why, okay? I just—” He slices his hand through the air. “Reacted. And it felt right.” He rolls his shoulders. “I think that Omega got under my skin or something. Maybe her needing messed with my mind.”

      “Mmhmm.” I’m not convinced.

      “Technically, her needing would make you more aggressive toward other Alphas. But—” Kyte rubs the golden band on one arm, a thoughtful look on his face. “But we didn’t turn on each other at all. That Omega didn’t have us at each other’s throats.”

      “So?” Ceredes snipes.

      Kyte raises a golden eyebrow. “So, there might be something there.”

      “Like what?” I have a vague sense of where he’s going with this, but I don’t believe it for a second. Ceredes taking the fall is out of character, but his usual character gripes my ass even on the best days. We aren’t compatible as anything more than Alpha rivals.

      “A circle can form when Alphas meet their centering Omega.” Kyte gives us each a serious look, all teasing gone from his demeanor.

      “You’re saying Lana is our Omega and we’re a circle?” I laugh, the sound bouncing off the glass ceiling and back down to us. “You, Commander-Hardass-Perfect-Student, and you, a Calarian noble, and me, a Larenoan?” A belly laugh shakes through me. “In a circle? Together?”

      Kyte looks unamused. “You felt it with her. That’s why you’re laughing. Because you’re trying to hide it.”

      “No, he’s laughing because he’s an asshole.” Ceredes throws his hands up. “I should’ve never covered for you. That way, you’d be out of here on the first transport, and I’d be rid of your shit.”

      “I didn’t ask for your help.” Suddenly sober, I move toward him. “I don’t need any help from a Gretar Fleet kiss-ass like you.”

      “One more step, Jeren.” Ceredes bristles. “One more step.”

      “And you’ll what?” I’d love a fight, a chance to test myself against the Bellatian commander.

      “Guys.” Kyte shoves us apart.

      His touch shoots through me like a spear, and a connection sparks into life, one that takes me through Kyte and Ceredes, each of their minds whispering to me. The feeling fades and I blink hard. “What in the Pillars was that?”

      Kyte looks at his hands, his eyes wide. “I don’t know.”

      “Don’t try to pull some Calarian mind shit on me, Kyte.” Ceredes fists his hands.

      “I didn’t.” Kyte rubs his temples. “That wasn’t me.”

      “Then what was it?” I can still sense Ceredes’s confusion about taking the fall—even he doesn’t know why he did it. How do I know that? And how do I know Kyte truly believes we’re part of a circle, one with Lana at the center?

      “I told you. I think that Omega may be …” Kyte shrugs, letting the thought hang in the air.

      I glance down the hall as Tarvan appears, his white stripe of hair waving slightly with his brisk steps. “Shit. Dicknose is coming.”

      Kyte snorts. “Well if that isn’t the perfect name for him.”

      Tarvan’s high squeaking voice is a needle in my ear. “All three of you are supposed to be in class. Master—”

      “Piss off, Tarvan.” Ceredes turns and strides past the Furantian, the end of his nose upturned and slightly indented in the center like all Furantians. Yeah, dicknose.

      “This will be a demerit for all of you.” He pulls a small comms device from his pocket and speaks into it.

      Ceredes grabs it, crushing it in his fist without even flexing.

      Tarvan squeaks as the huge male walks past him.

      I follow Ceredes, making sure to bump into Tarvan so hard he almost falls on his ass. Kyte comes along, too, and all three of us stride down the hall together.

      Like a unit.

      No, like a circle.
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      “There’s been some mistake.” I think I’ve said that phrase a dozen times, but whoever I’m talking to—whether it’s the scary boss man person with the military medals, or the lady with the eyes that are attached to some sort of antenna on top of her forehead, or the pink girl who says she’s here to escort me to my dorm—they just ignore it. As if I never spoke at all.

      “I’m not going to a dorm. I’m going home.” I cross my arms over my chest as the girl with the dusty pink skin stares at me with mild interest and strong dislike. She turns to the googly-eyed woman. “Master Carna?”

      “You will go to your dorm and change into the appropriate attire, then you will go to class. I’ve already wasted far too much time cleaning you up.” The woman’s voice is clipped, and she keeps glancing at the door the man left through.

      My clothes are neat, and all the mud is gone thanks to some odd shower-like contraption that melted away any bit of dirt and left everything else squeaky clean. It’s just more proof that I’m dreaming.

      “The high commander gave strict instructions, and I intend to follow them.” She points a long, veiny finger, her big eyes stretching toward me on their snail-like bases. “If you embarrass me in front of High Commander Bartanz, you will regret it. I promise you that. Now go.” Her sharp tone is like a slap, and I step back.

      I’ve never been a quitter, unfortunately. “I’m not supposed to be here. Please, send me back, is all I’m saying.”

      “I’m the head of the Omega Academy, and I say you’re staying.” Master Carna rises, though her googly eyes stay level with mine. “And I also say you are going to do what you’re told. If you disagree, I can arrange a punishment that will get you on track. Do you understand?”

      I swallow hard. “I … Yes.”

      “Good.” She sits and pulls her eyes back. “Go.”

      “Come on.” The pink one gestures down a long hall flooded with light from high windows. She wears a uniform of some sort, one that looks similar to Ceredes’s outfit, though hers has a short gray skirt that shows off her light pink legs. With a huff, she pushes me forward. “I said move.”

      I glance at the doors behind me, the ones that lead outside. If I can get back to that shuttle, surely it can take me home. I just have to be fast. Okay, so maybe I don’t run track, but I’ve done my fair share of sprinting from assholes like Van or dodging my mother’s sloppy fists. I can do this. Just a burst of speed, and then I can escape from this nightmare place. “Eye of the Tiger” starts playing in my mind. I’ve got this.

      “Omega.” The pink one twirls her cotton candy lavender hair around a finger. “You’re beginning to stimulate my anger impulses.”

      I take a step toward her, and she turns and strides down the long hall.

      This is my chance. With a lunge, I turn, slam through the doors, and race out into the blinding day. Some people—more aliens?—sit around a nearby fountain, but I ignore them. I’m getting out of here, no matter what it takes. Pushing myself as hard as I can, I thunder across the stone ground. The shuttle is ahead, and someone seems to be working on it. Maybe I can get them to drive it for me? This plan is coming together perfectly.

      At least, it is until the pink girl appears in front of me so abruptly that I try to stop, stumble, and then fall on my face. A roar of laughter goes up from the people around the fountain as my nose crunches against the solid ground. I hit so hard that everything inside me jars and vibrates as my mind tries to come to grips with the explosion of pain and humiliation. I taste blood.

      “Don’t be stupid.” Pinky sounds bored as she taps her foot beside my head. “Get up.”

      It takes a moment for my brain to stop sloshing around between my ears, but I push myself off the ground and sit back on my knees. Swiping my fingers across my nose, they come away red. How many times has my nose been busted? I have no idea, but this is definitely one of the worst. I pride myself on not letting Mom actually break the bone, but my streak may be over.

      She huffs with annoyance. “Now we’ll have to stop at the infirmary. You’re making me late, human.” She grabs my arms and pulls me up, her grip surprisingly strong as she hustles me back to the Omega Academy. We pass the fountain where the students gawk at me. It’s not just a fountain. Four statues form the corners of it, all of them on one knee with their hands uplifted holding a basin that water cascades from. Their expressions are as different as they are—one stern, one almost laughing, one that’s … “Hey, that one’s kind of familiar.” I try to pull from Pinky’s grip.

      “Of course they’re familiar.” She sighs and tugs harder. “They’re the most famous circle of all time.”

      “The most famous what?” I can’t free myself from her yanking grip even though I’d like to make another escape attempt. “Just let me go.”

      “Go where, human?” She drags me into the academy, past the googly-eyed woman who looks like she’s about to blow a gasket, and down the sunny hallway as if I weigh no more than a toddler.

      “Home.” My blood drops onto the smooth, polished floor.

      “Congratulations. You’re home.” She shoves me along another side hall, then into a wide room with empty hospital beds covered in crisp, white linen. Everything is white, in fact, from the walls to the squeaky-clean floor. Another drop of blood splatters down onto it, making a slight plop and marring the perfectly blank canvas.

      A man rises from a small desk near the door. “And what do we have here?” He approaches, and I sag with relief when I see his face is completely normal—no horns, no googly eyes, no weird colors. “Oh, that looks nasty.”

      Pinky shoves me onto the nearest bed and lounges on the one across from me. “Took a tumble out on the plaza.”

      “Sorry to hear that. What’s your name, Omega?” His voice is gentle even though he’s a particularly large man. Are all the men around here hulks?

      “Lana.”

      “What a lovely name. I’m Onin.” He presses a button on a black bracelet around his left wrist, and a clear, filmy substance covers his hands. Gloves? “This might sting a little, but I need to check the bone.”

      “Okay.” I hold my breath as he runs his fingers along my nose. I wince but don’t cry. Crying would always make Mom angrier for some reason. So I learned long ago to bottle that shit up. I’m sure it’s a perfectly healthy way to deal with emotional trauma, right?

      “Intact. Good.” He smiles a little. “I just need to clean it up a bit.”

      “I’m late to Master Lintaru’s class.” Pinky yawns. “That means you’re late, too.” She points at me. “And I’ll be sure to place the blame where it belongs once we get there.”

      “No need for rudeness.” Onin wipes my nose with some sort of antiseptic-smelling cloth.

      The scraped skin burns, but then feels cool. My head gets a little light from the weird pain and coolness mix.

      “Whoa.” Someone steadies me as Onin keeps working on my nose.

      “A few more wipes and this will be taken care of.” He dabs gently.

      My head clears and I look around to see who’s holding me up.

      No one. No one is there. My breath catches when I realize it’s Onin. Two of his arms grip mine to keep me upright, and two others work on my nose. Four arms. He. Has. Four. Arms.

      “You have four arms.” I gawk.

      “Wow. Super observant as well as graceful.” Pinky snorts.

      “I’m a Cartarian.” He maintains his gentle tone. “My people usually have six arms, but I’m mixed with a two-handed race, so I’m defective.”

      “Defective?” I wrinkle my nose, yelp, then stop.

      “Cartarians can be a bit …” He shrugs. “They are set in their ways. Difference is not something they appreciate. But the Gretar Fleet took me in, trained me, and now I’m the head medical officer for all Omega cadets. Not too bad for a four-armed Omega, right?” His smile is so warm. I wonder if I can just stay here with him instead of going wherever Pinky drags me to next.

      “Hang on, you’re an Omega? I thought they were all, you know, girls?”

      “Omegas are from all different races and genders.” He finishes dabbing my nose and applies a plaster. “Now, I could use a healing scanner on this, but I don’t have anything calibrated for your species. Which is what, by the way?”

      “Um, human?” I don’t know why I ask it as a question. “Human,” I say, this time more confidently.

      “Human.” He nods. “I’ll have to look into that. I believe you’re the first of your kind admitted to the Omega Academy. You’re on suppressants, yes?”

      “There was one on the shuttle thing. I used that.”

      “That should be good for six months.” Tapping on a small screen he seems to have pulled out of nowhere, he adds, “The time is different here because it’s based on the Centari sun instead of the one from your galaxy, but the idea is the same.” He slides the screen away. “Time is, of course, nothing more than a convention and entirely relative. Anyway, you’re set for now.”

      I’m still back on the suppressant injection. “What does it do?” I look at the spot on my arm.

      “Is she serious?” Pinky shakes her head. “What sort of backwards, low-tech, idiot planet are you from?”

      Onin ignores her. “Suppressants keep you from going into needing. It occurs every few months or so for Omegas. During that time, you are fertile, and your hormones spike, which serves as a call to any nearby Alphas that you are primed for mating. Alphas are unable to resist the urge to mate once you’re in full needing, and Omegas can’t deny themselves, either. The suppressants allow the Omegas to learn here in peace and remain in control of their needing phases and choices for Alphas.”

      “So you’re saying all this revolves around …” My cheeks burn, but I try to act like an adult. “Sex?”

      “Yes.” He says it so matter-of-factly.

      This is what the guys on the ship were talking about. They tried to explain, but I was already losing my mind over the whole kidnapped-by-hot-aliens problem, so I didn’t really follow. Now I do.

      “You have come of age—your maturity evident in your body and also your mind. You’ve already experienced your first needing?”

      “On the ship thing, I think.” I bite my lip. “I’ve been having these really bad cramps, but I wasn’t on my period. Then again, my period has never made sense. I can go months without it. But on the ship with Ceredes and—”

      “Ceredes?” Pinky snaps to attention. “You went into needing with Ceredes?” Her scary eyes narrow.

      “I guess? But then I used the suppressant so—”

      “Profligate,” she hisses.

      “Ilwen!” Onin raises his voice for the first time. “You will not use that word in my infirmary, do you understand me?”

      Her sour face squinches even more. “Yes.”

      He points a finger at her. “Now, apologize.”

      “She doesn’t have to.” I clear my throat, the taste of blood finally dissipating. “I don’t even know what that word means.”

      He turns to me, his kind eyes softening. “It’s the vilest of curses she could throw at you.”

      “Oh.” I lift my middle finger in response. “Now we’re even, then.”

      Onin sighs. “Let’s get back to your needing. After the suppressant, did Ceredes control himself?”

      “Yes. He and Jeren and Kyte—”

      “Three Alphas!” Pinky gets to her feet this time, and I notice that her canine teeth are far pointier than normal.

      “Ilwen, please.” He holds one hand out toward her. “Calm down.”

      I hurry to explain, though I leave out the part about my panties experiencing a flash flood. “The cramps went away, and the guys stopped being so …” I try to find the right word but settle on the obvious one. “Alpha.”

      He nods. “All this was your body preparing for the needing, but the suppressant took care of it. Good.” One of his hands reaches for the tray next to the bed and grabs a vial with a blinking blue tip. “Do you mind if I take a blood sample?”

      Generally, I would say hell no to a request like that from an alien during a super weird and terrifying dream, but Onin is easily the nicest person I’ve met in a long time—on Earth or in space—so I agree. “If you need to.”

      “I’ll be able to synthesize treatments for you much easier if I know your make-up.” He presses the blue blinking tip against my arm. It fills with blood though I don’t feel a needle prick. “Perfect.” He pulls it away and rises. “Now you two better get to class. It was nice to meet you, Lana. And if you ever need help, you know where I am.” He pats my shoulder, his bedside manner like a toasty blanket, and retreats to his desk.

      “Come on,” Pinky—or Ilwen—snipes.

      I follow her, though I’d much prefer to stay here with four-armed Onin.

      “Are all humans this slow?” She motors down the long hall and stops in front of a shimmering window. “Let’s go, fliggy.”

      “Fliggy?”

      “You truly come from a moronic planet.” She rolls her eyes. “Fliggy is short for profligate.”

      “Still don’t know what that means,” I mutter, then catch up and stare at the window, its surface like water, ripples and swirls pirouetting along it. It’s impossible. I’m gawking. “What’s that?”

      Pinky rolls her eyes, grabs my arm, and shoves me into it as a scream rips from my throat.
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      The entire class comes to a halt as a shrieking Lana stumbles in through the door. I stand and notice Jeren and Kyte are both at attention. All the mud is gone from her, and it’s like I’m seeing her for the first time. Fair skin, big brown eyes, plump lips, and a curvy figure that fills out her odd clothes to perfection. My mouth waters.

      She takes another couple of steps, then freezes, her eyes wide as she surveys the lecture hall. A plaster is draped across her nose, hints of blood on its edges. Ilwen skips through the door behind her with a saccharine smile and heads straight to her seat. No wonder Lana’s already traumatized.

      Master Lintaru turns toward her, his head spinning a full 180 degrees. “What an entrance. Welcome, new Omega.”

      “I’m not supposed to be—”

      “Choose a seat.” Master Lintaru undulates slightly, his gelatinous limbs stuffed into his Gretar uniform. “We’re discussing molecular resonances that can be harnessed to achieve wormhole travel via the fleet’s virudivan engines.”

      I sidestep the small pod of Omegas and hurry down to her, meeting Jeren and Kyte at the same time.

      “Huh?” She blinks at Master Lintaru.

      He blinks back. “You’re not wearing the appropriate uniform.”

      “I was supposed to, um, change at a dorm but Pinky brought me here, so …”

      “Pinky?” Ilwen hisses.

      Jeren snorts. “Perfect.”

      “Come on.” I take her arm. “I have a seat at my table.”

      “I have one at mine.” Kyte steps in front of us.

      “Mine has several.” Jeren takes her other arm. A slight current buzzes through me, a connection lighting up but not all the way. Something’s missing.

      I can feel the eyes of the entire class bearing down on my back—interested Alphas, curious Betas, and observant Omegas. We’ll be the talk of the academy before this class is finished. Great.

      “Seats, please.” Master Lintaru focuses on his wide lab table and pulls a tendril of pure energy from the atomic accelerator. Pressing it into a miniature airship we created earlier this term, the power expands until a blue streak of thrust pushes against the black table while Master Lintaru holds the ship in place with one of his tentacles. He continues with his lesson, the droning of his voice familiar, “As you can see, I’ve created a circle of power with the resonance from the …”

      Lana looks back at the portal with a mix of anger and curiosity, and she seems almost stunned. Too much, too fast. She didn’t even know about the Gretar Fleet a few hours ago, and now she’s been thrust into the middle of it. Why did Commander Bartanz send for an Omega like her and then dump her here? Not to mention the fact that she should have started as a first year, not third. Why the advancement for someone who clearly knows nothing about the fleet?

      “Let’s go.” Jeren points the way up the stairs toward the sparsely-filled table at the back of the room.

      “She’s with me.” I keep my voice down, but I don’t let her go.

      “Beg to differ.” Kyte crosses his arms, the tables of nearby Omegas and Betas audibly sighing at his flex.

      I glance at my table. It’s full of Alphas. Most of them male. All of them eyeing Lana. Kyte’s table isn’t much better. Perhaps for once Jeren is right.

      “Lead the way.” I jerk my chin toward Jeren, and we head up the stairs to his table. The few students sitting with him excuse themselves when Kyte and I walk up.

      Lana, eyes still wide, stares around at the classroom. Plenty of eyes stare back at her. I don’t like it.

      “Here.” I pull out a chair for her, and she sits but keeps her arms in tight as if she’s trying to take up the least possible space.

      Kyte takes the seat to her right. “Don’t worry. Everyone’s new here at some time or other.”

      Jeren tries to slide into the seat to her left, but I beat him to it. He grumbles and sits at the corner of the table.

      “I don’t belong here.” She rubs her eyes. “I’ve told everyone that, even the snail-eyed lady who threatened to discipline me and the four-armed medic who fixed my nose. But I’m getting nowhere. This is like Willy Wonka’s Chocolate Factory, and I’m going to be one of the kids who gets sucked up the chocolate hose or turned into a giant blueberry or sent to the garbage chute. It’s only a matter of time. Oh, and then there’s this whole mating thing that is pretty much blowing my mind. I mean, I’ve fooled around a little, but this is next level.”

      Kyte gives her a bemused look. “Most of that was unintelligible, but I can assure you that you are right where you’re supposed to be.”

      “They’re staring at me,” she whispers as Master Lintaru continues on his explanation of electrons necessary to initiate space travel. At least half the class is paying attention to our table instead of him.

      “They’re staring at us.” I glance at Kyte and Jeren. “We’re not usually together.”

      She turns to me, her brown eyes watery. “But you were on the ship. All three of you.”

      “That was a fluke.” I shrug, enjoying the way my arm rubs against hers when I do it. “We aren’t friends.”

      “Harsh.” Kyte grins.

      “You know what I mean.” I shake my head.

      “We run with different crowds, sure. But now we’ve got something in common.” Jeren stares at Lana.

      “Obvious much?” Kyte pulls up his screen, flips to today’s lesson, and puts it on the table in front of Lana.

      She squints at the equations. “I have no idea what I’m looking at.”

      “Neither do I.” Kyte shrugs. “But that never stops me from pretending I’m following along.”

      Some of the cadets have returned their attention to Master Lintaru. But others are still curious. As if to prove my point, Gavros bounds up the stairs to us, his buzzcut almost as severe as his demeanor. He still thinks he should be the commander of Alphas, but of course, like with most things, he’s wrong.

      “Who’s the Omega?” He takes the chair across from Lana, turning his back on Master Lintaru altogether.

      “No greeting for me, Gavros?” Jeren pulls a blade from his sleeve and runs the tip down the already-gouged tabletop.

      “I don’t waste my breath on thieving Larenoans.”

      Jeren doesn’t react, but he doesn’t drop his gaze, either. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to hurt my feelings, Gavros.”

      Kyte drapes his arm across the back of Lana’s chair. “Though I can’t tell you how lovely it is to see you up close, especially given the fanciful state of your unibrow, I think you might want to choose another seat. Why don’t you run along back to your table?”

      When she leans into him, a flash of envy sparks through me, but there’s something else, too. Calm. Kyte has Lana’s back—and that seems to assuage the unwelcome feeling.

      “No one was talking to you, little prince.” Gavros glowers, his wide nose flaring, the silver rings hanging from it clinking slightly.

      “If you knew anything about royalty, you’d know we rather enjoy the sound of our own voice.” Kyte smiles, but there’s steel behind it. “And if you keep looking at Lana like that, I will be forced to give you a lesson in Calarian etiquette.”

      “Are you challenging me?” Gavros leans back. “You want to take this to the dueling ring? I’m ready.” He snorts. “You won’t be royal if you’re dead.”

      “Gavros.” I keep my voice low. “This Omega is none of your concern. Return to your table.”

      “Is that an order, Commander?” Gavros’s black eyes gleam deadly.

      “Take it however you want, but if you don’t stand up and walk away, I will challenge you. And we all know what happened the last time I met you in the dueling ring.”

      He bares his teeth, both rows of them. “You won’t be on top forever, Ceredes.”

      “Maybe not. But I am right now.”

      Gavros clearly wants to say more, but he returns his attention to Lana. “Who is she to you?”

      I’m on the verge of issuing my challenge when Lana speaks up. “She can speak for herself.” Her voice trembles, and I know it took unimaginable strength for her to say anything in the first place.

      “Oh, she can?” Gavros smiles. “I like my females feisty. What’s your name, little Omega?”

      “Lana, and I’m not just feisty, I’m a total bitch, so you might want to leave me alone.” Her bravado gives me a whole new appreciation for her.

      “Lana. I like it.” He licks his lips. “And I love a challenge. You’d definitely make it worth my time. I can tell that just from your scent.”

      “That’s pretty gross. Do you go around sniffing people for fun? Is that the sort of alien you are? What do they call you? The ‘noser’? Is that your race or something?” She leans forward, but Kyte pulls her tighter against him.

      Gavros smiles. She shudders. Violence roils inside me, and I can tell Jeren is on the edge. Kyte plays it cool, but I don’t miss the sparks of energy that trace along his golden bands.

      “Why are these three all over you? Have you given them a try? Milked their knots?”

      I stand so fast the table jolts. “Shut your filthy mouth.”

      Gavros stands, too, and leans over the table, his fists like boulders. “Touch a nerve?” He grins. “Or did she touch yours?”

      White-hot rage—the likes of which I’ve never felt before—scorches through me. “I challen—”

      “You’re ugly,” Lana blurts out, then winces.

      Gavros looks down at her, likely just as surprised as the rest of us. “What did you—”

      “I said you look like a turd had an affair with a wrinkled ball sack.” Lana’s voice gains strength as she hurls her (oddly creative) insult. “And I’m sick of seeing your face! You should go away.”

      Gavros’s dark eyes open wide as he begins to sputter.

      “Cadet Gavros,” Master Lintaru warbles from the front of the room. “Return to your table or face a demerit.”

      Gavros backs up a step but gives Lana a long look. “These fools can’t handle the mouth on you. I can. Come see me when you want to know how a real Alpha treats an Omega.”

      Jeren is poised to jump him, but Gavros makes his retreat.

      “Stand down.” I glance at Jeren.

      He shrugs as if he wasn’t about to spill blood, then pockets his blade.

      “What was that?” Lana stares at Gavros’s back, his broad shoulders bulging with muscle and short spikes.

      “Don’t worry about him.” I relax a hair. Even though Lana shouldn’t worry about Gavros, I will. He’s dangerous, and now that he’s gotten Lana’s scent, he’ll only grow more so.

      “‘You’re ugly’?” Jeren grins.

      “‘A turd had an affair with a wrinkled ball sack?’” Kyte snickers. “That’s an interesting insult, human.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I just wanted him to go away. Maybe I should’ve called him a fliggy?”

      Jeren coughs. Kyte sputters. And I turn my head so fast I may have pulled something in my neck. “Where in the Pillars did you hear that word?”

      She blushes, and it somehow makes her even more beautiful. “Pinky called me that. A profligate or something like that?”

      Jeren shoots an acid look at Ilwen. “That crusted offal of a bulbous rantagoon.”

      “What does that word even mean?” Lana crosses her arms again. “I can’t get offended if I have no idea what she’s calling me.”

      “That word refers to Alphas and Omegas that have forsaken the Gretar Fleet and indulged in their instincts.” I can’t put it more delicately.

      “Instincts?” She turns to me, her heart-shaped face ending in the perfect point of her chin. But then she pinches the bridge of her nose. “Is this the mating thing again?”

      “Yep.” Jeren shoots Gavros’s table another look, making sure the brute stays put.

      Lana’s face is bathed in a bright blue as Master Lintaru sends the small ship into the air, its propulsion kicking in as it rises over our heads.

      She shrinks back, but interest flickers to life in her gaze. “How can he make it do that? A remote control?”

      “He’s created a thruster on the ship and powered it with a small orb of virudivan. Watch.” I lean closer. Kyte’s arm is still wrapped around her shoulders, and Jeren is watching her from the corner of his eye. All of us are focused on her, and that same connection that buzzed through me earlier seems to be sparking and fizzing to life. There’s something here. Something I never thought could exist. After all, there hasn’t been a new circle in the fleet in over three centuries.

      “How does it do that? Seriously. It’s just sort of floating because of the blue stuff.” She stares at the small metal craft, and when it disappears, her mouth opens a little. When it reappears across the room, she squeaks. “How?”

      “And so, through the manipulation of energy, a perfect circle of power can be created in any system that resonates with the appropriate molecular structure.” The ship floats down to Master Lintaru and alights on one of his tentacles. “Any questions?”

      Lana turns to me again, her teeth worrying away at her bottom lip. “I have a question.” She runs her hand through her hair and pulls just a little. “To be honest, I have a million questions. But answer me this one.”

      “Sure.”

      “The scary guy said something about a knot. What’s that?”

      Jeren’s barked laugh and Kyte’s choked cough coincide with the tone signifying the end of session. Thank the Pillars.

      “We should get to our next class.” I rise quickly and offer her my hand.

      “But what about my question?” She stares up at me with her big brown eyes. “What’s a knot?”

      A nearby Beta snorts with amusement. One look from me has him scurrying from the room.

      This explanation should be easy for me. Scientific. Simple anatomy. But every time she says the word, my knot tightens. So, no, it is definitely not simple.

      “Go on, Commander.” Kyte’s smile matches Jeren’s. “Explain.”

      Immature jerks. I ignore them and turn back to Lana. “A knot is a, um. Well, all male Alphas—” My throat seems to close up, and I cough into my hand as Kyte and Jeren try to keep straight faces. “It’s a—”

      Tilda materializes between us, and she takes Lana’s hand. “Omega business.” Her eyes flicker with amusement. “Are you sweating, Commander Ceredes?”

      “Hey—” Before I can protest, she fades and takes Lana with her, both of them disappearing and leaving nothing but the acrid scent of Lana’s worry and the spicier scent of Tilda’s mischief.
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      “Sit, sit!” The silver-eyed girl with the wild black hair shoves me down on a plush bed as she turns toward a dresser and begins digging around in the middle drawers.

      “Who—”

      “You can wear mine until yours are ready. I’m Tilda. What dorm are you in? They’re numbered one through seven. I’m in three. Are you in three? We have a spare bed in here so that would be perfect. What are your measurements? You’ve got bigger breasts and wider hips—” She turns around and smiles sweetly. “Sorry about that. I’m blunt, especially for a Granterry.” She turns back around and continues digging. “So, I think my fleet pants won’t fit, but my skirt will, and this top will be fine because it’s got plenty of give to it.” She finally turns around and thrusts out a top and a skirt in the same dark gray as everyone here wears.

      I take them from her. “Where—”

      “Oh.” She claps her hands, the black nails ticking against each other. “We’re in the Omega dorm. I figured you needed a break from those pushy Alphas.” Her tone turns dreamy, but no less quick. “They sure were acting possessive. It’s odd because Ceredes is so standoffish and stiff, Kyte is the ultimate playboy, and Jeren is dark and delicious. They all have their demons, you know? And they certainly don’t associate with each other.” She taps her chin. “At least not until today. So odd. No wonder Ilwen was in such a tizzy. She’s been after Ceredes since she got to the academy, of course.” She takes a breath and seems like she’s about to continue, but then she claps a hand over her mouth.

      I wait for a moment while she stands there, seemingly frozen, then peer past her at the room. Four beds are arranged in a circle, each one neat but cozy with white comforters and pillows. Ornate white trunks sit at the foot of each bed, and woodsy-looking dressers with carved embellishments rest between them. Tall windows share a view of the grounds, and bright sun pours into the room giving it a friendly warmth. I can’t help but smile at how we all think aliens and futuristic things are sterile and stiff edges, when really it looks more like a rustic dorm suite in here.

      “Sorry,” she finally says. “I just talk a lot when I’m excited. Weird for a Granterry, right? And I can see I’m overwhelming you, so I’m going to try and calm down.”

      “I’m okay.” I look up at her and try not to stare at her silver eyes with the green pupils—or her too-sharp teeth. “Confused, scared, and dreaming, but okay.”

      “The first two, sure. But dreaming? No.” She sits next to me, her curly black hair tickling my upper arm. “This is real. You are at the Omega Academy. The sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be.” Her eyes soften, and she bumps my arm with hers. “You aren’t the first cadet to be a bit shocked when the fleet came calling. You just have to shake it off.”

      “But I don’t belong here.”

      “None of us do,” she whispers. “But the Gretar Fleet does what it wants. And if it wants you, or me, or whoever—the fleet will take them.”

      “That seems … wrong.”

      She shrugs. “It is what it is. Better get used to it. Now, get dressed or we’ll be late to our next class.” She stands and crosses her arms, her foot tapping. “What’s wrong?”

      I don’t change in front of others. Not when I have bruises that could raise questions.

      “Oh, are you shy?” she chirps and turns her back. “Sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” I slide out of my clothes and pull on hers. They don’t fit quite right—the skirt and top too tight—but at least I don’t stick out so badly now. “Ready.”

      She turns and smiles approvingly. “Much better. Now you’ll be safer from the mean Omega crowd.”

      “Mean Omega crowd?”

      She pushes her dark hair over one shoulder. “Ilwen and her friends. They think they’re the ones who’ll go up-fleet, but there’s no telling where they’ll be placed. Could be out on the Rift, for all they know. It’s not like they have any particular skills other than back-stabbing and gawking at the handsome Alphas.” A small chime sounds somewhere, and she spins back to me. “Time to go. Don’t want to miss combat assessment.” She takes my hand and pulls me toward the center of the room.

      “Miss what?”

      “Combat training.” She smiles.

      Combat doesn’t seem like a ‘smiling’ kind of thing, but maybe I’m mistaken?

      I ask the one question that surfaces above the sea of confusion. “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      “Because I wish someone had been nice to me when I got here.” She squeezes my hand as a portal opens in the center of the room. “Let’s go.”

      She steps through the glimmering door and pulls me with her. At least this time I don’t scream.
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      “There she is.” Ceredes pops to his feet as Tilda and I walk into a huge facility with an open ceiling, a tall, twisting jungle gym at the center, some sort of maze at the far end, and a wall filled with an array of weapons that make my stomach churn. Even in this alien environment, I know a gun when I see one. Those, and more, shine in the warm, too-orange sun overhead. By this time back home, I’d be in my bed and dreaming about making a new life away from my shit town and my mother. A yawn overtakes me at the thought.

      “Where have you been?” Jeren approaches, his eyebrows low, and Kyte saunters towards us, his gaze so direct that my stomach seems to tighten.

      “I had to change.” I gesture at my outfit that, thankfully, matches the other girls who stand in small groups chatting amongst themselves.

      “Nice skirt.” Jeren smirks.

      “Knock it off.” Ceredes looks down at me with concern. My stomach twists even more.

      “I just said she looks nice in it.” Jeren crosses his arms. “You do.” His smirk turns warmer, and now my insides are a giant pretzel.

      “Students, line up.” The tallest woman I’ve ever seen strides in, her black hair cut short and her light hazel eyes surveying the room. A row of low black horns dots each side of her head, giving her the look of a sleek dinosaur, one with sharp teeth and a love of meat. What is this place?

      Everyone hurries into position.

      Ceredes guides me to the back of the room. “Stay here. It’s where the Omegas line up.”

      “Line up for what?” I want to clutch his arm. In this bizarre new world, he, Kyte, and Jeren have quickly become the most familiar things, the only hints of safety. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You’re safe.” The connection between Kyte and me sparkles to life. “It’s just a sparring class.”

      “I can’t spar.” I turn to him, his green eyes calm.

      “You can do more than you think.”

      “This is crazy.”

      “This is the fleet.” He shrugs.

      Tilda motions me over to her. “I’ve got this. Go show off like usual, Commander.” She flicks her hand at Ceredes as if waving away a bothersome mosquito.

      “Don’t worry, Master Rav will go easy on you. It’s your first day.” Kyte squeezes my shoulder, that odd connection between us flashing bright as lightning before fading as he walks away.

      “Keep your head down.” Jeren presses his fingertip to my forehead. “And use your brain. Don’t just react.”

      Tilda taps her foot again in rapid-fire fashion. “I said I can handle this. Why are you three turning into such wet blankets?”

      “Just trying to help.” Jeren backs away and queues up with Ceredes and Kyte—all three of them in a line of students who look ready to tear this entire football-field-sized building to pieces. I try not to stare at the ones with too many eyes, or no hair, or spiky backs, or horns. But it’s hard, and I’m doing my best to accept this is real, this is happening, and I need to figure out how to survive it and get back home.

      “Come on.” Tilda points to a spot on the slightly springy floor. “Take your spot.”

      “I’ve never been much for gym class.” I stand behind her as what I assume are Omegas file into place ahead of us. “In fact, I got booted from gym class once for hitting a boy in the face with a basketball. It was an accident, really. I mean, did I throw it as hard as I could? Sure. Did he deserve it for teasing one of the larger girls in gym class? Definitely. Still, total accident.”

      Tilda guides me around to stand in front of her. “To keep you from bolting. And I don’t know what a basketball is, but if hitting others is your thing, this is the class for you.”

      “I’m really not into fighting. It just happens sometimes.” There aren’t many of us Omegas, only a handful compared to the long line of Alphas and Betas.

      “Master Rav will do an assessment of your skills before assigning you a sparring partner,” she says over her shoulder. “Don’t worry.”

      “Don’t worry?” I glance at the multitude of weapons on the wall and swallow hard. Maybe I should just sit down and refuse to participate. Maybe I can do like, I don’t know, some sort of strike until they send me home? Like a protest. Why didn’t I think of this before? If I decline to—

      “Attention!” Master Rav whips out a long, black stick from the arm of her white robe and slaps it into her palm so hard I can almost feel the impact. “You will all fall in line and shut your mouths! This class is serious. This is about survival.” Her voice is a harsh lash, piercing and loud. “The Gretar Fleet keeps peace, but that peace is often only achieved on the other side of great violence. The Sentient threat is at an all-time high. Some say that conflict can be avoided. Wrong. War is coming.” She smacks the wand down into her palm again. “You must be ready to defend yourself and your comrades from any threat. And you must be ready to lay down your lives, if necessary, to serve the greater good.” Smack. “Fighting is essential—no matter if you are assigned up-fleet or to thruster repair. A fight will come to you. And when your rotation in this class is done, you will be ready for it.” Smack.

      No, I don’t think I’ll be starting a sit-in in her class. Definitely not.

      “Beta! Come!” she barks.

      The queue to my right begins to shift, the first girl in the line dashing toward Master Rav. She moves quickly, her feet barely touching the floor, and I think she’s about to smash the teacher in the face until Master Rav does a fluid sidestep and sends the girl flying.

      “Omega!”

      My line moves as a guy rushes her, jumps into a forward roll, and reaches toward her legs. She kicks out hard, catching him in the chin, and his pained groan makes my knees go weak. That’s brutal.

      “Alpha!”

      Ceredes strides forward, not running like the others. The teacher’s lips twitch with amusement.

      “Tired today, Commander? Perhaps a bit out of sorts from your recent space travel?” She twirls the long stick in her hand. “I heard about your unauthorized trip.”

      “Not tired.” Ceredes swings his arms as if he’s loosening up. “Just bored with your methods.”

      “Here we go.” Tilda leans to the side to get a better look.

      I lean too, keeping Ceredes in view.

      “Cockiness from an Alpha? How unsurprising.” She keeps him in front of her, turning as he walks to her right.

      “Mediocrity from a Beta? Also unsurprising.”

      The entire class does a hard intake of breath. My eyebrows hit my hairline. Maybe I’m out of my depth here, but taunting a teacher, especially one as scary as Master Rav, is never a good idea.

      She stops. He moves so quickly that all I see is a blur hurtling toward her. But she lashes out at the very last moment, and he darts back, her blow barely missing his nose. After that, they’re both a whirling mass of movement. They dodge and feint, both of them looking to land just one hit on the other.

      “Holy shit.” I find myself clutching Tilda’s arm as Ceredes moves like water, smooth and deadly, each motion controlled but fluid. “How does he do that?”

      “He’s a fighter. It’s in his blood. He comes from a long line of Bellatians, the most vicious warriors in any galaxy They serve on the frontlines of every fleet conflict.” She chuckles. “At the beginning of this session, he was already besting her. Now? He just toys with her for a while before going in for the kill.”

      “This session? Like a semester? Is it almost over?”

      “We’re in the last half, yes. But there’s still about two months of classes before the ball.”

      I suck in my breath as Ceredes deals a blow to the instructor. Her head snaps back as his fist makes contact with her jaw, but then he steps back and stills.

      She laughs, the sound full-throated, and rubs the spot where he hit her. “Good work, Alpha Commander.”

      He gives her a curt, respectful nod.

      Turning back to the rest of us, she resumes shouting out the different houses, none of the other students managing to so much as get near her. She assigns partners, and they begin fighting each other in the middle of the gym, some of the pairs growing more aggressive as the sparring wears on. I shuffle along behind Tilda, moving ever closer to Master Rav, dread building inside me until I feel like my neck and face are on fire but the tips of my ears are ice.

      While watching an Alpha take her turn, I accidentally bump into the Omega ahead of me. “Sorry.”

      She turns, her red hair hiding half her face, but doesn’t speak.

      “I wasn’t looking.” I try again. “My bad.”

      She just stares at me with the one blue eye I can see.

      “Um, Tilda?” I pull on her sleeve. “A little help here?”

      She looks from me to the red-haired girl. “Oh, Uaxin, this is the new Omega, Lana.” She motions toward the girl. “This is Uaxin.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I start to offer my hand like an awkward businessman, then pull it back.

      She still doesn’t speak or acknowledge me but turns back around.

      I widen my eyes at Tilda.

      She leans into my ear. “Uaxin comes from a planet near the Rift.”

      I nod as if I have any idea what ‘the Rift’ is, and she continues, “She’d been taken by some rogue Alphas before the fleet found her. We don’t know what happened to her, but it wasn’t good. She doesn’t speak. But she’s kind, and she’s a good cadet.”

      “Okay.” I turn that information over in my mind, inspecting it. Did she go into needing like me? What happened? I’m only beginning to understand the restraint the three guys had when we were on that shuttle, and I’m grateful.

      Master Rav slams a Beta onto the mat so hard I can feel the impact. Shiiiit.

      My hands are shaking when Kyte gets called forward.

      He clasps his hands behind his back as he strides to her. “Looking lovely today as always, Master Rav.”

      She settles back into a loose stance, her gaze never wavering from him. “Be careful or that golden tongue will get you into trouble.”

      “I certainly hope so.” He circles her and holds out a hand, blue sparks crackling in his palm.

      My eyes probably bug out of my head. “He can control electricity?”

      “What’s electricity?” Tilda’s gaze doesn’t stray from the match. “Each Calarian is born with a shard of the same energy that makes up the center of their planet. Kyte’s manifests in healing, barriers, and rarely, into destructive bolts.”

      “He’s electric.” I gawk.

      “Have you changed your hair, Master Rav?” He smiles congenially. “It’s looking particularly nice.”

      “Enough talk.” She waves him forward. “No Calarian tricks, either.”

      “You always ruin the fun.” Dousing the sparks, he moves toward her, then back, and they engage in a swift dance that looks something like convoluted tag. It’s not as efficient as Ceredes, but it works, because he eventually manages to tap her shoulder before dodging away from her attack with the stick.

      She gestures toward Ceredes. “You two get to work.”

      Motioning to Ilwen, she takes up a defensive stance. The pink terror dances out toward her, moving quickly and lithely.

      “Don’t prance so much.” Master Rav twirls her stick. “Throws off your balance.”

      Ilwen bends her knees but keeps away from the teacher.

      “Come.” Master Rav slides her stick behind her, holstering it.

      Ilwen surges forward and almost makes it, but Master Rav kicks out high and hard, catching her in the chest and sending Ilwen thumping onto the mat. I want to cheer but manage to keep my enthusiasm to myself. Barely.

      Ilwen screeches with frustration and catapults back to her feet in a purely acrobatic move. Wow.

      “You needed to wait for the right moment.” Master Rav waggles a finger at her. “You tried to take the easy way, and you telegraphed it ahead of time. That’s what cost you. Good effort.”

      Ilwen rubs her chest and sulks away toward the sparring partners.

      “Alpha!”

      Jeren strides up but circles Master Rav from the periphery.

      “Come, shadow. Give us a touch.” Master Rav smiles and stands straight, her arms loose at her sides.

      “Already did.” Jeren smirks.

      Master Rav’s dark eyebrows collide, and she reaches back for her stick but finds only air.

      Jeren pulls it from behind his back and twirls it with ease.

      “How did he do that?” I whisper to Tilda.

      “He’s a Larenoan,” she replies, as if that explains it.

      He tosses her the stick, and she calls several more forward until only Tilda and I remain in the Omega line.

      I slink around behind her, hoping to avoid humiliation for as long as possible. “Maybe she can just assign me to be your sparring partner without all the—”

      “That wouldn’t be a good idea.” Tilda pats my hand.

      “Why not?”

      “Omega!” Master Rav calls.

      “Because—” Tilda disappears.

      I blink hard.

      She reappears and taps Master Rav on the shoulder with a silver blade.

      My eyes open so wide they get a weird ache. “What the fu—”

      “I let you have that one, Granterry sneak.” Master Rav pokes Tilda with her own blade. She already had it in place to open Tilda’s stomach. “But never let your guard down.”

      “Pillars.” Tilda says it like a swear.

      Master Rav waves her away. “Spar with Ilwen.”

      “Omega.” She points at me. “Come.”

      “I don’t, um … I have no idea what to do here.” I step forward, though I’d rather turn tail and run. This is not my wheelhouse, not even my galaxy, for that matter. I don’t fight—not in real life, anyway. I’ve taken enough hits to know I’m not interested in throwing any.

      She smiles, but it’s more calculating than anything else. “All you have to do is touch me.”

      “Okay, sure, but I’ve been watching this whole time. I know for a fact that I can’t touch you. Not on my best day with both your hands tied behind your back and a blindfold over your eyes.”

      “With that attitude, you’re correct. You’ll never make it.” She pulls her stick out and tucks it under her arm. “But you must make the attempt.”

      “You have to try. Otherwise, she’ll come after you.” Kyte’s voice floats around in my mind, and I look up to find him, Ceredes, and Jeren all looking at me.

      No pressure.

      I swallow hard. “Okay.” I step forward.

      Someone snickers behind Master Rav, and I already know it’s Ilwen.

      “May I spar with her, Master?” a deep voice calls from the Alpha line. Gavros leers at me when I look that way.

      “Silence.” Master Rav motions me forward.

      I put my fists up, thumbs out and fingers clutched tightly. Pausing, I try to figure out where I might be able to hit her. Maybe I can—

      Whap. The stick thwacks the back of my ankles, pulling them out from under me, and I fall to the floor with a hard thunk. My pride and my bottom are wounded simultaneously. Ilwen snickers louder, and Gavros snorts out a laugh.

      “Hesitation earns you death on a battlefield.” Master Rav reaches for me. I take her hand, and she pulls me to my feet with feline ease. “Learn to assess and wait for your moment, but never hesitate.”

      “You’re fast.” I rub my sore ass.

      “You will be, too.” She points to the sparring area. “Pair with Kilden.”

      “Who?”

      “Me.” A greenish male waves me over to him.

      A low sound ripples across the wide room, and several sparring partners stop and look around.

      “What is—” And then I realize it’s Ceredes. He’s growling. And he’s not the only one. Jeren and Kyte are tense, their teeth gritted.

      A flash blurs in my periphery, and when I hit the floor again, this time on all fours, I let out a loud groan. What the hell?

      “Ilwen!” Master Rav barks.

      “Apologies, Master, I lost my footing.” Ilwen stands above me, a satisfied look on her face. She attacked me so quickly I didn’t even know she was there. She simpers, “It was an accident.”

      “Get back to your partner.” Master Rav doesn’t look convinced, but she turns to schooling the remaining Betas and Alphas.

      “Your foot in my spine was an accident?” I sit back and rub my knees. Now they ache right along with my ass.

      She shrugs, then flounces back to Tilda and throws a hard punch.

      Tilda dodges. “Jealous of the new Omega?”

      “Of her?” Ilwen throws another punch as I pull myself to my feet. “I don’t get jealous of lower life forms.”

      “Sure you don’t.” Tilda rolls her eyes, disappears, and somehow reappears across the gym.

      My mind would be blown, but it’s already scattered into a million shards.

      The growling has stopped, but when I approach Kilden, he’s pale and staring past me at Kyte.

      “We’re supposed to fight, I guess?” I hold up my fists again.

      He’s a light green shade, but I don’t know if that’s natural or because of whatever look Kyte is giving him.

      Jeren strides up next to Kyte, the dark a perfect complement to the golden. “She needs to learn.”

      “I’m fine.” I wave them away and throw out a half-hearted kick at Kilden. It connects, though I wish it didn’t. “Youch!” I grab my foot.

      “I’m a Yuro. We have thick hides.” He swallows hard and looks at Kyte.

      “Kyte, lay off. Jeren’s right. She needs to learn.” Ceredes points at Kilden. “Don’t hold back. Got it?”

      “Hey!” I round on them. “He can hold back all he wants.”

      “No, he can’t.” Ceredes bites each word out. “The fleet doesn’t suffer cadets who can’t defend themselves. You have to train. You’re already far behind all the other Omegas. If you don’t catch up, you’ll be cut from the academy. Now, get out there and fight him with all you’ve got.”

      “I don’t need to get my ass kicked any more than I already have!”

      Ceredes’s face turns incredulous. “You can’t be serious.” He points to Master Rav. “That was nothing.”

      I mean, yes. He’s right. I’ve had far worse. But this is all too much. Aliens, fighting, the fleet, mean girls—I can’t do this. “I’m not supposed to be here.” I know it sounds dumb and that I keep saying it, but I mean it.

      Kilden looks back and forth between Ceredes and me.

      Ceredes comes closer, Kyte and Jeren at his back. “I know it’s hard.” His voice is low, but somehow warm. “This is all new. I get it. But if you don’t swim now, you’ll sink. Push past everything that’s holding you back, past your questions, past your fears. You need to be here now, or things will get much, much worse for you.”

      “How?” My eyes water despite my efforts to swallow the tears.

      “Being cast out of the fleet is no life for you.” Jeren shakes his head. “You’ll be a pariah.”

      A Beta flies past us thanks to a hard kick from Master Rav. Then she barks, “Alpha,” and her next victim steps up.

      I tuck my hair behind my ears. “If I fail, won’t they just send me home?”

      “No.” Kyte’s gaze darkens. “You’ll be sent to work on one of their source planets, procuring whatever goods the fleet needs. And you’ll be assigned an Alpha not of your own choosing. If you run? They’ll find you. Once the fleet claims you, there’s no going back.”

      My breathing quickens, and I clench my eyes shut.

      “Stay with me.” Ceredes squeezes my forearm.

      “Stay with us,” Kyte corrects.

      Jeren has somehow crept around to stand behind me, his voice soft in my ear. “You can do this, Lana.”

      “Once classes are over for the day, we’ll find you and talk through it, okay?” Ceredes’s blue eyes are so serious, and I realize he’s worried. Worried for me.

      “Alphas, get back to your sparring partners,” Master Rav calls.

      I take a deep breath and try to center myself. Maybe I should pretend this is one of my games and these three men are my squad. We’re in enemy territory and need to work together to make it out alive. This is a mission I’ve played hundreds of times with my online team. If I think of it as a game, maybe I can unfreeze long enough to get through the day. “I can do this.”

      “I know you can.” Ceredes gives me one more squeeze and lets go. “For now, you need to do your best. Show the teachers and the students you belong here. Don’t be afraid to fight back.”

      I nod as they walk away and resume their battles.

      Kilden is still green, so that must be his natural coloring. He looks sort of toad-like, his skin thick and ridged along his forehead, nose, and disappearing down into his gray shirt.

      “I’m Lana.” I try to smile at him.

      “I know.” He wipes the sweat from his brow. “Everyone knows the Omegas from the moment they get here.”

      “That’s not creepy or anything.”

      He blinks slowly. “Um.”

      I shake my head. “Okay, no jokes, then. Straight to business. Surprise attack!” Launching myself at him seems like a good idea.

      Until I do it.

      And bounce off.

      Then hit the floor again.

      Hard.

      The guys stare for a second, then continue sparring as if it’s completely ordinary for me to get my ass kicked. And maybe it is. Because I get up to do it all over again.

      Kilden gives me an apologetic wince. “Sorry.”

      “No, it’s cool. I just need to keep trying, apparently.” Ignoring my aches and pains, I shake out my hands and plant my feet. This won’t be easy, but at least here I can fight back. Here, I don’t have to just take the beating.

      I steel myself and motion for Kilden to approach. “Come at me, bro.”
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      “She didn’t land a single blow to that stodgy Beta.” Jeren shakes his head. “How can that even happen? Kilden is a slow oaf.”

      “She’s not trained.” I pull a plate of green, leafy veg onto my dinner tray. “Remember how it was odd to recruit an Omega from earth? Lana is even more of an anomaly than I first thought. She’s had zero preparation to join the Gretar Fleet. Not the first class or instruction. No wonder she was utterly terrified on the shuttle.”

      “I spent my first twenty-seven years studying and preparing.” Ceredes snags a hunk of some sort of meat. “I don’t know of anyone who didn’t get at least some prep before being called to the academies.”

      “I was trained, too. It’s unusual, especially since they gave her place in a higher class instead of starting with the newer cadets.” I’ve been trying to figure it out, even coming close to opening a comm with my mother about it, but then again, she’s pretty close-lipped about fleet business, not to mention busy with the Council of Regents. And would she even know about the new Omega cadet at the academy? Seems unlikely.

      “Maybe she got a pass because Omegas are so scarce.” Jeren glances at her. She sits with Tilda at the end of the Omega table, but I can tell she’s watching us from the corner of her eye. She’s not the only one. Ever since we returned from our trip, the three of us have been gravitating toward each other. It’s weird. I mean, I will do dirt with Jeren off and on, and sometimes I’ll spar with Ceredes—but all three of us together isn’t a thing that has ever happened. A Larenoan shadow, a Calarian noble, and a Bellatian Alpha commander being friends instead of rivals? Unheard of. I understand why everyone is staring.

      “Omegas are scarce, but the fleet doesn’t go outside its borders to obtain them. So I don’t think that’s it.” I make a few more selections from the usual buffet. “She’s something different. I still want to know what the high commander told her when she got off the transport.”

      “Me too.” Jeren follows as I lead the way to the Alpha table behind Lana.

      “We’ll catch her after dinner.” Ceredes settles beside me. “We have questions, and I suspect she has a lot more.”

      “Yeah, I have questions.” She turns, her big brown eyes almost calm for once. She pops a piece of bread into her mouth and chews. “God, was I hangry. And if Tilda hadn’t shown me the restroom, I may have wet myself. This place is like a dose of coke at Coachella. It gets you all crazy, won’t let you eat, and there’s nowhere to pee.” She shrugs. “At least that’s what I assume Coachella is like.”

      “All I caught from that is you’re hungry and needed to relieve yourself.” Ceredes raises a brow.

      “That’s enough then, yeah.” She pops another piece of buttered bread into her mouth. “And the food is weird, but filling. Like, this isn’t bread, but it sort of is?” She holds up the loaf grown from terranseed, the prevailing grain on this planet. “Anyway, at least it’s edible.”

      Another Omega slides into the seat across from Lana.

      “Hi Uaxin,” Lana says brightly.

      The Omega doesn’t respond but picks up her fork and begins eating with a structured sort of diligence.

      Tilda whispers to Lana, “She never sits with us. You must have impressed her.”

      “By getting stomped by the teacher and then Kilden?” Lana stabs a chunk of reconstituted protein and stares at it on the end of her fork. “Sure, okay.”

      “You’ll get used to the food,” Tilda offers. “I was pretty shocked that they had no raw daran meat or strips of freshly-slaughtered byrin, but I’ve managed to find some things that can sustain me.” She points to her plate piled high with every meat available.

      “Have you ever had a fresh glazed donut with sprinkles?”

      “Is it a sort of meat?” Tilda asks.

      “Of course not.” Lana sounds almost aggrieved. “No donuts on this planet. That’s just more proof I need to go home.”

      No. The thought roars through me. I can’t let her go. Given the stern looks on Jeren’s and Ceredes’s faces, they are of the same opinion. Not that it’s up to us. The fleet has her now. Just like it has us. We will go where the Council of Regents command.

      “Miss your parents?” Tilda gobbles an entire steak of some sort in far too few bites. “I know I missed mine when I got here last year, but we still see each other through the comms, and I know they’re proud of me. But I guess it’s still new for you.”

      Lana seems to freeze when Tilda mentions parents. Uaxin appears to notice it, too, because she stops chewing and looks up. There’s something going on there. I open the smallest conduit between Lana and me, tiptoeing down the connection until I can get a sense of her feelings. Fear, pain, and love that died at the end of a fist. Anger rises in me like a wave of mist, so I back away from her thoughts before my emotion poisons them. She’s been hurt, her own mother the culprit. I try to keep my demeanor even, but it doesn’t stop the need I feel to comfort her, to tell her she’ll never be hurt like that again. Why does she want to go back to that?

      “It’s very new,” Lana says carefully. “I still can’t fully wrap my head around it.”

      “You’ll feel better once you’ve slept.” Tilda downs another huge chunk of meat. “I always feel better once I sleep on things, you know?”

      “Maybe.” She doesn’t sound so sure as she picks at her food.

      I reach out to touch her shoulder, then stop. But she seems to know I’m there, because she leans into me. Something about our connection lights me up from the inside, the gold in my veins surging and pulsing. But I can still feel echoes of her pain, of the memories and still-fresh bruises. “We should talk about—”

      “Let her eat. She’s hungry and tired.” Tilda shoos us back to our table. “Mind your Alpha business over there.” Flicking my hand away, she gives me a hard look. “Omega table here. Alpha table there. Bye.”

      Ceredes grumbles, but we all turn back to our own plates. We eat in silence for a while, though I can tell we’re all straining to hear the conversation going on between Tilda and Lana. A few other Omegas have joined them, and the dining hall is filling rapidly. Before long, I can’t hear anything except the low din of hundreds of conversations.

      I give up on eavesdropping and turn to Ceredes and Jeren. “Are we going to talk about what happened earlier?”

      “What do you mean?” Jeren spears a piece of fish with his knife and pops it into his mouth.

      “The connection.” I fork some bits of salad. “I felt something when I touched both of you.”

      “You gonna touch me, too, golden boy?” Gavros slams his tray down across from us and sits, the chair groaning beneath him.

      I glance down the table where plenty of Alphas whisper or outright stare at the three of us sitting together. “Look at all those empty seats. Why don’t you take one of those, big guy?”

      “Because I want to keep an eye on that pretty new Omega.” He chugs his protein solution, some of it dribbling down his chin.

      “Staring at things that don’t belong to you—that’s a good way to lose an eye.” Jeren stabs his blade into the table top.

      “She’s got your knots in a right twist.” Gavros scoops his food like his spoon is a shovel. “You sure you didn’t get a taste of her on that shuttle?” He raises his voice, getting the attention of the nearby students. They quiet down, and it spreads until the entire cafeteria is focused on us.

      “Shut your mouth.” Ceredes is just shy of violence. I’m right there with him.

      “Hey, pretty Omega,” Gavros calls.

      “Shut up, Gavros.” Tilda turns in her chair, her eyes narrowing.

      “I said ‘pretty Omega’, Granterry trash. Not you.” He points at Lana. “You.”

      Tilda hisses at him.

      “You again? What do you want now?” Lana’s voice is fierce, but I feel her quivering on the inside. I can tell she’s used to standing up to bullies—her life hasn’t been easy.

      “I want to know what’s so special about you.”

      “Why, are you jealous?”

      “Just hungry.” He shows his teeth.

      “Leave her alone.” Ceredes stands, blocking Gavros’s view of Lana.

      Gavros leans back in his chair, a satisfied smirk on his stupid face. “Seems like maybe you three are trying to turn her into a profligate. Unless she already is one, in which ca—”

      I’m over the table before I can even think it through. Ceredes has an arm around Gavros’s thick neck as I kick him onto his back, his chair slamming against the tile floor. Jeren kneels next to him as Ceredes holds him still and I keep one foot on his chest.

      “Didn’t we already tell you to stop running your fat mouth about her?” Jeren twirls his blade in his hand, the silver glinting in a perfect rhythm as he moves it closer and closer to Gavros’s face.

      “Get off me!” He struggles and tries to buck us, but I stomp harder and Ceredes squeezes his throat.

      “You don’t seem to learn, Gavros.” Ceredes flexes, his bicep cutting off Gavros’s air. “I told you to back off, to leave her alone, but here you are talking shit again.”

      “I could take that eye.” Jeren leans closer.

      I toy with implanting a nightmare into his mush of a brain. One that would be like a time bomb, exploding when he’s sound asleep tonight.

      “Don’t look at her, don’t speak to her, don’t even think about her,” Ceredes hisses.

      Gavros’s eyes are bulging, his tongue lolling at the side of his mouth.

      “Ceredes!” Master Harlan’s voice cuts through us like an energy blade, and he stalks between the tables with fierce, determined steps.

      “Pillars,” Jeren swears under his breath at the trouble headed our way.

      “Release that cadet!” Master Harlan’s pointed tone doesn’t leave any breathing room.

      Ceredes gives one more squeeze, then lets up. I hop back over the table, and Jeren sits on it, no blades in sight.

      “You three decided you weren’t in enough trouble already from that transport shuttle stunt?” His glower is as severe as the rest of his battle-scarred body.

      “They were just trying to protect me.” Lana walks around to Master Harlan, squaring up with the Plontian Alpha who’s easily twice her size.

      Jeren gives me a look that says, “you seen the knot on this Omega?” I have to agree with the sentiment. No one goes toe to toe with Master Harlan, not even the other Alpha instructors.

      But Lana doesn’t shrink away. Her shoulders are back, her chin high. “This Gavros person—”

      “Alpha,” I offer.

      “Right, this Alpha was being a total dick and he called me a profilter—”

      “Profligate,” Jeren growls.

      “Right, that. And that’s why the guys jumped him. The ugly one started it.”

      Master Harlan, his sharp eyes missing nothing, stares down at her. “And you are?”

      “Lana.”

      “You’re the new Omega?”

      She shrugs. “Yes.”

      “Then keep to the Omegas.” Without taking his eyes off her, he shouts, “Where is the Omega commander?”

      Lana jumps but stands her ground. Tough little human.

      Ilwen—pretending she hasn’t been watching with amusement the entire time—pops up from her seat at the table and hurries over. “Master Harlan?”

      “Get your new Omega in line.”

      “She’s from a primitive planet, Master Harlan. I’ve been trying to teach her. It’s difficult for her to learn the appropriate way to behave, but I will redouble my efforts.”

      Lana gapes at her. “You lying bit—”

      “Gavros, clean yourself up. You three, with me.” Master Harlan steps around Lana and marches from the cafeteria.

      Ceredes, Jeren, and I follow, our punishment certain.

      Ilwen starts in on Lana with harsh words. I want to turn around and help, but the anger I feel tingling down our scant connection tells me that Lana can hold her own. I almost feel sorry for Ilwen… Almost.
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      “There’s an open bed in Tilda’s room, so why can’t I—”

      Ilwen points to the bed opposite hers in Omega suite one. “I’ve assigned you here. Quit whining.”

      “Why?”

      “So I can keep an eye on you. You truly are from a mentally defective race, aren’t you? You think I’m going to let you go running off with the Alphas and turning profligate? Not on my watch.”

      I want to smack her. “I thought you already said I was a prof—”

      “I heard Commander Bartanz escorted her into the academy.” Another Omega, this one with black eyes, a purple streak running from head to toe on her right side, and black webbed wings on her back, flits to the bed beside mine. She turns to me. “Is that true, new Omega?”

      I do my best not to gawk at her, but the wings are definitely an eyeball magnet. “I don’t know. There was a guy. He had a uniform and medals. That guy?”

      “‘That guy’?” She scoffs. “The most powerful commander in all the fleet. Only the Council of Regents is above him, and that’s all you have to say?”

      I shrug. “How should I know who he is?”

      Ilwen flops back on her bed. “See, Unar? She’s an idiot from a race of morons from a planet of imbeciles.”

      “Did he say anything to you?” The one with wings, Unar, doesn’t add quite as much disdain to her voice as Ilwen, but it’s close.

      I stand and open my dresser drawers. They’re already full of uniforms and underthings. I hold up one of the gray tops to my chest. It fits. How did they know what size I am before I even got here?

      “Omega,” Unar snaps. “Did he say anything?”

      I’m too tired to argue, to even care about the insults or the snotty tones. I sink onto my bed, my body suddenly too heavy, my legs like jelly. How long have I been awake? “He just said he’s been waiting for me.”

      “That’s all?” Ilwen sounds bored.

      “Yeah.” I tried to ask questions, tried to argue for my return to Earth, but he ignored everything I said. Just like everyone else here.

      “That’s it? Well, he’s waiting for new Omegas.” Ilwen seems relieved. “Everyone in the universe wants us. You’re just another they’ve added to their collection. Nothing special.” She makes a pfft noise. “And now you’ve gone and embarrassed the Omega Academy in the dining hall by flaunting your infatuation with Ceredes, Kyte, and Jeren.”

      “You need to watch yourself,” a third Omega, whose bed is on my other side, trills. “You’ll get a reputation.”

      A tiny surge of irritation fights through the exhaustion. “I’m not infatuated, and I don’t care what people say about me.”

      “The way you look at them, especially Ceredes.” Ilwen practically spits. “It’s indecent.”

      “Jealous, Ilwen?” Unar snarks.

      “Shut up.” Ilwen shoots her an acid glare.

      Unar grins but doesn’t mention it again. The other Omega digs around in her dresser.

      Ilwen turns to her side, her gaze on me when she says, “Justa, where are you going?”

      “Meeting Balef to study at the fountain.”

      The fountain. I close my eyes and try to recall what seemed familiar about it. Ilwen rushed me past it, the sun streaming down, the water glittering, and there were four faces. It seemed like one of them jogged my memory, something stirring in my mind. But what? And who? Not to mention, how? I need another look.

      “Can I come with you?” I force myself to sit up.

      “Why?” Justa, an Omega with antennae rising from her forehead, light gray skin, and a thin body, gives me a quizzical look.

      “I want to stretch my legs before bed.” I slide on the simple gray shoes that seem to fit perfectly.

      “Fine, but don’t think you can study with us. We don’t need anyone holding us back. I’m going up-fleet.” Justa strides to the portal in the center of the room.

      “Sit down.” Ilwen points a rude finger at me. “I’m not letting you embarrass the Omega Academy again.”

      I bristle, my fuse perilously short. “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      She bares her fangs. “I’m the commander of all Omegas, including you, fliggy.”

      Justa gives an apprehensive hiss, and Unar turns her wide eyes to me.

      I rub my forehead. “That doesn’t have a sting for me. How many times do I have to tell you? You can call me that all day, it won’t make a dent. Try something saltier.”

      “Just because you’re too dumb to understand it doesn’t mean it isn’t fitting for you.” Ilwen sneers.

      “Just because you’re jealous that Ceredes prefers me, doesn’t mean I give a shit what you think.” I stand even though my body begs to return to the bed.

      Ilwen gets to her feet and stalks toward me.

      My history tells me to guard myself, to defend. But my instincts? Those are screaming at me to fight. I’m done with being a punching bag. If Ilwen wants to hurt me, I’ll give it right back.

      “You will fall in line behind me, human, or I will grind you under my heel.” She stops inches from me, her nostrils flaring.

      I put up my fists and bend my knees. “Get to grinding, then.”

      Her eyes widen, rage pouring off her.

      “Am I interrupting something?” Tilda appears from the portal in the center of the room and pushes her way between us.

      “Move, Granterry garbage,” Ilwen growls.

      Tilda smiles, and the darkness in it sends a shiver down my spine. “Make me, Dilinari trash. I’ll drop you before you take another breath.”

      “Are you issuing a challenge?” Ilwen’s voice quiets.

      “No.” Tilda takes my arm. “But I will if you don’t lay off my new friend. And I think we all know that I would destroy you in the dueling ring.”

      Ilwen grits her teeth.

      “But lucky for you, I don’t care for extra responsibility.” Tilda laughs, her voice taking on its usual high, quick tenor. “So let’s drop this, okay? Great. Glad you agree. Come on, Lana. We need to start your evening studies.”

      “Evening studies?” For a moment, I think I’d rather stay here and slug it out with Ilwen even if it means an ass-whipping for me.

      “Yeah, let’s go.” Tilda pulls me through the portal, Ilwen’s frustrated shriek cut-off midway.

      “Thank you. I think.” I look around and can’t place where we are. Trees branch overhead, their tops so high that they disappear into the evening gloom. Their trunks are bigger than any tree I’ve ever seen, maybe even larger than the photos of redwoods I’ve seen online. “Wow.” I walk to the nearest one and just stare.

      “You don’t have trees on Earth? I can’t believe that. I thought all planets with even a hint of biological diversity had trees. But, then again, I haven’t traveled much through the galaxies. I mostly stuck to my home planet. Granterries are a close bunch, and we don’t travel for pleasure much, especially when it requires us to go through wormholes. The Great Calamity was three-hundred years ago, but the elders still remember it. We can’t—”

      “The Great Calamity?” I press my palm to the trunk, and I swear I can almost feel the bark humming under my touch.

      “Yes, when the Sentients first emerged from the edges of the Caron Galaxy. The war began, and many Granterry spies perished in the Sentients’ wormhole traps.” She makes a strange sign across her chest, sort of like when Catholics cross themselves. “May they be at ease in the star-filled night.”

      “What are Sentients?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “No.”

      “Your planet was lucky, then.” She stands beside me. “Mine wasn’t.”

      I can almost feel the pain in her voice. “I’m sorry.”

      She shrugs. “It was long ago. We beat the Sentients back, but they’ve multiplied in the shadowy regions of the Rift and on dark planets. Now they’re a threat again.”

      “What are they?”

      “An alliance of several races. Some are from planets that have long since died out. They formed flotillas in their own galaxies. Others come from the Rift, from places where no Gretar Fleet ship will go. And some are a mix of organic materials with sentient technology. They were the first, the ones who gathered the others to them. And they are devoted to making more of their numbers.”

      “So they’re like Terminators? Sort of half robot, half person?”

      “Terminators?” Jeren’s voice at my back has me jumping out of my skin.

      “Holy shit!” I clutch my chest and whirl. “Are you trying to kill me?”

      “No.” He cocks his head to the side, as if the question is confusing. “Why would I want that?”

      “She means you scared her.” Kyte strides toward us, Ceredes at his elbow.

      Hang on, are they … wet? Their hair glistens, and their shirts seem to stick to them a little bit more than usual. Every muscle is highlighted. They must’ve just showered. Did they shower together? Jeeeeeeez. I try to keep my thirst under control, but my mouth feels like dryer lint.

      “Oh. Sorry.” Jeren smiles. “Sometimes I forget what an excellent shadow I am.”

      Tilda snorts. “She’s here. I did my part.”

      “You can go.” Ceredes’s voice doesn’t lack for command.

      “Go?” She crosses her arms over her chest. “And leave her here with you three? Not a chance.”

      “She’s safe with us.” Kyte acts offended, but something tells me he’s more amused by Tilda than anything.

      “It’s fine.” I look around at the deep gloom. “At least I think it is. Where are we?”

      “Edge of the Biwoods. On campus. They wanted to see you, and I was nice enough to help out.”

      “Nice?” Jeren sniffs. “We had to agree to give you all of our protein helpings for a week.”

      “I’m a hungry Omega.” She gives me an apologetic smile. “I wouldn’t have sold you out if I thought you’d get hurt or anything. It’s not like Gavros was asking.”

      “I know.” It’s true. In this bizarre new world, I can tell that Tilda is a friend, even if she is the most extreme carnivore I’ve ever met. “And it’s okay. Seriously. I trust these three.”

      Ceredes seems to puff out his chest more, Kyte gives me a blinding smile, and Jeren’s smirk turns positively nuclear. Maybe being alone with them isn’t the best idea given how they turn my insides to lava and my brain to mush?

      “Well, I’m off.” She gives them one final look. “If you lay one finger on her, you’ll regret it.” Turning, she strides away into the dark, and I hear the faint electric hum of a portal opening and closing.

      “Alone, finally.” Kyte approaches, his green eyes warm.

      Ceredes shakes his head. “Cut it out, Kyte.”

      “What?”

      “You know what.” Ceredes’s tone brooks no argument.

      “Why are we here?” I wrap my arms around my middle when some strange bird calls through the dark, its voice carried on a cool breeze.

      “The campus grounds are impenetrable from the outside. You’re safer here than anywhere else in the galaxy.” Jeren is somehow at my back again.

      “Stop that.” I grab his arm and pull him around so he’s standing with the other two. “You’re too damn sneaky.”

      Jeren shrugs but doesn’t deny it. And I can’t deny the slight buzz I feel when I touch him, but I push that thought away.

      “What happened after the dining hall? Were you punished?” I peer up at all three of them. I should be terrified—Jeren’s tattoos move, Kyte has horns, and Ceredes is utterly lethal—but I’m not. I’ve gotten used to them, and they sort of feel like old friends. Did I just meet them? Yes. So is this strange as all hell? Also, yes.

      “Yeah, don’t worry about our punishment.” Kyte waves a hand like it’s not a big deal. “Master Harlan gave us Carilla mucking duty.”

      “Huh? What’s that?”

      “Carillas are the ground animals we use to navigate rough terrain.”

      “Like mules?” That’s the closest thing I can think of, though I probably wouldn’t know a mule from a pony if confronted by either.

      “Maybe?” Jeren runs a hand through his dark hair. “Don’t know what a mule is, but Carillas are big, stinky, and create loads of excrement.”

      “That we just cleaned.” Ceredes shakes his head. “I’m racking up on demerits ever since I jumped on that transport to get you.”

      “Sorry.”

      His eyes soften. “Don’t be. I don’t regret it.”

      My thirst rises to dangerous levels. “So, um, what are we doing out here?”

      “We know you’re tired and need to get back to your dorm, but we have questions, and Kyte wants to do an … experiment.”

      “Experiment?” A mental image of getting probed flashes through my mind, but it doesn’t get the reaction it should. Instead, I press my thighs together at the thought of Kyte using some sort of vibrating wand on my lady parts.

      One side of Kyte’s lips kick up, and I could swear he knows what I’m thinking. But he clears his throat and says, “It won’t hurt or anything. I just want to test a theory.”

      “Okay. So, what’s the theory?”

      “Questions first.” Ceredes clasps his hands behind his back and adopts a serious look. He’d be scary if he weren’t so damn hot. “What did Commander Bartanz say to you?”

      “Why is everyone on my muff about that guy?” I throw my hands up.

      “Your ‘muff’?” Jeren’s smirk is like a naughty caress.

      “What’s a muff and who touched yours?” Ceredes asks it so intensely that I burst out laughing.

      Kyte grins.

      “It’s nothing. Nothing.” I tuck my hair behind my ears and try to regroup. “Anyway, Ilwen and one of the other Omegas in my room were asking about him. They wanted to know what he said and why he was interested in me.” I shrug. “But I have no idea. All he did was stare at me for way too long, then said he’s been waiting for me.”

      “That’s it?” Ceredes’s brow wrinkles a little.

      “Yeah. There was no secret message to decode or anything. Just creepy stare then, ‘I’ve been waiting for you.’ So, what does it mean?”

      “No idea.” Kyte taps a finger on his perfect chin. “But it’s definitely odd.”

      “Everything about her is odd.” Jeren says it with appreciation. “I like it.”

      “Um, thanks?” I try not to blush. I fail. These men, err, males, are so different from the idiot boys I go to school with. Most of them are like Van. I can’t count how many times I’ve wanted to slap the shit out of them for staring at my breasts or trying to grab my ass in the hall. They all thought I was easy because I matured faster than most of the other girls. As if that makes any difference. The few I kissed, I regretted, mostly because they ran their mouths about it. I never went farther than that, never wanted to. But these males, they bring out something in me, something I thought I would only ever truly share with Henry Cavill.

      “No clues from the High Commander, then.” Ceredes relaxes a bit, though his eyes are still troubled. “Kyte, let’s move on to your experiment before we get busted for being outside of the main grounds. I don’t need another demerit today.”

      “I thought you said it was safe here.” I peer around at the dark trees and the inky night beyond.

      “It is. But that doesn’t mean we’re allowed to be out here.” Jeren is at my back again. It’s like he can’t help himself. “Alone. With you. At night.”

      “Oh.”

      “So.” Kyte licks his lips. “We need to touch you.”

      “Touch me? All of you? What?” Hot. Flash. And suddenly my panties are soaked. What is the deal with that?

      “It’s called slick,” Kyte’s voice whispers through my mind. “It’s an Omega reaction to Alphas she’d like to mate with.”

      “How many times do I have to tell you that there will be no mating! And stop reading my mind!” I think back at him.

      “I wasn’t.” He shrugs. “But I can taste it on the air. So can Jeren and Ceredes.”

      “Oh my god.” My face begins to burn, and I almost decide that running away is the best plan to deal with my utter embarrassment, but the woods are dark and deep. I could get lost. Some sort of animal huffs nearby. Nope, not running. I’m staying here and dealing with my soul-crushing mortification.

      “Don’t worry. It’s our favorite scent.”

      “Stop talking about it!”

      He snorts a laugh.

      Ceredes glares at him. “If you’re finished having your little conversation, I’d like to get started.”

      “What?” Kyte plays innocent. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “She’s redder than a plumari fruit.” Jeren’s voice at my back is almost a caress. “What did you tell her?”

      “Doesn’t matter.” Kyte rubs his hands together. “Let’s do this.”

      I shove the awkwardness down as far as I can. “What are we doing, exactly?”

      “All you have to do is stay right where you are.” Kyte motions Ceredes around to his right so I’m surrounded by the three of them, a wall of muscle any way I turn.

      “This is ridiculous,” Jeren grumbles.

      “Put your hand on my shoulder. I’ll put mine on Ceredes. You get the idea.”

      They do as Kyte says and create a solid cage around me. But I don’t feel confined. If anything, I relax even more.

      “Can you feel it?” Kyte’s green eyes almost glow.

      “Yeah.” Ceredes rolls his shoulders. “It’s like a virudivan current running through me.”

      “Jeren?”

      “I feel it, too.”

      I spin, looking at each of them. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Jeren, you first.” Kyte jerks his chin toward the shadow.

      He reaches toward me, then stops. “May I?” The words seem to rasp on his tongue, as if Jeren isn’t used to asking permission for anything.

      “Sure.” I look up into his dark eyes, their depths a mystery, one I’d like to investigate.

      He lets out a breath, giving himself away, showing me how much he’s invested in this—whatever ‘this’ is. With a shaking hand, he lightly grips my elbow.

      My eyes close, and I gasp in a breath. “I feel it.” I can’t put the sensation into words. It’s like I’m in a glass room with Ceredes, Kyte, and Jeren looking in. Except when Jeren touches me, his glass shatters, and I see him so clearly. There’s nothing between us, and I can feel him in my veins, in my mind. He is a shadow, a living nightmare that I want to wrap myself in. His dark tendrils would never harm me, and I don’t fear him. Not even a little. I reach for him, our hands touching and a dark swirl of night sealing our bond.

      I see him as a child in the Larenoan flotilla. He flits down the grubby metal streets, avoiding Gretar Fleet guards and grabbing some sort of fruit from a seller’s stand as he goes. A pack of boys follow behind him. He’s their leader. At only ten, he runs the largest gang of young Larenoans the flotilla has ever seen. He keeps them in line, and they adhere to his code. Together, they are strong. But I see his mother, too. She’s sick, and her eyes are sad. “Don’t let the fleet get you and twist you, my sweet Jeren. Please promise me.” He’s so young, but his mind is already sharper than a blade. “I promise, Mama.” She sighs, her breathing ragged. “That’s my good boy.” The image of her in a shroud, her body committed to space in a brief ceremony, passes through his mind, and the yawning pit of sadness in the memory threatens to engulf me. He was only twelve. A thousand other memories pass to me—some sad, some joyful, others dark and dingy. Each one brings me closer to him.

      “Ceredes, you next.” Kyte’s voice pulls me back.

      When I look in Jeren’s eyes, I see him. And I know he sees me, too. He’s been in my mind, diving through my life the same way I did his, and he is unafraid. There is no pity in his gaze. Only understanding.

      Ceredes reaches for me. I hold my breath.

      “What in the Pillars are you doing?” The strange yell pulls us apart, breaking the connection.
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      Master Rav jogs up, her face an ugly shade of red, and not from the run. “Back away from the Omega. Now!” She pulls her weapon free.

      Ceredes holds up a hand. “We aren’t trying to—”

      “This isn’t class, Alpha.” Her glower is something best experienced from afar. “I won’t go easy on you. Now back away.”

      “They aren’t hurting me.” Lana seems to recover from her surprise. “We were just … We were just, um …”

      “Yes, keep doing that. It’ll make our innocence more convincing.” Kyte grins.

      “Alphas, back to your dorms.” Master Rav takes Lana’s hand and pulls her away.

      My instincts tell me to lash out and strike her down for daring to touch my Lana. But I do nothing. Attacking an instructor is a sure way to get me booted to the Rift, and now I have a reason to stay.

      “What about Lana?” Ceredes back downs but persists in his concern.

      “She’s with me. Are you implying that I can’t keep her safe?” Master Rav’s tone is a dare. One it would be wise for Ceredes not to take up.

      “Of course not.” He finally remembers himself and takes a step back.

      “Really, it’s okay. We were just talking.” Lana’s voice seems to have risen an octave. She is utterly adorable. “That’s all.”

      Master Rav raises a black brow so high it almost hits her nearest horn. “In the woods? In the dark?”

      “Yeah. I mean—” Lana sputters for a second. “Well, what are you doing out here?”

      Master Rav straightens from her fighting stance. “The Alpha male with the unfortunate nose—”

      “Tarvan,” Kyte, Ceredes, and I say in unison.

      “Yes. He alerted me that you three were gone and that the new Omega was also missing.”

      “Dicknose strikes again,” I mutter under my breath.

      “In any case, none of you should be out beyond the main grounds, especially not you.” She turns to Lana.

      Lana shakes her head. “What? Why especially not me?”

      Master Rav pales for a moment, then says, “Well, because … Because you’re an Omega, of course. And you’re new.”

      Kyte and I exchange a look.

      “Master Rav knows something about Lana.” His voice in my head is new and not entirely welcome, but he has a point.

      “She’s afraid. Look at her.” I think back. “Worried about Lana.”

      “This has something to do with Commander Bartanz, it has to.”

      “Really, it’s okay.” Lana pats Master Rav’s arm awkwardly. A ballsy move, truth be told. “I didn’t know it was against the rules.”

      “Perhaps, but these Alphas certainly did.” Master Rav stows her weapon and shoos us away with a flick of her fingers. “Go on. You’re lucky I don’t call Master Harlan. Though I think maybe you’ve mucked enough Carilla stalls for the day.” Her eyes narrow. “Unless I’m mistaken.”

      “Not mistaken.” I step back and pull my comms device from my pocket. With the click of a button, a portal to my dorm opens. I don’t want to leave Lana, but other than the three of us, Master Rav is probably the best bodyguard Lana could have.

      “Goodnight, Lana.” Kyte winks at her.

      Sometimes I want to strangle that golden noble. Right now is no exception. His easy way with females gets my ass in a twist. “Night, Lana.” Mine comes out more gruff, but she smiles, her warm brown eyes seeing straight to my heart. We shared something tonight, and I’ll be thinking about it long after curfew.

      “Thank you, Master Rav.” Ceredes, always the diplomat. “See you tomorrow, Lana.”

      “Okay.” She nibbles her lip. “Unless when I go to sleep, I actually wake up at my house and realize this whole thing was like a fever dream.” She shrugs. “But I guess I’ll have to wait and see.”

      “Guess so.” We all step back through the portal as Master Rav opens one of her own. Once she and Lana disappear through it, I close mine.

      My dormmates aren’t in, probably at the practice arena or studying.

      Kyte takes a seat on the nearest rumpled bed, and Ceredes leans against my dresser.

      “A circle.” Kyte keeps his gaze on me as I pull off my shoes and drop onto my bed.

      “We don’t know that for sure.” Ceredes scuffs at the floor with his boot.

      “Jeren does.” Kyte jerks his chin toward me. “Don’t you? What happened when you touched Lana? I felt a surge of power, something greater than any connection I’ve ever encountered.”

      I rub my face with my hands and try to put it into words. “It’s like I was naked in front of her.”

      Ceredes tenses. “What?”

      “Not literally.” I don’t roll my eyes, but I want to. “What I mean is, we saw each other, our pasts, our thoughts, our fears. Everything. Everything inside of me. And I saw everything inside of her.” I sigh. “She’s had a hard life. Her father left when she was tiny. She got held back in school because she spoke some other language better than her native tongue, which started sort of a long line of injustices. Then she had more trouble in school because she wasn’t able to read her language correctly—the letters would get jumbled in her mind. Then when she got older, the males on Earth—” My hands curl into fists. I force myself to relax. She won’t be treated like that anymore. Not now that she has me. “A lot of them were worse than animals.”

      “Like the one we almost killed?” Ceredes asks.

      I nod. “Just like that. And worst of all, she wasn’t even safe in her own home. She was hurt. Her mother—” I clench my eyes shut and I can feel the punches, slaps, and kicks that Lana endured for years. “Wasn’t a mother.”

      Kyte nods. “I could feel it, too. I connected with her on the shuttle, and that connection has lasted longer than any I’ve ever had before. It would’ve faded by now for anyone else. But she’s …”

      “Our mate.” I know it’s true. Her name is written in the marrow of my bones. I can feel her even now, the soft touch of her fingers trailing down my memories.

      “She’s the Omega that completes our circle.” Kyte’s voice turns serious for once. “This is it.”

      “A circle?” Ceredes looks out the window.

      “You don’t feel it?” Kyte leans back on his elbows.

      “I feel something. But it’s just your Calarian mind manipulation. I mean, you touch Jeren and me, and we feel things. But that’s normal for a Calarian, isn’t it? That’s just part of your abilities, right?”

      Kyte cocks his head to the side. “While I appreciate how immensely powerful you think I am, I can assure you that the bond we’ve discovered isn’t something I could create organically if I tried for a thousand years. This isn’t forced. It isn’t driven by me.” He drops fully onto the bed and stares at the skylights overhead. “You know they say the circles are ordained by the Pillars. That they are only created in times of great need. The last circle formed to defeat the Sentient threat during the Great Calamity. That circle succeeded, but they were ultimately destroyed by their own power.”

      “That’s not a particularly happy bedtime story.” I store my blades in my nightstand.

      “It’s not a story. Just the truth. Circles are so powerful that they can save the universe or destroy it.”

      “I still don’t know if I believe it.” Ceredes shakes his head. “When we met her, she wasn’t on suppressants, so maybe that’s why our wires are crossed or something. We’ve never been around an Omega in needing. Or maybe, I don’t know, something about the wormhole we went through on our way back from Earth, or maybe something about her biology is messing with our heads.” He scrubs his jaw. “Because I can tell you with certainty that when I sense her slick, I almost lose my mind.”

      “Same.” Kyte snorts.

      “She smells like one of the sweet spices the flotilla bakers used on their morning rolls.” When I was linked to her, that scent was everywhere, a perfume that I wanted to bathe in.

      “To me it’s like the dew on a satarian flower of Latrides. Calarians prize it above all other treats.” Kyte licks his lips. “I can almost taste it now.”

      “Ornali fruit,” Ceredes says in a resigned tone. “She smells like the ripest ornali fruit, the flesh sweet and the juice …” He trails off, his throat bobbing as he swallows quickly.

      “Be careful with that,” Kyte says. “Humans are touchy about mating.”

      “I’ve noticed that with her.” Ceredes nods. “Why?”

      “It’s part of their culture.” I flip back through the haze of her memories. “They actually hold it against females if they mate prior to being pair-bonded with a male.”

      “Only the females?” Ceredes pinches the bridge of his nose.

      “It’s a highly patriarchal society. The males can mate as much as they like, but the females are devalued if they are seen as sexually available.”

      “Savages.” Kyte groans. “I suppose this means a public mating ceremony is out of the question?”

      “Definitely.” I can’t even imagine how hard Lana would cringe at the prospect. “Especially when you consider the circle. If she chooses us as her mates, she’ll mate with all three of us at the same time.”

      “True.” Kyte’s tone is edged in jealousy. I don’t blame him. I’d like to have her all to myself, too.

      Ceredes gives voice to what all three of us fear: “What if she only chooses one of us?”

      My mind manufactures something even worse. “Or none of us? What if she chooses another even though we’re all joined through the circle?” Three low growls punctuate the question.

      “Then we must respect her decision,” Kyte says through gritted teeth.

      “But there’s no harm in helping her choose the correct mates.” There’s no way I’m letting her slip through my fingers. We’re already bonded. Our souls danced together for that brief moment, and I’ve tasted her essence.

      “Agreed.” Kyte seems to unwind a bit at that. “Once the circle is completed, the mating will follow naturally. At least I hope it will. I want it more than I can even say. Just the thought of us and her.” He groans. “I mean, I want her to myself, but this bond—it tells me sharing is going to so much more.”

      I feel it, too—the need to seal the circle and claim our mate. But rushing things, especially when we just found her, might be a bad idea. “We have time.” I don’t want to wait, but something tells me Lana might want to slow down. Then again, if her slick is any indication, her body is more than willing.

      “Do we, though? If a circle has been called, that means something bad is about to go down.” Ceredes looks out the window again. “But what? And when?” He makes a mmrph sound. “I don’t even know if this really is a circle, so I probably shouldn’t waste time worrying about it.” He pushes away from the dresser and paces to the foot of my bed. “Lana aside, the three of us hardly spoke before today. I mean, doesn’t that tell us that we aren’t meant to be in a circle? Before, they’ve been brotherhoods, the Alphas tight long before meeting their Omega.”

      “All circles are different.” Kyte laces his hands behind his head. “This is ours.”

      Ceredes paces for a while. He stops and opens his mouth to say something, then closes it and keeps pacing.

      I drape one arm over my eyes, the darkness a welcome break. She’s there. Her eyes sparkling as she shows me the games she likes to play.

      “I’m heading to my dorm.” Kyte stands and stretches. “The Carilla duty did me in.”

      “We should get some sleep. If this circle business is true, we’re going to have some rough days ahead. And we need to learn as much about Lana as we can. It’s the only way we can protect her. Master Rav looked worried for a reason.” Ceredes opens the portal in the center of the room, then pauses and turns to Kyte. “One more thing. So, what’s a muff?”
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      Master Rav’s words seem to flit around in my dreams. Her warnings to watch out, be safe, don’t get too close to any Alphas, and do my best in my classes are like every TV mom got rolled into one large, scary, hand-to-hand combat specialist. I see Jeren, too. His past plays in fits and starts, his memories like my own. How did we have such a connection? What was going on in Kyte’s experiment?

      Something wakes me. I could swear it sounds like giggles. But they stop when I open my eyes. Low morning light floods in through the dorm’s windows. My eyes feel like they were punched repeatedly in my sleep, and I’m just as rested as I was when I crawled into bed under Master Rav’s watchful eye. But I slept. The little drool spot on my pillow attests to this fact.

      More giggles, but I don’t see anyone nearby. Then Ilwen appears through the portal. She’s fully dressed, her lavender hair wrapped in a tight ponytail. “You’re going to be late. Better hurry. Class is in five minutes.” She grabs her key fob—or I think they call it a ‘comms’ from her bed and prances back through the portal.

      “Five minutes?” I rub my face and jump from the bed. I’m here, it’s not a dream, and now I’m running late to class when Master Rav very pointedly told me to be a conscientious student lest I be cast into the Rift, whatever that is. I sniff my pits. Oh no, I need a shower. But there’s no time. I yank open my top drawer and am relieved to find what looks like a spray deodorant, a hairbrush, and other toiletries. I get ready and pull on a fresh uniform that actually fits, unlike Tilda’s, then slide on my shoes.

      When I get to the portal, I stand there for a moment. How does it even work?

      “Um, please take me to—” I’m about to say ‘class’ when my bladder reminds me we have one stop to make first. “The toilet?”

      The portal flickers to life. I take a chance and step through it.

      It works. Once I’ve done my business and brushed my teeth, I call it up again and ask it to take me to class. Once I step through it, relief washes over me when I see a few familiar faces, though we aren’t in a classroom. We’re in a hangar. Enormous aircraft, and what can only be described as spaceships, line the sides of the enormous space. But I’m in the right place, at least.

      Ilwen stands with Unar and Justa, all three of them smirking in my direction. I straighten my skirt and stride over to Tilda.

      She turns to greet me right as Gavros and some other students start laughing.

      “Oh.” Tilda’s face falls. “Oh no.”

      “What?”

      I look down at my outfit. “This was in my dresser. I thought it was the right thing to—”

      “No.” She turns me away from the class as the laughter spreads.

      Tears prick behind my eyes, but I don’t know why. I can tell something bad is happening. “What is it?”

      She calls up the portal and pulls me through it into a bathing room with mirrors. “Look.” Pointing me to one, she turns on the faucet and pulls a cloth free from the wall dispenser.

      “Oh.” It’s backwards in the mirror, but the word ‘fliggy’ is written in clear letters on my cheek. I swallow hard, forcing the tears away as Tilda brings the wet cloth to my face and scrubs.

      “It’s just some sort of marker. Don’t worry. I can get it off.” She wets it again and keeps wiping. “Ilwen is jealous of you. You know that, right? That’s why she’s doing this.”

      Uaxin appears right behind us. Though she hovers near the portal, I could swear the side of her face I can see is angry.

      “I’m okay.” I tell Uaxin in the mirror as Tilda scrubs. “I’ve had bullies like her before.” I don’t want to go into that part of my history. Then I realize there are several segments of my past that are better left alone. My mother, my disappearing act of a father, the cruel kids at school, the jerks like Van—it all makes me wonder why I want to return to that life. Is Ilwen a problem? Yes. But am I afraid? No. Not like I am when I walk through my front door every day after school when I know my mom’s home. And I have something here that I never had there—Ceredes, Kyte, and Jeren. Just the thought of them makes me tingle all over. The link I shared with Jeren last night changed me somehow, gave me a lifeline to him that feels like a bond. One that is unbreakable. All because we touched when the guys were all together around me. Will it be the same with Ceredes and Kyte?

      “Which one are you daydreaming about?” Tilda wipes my cheek until it’s red, but the black marks are gone.

      “All three.” At least my other cheek’s blush will match.

      “I’m not judging. They are some mighty fine Alphas. Don’t you think so, Uaxin?”

      Uaxin doesn’t respond, but she also doesn’t look angry anymore. So that’s a win.

      Tilda peers at her handiwork. “All clean. Let’s get to the hangar. Hopefully, we’ll beat Master Daviti back. He tends to arrive a bit late, and often drunk.”

      “Drunk?” I let her pull me back through the portal, and Uaxin follows.

      She shrugs. “As flying instructors go, that’s pretty normal.”

      “Flying?” I step from the portal and bump into a wall. Or, more accurately, Jeren’s back.

      “—think that’s funny?” His voice is one hair shy of murder.

      Ilwen backs away from him as Ceredes and Kyte hem her in from behind.

      “It was just a prank.” She looks around, perhaps seeking help from her Justa and Unar. They don’t move.

      “The next time you pull something like that.” Jeren cracks his neck in a decidedly unnerving way. “We’re going to have a problem, Omega.”

      She turns to Ceredes and presses her hands to his chest. “Are you going to let him talk to me like that? I’m an Omega.”

      I want to remove her hands at the wrists for touching him. Stepping around Jeren, I fist my hands and start for her, but his firm grip on my shoulder keeps me in place.

      Ceredes glowers, his body tense. “I suggest from now on you think very carefully about bothering Lana.”

      The other students crowd around, though none of them intervene. Gavros grins. He’s like a shark that’s tasted blood in the water.

      Kyte circles around to Ilwen’s back. “Do something like that again, and I’ll show up in your dreams. I can find your worst fears, pull them out, and make them come to life for you.”

      “Ceredes, please.” Ilwen’s voice cracks. “He’s threatening me. You’re Alpha commander, and you should—”

      “You heard him.” Ceredes lifts his gaze to Kyte, unspoken agreement passing between them. “Lana is off limits.”

      “Ceredes.” She actually sounds hurt. I would feel sorry for her, but the stinging in my freshly-scrubbed cheek prevents it.

      On a sob, Ilwen pushes through the crowd and opens a portal, then disappears through it. Her minions Justa and Unar seem glued in place, their gazes on Kyte and Ceredes as they walk over to me.

      Jeren turns me around and strokes my cheek. “It’s all gone.”

      “You okay?” Ceredes asks.

      Kyte touches my arm, his calming presence percolating through me.

      “I’m okay.” I glance to where Ilwen disappeared. “But I think Ilwen may have peed herself.”

      “Good.” Jeren grins. “Serves her right.”

      “Pillars, that was some choice entertainment.” Tilda elbows in between Jeren and Ceredes. “The look on her face will be something I treasure for—”

      “All right, grunts!” A gangly-armed man—male, I suppose—strides in, hiccups, then pushes his white cap back on his forehead.

      I take a step back, right into Jeren’s arms. “Three eyes. He’s got—”

      “A pilot’s greatest asset is timeliness.” He takes a swig from some sort of black canteen, rinses his mouth, then spits. The metal floor sizzles. “Timeliness? Did I say timeliness?” He laughs, the sound high and verging on insane. “I meant liveliness, of course. Staying alive. I’m still here.” He takes a swig and swallows this time. “Oh, Pillars, I’m still here.” He sounds like he might cry.

      I expect him to choke on whatever he swallowed, but he seems fine, though his steps are wobbly as he approaches the class.

      “Here we go.” Ceredes turns to the students. “Alphas, Betas, Omegas, in line!” His barked command gets everyone moving.

      “You, too, Lana.” Kyte escorts me to the Omega line where Unar and Justa scoot away from me. “Have fun.” He takes his spot in the Alpha queue.

      “New Omega, eh?” the teacher asks.

      I whirl and meet three bloodshot eyes. A yelp escapes me as he leans closer and peers into my face. “I’m Master Daviti. Flying instructor. You are?”

      “Lana.” I force myself to stay put during his inspection. After all, I can’t spend my time here running and screaming every time I’m faced with a three-eyed, gangly-armed, drunken alien, can I?

      “What are you?” He sniffs.

      I get a whiff of something that smells a lot like gasoline, if gasoline were mixed with battery acid and burnt toast. “Human.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.” He straightens, belches, and staggers down the short line of Omegas.

      I glance at Kyte. He shrugs and gives me a cocky smile. Ceredes remains stoic, and Jeren twirls a blade in his palm but keeps me in his sights. I marvel at how quickly I’ve come to rely on them. At home, I had a few friends, most of them kept at arm’s length. I didn’t tell anyone about my mom. After all, being sent to some foster home to be abused or forgotten or sold in human trafficking didn’t seem like a better alternative to taking a few hits. (I wouldn’t let myself consider the possibility of a better situation like a foster parent who cared.) Besides, I intended to leave home within the next few months. I would graduate, get a job, and go out on my own, somewhere far away from my mother’s anger. Instead, here I am in an alien academy, learning about this new galaxy and forming bonds. The idea of going home is already fading. Maybe—I look at all three of them—maybe this is my new home.

      “It is.” Kyte’s voice tiptoes across my heart.

      “Knock it off.” I shoot him a sharp look.

      “Sorry.” He shrugs, the picture of ‘not sorry at all.’

      “Let’s take out some of those new V-11 birds today.” Master Daviti points to one spaceship.

      “That’s the Falarin 10, Master.” Tilda points farther down the line. “Those are the V-11s.”

      He turns and shades his eyes from the glare of … well, there’s no sun in the hangar, so I’m not sure why he’s shading his eyes. “Right you are, cadet. Let’s move on down to the V-11s, then. Wait, there aren’t enough, even if I’m seeing extra.” He waves his hand in front of his face. “Omegas, you get the V-11s, Betas and Alphas, you get the Falarin 10s. At least four to a ship. I’ll be on comms.” He taps the side of his nose. “Get a move on. First one in gets to be the captain.”

      The Alphas take off at a run, the Betas not far behind.

      “Come on!” Tilda grabs my arm and pulls me down the line of enormous aircraft.

      “Wait, we’re supposed to fly these on our own?” Excitement and horror mix as I stare up at the sleek aircraft Tilda is aiming for. Blue lights streak down its black sides, the front is pointed, and the wings are long and striated, sort of like a fin.

      “I’ve been taking flying lessons since I could walk. Haven’t you?” She pulls me into the back of the craft, and I follow her past what I assume is a cargo area and into the cockpit. Three seats are along the front window, and one is toward the back.

      “What are these for?”

      “Pilot.” She sits in the middle seat. “Co-pilot.” She points to her right, and I take that chair. “Co-pilot.” She points to her left. “And, in the back, primary gunner. Though, of course, our controls can also handle the guns. But when you’re in a real firefight, you need someone who isn’t distracted with flying.”

      “Have you ever been in a real firefight?”

      “Of course not.” She taps something on the control panel, and a clear screen, perfectly angled toward her, pops up out of nowhere.

      Another cadet climbs aboard, though he grumbles loudly about not getting the pilot seat.

      I look over at him as he settles into the other co-pilot seat. “Hi.”

      “Hi.”

      “I’m Lana.”

      “I know.” He gives me an appraising look. “Everyone knows the Omegas.”

      “Stop being a cad and introduce yourself.” Tilda presses a series of buttons on the screen, and the back door closes, the machine rumbles, and I grab the seat arms for dear life.

      “I’m Avriante Havaniedes Luranin.”

      Tilda frowns. “He’s Avri, an Omega, when he’s not being full of himself.”

      He scowls, then shrugs. “Avri.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I offer.

      “Same.” He flings a long blue braid over his shoulder.

      “Ready?” Tilda glances at me.

      “How do I do the screen thing?”

      Avri groans. “I hate new ones.”

      “Shut it.” Tilda snaps at him, then smiles at me. “Hold your hand up. No, not like that. No. No. Like you’re washing a window. Yes.”

      A screen pops to life in front of me. “What’s it made of?” I press it with my finger and it’s solid. Something on the ship starts chirping in alarm, and Tilda reaches over and presses a green button.

      “General tip for any flying machines. Don’t press it if it’s red.” She settles back in her chair as I try to figure out what the buttons do and follow the scrolling line of text at the top. All systems go. Flight prepared. Guns disarmed. Virudivan engines online. Atmosphere thinning with a southwesterly wind.”

      “Cadets.” Master Daviti’s wobbly voice comes through from all around. “Take the birds out for a nice, easy flight. Stay on planet. None of you are ready for space yet. Omegas first, then Alphas, then Betas. Follow my lead.” He chuckles. “If you can.”

      “He’s on the sauce a bit early today.” Avri swipes his screen away.

      I copy his movement and do the same.

      He notices. “Co-pilots can take over if need be, but the main controls—and the ones that matter—are in Tilda’s hands. So you may as well sit back and enjoy the ride.”

      “I see.” Why do I feel disappointed? It’s not like I have any clue how to pilot an airship, especially not this one.

      I turn to look at the long row of ships, all of them humming to life, some of them louder than others. Which ones are Kyte, Jeren, and Ceredes on?

      The whine of metal catches my attention, and I look toward the back of the ship. The rear door opens, and a high lavender ponytail appears.

      “Great.” Tilda rolls her eyes as Ilwen plops into the gunner chair.

      “It was the only ship still available.” She sniffles, then wipes her face, her gaze sticking to mine. “What are you looking at?”

      “Nothing.” I turn back around as the door shuts.

      “Won’t this be fun?” Tilda goes back to her screen, then swipes it away. “Let’s go.” A stick forms in front of her from the same sort of nothing as the screen. But she grabs it with both hands. “I like it manual.” She waggles her brows at me.

      “Okay?” I squeeze the arms of my seat as we begin to roll forward.

      “First out.” Tilda nods. “Maybe we’ll be the ones to catch Master Daviti.”

      “Catch him?” I try to control my fear as we roll out of the hangar and into the sun.

      “That’s him.” She points to a rusty gray aircraft ahead of us. It looks more like what I’m used to—wide wings and a narrow body. But the blue engine glow is definitely different.

      “It’s so … old looking.” It feels weird to say it, given that whatever technology they’re using is far beyond anything of human invention.

      “He fought in the last Sentient War. He was flying that thing three-hundred years ago.” Avri kicks one foot up on the control panel.

      Tilda smacks it away.

      “Three-hundred?” I gawk.

      “So?” Avri doesn’t seem the least bit concerned that Master Daviti is at least three centuries old. “Anyway, he flew that ship for every one of his missions for the fleet. He won’t fly anything else.”

      “He’s the last one.” Tilda makes that odd sign over her body again, like some sort of prayer. “All the other fighter pilots in his squadron died in the war.”

      “Wow.” I stare at the gray ship as it lifts off with ease. “No wonder he drinks.”

      “Right.” Tilda pulls back on the stick and we rise straight up.

      I bite my tongue by accident. “Shit. You could’ve warned me.”

      “You’re in an airship, what did you think we were going to do? Sit on the ground all day?” She leans up in her seat, her hands at ease on the stick between her knees as she watches Master Daviti hover just ahead of us. “He’s tricky, but if we manage to shoot him down, it’ll guarantee us a spot of honor at the ball.”

      “What is the ball?” I think I’ve heard it mentioned before.

      “Big party at the end of the school term.”

      “So, like prom?”

      Avri and Tilda exchange a perplexed look.

      I skip the explanation. “And then what? A break for summer?” Will I get to go back to Earth?

      Ilwen snorts. “No, then it’s next term. The fleet doesn’t give breaks.”

      “I need you on your game, Ilwen.” Tilda looks at her.

      “Don’t worry about me,” she snipes right back. “I’m not the newbie here.”

      I ignore her and stare out at the academy grounds. The tops of the dorms glisten in the distance, and the nearby forest is a slash of deep green. It’s more beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen on Earth, and I can only imagine what the rest of this flight holds.

      “There he goes.” Tilda grins as Master Daviti’s ship darts forward. “Hey, V-11.”

      “Online.” A robotic voice speaks from everywhere.

      “Play some Granterrian beats.”

      A thick, thumping sound fills the cabin and creates a buzz inside me. When Tilda holds out her hand, a second lever appears from the invisible material and molds itself to her fingers. “Time to fly.” She pushes it forward, and the ship shoots through the sky.

      “Holy shit.” I hold on, but I don’t have to. I can’t feel the motion. I can see it—the ground whizzing by in a blur, but there isn’t any pressure. It’s nothing like being on an airplane. I may as well be sitting in my living room, though the view here is far, far better.

      I keep my eye on Master Daviti’s ship as he speeds away. “Is his faster?”

      “No.” Tilda frowns. “At least it shouldn’t be. This ship is the newest tech. His is ancient. But he’s got that special something only true pilots have.”

      “Do you have it?” I gasp as we head straight toward what looks like a glass dome that covers the entire academy. “Watch out!”

      I throw up my hands to shield my face, but we sail through the barrier.

      Ilwen forces a hard laugh. “Look at you. It’s like showing an animal a portal door.”

      I’ve already had enough of her, and we’ve only been on the ship together for a few minutes. Right when I decide to turn around and let her have it, Tilda says, “Master Daviti can open the academy shields. It’s kind of necessary for a flight teacher.”

      “Mmhmm.” I blink. Then blink again. “Wait, where’d he go?”

      A larger ship cruises past us on our right.

      “Whoa.” Avri taps a button on his screen. “Too close, Alpha 7.”

      “Stop being a crybaby,” a gruff voice filters over the thumping beat.

      “Gavros.” I give his ship my best stink-eye.

      “Is that my sweet little human Omega?”

      “Get off their comms, asshole.” Ceredes’s voice cuts through everything. “They might need it for the exercise.”

      Gavros grumbles, but his voice fades out, and the music comes back full force.

      A few more ships have overtaken us, their blue thrusters bright even in the daylight.

      “No, seriously. Where did he go?” I peer down at the landscape. It’s craggy with trees growing thick in deep ravines. A waterfall glistens up ahead; otherwise, one spot of terrain out here looks just like every other spot.

      “He could be anywhere. That ship of his still has a functioning cloaking device. We usually don’t see him until he shoots us down.”

      “Wait, so he’s trying to kill us, too?”

      “Not kill us. We’re all shooting blanks. No energy cores are in the guns. But once you’re tagged, you’re out.” Tilda swivels her head to the right. “Case in point.”

      One of the ships that looks like ours is blinking red and losing altitude.

      “He’s already taken one out.” Avri sighs.

      My heart races, excitement flooding me as I scan the horizon. “Has anyone ever shot him down?”

      Tilda snorts. “Never.”

      I watch the way Tilda maneuvers the stick, memorizing how it works, and I keep up with each button she presses on her screen as we zoom across the landscape. It’s not so different than the online games I play, and the controls seem to form around whatever command Tilda gives. Just the flick of her wrist can have the material rearranging itself. If it can do that for her, it can reform as my gamer setup for me.

      We’re in the air for over an hour, and I spend each moment learning how the aircraft functions, but eventually Master Daviti shoots each one of us down. The entire flight is exhilarating, and I promise myself that next time, I’ll be the one in the pilot seat.
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      She sits beside me in almost all our classes for the rest of the day. Each breath she takes is a distraction, each moment spent with her like the pull of a dark star. My blood roars through me, and I can’t stop thinking about what it would be like to feel the circle bond with her.

      Jeren already has it. I can tell by the way he gently touches her shoulder, her back, her arm. She leans into him, their bond completely natural. In the years I’ve known him, he’s never been like that with anyone. But now, his ease with Lana is starting to eat away at me. Because I want the same thing.

      Once the day sessions are over, we return to my dorm. Well, now it’s our dorm. As commander of the Alphas, I choose the living arrangements, so I swapped out my roommates for Jeren and Kyte. The entire Alpha Academy is perplexed by our sudden friendship, but it doesn’t bother me. Let them talk. If anyone wants to challenge my leadership, I’ll happily destroy them in the dueling ring. It would be a good way to ease my tension.

      “I want to see her again. Just the four of us.” Kyte strips his shirt off and tosses it to the laundry chute. “If we can complete the circle, then we’ll know. But we have to do it somewhere away from the academy. Somewhere private. If the Council of Regents were to find out …” He sits on his bed.

      “What would they do?” Jeren checks his knife stash. It’s a habit.

      “I don’t know.” I’ve been pondering that question from the start. “But it might not be good. Circles are sometimes seen as a bad omen. They might try to break us up.”

      “That would be stupid.” Jeren begins carving his dresser. “If circles are called in times of great conflict, wouldn’t they want us fighting for them instead of tearing us apart?”

      Kyte sighs and looks out the window toward the Omega dorms. “Sure, but what if they think that the circle forming is the reason for the conflict? It happened last time. Some of the Regents wanted to break the circle.”

      “That’s dumb,” Jeren says.

      “I wouldn’t put it past the council. They’ll do anything to protect the fleet.” I rub my temples. “And the rumors about the expanding Sentient threat are probably true. They’re ramping up attacks on settlements in the sparsely patrolled portions of the galaxies. If they’re taking prisoners and melding them with cyborg technology—they’ll have an army large enough to destroy the fleet and take over the galaxies.”

      “Let’s say all that’s true.” Jeren stops carving. “Let’s say the Sentients are about to open an all-out war against the fleet. What in the Pillars are we—” he waves his knife around the room, then points it toward the Omega dorms, “—supposed to do about it? We’re four cadets. She’s human. Did you look up how short their lifespans are? How easily they’re killed?”

      I swallow hard, and Kyte shifts on his bed.

      Jeren’s forehead wrinkles. “So, I’ll take that as a yes. She can’t fight one Sentient, much less an entire army of them.”

      “She can’t, but we can. Together.”

      Jeren turns to me. “I thought you didn’t believe this was a circle.”

      “I didn’t.”

      “What changed?”

      I feel every heartbeat of hers, can’t stop thinking about her, almost lost my mind when she was in the airship without us, and a million other things that serve to bind me to her. Just as I’m already bound to these males. But I can’t say that.

      When I joined the fleet, it was assumed that I would become Alpha Commander. I come from a long line of Alphas who have served the Gretar Fleet with honor. They’ve always stood alone. Always mated with an Omega of the fleet’s choosing. I planned to lead the same life, walk the same path. To become a warrior like my sires, I would have to follow their journey on my own. I don’t make friends. I don’t form attachments. At least, that’s the way it was… Until I jumped on that transport. It was a whim. Or was it? Maybe it was fate calling the circle together? I don’t know what else it could be. Because before that day, I walked this path alone. And now, there are three others with me.

      “She’s part of me.” I thump my chest. “And I can feel the two of you in here, too. I can’t describe it, but you’re all there. But it’s not so simple. I just don’t know what the Council of Regents will do if we complete the circle.”

      “How will they know?” Jeren asks.

      “They’ll know.” Kyte’s tone darkens. “When the circle is sealed it will create an intense pulse of power. I’ve studied the texts on the last circles, on what happened when the circle was completed. We can’t do it on academy grounds. Not if we want to keep it secret. Maybe if we sealed it off-campus, somewhere far into the wilderness, we could evade detection. We just need to be careful and make sure the three of us don’t touch her at the same time by accident before then.”

      “I think that’s the safest course.” I like Kyte’s plan. Discretion is the key to keeping Lana safe. “If we truly are a circle, we should find out ourselves. Then we can plan a way to tell the fleet. But I know one thing for certain—I have to find out. I have to know if this—” I rub my chest, “—feeling is real.”

      “We feel it, too.” Kyte rises and puts a hand on my shoulder. “The three of us, and then it’s magnified when we’re with her.”

      Jeren stows his blade and steps closer. “Might as well see if it’s still there, right?” He grips my other shoulder, and the bond that flows through all three of us blazes to life.

      “See?” Kyte closes his eyes.

      I feel his calm, and the worry that braids through it. Worry for Lana, and for me, and Jeren. I feel Jeren’s pain that he hides so deep, feel his loneliness and his love for Lana. I stop at that and marvel. Love. When he touched her in the circle, they joined, their essences communing on a level that seems impossible.

      “I want the same thing. With the two of you and with Lana.” Kyte speaks through our bond, and I feel the truth of his words.

      I take a deep breath and let myself go, give myself over to the bond. “If we do this, we are brothers. From here on out, the three of us will be bound to Lana, if she will have us.”

      The portal shimmers, and we break the connection.

      Jeren reaches for his knife. “Who—”

      With a curse, Lana falls into our room with her characteristic thud.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

          Lana

        

      

    

    
      “Shit!” I roll over onto my ass and rub my knees. “That’s going to leave a mark.”

      Kyte, Jeren, and Ceredes all reach for me at the same time.

      I look at their three hands, then climb to my feet on my own. “Don’t want to hurt any feelings.” Then I stop. Because Kyte and Ceredes aren’t wearing shirts, and Jeren is only wearing some tight shorts—wait, are those underwear?

      I spin and face the portal. “Sorry.”

      “How did you even get in here?” Ceredes asks.

      I can’t stop seeing his lean muscle, the way he’s got the ‘V’ shape at his waist.

      “Lana?” His fingers graze my arm, and the room suddenly seems too warm.

      “Tilda helped me, but I know I’m not supposed to be here, and maybe I should’ve called first, but it’s not like you have cell phones, right? So—” I gulp in a breath. “So, anyway, I wanted to talk about the experiment thing you did.”

      “You can use your comm next time,” Kyte says gently.

      I slap my palm to my forehead. “Right. That little key fob thing. I keep forgetting about it.”

      “But you were right to speak to us in person if it’s about the circle,” he adds.

      “Okay. Then, good, I guess.” I can’t turn around. What if they can smell what’s going on in parts south? I might die right here. “Wait. What’s a circle? I mean, I know what a circle is. But what are you talking about?”

      “You can turn around.” Ceredes’s voice is so close to my ear that it sends goosebumps down my back.

      “I like the, um, the view from here.” I’m looking at a white wall.

      “Lana.” I can hear the laugh in Jeren’s voice, and he’s right behind me. “Turn around.”

      “It’s fine.” I clear my throat and realize what an utterly terrible idea this was. “Maybe we can talk tomorrow in class or something.”

      “You tried to talk about it in Master Lintaru’s class, which almost got you a demerit for not paying attention.” Kyte’s on my other side, his fingers on my elbow. “Remember?”

      “I know. Though I don’t even know what a demerit does.” I shrug. “Doesn’t matter. I’m going to try and be a good student. I mean, I’ve decided that’s the best course of action.” I swipe my hand through the air. “Earth is done. I can’t go back. You’ve all told me a million times that there’s no going back. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that maybe I don’t want to go back, you know?”

      “I do.” Jeren’s palm rests on my lower back, his touch calming me. “I saw.”

      “Right.” I saw his secrets, too. Life with his mother. What happened to him after she died. I fight back the sadness. We have each other now. “So, staying here with you seems like the best plan. And maybe I can, I don’t know, start a new life out here. Do my own thing. It’s not so different than the plan I had on Earth. I wasn’t going to stay with my mom much longer. I wanted to move out and get a job. That’s sort of like what this is. I’ll just get a job with the fleet. See fabulous destinations. Visit amazing new planets. Stuff like that. I know this all sounds crazy, and maybe I’m still in shock. I mean, I did just get here. But it just feels right, you know? Like this is where I’m supposed to be. When I stopped fighting it, I could see it more clearly. So, I’m here to stay, and then I want to see all the things, to explore what’s out there.” I swallow the rising lump in my throat as my words finally falter. “And I was hoping we could all go together. It’s nuts, I know. But I feel this, I don’t know, this energy whenever I’m with you. And you light me up with it. Like in that experiment thing we did. I mean, as a team, you know?” I wince and wait for their laughter.

      It never comes. Instead, Jeren wraps his arms around me, his warm body at my back. “I’m in.”

      I melt a little, the nerves falling away. “Seriously?”

      “Yes.” He squeezes me and lets me go. “You’re never getting rid of me.”

      I turn, and Kyte takes me in his arms.

      “I’m almost certain I became glued to you the second you woke up in the shuttle.” He nuzzles in my hair as I press my cheek to his smooth golden skin. “Even though you don’t have horns.”

      “Um, thanks, I guess?” I laugh a little as he releases me.

      His gaze rises over my head to Ceredes.

      Will he accept me? I have to admit he’s the one I’ve worried about the most. After all, he’s Alpha Commander. What if he doesn’t want to be stuck with me? Maybe I’m not his usual type of friend or—

      He pulls me to his chest with a fierceness that knocks the breath from me. His arms wrap around me like iron bands, and my knees go weak. I didn’t realize how badly I’ve wanted his touch. Not until he gives it to me. The only problem is, now I know I’m addicted. But not just to him, to all three of them.

      “I’m with you.” His deep voice rumbles against my ear, and he smells like some sort of clean soap. The thought of licking up his chest dances across my mind in all its inappropriate glory.

      “We are a circle, born of the Pillars.”

      “Hmmph?” I peer up at him, though it takes an effort to see past his perfectly square jaw. “What’s with this ‘circle’ business?”

      Kyte strokes his fingers down my back like he can’t help himself. “We think that the four of us are part of a circle. It means that we’re bound together, our essences entwined in such a way that they can never be severed.”

      “Okay? But what does the circle do? And why are we in it?”

      “The Pillars call forth the circle when it’s needed.” Kyte’s touch is hypnotic. “The last one was called three-hundred years ago.”

      “You mean during the big war?”

      “Yes, it was sealed when the war began. That circle is the only thing that saved the galaxies from the Sentients during the Great Calamity.”

      “Hang on a second.” I turn to Kyte. “That seems like a whole lot more than all of us starting a clubhouse.”

      “A clubhouse?” Ceredes asks.

      “Yeah, like we’re going to start a plucky gang of besties, possibly besties with benefits—” I groan. Who am I kidding? There will definitely be benefits. “But now this gang also has to save the universe?”

      “We don’t know the purpose of the circle yet, but … yeah, maybe.” Jeren shrugs.

      “That’s kind of intense.” I rub my forehead. “I mean. I just got here.”

      “Do you doubt the connection?” Jeren asks.

      I reach up and put my palm to his chest. “No.” I can’t doubt it, not when I’ve felt him, touched his innermost thoughts.

      Kyte clears his throat. “Things will become clearer when we’ve sealed the circle. The bond will give us immeasurable strength and abilities once it’s fully consummated.”

      “Consummated?” My heart skips about five beats.

      Ceredes looks down at me, his gaze hungry. “We’re not sure about the particulars. It could be that simply all four of us touching will seal the circle.” He doesn’t sound certain.

      “Or not.” Kyte’s voice rasps just enough that tension knots low in my belly.

      I can guess what he’s saying. And I should be summoning the portal and running away. Instead, I stay in Ceredes’s arms as Kyte strokes my back and Jeren watches me with his dark, soulful eyes. I’m not ready for something like that. Right? Am I? A thrill shoots through me, and my panties are goners once again.

      Jeren groans, Ceredes tenses, and Kyte’s fingers still.

      I step back from Ceredes and press my thighs together. “I don’t know why this keeps happening to me. It’s so embarrassing.”

      “Why?” Kyte looks genuinely confused. “There’s nothing wrong with slick. It’s natural when you’re with your Alphas.”

      “Slick?” It’s the perfect term for what’s going on down below, but also somehow devilishly crude.

      “Yes, that’s the name for it.” Jeren’s low voice is like a finger trailing down my body. “It signals your desire to mate.”

      My cheeks burn. “And here we are with the mating again. Always the mating talk with you three.”

      “That’s natural, too.” Kyte steps toward me. “The way we want you—also natural. There’s no shame in it.”

      “You  … want me?” I think I heard him correctly. “You mean all three of you want to be with me?”

      “Yes.” Three voices in unison.

      “So, you were serious about the circle being sealed with most probably … mating?”

      “Very serious.” Kyte steps toward me, his golden skin and green eyes dazzling. “We wouldn’t hurt you, Lana.”

      “We’ll be gentle.” Jeren bites his lip. “At first.”

      “We’ll give you everything you need.” Ceredes lets his gaze rove my body. “And more until you beg us to stop.”

      Heart. Palpitations.

      Kyte strokes my cheek. “You don’t have to be afraid.”

      “I’m not.” I totally am. Have I kissed a few boys? Sure. I even let Warren Bradbury feel me up in ninth grade. But I’ve never felt so much desire in my life—and the fact that I want not one, but three men—err males? It’s overwhelming. And on top of that, if we do this, it could mean that we’re setting ourselves up to be some sort of intergalactic superheroes? I can’t even beat Kilden the Beta in fisticuffs, for goodness sake.

      “We’re overwhelmed, too. By you.” Kyte leans down and surprises me with a soft kiss. When he pulls me close, I shiver at the sensations that rush through me. My worries fall away, and need like I’ve never known before ignites my blood. I wrap my arms around his neck. His tongue licks across the seam of my mouth, and I open for him.

      He groans as he strokes his tongue against mine. I can’t think, can only react to his touches, to the way he angles my head to get a deeper connection as one of his hands roves to my ass and squeezes. Tingles rush through me and end between my legs, each moment of contact heightening my arousal.

      When he breaks the kiss, I take a breath. And when he passes me to Jeren, I think I might die from the sheer deliciousness of the male’s touch. He grips me harder, his kiss raw and perfect. I run my fingers through his dark hair as he holds me tight. When I feel the hardness pressed against my stomach, I moan lightly in his mouth. He rumbles a growl in response and nips at my bottom lip before turning me toward Ceredes.

      He stares down at me, his blue eyes hazed with lust. When he ropes my hair in his palm, I press my hands against his chest. And when he gives me a brutal, erotic kiss, I don’t know how I’m still standing. He pulls my head back and rests his other hand at my throat as he kisses me. He is sure, dominant, and adept in his caresses, and his kiss leaves me utterly breathless, but I can’t get enough. His hands edges lower across my chest, and I’m desperate for his touch. Kyte presses his lips to my shoulder, and I moan. Jeren watches, his ravenous gaze like a touch in and of itself. How can I say no to this? I’m almost ready to give in to every bit of my desire when the portal flickers to life and Master Harlan stomps into the room.
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      “Step away from the Omega!” Master Harlan bellows so loudly that I reach out to cover Lana’s ears.

      He smacks my hands away and grabs her by the elbow. “Have they hurt you? Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.” She blinks rapidly. “Everything is fine. I just, um, I was lost and then I, um fell into this room, and they were kind enough to help me. Yep. I’m good.”

      Her bruised lips tell another tale, as do her wide pupils and the delicious scent of her slick.

      Master Harlan doesn’t seem inclined to argue at the moment. He opens the portal.

      We three step toward them.

      “Back!” Master Harlan shouts. “I’ll deal with you later. First, I need to get this Omega treated.”

      “But I’m not injure—” she protests as he pulls her through the portal.

      We all want to go after her, to pull her away from the Alpha who took her. But Master Harlan isn’t a threat. And if we tried anything, our secret might come out.

      “We could take him.” Jeren cracks his knuckles.

      “No.” Ceredes licks his lips, relishing the taste of her the same way I’m doing. “We have to stay smart. He’ll be back soon, so we need to get our story straight.”

      “We also need to start stretching.” I grab a fresh shirt from my dresser. “Because we’ll be mucking Carilla stalls all night—and that’s if he goes easy on us. An Omega in our room? Demerit. An Omega kissed until she’s hotter than a genesis freighter carrying starlight? Demerit.”

      “I’ll take the blame.” Ceredes grabs a shirt as well. “I’m the only one he saw kissing her.”

      “Maybe he didn’t see it.” Jeren shrugs, then smirks. “Naw, he totally saw it.”

      I laugh. “Busted.”

      Ceredes smiles, the first full one I’ve ever seen him give. “Worth it.”

      “Pillars, yes it was.” Jeren looks down. “This is going to be a problem.”

      I adjust my gray pants. “For all of us.”

      Ceredes groans. “She’s ready for us, for the circle.”

      “I know, but she doesn’t know that. She’s apprehensive.” I can’t blame her. We’re three huge Alphas. “She’s never been with a male before.”

      “Never?” Ceredes turns his head sharply toward me.

      “Nope.” Jeren agrees. “I’ve seen her past.”

      “No one was worthy of her.” I’m proud of her for knowing her own worth so well. “I only hope that we are, or that we can at least try to be.”

      “We need to think of a way to form the circle somewhere off-campus.” Ceredes leans on his dresser.

      I glance around. “It may be even harder than we think.”

      “What do you mean?” Jeren pulls on his shoes.

      “I don’t think Master Harlan just happened to show up tonight.”

      “You think he’s watching us?” Ceredes scowls.

      “No. I think they’re watching her. Think about it. The high commander met her shuttle. Master Rav came for her in the woods when—”

      Jeren snarls. “That was Tarvan being his usual dicknose self.”

      “Maybe, or maybe she just said that to cover the fact that all of the instructors are keeping a close eye on her.”

      “Could be.” Ceredes nods. “My intuition tells me you’re right. There’s something about her, some reason she’s so important to the fleet.”

      “I think this means we need to be even more cautious. We can’t let them know about the circle.”

      “Okay, so we won’t seal it on campus.” Jeren twirls a knife. “No problem.”

      “We can’t be obvious about our growing bond with her either. Or with each other.” I scrub my hands down my face. “I think we need to split up.”

      “Split up?” Ceredes asks. “We just agreed to stick together.”

      “I don’t mean it like that. I mean we need to divide our time with her. Make it less obvious that the three of us are her Alphas.”

      “Like taking turns?” Jeren stops twirling his blade.

      “Yes. Like that. We each get her for one day at a time. That’ll allay any suspicions that we may have kicked up with tonight’s run-in with Master Harlan.” I don’t like the prospect, but it makes sense … for now.

      “Fine.” Ceredes sighs, but there’s a glint in his eye. “But I get first go.”
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      Onin, the four-armed medic, jumps to attention as Master Harlan hauls me into the infirmary.

      “What’s wrong?” He rushes over to us. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “She was set upon by three Alphas.” Master Harlan’s tone could kill a small child.

      “I wasn’t ‘set upon.’” I wrench my arm free of his grasp, but when he turns his reptilian eyes on me, I think maybe I should have just let him have the entire arm.

      “Are you injured?” he asks gruffly. “Tell this Omega what happened.”

      Onin looks down at me, his eyes wide but sympathetic.

      “I’m not injured. Nothing happened. I accidentally went through the portal and wound up in their room. We just talked about stuff.”

      “Like what?” Master Harlan bristles.

      “Oh, I don’t know, boss, maybe we talked about how I’m new here, and don’t know why I’m here, and have no idea what’s going on most of the time. Things like that.” I don’t know why I’m talking to this enormous, militaristic alien with my smartass tone, but maybe I have a death wish?

      “You’re here because you’re an Omega,” he says it like that’s all I need to know.

      “The fleet doesn’t recruit Omegas from Earth,” I challenge.

      He glowers. Hard. “It does now.”

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why come all the way to Earth to get a human if the fleet never comes to Earth at all?”

      He seems to measure me with his gaze. “Are all humans like you?”

      I dust off my shoulder with utterly false bravado. “They wish.”

      I could swear the corner of Master Harlan’s mouth twitches up, but then it’s gone. “You are an Omega under my care. The next time I see one of my Alphas pawing at you, I will make an example of him. Do you understand?”

      “No one was pawing at me. I wasn’t—”

      “Do you understand?” he barks.

      I can see why he’s in charge of the Alphas. He’s utterly terrifying. “Yes,” I mutter. “I understand.”

      I take a quick breath. “But I don’t see what the big deal is.” I’m like a dog with a bone sometimes. Not one of my finer, or smarter, qualities. “I’m not hurt. I wasn’t being mistreated. Kyte, Jeren, and Ceredes are my only friends here—well, except for Tilda and maybe Uaxin, though she’s pretty impossible to read if I’m being honest. Anyway, point is, they would never harm me.”

      He grinds his teeth together. “That’s not the point.”

      “Then what is?” I throw my hands up.

      He opens his mouth, then snaps it shut and turns to Onin. “Do a checkup on her, make sure she wasn’t hurt, then send her back to her dorm. No detours. Understand?”

      “Yes, of course.” Onin pats the medical cot beside him. “Hop on up, and I’ll take a look.”

      Master Harlan stalks from the infirmary, his frame so large that his thick arms seem to brush the doorframe.

      “I already said I wasn’t hurt.” I cross my arms over my stomach.

      “Please.” Onin pats the bed again. “Let’s just do what he says so we can get you out of here.”

      “Fine.” I climb up and sit.

      Onin pulls out some little doodad from his pocket and runs it across my forehead like it’s one of those kid thermometers.

      “We weren’t doing anything wrong.”

      “I believe you.” He smiles gently, then pulls the doodad away and looks at it.

      “I mean, is it against the rules for me to talk to Alphas?” I leave out the kissing part. That may well be against the rules.

      “Of course not. The fleet encourages cooperation amongst all its cadets, but there can be … complications between Alphas and Omegas.” He drops his gaze for a moment, and I could swear he looks sad, but when he looks up again, he’s smiling. “But you won’t run into any of that, I’m sure.”

      “Run into what? What did you mean by complications?”

      “Just if an Omega and an Alpha find themselves pairing up, being exclusive, forming a mate bond—things like that—the fleet frowns on it. They’ll separate the two, most often, and have them concentrate on their studies.”

      “But they’ll let them be together after they’re done with school?” I kick my dangling feet a little. “Wait, when’s graduation? How long am I supposed to be doing this academy thing?”

      “Usually four years. But you’ve been fast-tracked into year three, so you’ll be graduating about this time next year.”

      “I got to skip some grades?” My how the tables have turned. I was held back in kindergarten because I spoke my dad’s language—Mom said it was Swedish, though I don’t remember it now—better than English.

      “Yes. You’re on course to be a full member of the fleet rather quickly.”

      “Why? I mean, I’d like to say I’m a fabulous student, but I was far better at video games than any subject I studied in school.”

      “You’d have to ask Master Harlan.” He glances at the door. “And, thankfully, he’s gone.”

      His relief pulls a smile from me.

      He taps his thermometer-looking doodad a few times. “You’re perfectly healthy.”

      “Told you.” I jump down from the cot.

      “One thing, though.” He reaches for the tray of medical supplies beside him. “Your blood sample got corrupted before I could do my analysis. Could I get another?”

      “Sure.” I hold out my arm.

      “Thanks.” He presses the same tube to my arm as before, and my blood fills it in a steady rate. “Great, all done.”

      I yawn. “I guess now you have to walk me back to my dorm to make sure I don’t go chasing any Alphas, huh?”

      “I’m afraid so.” He gives me a wry smile. “Don’t worry about Master Harlan. He can be tough on you, but he doesn’t do it out of spite. He’s trying to keep you safe.”

      I walk out of the infirmary with him, the halls quiet. “So, you’re an Omega, right?”

      “Yes.” He pushes a set of double doors open with two arms so I can walk through.

      “Do you have an Alpha?”

      He clears his throat.

      “I’m sorry. Didn’t mean to pry.”

      “No, that’s all right.” He walks at my side in silence for a bit, before saying. “I did, once. Yes.”

      “Oh.” I reach out and take his nearest hand. It’s pure instinct—my need to comfort a hurt in someone else.

      He looks surprised, then smiles a little. “You’re kind.”

      I shrug. “You’re the nicest alien I’ve met so far.”

      His smile sours just a bit, and then it returns. “Alien?”

      “Yeah, you are all aliens around here.”

      “Good to know.” He squeezes my hand and releases it. “Your dorm is down this hall. I would have sent you through a portal, but you need to get the layout of the academy in your head. Portals are great, but you can’t always trust tech. Remember that.”

      “Okay. You mean like, don’t use the elevator in case of fire?”

      He gives me a puzzled look, the bridge of his nose wrinkling a little. “You’re a strange one, aren’t you?”

      I turn on my heel and stroll toward my dorm. “I like to think so.”
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      “Pull back harder.” Ceredes sits in the co-pilot chair, his eyes on the craggy cliffs just ahead of us.

      “She’s doing fine.” Tilda shoots him a salty look. “You aren’t even supposed to be on our ship.”

      “No one said Alphas and Omegas can’t train together.” He shrugs.

      “I’m pretty sure Master Harlan has said it dozens of times. Learn together, train separate.”

      “This is learning.” He swipes his hand across the wide view. “I’m learning. Lana, aren’t you learning?”

      “I wish you two would be quiet. I’m trying to concentrate.” I know Master Daviti is here somewhere, his ship hovering just out of range.

      “Haven’t you gotten her into enough trouble?” Tilda isn’t letting up. “Ilwen has already told everyone who’ll listen about Lana getting busted by Master Harlan last night.”

      “Ilwen doesn’t know what she’s talking about, as usual.” Ceredes turns to me and points to his co-pilot screen. “In real combat, you’ll have a co-pilot who’s able to scan for enemy ships. The way Master Daviti does it is the old style from back when we didn’t have the tech to find enemies hiding in plain view.”

      I grip up on the custom controller I fashioned from the clear, malleable materials of the ship. Once I got my setup like the one I used at home—with a few useful additions—the ship seemed to understand intuitively what I was doing. It’s still new, and I haven’t mastered it, but I can fly. I smile. I’m flying!

      “When you smile like that …” Ceredes doesn’t finish his sentence. He doesn’t have to. The way he looks at me tells me everything. And when the memory of our kiss creeps through my mind, I can’t deny the heat that suffuses my entire body.

      “Focus,” Avri gripes from the gunner seat.

      “I am.” I turn back to the view ahead of me. The wind is calm, the forest beneath us silent. But I still get a creeping sensation up the back of my neck. “He’s here. I can feel it.” On a hunch, I send us hurtling toward the ground.

      Ceredes jumps and yells, “Whoa!”

      But I don’t let up, not until we’re almost touching the treetops. An energy burst flies past us and harmlessly dissipates.

      “How did you know he was on our tail?” Tilda’s eyes are wide.

      “I don’t know.” I pull us back to a more palatable altitude and glance at Ceredes. “Need some fresh shorts, Commander?”

      He grins. “Let’s do it again.”

      I laugh and push us forward, zooming over the landscape, the rivers passing by like twists of silver, and the land rising steadily toward a mountain range in the distance.

      “You’re the last ship.” Master Daviti’s hiccup makes it through the comm. “But I’ve almost got you.”

      I pull back on the controller and shoot straight up, the clouds whooshing by as I spin into the brighter sun in the thinner atmosphere. “If I can trick him to follow me up—”

      The ship blinks red.

      “Damnit!” I stare straight ahead as Master Daviti’s craft floats out of the cloud just in front of us.

      “Tag.” He wobbles his craft back and forth. “Good effort, Omega. But you can’t get comfortable. The clouds don’t stop weapons fire. They won’t hide you.”

      He’s got a point. I hate it that he’s got a point, but there it is. “Next time.”

      “Sure.” His patronizing tone lights a fire under me.

      I will get him. Maybe not tomorrow or the next day. But one day, I’m going to win his little game.

      “Don’t look so serious.” Tilda pulls up her co-pilot screen. “Like I said, no one’s ever beaten him.”

      “Let’s get back to the hangar so I can berate all of the losers, including you.” Master Daviti jets past us, and I turn around to follow.

      “You did great.” Ceredes watches my hands as I maneuver us back through the clouds in a lazy float, like a feather on the breeze. “You’re a natural flyer.”

      “I am?”

      “Definitely.” Tilda sighs. “I hoped I would be the flying Omega, but I can already tell you’ve got it.”

      Ceredes’s blue eyes sparkle in the daylight. “She’s definitely got it.”

      Why is it that when Ceredes seems impressed with me, my entire mind lights up like a Christmas tree? But I can’t help it. I want that look from him. It’s like a drug.

      I try to wipe the smug from my face. “So, what do you mean by ‘it,’ exactly?”

      “That thing that flyers have.” Tilda draws a design in the air with the tip of her finger. “You know, that thing.”

      “Huh?”

      “The knack.” Avri stretches. “She’s got the knack.”

      “Right. The knack.” Tilda points at me.

      “At least I’ve got something, because I think I might fail Master Lintaru’s class. I still don’t understand virudivan engines, not even on a basic level.”

      “Don’t worry.” Tilda elbows me. “You’ve got the best virudivan study partner in the whole academy right here.”

      “And here.” Ceredes leans back and laces his hands behind his head, comfortable in that peculiarly masculine way. “Combat and weapons tech are my strong points.”

      “Here, too. All of the organic life courses, I’ve got you.” Kyte’s voice pipes through the craft, followed by Jeren’s. “I got you on stealth combat and Sentient studies.”

      Has my heart ever been this full before? I don’t think so. Because right now it’s on the edge of bursting.

      “I don’t know what to say.” I take a deep breath.

      “Don’t thank us just yet.” Ceredes laughs. “Wait till after your first combat training session.”

      “Hey, go easy on me.” I stick the tip of my tongue out at him.

      He licks his lips. “Never.”
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      Lana stares up at the fountain, her gaze stuck on Commander Krenallus, an Alpha from the last circle in recent memory. “He looks so familiar.”

      “Maybe he’s your long-lost father?”

      She shakes her head. “Nope. I remember my dad’s nose. It was sort of long and crooked. It’s funny, I don’t recall much about him except for the nose.”

      I lean back against Krenallus’s statue and page through the text on Sentient behavior. “We need to study.”

      “This guy’s nose is perfect.” She cocks her head to the side a little. “Like the rest of him. He’s a looker.”

      “Are you crushing on a long-dead commander?” Am I jealous of an ancient dead guy? … Maybe.

      “No.” She shrugs. “He must look like someone from school. Maybe a teacher I used to have.”

      “Maybe.” I stop on a page and flip the screen around to her. “Who’s this?”

      She finally looks down, her eyes squinting as she looks at the image. “That’s um … I know this one.” She presses her lips together. “Hmmmm. That’s the Sentient commander of the Rift. He’s a cyborg. Half Bellatian—like Ceredes—and half mech with this awful-looking pincer thing instead of a hand. Though this image doesn’t show the hand thing.” She reaches up and swipes a clean page from her own display and does a quick sketch of Commander Oruwani’s claw. “Like this.”

      She’s got talent. But she’s stalling. “His name, Lana.” I like studying with her. It gives me a chance to look at her without having to hide it. I can watch her nibble her lip, close her eyes, wrinkle her nose—do all her little tells she uses when she’s trying to come up with an answer—and I don’t have to look away. I’ve memorized every bit of her expressions. “Who is he?”

      “He’s the, ah, the, he’s Commander Origami!” She grins, triumph in her eyes.

      “Close.” I scroll so she can see the caption beneath the spy photograph. “Oruwani.”

      “Are they really going to test us on these impossible names?” She leans back, lying on the edge of the fountain as the spray creates a rainbow over her head.

      “Yes.”

      “What does it matter? If I ever see Mister Origami, I won’t care what he’s called, I’ll be running in the other direction.”

      “No, you won’t. You’ll stand your ground.” I drop my voice. “With your circle.”

      “So you’re saying the four of us cadets can somehow defeat a giant cyborg fighter with a mechanical nightmare pincer?”

      “Yes.” I follow the curved lines of her body, the curve of her hips, the way her breasts press against the fabric of her shirt. There are no females like this on the flotilla, none that I can recall anyway. I try to think of the right word for what she is. Lush, maybe? Her body was made to be explored, preferably with my tongue.

      “Earth to Jeren.” She frowns at me. “Did you hear anything I just said?”

      “Yeah.” I tune back in, because if I don’t stop thinking about getting her naked, my knot might rupture. “But tell me again, just in case.”

      “Jerk.” She kicks at me, but I grab her ankle and run my hands up her calf, massaging it.

      She sighs. “You owe me this, especially after you made me run all those laps before sparring this morning.”

      “You asked for help.” I grin and knead her muscle. “I gave it.”

      She keeps her voice low as a group of Betas walk past, their eyes on us. “I was saying that none of you have explained what the circle is going to do to us. Like, you sort of glossed over the particulars.”

      “I don’t know all the details, not really. But I can tell you about the last circle.”

      “Okay, that sounds good. Let’s do story time.” She makes a high-pitched noise as I press my thumb higher, now against her lower thigh. The edge of her skirt is like a dare. But I won’t go that far. At least, I don’t think I will.

      “In the last war, the circle was called to defend the fleet. They each came from a different race. One Alpha was a Bellatian—”

      “Krenallus.” She points to the familiar one.

      “Yes.” I marvel at her smooth skin. “Where is your hair?” I inspect her leg more closely.

      “Hey.” She tries to pull away, but I don’t let her.

      “I thought humans were supposed to have body hair.” I researched every bit of her race. I may even know more than Kyte at this point, and he’s always got his nose in a text.

      “We do. But I shaved this morning.”

      “Why would you shave?”

      “It’s just what we do.” She shrugs, her cheeks turning a pretty pink. “Body hair isn’t a big hit on Earth, I guess. You don’t like that I shave?”

      “I do.” I slide my fingers a bit farther along her soft thigh. I wouldn’t care if she were covered in fur, but the smooth skin definitely has its allure.

      “Focus.” She pushes my hand back.

      My knot is already aching. Great. “The next Alpha was from the edges of the Rift. An Erilerean. He was already known throughout the galaxies for his skills as a healer. They said he’d learned his abilities at the foot of the Pillars.” I point to his statue, his famed jowls falling almost to his waist.

      “Too bad he was the ugliest one.” She relaxes as I attack her other calf.

      “Eo was considered the most handsome male his race had ever seen.” Kyte strides up and leans against Eo’s leg.

      “Today’s my day.” I look up at him. I want her all to myself. My kinship with Kyte and Ceredes is growing, but that doesn’t mean I’m keen to share my Lana time with them.

      “I know. But I’m the history tutor, remember?” He grins and watches as I massage Lana’s leg. When hunger enters his gaze, I can’t seem to tell if I’m possessive of her, or if I want to watch the two of them together until it’s my turn to join.

      “I’ve got this lesson.” I try to sound pissed.

      “Fine. Just wanted to drop by.” He leans down and whispers something in her ear.

      I can hear it, of course. The senses are a Larenoan’s main weapons as well as defenses. My hearing is far beyond what is normal in other races. “I can’t wait to have you tomorrow.” Then he strolls away, though I can tell he won’t go far. Ceredes is nearby, too, his gaze on us from a window in the library. Oddly, it feels good to have them so close.

      “Okay, next?” She points to the female with the mane of hair down the center of her head, the sides shaved closed, and a smile that hints at wickedness on her face.

      “She’s the most famous of them all. The Omega Valnox. Nox, for short. She was the center of the circle. When their circle was sealed, her power manifested at even greater levels than her Alphas. When she was connected to her circle, she could change molecular structures, disintegrate an entire squadron of enemy ships with nothing more than a thought. She was the true power that destroyed the Sentients in the last war.”

      “Is that what’s going to happen to me?” She rubs her temples. “I don’t think I can handle that.”

      “Don’t worry.” I ease my touch. “I don’t know what will happen when we seal our circle, but whatever it is, we will deal with it. Together.”

      “But I’m not a fighter.”

      I smirk. “Not yet. But we’ve got a few weeks before the ball. I think I can whip you into shape by the end of term.”

      She quiets, her eyes on Nox. I can’t imagine what worries are swirling in her mind. Maybe I shouldn’t have mentioned how powerful the circle Omega can become. But then again, it’s not a guarantee. Who knows what the Pillars have in store for any of us?

      “And the last one?” She taps the foot of the statue above her head.

      “Commander Byran. He’s famous, too. A war hero that eventually broke his own circle.”

      “Why?”

      “After the Sentients were banished to the Rift, he became obsessed with Nox. His love for her twisted into something ugly, and he wanted her power for himself. If he could wield it, he could rule not just the fleet, but every known galaxy. No one would dare challenge him if he could dust them with only a thought. She wouldn’t go along with his plan, wouldn’t break the circle and leave with him.”

      “What happened?”

      “Byran broke the circle by killing Eo.”

      “Jeez.” She shudders. “That got dark really quick.”

      “Power corrupted him. Or, I suppose, his desire for it did.”

      “Preach.” She shakes her head. “That’s some Star Wars shit right there.”

      “What?”

      “Anakin was fine until he got the idea that he could be all powerful. And then what happened? Darth frickin’ Vader. That’s what.” She drags her fingers across the surface of the pool.

      “I’m lost.” I force myself to pull my hands back to her ankles despite the beckoning hem of her skirt.

      “It’s a story. Not a true one like yours, but it has the same sort of themes, I guess. Thirst for power, wanting to control the ones you care about, love turning into obsession and eventually hate.” She makes a small noise, as if she’s come to a conclusion. “I suppose some things are sort of universal.”

      I look at her, seeing all the potential she has locked inside, and knowing the shadows that haunt her steps. She is mine, and I am hers. I know it down to my bones. “I suppose some things are.”
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        * * *

      

      Kyte strikes from a distance, the jolt of energy like a stinger in my back. I turn toward him, then dart hard to my left as he throws another burst of pain my way.

      Ceredes is waiting for me, his practice foil slicing through the air and missing my nose by nothing more than a whisper.

      “Not the face!” I yell and barrel toward him. “I’m too pretty to ever accept a face wound.”

      He sidesteps but keeps his foot in my path. I trip and fall. He rushes forward, readying a death blow. Once he’s almost on top of me, I spring my trap. Swiveling my legs, I nail him in the back of the ankles and send him toppling.

      Kyte circles to my left. I backflip across the sparring room floor, dodging his energy strikes and landing just behind him, Ceredes’s sword in my hand and pointed at Kyte’s neck.

      “The shadow isn’t messing around.” Kyte turns his head to look at me over his shoulder, one eyebrow raised.

      A blast from Ceredes stuns me, and I fall to the mat. He stalks up, an energy pistol in his hand.

      “Bastard.” I fight through the pain.

      “You let your guard down.” He offers his hand.

      I take it and let him pull me to my feet, the sizzle of the blaster hit dissipating. “I’d already bested you, anyway.”

      “Yeah?” Ceredes grins. “Check your six.”

      I feel behind me and pull a sticky grenade free from the back of my shirt.

      “You would’ve been incinerated during your fancy flips if that had been real.” Ceredes tosses his foil onto the wall, where it lands perfectly in its scabbard.

      “Maybe, but I would’ve already cut your throat.”

      “So you’re saying I’m the only one who would’ve survived this exercise?” Kyte gives a bow. “Winner, winner, Cartax dinner.”

      “Cartax again?” I pull my sweaty shirt off and head for the empty showers. We’ve had this training room to ourselves for the afternoon.

      “The menu doesn’t change too much. And, apparently, the Cartax are an easy hunt since they’re nearby for their annual rutting season.”

      “I’d rather eat the chunky protein soup.” I strip the rest of the way and wave my hand over the shower console. Cool water cascades down, and I lean my head back to get some in my mouth.

      Kyte stands next to me, his warm water splashing my way. “How can you stand to take such cold showers?”

      I shrug. “The flotilla couldn’t waste its engine power to heat water, so I grew up with nothing but cold baths.” I frown at the console. “In fact, this water is never cold enough for me.”

      Ceredes leans against the wall, the water sluicing down his back. “I can’t stop thinking about her.”

      I groan. “Don’t bring her up right now.” If I think about her naked here in the shower with us … Shit, too late.

      Kyte smirks. “I think Jeren means he doesn’t want you to bring anything up right now.” He soaps himself as I lean back and let the cold water hit me where I need it the most.

      “She’s not even in her needing.” Ceredes bounces his forehead off the white tile. “But I still can’t seem to stop wanting her.”

      “Feeling’s mutual.” Kyte changes his water temperature and assumes the same position as me. Cold water on the knot. It’s the only thing that can even come close to putting a damper on my desire.

      “How soon can we seal it?” I run the soap all over me, though I’m careful not to rub my knot too vigorously. I’m already so hard I could punch a hole through the tile.

      Kyte groans. “Like I said, we have to keep it quiet as best we can.”

      “What we need is a distraction.” Ceredes rubs his face. “Something to keep everyone busy while we seal the circle.”

      I rinse off and grab my towel, wrapping it around my waist. Despite the cold water, I’m still half hard. Lana does that to me on a regular basis. I need to stop thinking about her naked in the shower. I try to imagine her in her uniform, or maybe what she’d look like in the flotilla garb, or Pillars, even what she’d look like dressed for the ball. I spin back toward the shower. “I’ve got it.”

      “We’ve all got it.” Kyte gestures toward his lower half. “It’s getting to be almost permanent.”

      “No.” I would laugh at his situation, but since I share it, it’s not quite as amusing. “What I mean is, I know when we should seal the circle.”
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          Ceredes

        

      

    

    
      She dodges to the right, and I see her attack coming all the way from the next galaxy. Her little fist grazes off my arm. Then she crows like she just won a pricey Vilonte race.

      “I touched you!” She hops backwards, her hips shaking as she dances. “I’m a stone-cold killer!”

      I rub my temples. It’s too early for this. Watching her prance around me, her hair shining, her scent warm and sweet, her skin practically shimmering with a faint layer of sweat. It’s too much for any male to bear, much less an Alpha who feels the bond. But I must endure it. For her. To teach her how to defend herself.

      “I let you touch me, Lana.” I cross my arms over my chest and adopt a patient tone.

      She seems to like when I do that. Her pupils open a little wider, her breaths faster.

      “You’re so stern sometimes.” She looks me up and down. “Like all about some discipline.”

      “You could use more of it.”

      She throws one hip out and puts her hand on it in her intolerably sassy way. “Discipline and I don’t get along.”

      The palm of my hand and her taut backside would get along quite well. Her fair skin would redden so beautifully. But I can’t let my thoughts go there. Not again. I’ve already had a cold shower this morning, and I’ll take another when we’re done here.

      I point to the lightest weapon on the training wall. “Take the sword and come for me.”

      She turns, her academy uniform hugging the backside that I’d like to redden. “I don’t know if I should hold a weapon. What if I hurt you?”

      “You won’t.”

      “Cocky. All the cockiness right here.” She shakes her head but pulls the sword free. “Ugh, heavy.”

      “That’s the newest model. The lightest indestructible materials in the galaxy make up the hilt, and the blade is pure energy.”

      “Still heavy to me. But fancy.” She holds it away from her as the blade appears in deep green. “The fleet really has the whole industrial-military-complex thing down.”

      “What?” I circle her.

      She shrugs. “Something one of my economics teachers would rant about. She was sort of like a hippie, I guess? If they had hippies in the nineties? I don’t know.” She swings the sword, then drops it. “Whoops.” Bending over, she gives me a view down her top, and I look away. The Pillars are testing me. That’s what this is. Has to be.

      She picks it up and frowns at the slash she leaves on the training mat. “Anyway, she used to do all these protests and letter-writing campaigns and said the ‘military-industrial-complex’ would be the end of humanity.”

      “Technically, human life on your planet will become sparse because of climate change, not any complex. Though I suppose it’s all somewhat linked.”

      She almost drops the sword again. “How do you know that?”

      “I looked into Earth’s history and current status.” I shrug. “I was curious about you and your home. The fleet keeps statistics on any planets it’s ever visited, so Earth is included. That’s just the information I gleaned from what we have.”

      “So, the fleet had been there long before you came to get me, huh? Are you the ones who abduct people and probe them?”

      “Back to the probing?” A half smile tugs at my lips.

      She points her sword at me. “I saw that.”

      I school my features. “You saw nothing, Omega. Now, attack.”

      “All work and no play.” She lunges at me, the sword aimed for my chest.

      With an easy sidestep, I let her momentum carry her past me, then give her a small push. She lands face-first on the mat.

      “Yow.” She rolls over and rubs her nose.

      I stand over her. “Sorry, didn’t mean to do that.”

      “You didn’t mean to make me look like an idiot?” She wriggles her nose, as if checking to make sure it isn’t damaged.

      “I did, but not at the expense of your face.” I offer her my hand.

      She takes it, and that little hum of greeting between our palms is the reward I’d promised myself for a morning of keeping my lesson professional.

      I set her on her feet. “Pay attention to your feet. Stay on them, no matter what. If you’re on your back, you’re nearly helpless. So try to stay upright.”

      “Easy for you to say,” she grumbles. Retaking her stance, she moves the sword back and forth in little motions. “Why are you so good at fighting? I mean, all three of you are. Jeren is stealthy and Kyte is suave. But you’re a straight-out bruiser. Have you always just been like a tank or something?”

      I motion her toward me. She rushes with a cry. I dodge again, but this time she doesn’t fall to the floor, just into the wall.

      “Don’t yell when you’re about to attack. That’s an easy way to catch a blade through your gut. And I’ve been trained since I was small to fight, to challenge, to win.”

      “That’s kind of … sad.” Her face falls a little, and she lets her guard down.

      I have her on her back before she can make a sound, her hands pinned above her and the sword across the room. “Don’t let anything blur your focus. Not remorse, not pity. You have to look at this like survival. That’s what it is. Sentients don’t care about your past or your feelings. They just want you dead.”

      Her brown eyes are wide, her pulse pounding in her throat. “Is that what you were taught on your home planet?”

      “Yes. And it’s a lesson you need to learn if you intend to survive.”

      “Didn’t you have a mother or a father who cared for you?” Her tone is soft.

      “It is because they cared for me that they taught me how to be strong, how to fight.”

      “Did you ever want to do anything else?”

      “There’s nothing else for a Bellatian.” I speak honestly, telling her who I am even though she might not like it. “Fighting runs in my blood. I live for the challenge. There’s nothing I want more than to defeat my enemies. At least, that was true until … I met you.”

      “Is that pickup line?” She bites her lip. “Because it’s a damn good one.”

      “Not a line. Just the truth. You’ve changed a fundamental piece of me. The circle has. I’ll always be a fighter, but now I have something that I will fight for without thought, without a single care for the cost, and with everything I have. That’s what this circle means to me. What you mean to me. I will destroy anyone that threatens us, and I won’t look back.”

      She seems to think it over, then meets my gaze again. “At least you know who you are. I’m still trying to find my place here. And I’m not a fighter, at least I’m not a very good one. But maybe I fit some other way. Maybe sealing the circle will point me in the right direction.” When she adjusts her hips the slightest bit, realization hits me.

      Beneath me. I have my Omega beneath me. I blink hard and know I should get up. Instead, I lean closer, the memory of her soft lips goading me onward. This is a mistake. One I’m desperate to make again and again.

      Her gaze strays to my mouth. An invitation. I move closer, but instead of her lips, I kiss her throat, tasting her salty skin and feeling that flutter of life in her pounding heart.

      She gasps, the scent of her slick coating the air as I run my tongue along her soft skin.

      I have to stop. “My brothers deserve to share this.” I pull back. Did I just say out loud that Kyte and Jeren are my brothers? I did. And it feels … right.

      “Um, Ceredes?” She wiggles her fingers. “These are going numb.”

      “Sorry.” I release her and help her to her feet. “About your wrists,” I add. “Not about tasting you.”

      She squints. “Was all the smooth talk and neck kissing some sort of diversionary tactic?”

      I laugh. “Sure. Yes. All a battle tactic. Now grab that sword and run me through, or I’ll have to do it again.”

      She moves toward the sword, then pauses and looks over her shoulder. “Promise?”
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          Lana

        

      

    

    
      “That feels nice.” Kyte rests his head in my lap as Jeren throws his knives and Ceredes naps. We’re like a family of lions lounging in the sun. Apparently, cadets get one day off a week. Well, scratch that, it’s only half a day, but we’ve decided to make the most of it. Lying next to an azure blue lake at the edge of the academy forest with three Alphas in nothing but swim trunks isn’t so bad. Tilda splashes in the lake, she and Uaxin matching each other in swimming ability. They must have fins or something, because they move with complete ease in the clear water. I couldn’t keep up.

      Ceredes snores a little. Is it weird that I find it cute?

      I sigh and relax beneath a huge tree, the shade a pleasant break from the sunny lake. “This is so nice. We didn’t have anything like this in my town. Well, there was the city swimming pool, but I never went.” I run my fingers along Kyte’s horns, then through the strands of his silky, golden hair. “Women on Earth would kill for hair this color.”

      “Why?” His eyes are closed, and droplets of water still dot his hard body.

      “What do you mean ‘why’? It’s beautiful.” I keep petting him as he smiles.

      “You think I’m beautiful?”

      “I said your hair is beautiful. Don’t get cocky.” I pull his strands a little.

      He nearly purrs.

      “But yes, you are beautiful.” I ease my fingers along the edge of his ear.

      “You are.” Jeren plops beside me and lies back, his knives gone. He somehow manages to stow them in hidden spots, and he always has a blade on him somewhere.

      “Thanks,” Kyte replies.

      Jeren quirks a brow. “I was talking to Lana.”

      “Aww, you’re sweet.”

      “You are, you know?” Kyte opens his eyes. “Beautiful, I mean.”

      “Thank you.” I don’t know why it’s a universal trait that if a girl is called beautiful, her heart grows wings and flutters around in her stomach. But there it is, flapping its feathers and giving me happy tingles.

      Jeren reaches for me and pulls me back so I’m lying on his bicep, Kyte’s head still in my lap, the buzz of our connection vibrating through me. “You have a good swim?” Jeren asks.

      I turn and watch the ink along his neck. It seems to pulse with his heartbeat. “Yep. I mean, I can doggy paddle, which is technically swimming, so I’m good.”

      “Is that what you were doing? I almost jumped in a couple of times because you looked like you were drowning.”

      “Oh, shut it.” I laugh. “I didn’t see you out there.”

      “I don’t swim.”

      “Why not?”

      He shrugs. “The flotilla—”

      “Didn’t have anywhere to swim. Right.” I remember. “Yeah, I get that. It’s totally foreign to you.”

      “Yeah. Just not my thing.” He turns toward me and presses a kiss to my hair.

      Comfortable. Have I ever felt this loose, at ease, and happy? I can’t think of a time.

      Tilda splashes from the water and sinks down on the edge of the fleet-gray blanket, then digs around in the picnic provisions. “Where’s all the meat?”

      “Bottom of the box thing, behind the drinks.” I point.

      “Got it. Here, Uaxin, want a plumari?”

      She sits beside Tilda and glances at me a few times. I can see both her eyes with her wet hair pulled back. She’s got an ethereal beauty. I have no doubt she’d be on a New York runway if she were on Earth. She takes a plumari fruit from Tilda but just holds it in her hands, her gaze flitting from me to the Alphas, worry written across her brow.

      “Don’t be scared. These four are like, best friends or something,” Tilda says in explanation. “An Omega best friends with Alphas. Crazy, right?”

      Uaxin doesn’t respond but can’t seem to stop staring.

      “Hey.” I sit up and touch her elbow. “They aren’t going to hurt me. Or you. They’re safe. I promise.”

      She looks at where I’m touching her, so I draw my hand back. Boundaries, Lana. “Sorry. I just want you to feel comfortable.”

      She takes a deep breath and seems to almost nod. Then she reaches out and pats my elbow awkwardly before taking a bite of her plumari fruit. She’s not staring anymore, and the tension in her shoulders seems to let up.

      I lie back down.

      “What was that?” Kyte’s voice ripples in my mind.

      “Tilda said she was taken by some Alphas before the fleet found her. I think it’s why she doesn’t speak, and why she’s so skittish.”

      “She’s afraid of us.”

      “Yeah.” I can’t sugarcoat it.

      “I don’t blame her. Lawless Alphas are a real threat to any Omega, especially if she goes into her needing around them.”

      “I think they … did things to her without her permission.”

      “Yes.” His tone is sober. “Being an Omega is dangerous. You saw that on the shuttle with us. I was doing everything in my power to control myself.”

      “You did. All of you fought it.”

      “But you weren’t in full needing. If you had been.” He pauses for a while. “If you had been, I don’t know if I could have stopped myself.”

      “Don’t worry. I would have kneed you into impotence if you’d tried it.”

      He laughs out loud, and Jeren turns to look at him. “Stop that.”

      “What?” Kyte shrugs.

      “Ass.” Jeren closes his eyes again and pulls me tighter against him. “Stick with me. Calarian nobles are notorious for their smooth talk. But Larenoans are known for bigger things.”

      “Bigger things, huh?” I groan at his implication and glance at Tilda and Uaxin to see if they share my amusement.

      Tilda stares at Jeren, her cheeks turning pink.

      “You okay?” I ask her.

      She swallows hard. “Fine. Just fine.” She stows her food and stands. “I think, um, I think I’m going back to my room for a bit.”

      “But class doesn’t start for—”

      “Just thought of some things I need to take care of.”

      “Well, okay I guess, but I’ll see you later?”

      “Yep.” She grabs her comm, opens a portal, and disappears.

      Jeren, Kyte, and Ceredes burst out laughing, and Uaxin hides in her hair. Is she smiling?

      “What did I miss?”

      “She needs some alone time.” Ceredes leans up on an elbow, his wide chest on perfect display.

      Uaxin rises and heads back to the water, perhaps to cover her amusement.

      Then I realize what Ceredes is saying. “Oh. You mean alone time. Like Henry Cavill time.”

      “Yeah.” Ceredes frowns. “Who’s Henry Cavill?”

      I get the distinct mental image of all three of my Alphas stealing a shuttle, heading to Earth, murdering Superman, then returning like nothing happened. I cough. “He’s no one.”

      “Mmhmm.” Kyte doesn’t seem convinced.

      Jeren smiles. “I got her excited.” He shrugs. “I can’t help it. I just have that effect on Omegas. I really shouldn’t go mentioning my prodigious size in front of them.”

      “‘Prodigious size’? Oh, get over yourself.”

      “It’s true.” He runs his hand down to my side and tickles me. “She is currently wanking while thinking about me.”

      “Lies.” I laugh and retaliate with my nails in his side as Kyte complains about the jostling and Ceredes lies back down while keeping one eye on me.

      Jeren and I settle down, the faint lapping waves and Uaxin’s splashing a calming backdrop to my lion pride’s naptime. I close my eyes, warm and safe, and drift off with my Alphas into a sweet, dreamless sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The ship shudders a little as I dive through the waterfall and skim along the surface of the lake beneath it. I’ve gotten the hang of flying with uncanny speed. Even Master Daviti seems impressed, and plenty of the other cadets have been whispering about me during my first week here. I don’t care. This is the only class that makes sense to me. When I’m flying, all that falls away. I can control this ship, can make it do exactly what I want. It’s an extension of me, and the only thing that beats this sort of exhilaration is when I’m alone with my Alphas.

      One of the other V-11s is already blinking red and heading back to the hangar.

      “Are you ready back there?” I can feel Master Daviti, his clever mind already three steps ahead of me. “Today might be the day.”

      “Gun’s ready. So am I,” Kyte calls. The guys have taken to jumping on my ship, each one of them rotating days with me. Their explanation that it will reduce suspicion seems like a good one, but I think it just makes the others talk about us even more. Especially Ilwen. And on my Ceredes day? She and I have come close to blows.

      “You’ve got this. You almost had him that time a couple days ago. So close.”

      “I wasn’t close. He turned on his side and slid that bird of his into a tight grove of trees. I flew right over him, then he popped up and tagged me in the ass.”

      “Okay, yeah, but you were the last cadet down. That means something.” Tilda is almost humming with excitement. “This time, you can do it.”

      I hug the terrain as other ships zoom by overhead. Only a handful are left, and one of them lights up red just in front of us.

      “He’s here.” I slow our pace, the thrusters keeping us aloft without forward motion. A small herd of Cartax—sort of a mix of cow and deer—run across the shallow waters beneath us.

      “There’s dinner.” Tilda peers down at the animals.

      “Concentrate.” I pick up the pace and hew close to the side of the approaching ravine. It’s narrower here, the walls made of rock that crumbles with scary ease. But that won’t stop Master Daviti, so I can’t let it stop me.

      “Whoa, this isn’t the best idea.” Avri leans back as I turn the ship sideways, then level out once I’m past the tightest part.

      “Stop complaining. Let her work.” Tilda hits a boost for the forward thrusters to give me more control over smaller movements. We’ve quickly become a pretty good team when it comes to flying.

      A hunk of chalky rock falls just ahead as another ship enters the ravine with us.

      “Gavros.” I can tell his flying style based on the way he doesn’t bother to dodge the rock outcroppings and sends debris flying back into my view. “That thing’s a tank.”

      “He’s in the old V4 model. If he keeps flying like that, he’ll bring the ravine down on us.” Avri reaches for the comm. “Gavros, get out of here.”

      “I don’t take orders from you, Omega.” He snarls his reply.

      “Gavros, the ravine isn’t big enough for your ship. Fly elsewhere,” Kyte says.

      “Oh, the golden prince wants to tell me what to do, too?” Gavros’s tone turns even uglier. “How about you shove your pretty little crown where the—”

      Kyte slams his hand down on the comm and cuts him off. “Dick.”

      “I think we’re done here anyway. He’s spooked Master Daviti off this run.” I start pulling up and out of the ravine when Kyte says, “Hang on. Stay behind him for a bit, if you don’t mind.”

      “All right.” I lower us and do my best to avoid the debris Gavros is raining down behind him.

      Glancing back, I see Kyte’s fingers flying across his clear screen, words moving at impossible rates as he enters information.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Hang on.” He steps from his gunner seat and kneels. Pulling some sort of tool from his pocket, he opens a small hatch at the base of the chair and reaches inside. The clear, malleable substance that forms my controller also runs through the panel he’s working on, because he pulls it out and rearranges pieces of it, sort of like re-wiring.

      Tilda taps my shoulder. “Eyes ahead, Captain.”

      I turn just in time to see Gavros knocks down a huge chunk of rock, and I have to speed ahead before we’re crushed.

      “He did that on purpose.” Tilda’s fingers fly across her screen as she re-routes power.

      Another enormous pile of stone falls and narrowly misses our nose before crashing to the valley floor. The canyon is so narrow at this point, the top almost grown over, and no room for any ship to maneuver out.

      “Dangerous in here, little Omega,” Gavros taunts. He aims for a natural stone bridge above that arches across the divide.

      “Gavros, don’t.”

      His wide airship aims right for it.

      I steady my grip on the controller. “Everyone, hold on.”

      “Got it.” Kyte closes the panel and re-takes his seat.

      Tilda’s eyebrows pop up. “Kyte, did you just do what I think you did?”

      Before he can respond, Gavros rams the bridge, the stone exploding out as he powers through it and sends destruction raining down on us. The craft shakes, each impact rattling the metal and my teeth. Sweat beads on my skin, my knuckles white as I grip my controls. I pull to the right as hard as I can and eek through one spot where the bridge is still mostly intact.

      “It’s falling!” Avri points, and I push every bit of engine power I have into the rear thrusters.

      The rock catches the back of our ship and almost pushes us down onto the side of the canyon, but I pull up, up, up until the dust clears and I can see sky.

      “Gavros, you asshole!” Ceredes is yelling through all the comms.

      I can finally take a breath. We’re through. We’re alive. And I didn’t wreck the ship.

      “Nice flying.” Kyte doesn’t seem the least bit perturbed. “You might like to know I just armed this ship with an energy pulse cannon that can disable an enemy vessel.”

      His words funnel down into my mind, and a light clicks on inside me. “You mean I can take down Gavros?”

      “Yes.” He pulls up his targeting screen. “But let’s do it out on the plains, shall we? That way everyone will see it, and we’ll get the added bonus of not actually killing anyone onboard.”

      “That’s a bonus?” Avri shakes his head, though he’s smiling. “You need to toughen up, Alpha.”

      “Noted.”

      I pull up and head away from the river area and toward the wide brown plains at the base of the mountains. Gavros will follow us. He’s cruel enough to try something else to take me out, and he’s taken to haunting me during class, as if he thinks I’ll lead him right to Daviti. And maybe he’s right. But not today. Today, I’m going to ground him. And, if I’m lucky, catch Master Daviti while I’m at it.

      “Easy.” Tilda watches the rear view through her co-pilot screen. “He’s out of the ravine and gaining on us.”

      “Good.” I continue at an easy pace.

      “He’s closing.” Avri pulls one of his long braids between his teeth. “Almost on us.”

      “All power in rear engines,” I call.

      Tilda’s fingers fly across the screen, and I take off, the ship eating up the flat plains as my heart pounds. Nothing is more exhilarating than flying, and when I’m in this pilot seat, I feel like there’s nothing I can’t do.

      “He’s tailing. Picking up speed.”

      “I love to watch you work,” Kyte calls from behind me.

      “You ain’t seen nothin yet. Get ready to fire.” I pull back hard on the thrusters and push forward on the stick.

      “Pillars!” Avri shrieks and holds onto his seat. “My hearts can’t take much more of this!”

      We nose-dive, then flip upside down, racing back toward Gavros’s oncoming ship.

      “Got him!” Kyte yells.

      “Fire!”

      A light blue energy burst lasers out from the front of the ship and nails Gavros right in the view window. The ship’s lights blink, then die, and then the entire hulking bird starts losing altitude. But our lights flicker, too.

      “Kyte?”

      “I think the burst may have temporarily downed our…” His words are lost as he scrambles back to the plate and pulls it open.

      “Kyte, I need power. Now!” I didn’t account for Gavros’s forward momentum, because I figured it would be easy enough to dodge him. But my thrusters have died, and his falling ship is on a collision course with us.

      “Kyte!” Tilda and I yell in unison.

      “Wait! Wait! Now!” he yells, and the craft lights up again.

      But it’s too late. Gavros is already on us. I pull hard right, and the ship seems to push a little harder, give more than even I thought it could. But the larger craft smashes my left wing, and I lose all control. The ground approaches in a brown blur, and the last thing I remember is Kyte wrapping his arms around me.
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      I see her ship go down, and I immediately land next to the smoking heap of twisted metal. One wing is completely gone, and the other is wrenched at a sharp angle and interspersed with pieces of Gavros’s flying tank. The entire thing is upside down.

      “What happened?” Ceredes barks as he jumps from his own ship and runs with me toward the wreckage.

      “She shot Gavros down, but I think the energy burst caused her to malfunction.” I want to challenge the asshole to the dueling ring, to make him bleed for what he’s done to Lana. But first I have to make sure she’s okay. If she’s not, Gavros won’t leave this field alive.

      Master Daviti sets down in the churned dirt left by the crashing ships and jumps, rolls, and starts a wobbly jog toward the wreckage.

      Ceredes and I reach her ship first.

      “Lana!” I yell and try to open the back hatch. It’s stuck.

      “Here,” Ceredes calls, and I dash around to the broken wing.

      “Kyte, can you hear me? Kyte!” Lana’s voice carries through the hole in the wing.

      Ceredes and I ignore the sparking wires and shoulder our way through the narrow hole into the main cabin.

      “Lana.” I kneel next to her, but she looks okay. Not a scratch on her. Kyte’s head rests in her lap, his eyes closed, his golden glow dimmed. Tilda and Avri are stunned, but likewise unharmed.

      “Kyte, please.” She strokes his forehead.

      “What happened?” Ceredes pulls debris away from the wing and helps Avri and Tilda out.

      “Gavros tried to wreck us in the ravine, so then Kyte and Lana tried to down him.” Tilda sniffles. “It almost worked, but the burst disabled our ship, too.”

      “Didn’t account for the lack of dampeners on the training aircraft.” Kyte’s voice is low, hoarse, but he’s alive.

      “Oh my god.” Lana leans down and kisses his forehead, tears rolling down her cheeks. “You’re alive. You saved us. That thing you did with the green orb. You saved us all.”

      “You.” He opens his eyes and fixes his gaze on Lana. “I used you like a virudivan battery. You gave me what I needed to create the barrier.”

      Ceredes pushes back through the wing. “You could’ve gotten yourselves killed!” His voice is soaked in anger, but I can taste the fear underneath. I share it. The thought of losing Lana and Kyte makes me feel like I might retch.

      Kyte still holds Lana’s gaze. “We got Gavros, right?”

      Ceredes punches what’s left of the wall, his fist leaving an indention. “Damnit, Kyte.”

      “Don’t talk.” She kisses him again. “You’re going to be okay. We’re all going to be fine.” She lowers her voice to a whisper, “And we nailed that asshole.”

      Kyte snorts.

      “Any casualties?” Master Daviti calls from outside.

      “We need a medic.” Ceredes is a little calmer at least.

      “One’s on the way.” He coughs. “The others are fine, too, if you were worried.”

      “Not worried,” Lana whispers. “Fuck ‘em.”

      “What?” I have no idea what she just said. Must be a human phrase.

      She finally looks at me, and my heart does that weird jumping thing it’s done from the moment I saw her. “You don’t know the f-word?”

      “The f-word?” I’m lost.

      “Fuck.” She gives me an incredulous look. “It’s pretty much the most famous cuss word humans have.”

      “What does it mean?” Ceredes drops to his haunches.

      “See? Maybe we crashed, but we’re still learning.” Kyte smiles weakly. “Tell us more.”

      “Shush, you.” She strokes his hair. “The word is really … versatile, I guess you could say. Like, if you did something amazing, you’d say ‘fuck yeah!’, or maybe you’re surprised so you say ‘fuck me!’ or if you were mad at someone, you’d say ‘fuck you’ or if you wanted to—” She looks away. “—mate with someone, you’d say you wanted to ‘fuck’ them. So it’s just a nastier word for sex, I guess you’d say, but then it does a lot of work in other phrases, too.”

      “So, wait.” I try to keep my voice level despite the acid churning in my gut. “You said you wanted to ‘fuck them’ in reference to Gavros. Are you saying you want to mate with—”

      Ceredes tenses, and even Kyte grimaces.

      “No.” She holds up a hand. “No, you’re misunderstanding me. That’s the insult version. I said ‘fuck ‘em’ which means more of like ‘I don’t care about them.’ See?”

      Ceredes nods. “So, humans don’t care about the ones they fuck?”

      “No.” She presses her palm to her forehead. “We are officially in the weeds. Let’s just forget about that word, okay? We don’t need it. I mean, I may use it sometimes on accident, but it’s not like, a big necessity for me. I can live without it. Moving on.” She blinks hard. “Did you all know Kyte can do some sort of amazing magic and make a barrier appear?”

      “Not magic.” Kyte makes a pfft sound, and some of his color is returning. “It’s a Calarian trait. One of the reasons why I can heal.”

      Precious few Larenoans possess the healing ability. Kyte would be a god on the flotilla, though no Calarian has ever set foot there.

      “So many wires in this new tech.” Master Daviti pushes through the wreckage and peers around at the ruined cabin. “I talked with the other cadets, and we’ve all agreed that this was an unfortunate accident. No point in upsetting Master Harlan or the higher-ups. Just a ship malfunction.” He pats the spot where Ceredes punched, and a piece of ship falls off and clanks out of the wing. “Glad we can all agree on that finer point of flying.” He takes a swig from his canteen. “And I think we can also agree that tampering with the training models is never a good idea.” He locks gazes with Kyte.

      How does he know what happened? I’m gaining a newfound appreciation for the drunken, three-eyed flight instructor. An accident means no demerits for Kyte or Lana. An accident means we won’t be scrutinized by Master Harlan. But I still don’t know if I want to strangle Kyte for putting Lana in danger.

      She seems to read my mind, because she pins me with her big brown eyes. “It’s not his fault. Not really, anyway. I mean, Gavros instigated all of it.”

      I glance at Master Daviti, then back to Lana. “We’ll discuss this later.”

      “I hate that phrase. Whenever someone says that to me, it means I’m in trouble, and the trouble will only get worse until ‘later’ when I get a tongue-lashing.”

      My eyes round, and I look at Ceredes, who has the same expression.

      “I need to recover before the tongue-lashing.” Kyte coughs. “I want to participate.”

      “No.” Her cheeks redden. “I don’t mean … I mean being fussed at, not being licked or … I give up.” She blows a strand of hair out her face. “You three are doing this on purpose.”

      “Us? No.” Kyte smiles.

      “Onin is coming for you, Kyte. Just—” Master Daviti waves a hand and almost falls out of the wing. “Stay there. Lana, I need you with me.”

      “Oh?” She strokes Kyte’s hair. “I don’t want to leave him.”

      “And I don’t want to be the instructor who saw millions of fleet credits go down the shit chute because of a feud between cadets, but here we are.” He smiles with good humor, but Lana takes his point, because she gently scoots away from Kyte and pulls Ceredes down to take her place, then rises and picks her way to Master Daviti.

      “All of you let Onin handle Kyte. He’ll be fine, though.” Master Daviti clambers back through the wing.

      “Take care of him.” Lana takes my hand and squeezes it.

      “We will.” I help her through the debris.

      She’s almost out of the wing when Ceredes calls. “Fuck you, Lana.”
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      The gunner seat in Master Daviti’s ship is tight, but I slide into it and use the belt strap across my waist. It’s similar to what cars have on Earth. I guess his ship doesn’t have that weird gravity thing that mine does. Or, I guess, more accurately, did.

      I pull the strap tight. “I guess this gunner seat was made for someone with nice, narrow hips, huh?” I try to smile as I wiggle to get as comfortable as I can.

      “It was made for a Rulentin female.” He toasts to no one in particular and takes a swig.

      I’m about to ask what that is, but the engine grumbles to life, shaking the craft almost violently. Master Daviti lifts off, and the roar turns into a quiet purr as he maneuvers through the clear sky. I realize I almost prefer the feel of acceleration. It makes flying more visceral, not the static environment of the V-11s.

      “I like this ship.” I reach out and grab the controls. These are real, not the sort that comes to life in your hands. They are set and fairly intuitive. I could learn this. I know it.

      “I’ve flown this ship for longer than most of these cadets have been alive. Maybe some of their parents, too.” He slurps down another drink. “But we’re not here to talk about me.”

      Right, we’re here to talk about me wrecking two good ships. “Look, I know I shouldn’t have tried to take Gavros down, but he’s a real asshole, and he tried to kill us in the ravine, so I don’t think—”

      “Calm down.” He runs a hand through his thin, curly hair. “You think you’re the first cadet to destroy one of the training ships?”

      “Well, when you put it like that, I guess not.”

      “Definitely not.” He hiccups and wipes his mouth on his sleeve.

      I press one of the buttons on the controller.

      A dark red blast shoots from the front of the ship and obliterates the top of a small hill just ahead of us. Oh, shit.

      He shrugs. “Don’t, uh, press anything.”

      “Okay.” I tuck my hands under my arms.

      “You’re a natural flyer. I don’t get many of those these days. You’re the first I’ve had in a century.”

      I try to keep my smile to a minimum. No need to look like a grinning fool. But that fails. So yes, I’m a grinning fool. “How can you tell?”

      “I’ve only been flying for 400 years.” He maneuvers around the edge of a forest, the ship reacting to him in perfect time. He’s like an artist with it, as if he and the craft are one, and together they bend the world to fit their trajectory. “But you’re completely raw. Most of the cadets I see have been flying since they’ve been walking. It’s essential in fleet society. You don’t have that. And maybe that’s a good thing.”

      “Why would that be good?” I’m not quite following him, but maybe that’s because I keep thinking about Kyte. Will Onin be able to heal him up quickly? For that matter, what was actually wrong with him? Did creating the barrier tax him too much?

      “It’s good because you won’t be sent to a squadron. You don’t have the experience to pilot in space, to get in the shit with the Sentients.”

      “I won’t?” I hadn’t thought about flying for the fleet, not as a fighter pilot. But the more he talks about it, the more it makes sense. If fighting the Sentients keeps the galaxies safe—including my own—then why shouldn’t I?

      “Nope. You have the skill, but not the training.”

      I stare at the back of his head as he maneuvers past the arch that Gavros just destroyed. “Isn’t that what you’re supposed to teach me?”

      He points. “That arch was created over millions of years. The water that flowed through the ravine left it. A gift for anyone who saw it. Before the academy took these lands for training, people used to come from Centari City just to marvel at it. Now it’s gone.” He sighs. “When the Pillars create something special, it’s always in danger. Being unique, being different—that’s what caused Gavros to destroy the arch. It became a target.”

      I rub my eyes, because I’m not sure what else to do. “The arch was special. I get that. And I didn’t want him to destroy it. But back to the fleet, aren’t you supposed to be the one training me on how to fly so I can have the experience I need?”

      “I don’t train anyone. Not really.” He takes another drink. “I show you the ships. I tell you what they do. And then you fly them. And some of you fly off to a squadron. And that’s where you die.” He says it with such finality. But I suppose that’s what death is—final.

      “Not all the pilots die, surely.”

      “Oh, but they do.” He waves a hand, his drink sloshing. “My entire squadron, just gone. Utterly gone. Because that’s war. And the Sentients—they never want this war to end. Not until the fleet is theirs. Not until we’re all cyborgs or slaves or food for the Rift creatures. They won’t stop. So, yes, it’s a good thing you’ll never be a pilot.”

      I see why he drinks. It dulls the pain. My mom did the same thing, though it made her mean, not sad like Master Daviti. I unwind a little, though I don’t go anywhere near the controls. “You lost your entire squadron. All your friends.”

      “My friends. My Omega.” His voice cracks on the last word, but he clears his throat and continues, “When I send pilots to the fleet, I send them to die. But you have that spark, you see? My Omega had it. She was the best damn pilot this universe has ever seen. A tiny Rulentin female with the heart to captain a ship right alongside Nox.” The pride in his voice rips a hole in my heart. “But did it matter? No. Not when the Sentients tore her ship apart and flung her into space. Lirian died outside my window. I still see her.” He raises a hand to the windshield, as if she’s just outside.

      I look down at my uncomfortable seat. He said it was made for a Rulentin female. For his Omega, Lirian. “I’m sorry.” My voice shakes at the pain in him, the anguish that’s still fresh when he talks about his Omega. “I can’t imagine how hard that was for you.”

      He raises his canteen and downs a huge gulp. “You shouldn’t have to. And you won’t. I won’t let them have you. So, keep that in mind when you’re flying. When you’re soaring out here in the blue and feeling free, remember that being the best comes with a high price.” He wipes his nose on his sleeve. “Because I see a bit of my Lirian in you. She’s there. Her spirit. And she loved to fly, to lead. But look where it got her.” He sniffles again, then says softly, “Look where it got her.”

      We fly the rest of the way back to the academy in silence interspersed with hiccups. I chew over what he’s said, the warning in his words. I love flying. It’s the only subject at this school that I seem to have any aptitude for. But if it’s going to get me killed? Maybe I should try something else, something a little less … deadly. Then again, as I watch Master Daviti maneuver through the sky, dance with the clouds, and weave through the landscape, I wonder if maybe that spark he sees in me might be the thing that will keep me in the air—and keep me alive.
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      “These are all we have to choose from?” Kyte frowns at the four different dress uniforms available for the ball.

      “The fleet wants consistency.” I don’t particularly like them, either, but fashion isn’t high on my list of concerns. “Everyone has to look perfect since the Council of Regents might be there.”

      “These are just so plain. Not a touch of gold anywhere.” He frowns.

      “Not everything has to be covered in Calarian riches.” Jeren inspects the darkest of the uniforms, naturally. “This one will do fine. Besides, I’m more concerned about finals.”

      I turn and give him an overly-surprised look. “You, the shadow of the Alpha Academy, the Larenoan who doesn’t even want to be here—you are concerned about finals?”

      He grabs the pillow off my bed and throws it at me. I catch it and throw it back.

      “You know what I mean. Lana. She’s so far behind.”

      Kyte glances out the window on his side of the dorm. “She and Tilda are at the fountain again, studying for Master Lintaru’s class.”

      I know. I always know where she is. It would probably creep her out if she knew how closely I watched her. But if I don’t, worry eats away at me. What if Gavros was bothering her again? I don’t feel at ease unless she’s near, so I keep tabs on her. At least Kyte and Jeren don’t know how bad I’ve gotten.

      “We know you already know where she is.” Kyte smirks.

      “What?” I turn and pretend to inspect the white uniform. “No, I don’t.”

      “Yes, you do.” Jeren laughs. “It actually makes me feel better.”

      “What does?” I shine the silver button at the uniform’s throat.

      “That you’re always keeping watch. Don’t deny it.” Kyte leans against the wall. “I won’t. I admit I have a link to her still, from that very first day. It wanes if I haven’t seen her for a while, but when we get back together, it’s there. I think that once the circle is sealed, it will always be there, and strong. But I spy on her sometimes. Nothing intrusive. I just sort of … check in.”

      “And I’m the one who watches her too much?”

      “Not too much.” Jeren flips through a textbook on his screen. “Just enough.”

      Every day that goes by and the circle isn’t sealed, it’s like a splinter is embedded under my skin. I can’t imagine the relief I’ll feel when that splinter is gone. Not to mention the other side effects of denying myself. The thought of Lana is all it takes for my cock to act up, the knot aching. And I know she feels the same. The perfume of her slick is like a tease, and it grows stronger when all four of us are together.

      “You’re drooling.” Kyte points.

      “No, I’m not.” I wipe my mouth just in case.

      “I do the same thing when I think about her.” He lies back on his bed, one hand resting on his stomach. “Maybe the mating won’t be public, but it will be epic.”

      “Don’t talk about mating,” Jeren snipes. “I won’t be able to concentrate on the things I need to go over with her tomorrow.”

      “I wonder who she’ll choose to taste her first, to touch her.” Kyte’s hand makes lazy circles on his stomach, and I imagine what it would feel like for me to be the first to spread her legs and run my tongue along her sweet slick.

      That way lies madness. “Kyte.” I fist my hands. “Stop.”

      “As long as all three of us are involved, I don’t care who gets inside her first.” He runs his fingertip across his lips. “In fact, I’ve been wondering how soft her tongue would feel on me. The sounds she’d make with me in her mouth and Ceredes between her thighs. Maybe Jeren in her hands.”

      Ceredes rubs his hands down his face. “Kyte, you’re a real dick, you know that?”

      “Definitely.” He stands and calls up the portal. “And now I need some alone time.”

      “Me too.” Jeren uses the portal once Kyte’s gone and disappears.

      “Me too.” I hate to admit it, but it’s true. I walk to the window and stare out at her, her face animated as she talks and laughs with Tilda. It’s so easy to reach into my pants, to watch her and think of the kiss we shared, the taste of her lips. It’s all for her. Every groan. Every twist of my palm. Every last stroke. Hers.
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      “Why did no one tell me about this?” I hiss.

      Tilda lies on my bed beside me, both of us giggling. Uaxin is on my other side, listening.

      “I thought you knew. I mean, everyone knows.” Tilda laughs some more, and I roll over and bury my face in my pillow.

      “Does it hurt?” It comes out more like ‘dmfurt.”

      “What?”

      I lift my head. “Does it hurt?”

      “Pillars, no. It makes it so, so good.”

      “Oh my god.” I squeal into my pillow, then turn my head to the side. “Have you done it before?”

      “No, I’m saving myself for my Alpha mate.”

      “That’s so romantic.”

      “I know, right? All the Betas I’ve been with can’t compare, I’m sure.”

      “Wait.” I must have misheard. “You just said you were saving yourself, but then you said you’re not a virgin, so I’m lost.”

      “What’s a virgin?” She twirls a lock of her black curls around her finger. “Some weird human term?”

      “What? It means someone who’s never had sex. You must have some other word for it.”

      “No.” She furrows her brow. “Why would there be a word for that? What’s the difference in a person that has or hasn’t mated?”

      “I … Well, I don’t know.” I look at Uaxin, but she gives the tiniest shrug. “So, virgins just aren’t a thing in space?”

      “Is it important to humans or something? To be untried?”

      “I guess because, well maybe because the women are supposed to be virgins when they get married, and if they’re not, they’re seen as having less worth?” Saying it out loud makes me cringe.

      Tilda cringes, too. “Look, I’m not trying to society-shame anyone, but that’s a load of Cartax shit.”

      “I’m beginning to agree.” I roll to my side. “Things are so different here. I’m starting to think they’re better.”

      “Some are better, some worse.” She shrugs. “Now, back to the important stuff—I’ve heard all about the knotting from my older sister. Her Alpha is one of the chief spies for the fleet. Anyway, she said that once the knot is locked in, the orgasm can last for minutes.”

      “Minutes?” I’ve only ever gotten seconds with Henry Cavill and my vibe. “Are you serious?”

      “Min-utes,” she enunciates. “Multiple minutes. And multiple orgasms.”

      “And then you’re like, stuck together because of the knot?”

      “Yes, that’s what makes the orgasm so amazing.” She flutters her eyelashes. “Locked in pleasure.”

      “What about female Alphas?”

      “They don’t have knots, but they do have a little something special. When they climax, they clamp down on their mate. If it’s a male, he can’t escape, not until he orgasms, too.”

      “You can’t be serious?” I squeal into my pillow again.

      “Humans really are weird about mating.” She giggles, but now I realize she’s laughing at me, not with me.

      I can’t get defensive about it, because it’s true. “It’s just that humans don’t have this extra fun stuff. And we’re super private about sex in general. It’s part of our Puritan heritage, I guess. That’s the way I was brought up. My mother wanted me to be afraid of sex, I think, so that I wouldn’t get pregnant. So she told me it would hurt, and I’d hate it, and so on and so forth. Of course, when I got older, I realized she’d sold me a load of crap, but it was sort of ingrained by then.”

      “That and the virgin thing sounds awful.” She yawns.

      The portal opens, and Ilwen strides in.

      Shit.

      We’ve been in a quiet truce for the past couple of weeks, but she still sends me plenty of dirty looks. And I take care not to mention Ceredes anywhere near her. The less confrontation, the better. I’m trying to focus on finals, so keeping my head down is a necessity, no matter how badly I’d like to tell her off.

      “So, speaking of knots, have you seen Ceredes’s?” Tilda, on the other hand, still loves a good fight.

      Ilwen stops, her back tensing, and she turns toward us.

      “Tilda.” I pinch her arm.

      “I bet his is large. I mean, look at him. He’s all Bellatian. That knot has to be a pleasure twist and then some. And I know for a fact he wants to give it to you.”

      I pinch her harder. “Tilda, please.” After all, I have to live in this room with Ilwen.

      She sits up. “What?”

      I sling my legs off the side of the bed. “Tilda, let’s go study in your room, okay?”

      “No.” Ilwen points at Tilda. “You can go, Granterry garbage. Take your defective friend with you.” She jerks her chin at Uaxin. “But I have some things to say to Lana.” She snaps open the portal. “In private.”

      Justa walks in the hall door, takes one look at Ilwen, and turns around and leaves. I’m jealous.

      Uaxin rises and crosses her arms over her stomach. I can’t tell if she’s scared or angry, and that breaks my heart a little bit.

      Tilda rolls out of bed and shoots Ilwen a deadly glare, then smiles at me. “Comm me if you need me.” She motions for Uaxin to step through the portal. The Omega gives Ilwen a hard look, then leaves with Tilda on her heels.

      I take a deep breath. “Look, Ilwen—”

      She flies at me. I dodge hard to the left and hit the floor behind my bed.

      “You’ve gotten faster.” She circles around toward me.

      “Jeren’s a good teacher.” The ache in my muscles is a testament to that fact. I get up early every morning to train with him or Ceredes before classes begin.

      “I’m sure he is, fliggy.”

      Lana, don’t say it. Don’t. Say. It. “Ceredes is very thorough with me, too.” I said it.

      Her sneer almost melts my face off. “No surprise you’ve been offering yourself to the Alphas in exchange for help.”

      I stand and put up my fists. “Back off, Ilwen.”

      “You’re the one who needs to back off.” She lunges for me.

      I try to climb over the bed, but she grabs a handful of my hair and yanks me down. Jesus, that stings.

      I scream and grab a handful of hers, pulling hard until she yowls and releases me. Kicking away from her, I jump Justa’s bed and wait.

      “Do you really want to do this?” I force myself to keep Jeren’s commandments. Knees bent. Eyes on the enemy at all times. Protect my face and neck. Go for areas that will deliver the most pain. And Ceredes’ number one rule: stay on my feet.

      “You’ve been flaunting yourself for weeks, acting like you’re the Omega Commander, dragging Ceredes around by his knot.” She stalks to the foot of Justa’s bed. “I really want to do this.” Her attack is swift. I throw my hands up to protect my face, then drop and kick out to knock her off her feet. But she saw that coming, and when I drop, her knee slams into my ear. Sparks bloom in my vision, and my ear is ringing with sound and pain. It knocks me on my ass for a second. But that second is long enough for Ilwen to jump on top of me, her fists flying as I reach up and shield my face. She’s strong, far stronger than me. And all the training in the world can’t give me more strength than a creature like Ilwen.

      I take the hits, my arms aching, my face stinging when her nails swipe through the openings. Taking in a gulp of breath, I surge up, arching my back, then shoving forward. Ilwen falls back but catches herself like a cat and gets to her feet.

      “Not.” I heave myself to my feet. “Cool.”

      “You have been a problem since your shuttle landed.” She sizes me up. “You don’t belong here. There’s nothing special about you. Nothing. Ceredes is blinded by you, probably because you’re the only human on campus. You’re just a plaything to him. A new pet.”

      “Call me crazy, but you sound just a little bit jealous.” I scan around me for a weapon and only find Unar’s stuffed octopus-looking alien monster she sleeps with. No help.

      “Don’t worry. When he takes me to the ball, I’ll have plenty of alone time with him to explain what a disgusting animal you are.”

      I stand a little straighter, surprise knocking me out of my stance. “He asked you to the ball?”

      “Of course he has.” She forces an ugly laugh. “Did you think he’d ask you, fliggy? You’re just the female he uses for fun. I’m the one he’s going to choose as his mate.”

      I want to tell her she’s wrong, that we’re in a circle, that Ceredes would never ask her to the ball. But, for some reason, I don’t think she’s lying.

      She sees the opening and rushes me again, a scream rising from her throat that chills my blood. I embrace Jeren’s commandments and wait until she’s almost on me. Then I yank my knee up hard, right into her crotch. Her screech splits my already-injured ear, and she finally falls back, her ass hitting the floor hard as she rolls over and cups her lady-bits. That hit definitely delivered the most pain.

      I climb over to my bed and reach for my comm. “Tilda?”

      She appears in the portal a moment later, her eyes widening when she sees me. Turning toward Ilwen, she bares her (extremely sharp) teeth.

      “It’s done.” Ilwen croaks and wipes her lavender hair from her eyes. “Go away.”

      “I’m fine.” I wipe the scratches on my face, my fingers coming away a little bloody.

      “You’re not fine.” She pulls me up and toward the portal. “I’m taking you to Onin.”

      “You got her all worked up.” I want to smack Tilda, but I’m sort of over fighting for the moment. “You made her nuts and then ditched me!”

      “Yeah, I thought she’d just curse you and go to bed.” Tilda shrugs. “But I underestimated her crazy.”

      “No shit.” I sag against her, and we’re about to use the portal when Kyte walks through it, his eyes severe. It grows even harsher when he sees the scratches on my face and the state of our wrecked dorm room.

      “Come with me.” He pulls me into the portal, leaving Tilda behind.

      “Where are we?” I’ve never seen this room before. The ceiling is high above, glass looking out onto the night, and some sort of crew is setting up tables around the outer edges.

      “It’s the ballroom.” He leads me to a side hall, then picks me up with ease. “What happened?”

      “You should see the other guy.” I look up at him. He doesn’t laugh.

      “I can walk.”

      “I know.” He pauses for a moment, and my body warms as the connection between us snaps taut.

      I can feel the scratches healing, the aches in my arms dissipating. “Thank you.”

      “Now tell me what happened.”

      “Tilda baited Ilwen, then left me with her, so Ilwen went all Thunderdome on me—”

      “Thunderdome?”

      “It’s an old movie. They have this fight ring thing and they say ‘two men enter, one man leaves’ and it’s—”

      “A dueling ring. I see. If Ilwen wanted to challenge you, she should have done it formally.” He carries me through a series of halls until I’m utterly lost.

      “I don’t want anything formal from her. Or informal, either. I just want to pass finals. Hey, where are we going?”

      “My room.”

      “Why not use the portal?”

      “I think you’re being tracked each time you pass through a portal.”

      “What? Why?”

      “I don’t know, but I don’t think it was a coincidence that Master Rav showed up when we were outside of the main campus or when Master Harlan came to our room last time.” He stops and peers around a corner, then waits for a couple of Alphas to walk by. They ignore us, but I don’t know if that’s because of something Kyte does to hide us or if they’re too busy discussing the best way to behead a slymander.

      “What’s a slymander?” I whisper.

      “Multi-headed beast with three forked tongues in each head and an appetite for live prey. Comes from the Rift.”

      “The space out beyond space, right?” I’m still not clear on what the Rift is.

      “Something like that.”

      “Huh.” I hang on as he hurries down the now-empty hall. “So all this is just to cover my tracks?”

      “As far as anyone monitoring the portals knows, you’re in the ballroom being nosey about the setup.”

      “Okay. But why would anyone care where I went? Why track me? Who’s doing it? Harlan?”

      “I wish I knew.” He pushes through a door and into his dorm room.

      Ceredes stops pacing, and Jeren stows his blade.

      “Are you all right?” They both rush up but are careful not to touch me when Kyte’s holding me.

      “Yeah, just Ilwen going a little batty.” I turn to Ceredes. “She said you asked her to the ball.” Did I just sound like a jealous shrew? Yeah, I think I did. So what?

      “Yes.” He gestures toward his bed, but Kyte takes me to his own.

      Ceredes glowers and kneels beside me as Kyte checks my healed spots. “I had to ask her. It’s a rule for the Alpha Commander to escort the Omega Commander to the ball. We have to set an example for everyone.”

      “Oh.” I need to be cool about this. I really do. Because there are three of them. And being snippy about one of them going to the ball with someone else is utterly dicktastic. All the same, I want him with us.

      “I wouldn’t have asked her if it were up to me.” He takes a chance and swipes his fingers across my cheek even though Kyte is examining my arms. “I promise.”

      A link pulses through us, then settles. I can feel that Jeren’s missing, like a piece of the circuit is disconnected.

      “It’s okay.” I attempt a level-headed tone.

      “Don’t worry.” Kyte lies down next to me, the warm length of his body pressed to my side. “Jeren and I will take you.”

      “Yes.” Jeren sits on the bed next to me, his dark eyes eating me up.

      “Is it normal for a gal to have two dates?”

      “Should be three.” Ceredes grumbles and stands again, beginning his pacing anew.

      “Omegas are uncommon, so it’s normal for them to have several invitations to the ball,” Kyte explains.

      “I already intercepted three for you.” Jeren smirks.

      “What?” I try to sit up.

      Kyte presses his hand on my shoulder. “Relax.”

      “Who asked me? And you shouldn’t be messing with my mail.” I turn back to Kyte. “Was it mail? How do I even get letters?”

      “Not mail.” Jeren waves a hand. “Just Alphas who wanted to approach you in class.”

      “You threatened them?”

      He pulls a hidden blade from god-knows-where and shrugs nonchalantly. “Not with words.”

      “Who?” I insist.

      “Let’s see. There was that Uginjan Alpha, the one with the spiky tail. And the next was the male with the piercings.” Jeren points to his face. “But they’re all over his body, apparently. And then Gavros—”

      I sit up this time. “Are you shitting me?”

      “Nope.” Jeren quirks his head to the side. “I like that way of putting it, though. I’m not shitting you. Gavros wanted to ask you to the ball.”

      “But I hate him. He hates me.” I pinch the bridge of my nose because a headache is starting to set in. “He tried to kill me!”

      “He didn’t try to kill you. Everyone knows you’re the best pilot—and I’m talking out of the Alphas, Omegas, and Betas—and so does he. The rock fall was just him being an asshole. In hindsight, the wreck was a mix of bad decisions.” Jeren looks at Kyte pointedly. “But everyone came out of it all right.”

      “Maybe so, but he hates me.”

      “Alphas don’t hate Omegas. It’s not something that can happen.” Ceredes sits at the foot of the bed and runs one hand along my ankle. “We have an innate need to protect you, to win you.”

      I settle back down as Jeren pushes his bed over until it’s flush with Kyte’s. “You’re saying Gavros is being a jerk to me to … win me?”

      “Yeah,” Kyte replies like it’s painfully obvious.

      “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Makes total sense.” Jeren beds down next to me, his dark eyes beautiful in the low light.

      Kyte stuffs a pillow under my head, and Ceredes pulls the blanket up to my chin.

      “I can’t sleep in here, guys. Can you imagine the trouble I’ll be in if I’m caught?”

      “We’ll be the ones in trouble, not you. Don’t worry about it.” Ceredes maneuvers his bed so it lines up at the foot of the other two, then pulls his shirt off.

      I stare. I mean, I know he’s huge and muscled, but I still can’t stop looking whenever I see him with his shirt off. It’s the same with lithe Kyte and solid Jeren. They’re all so delicious.

      “Don’t do that.” Kyte groans and snuggles in behind me, though he’s careful to keep his hips back. I don’t have to guess why.

      “Do what?”

      “Ornali fruit.” Ceredes peers up at me from his spot at my feet. “I can almost taste it.”

      “Huh?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      The lights fade, and I take a deep breath. Am I doing this? Sleeping with three males?

      “Shh.” Kyte wraps one arm around me. “Go to sleep.”

      I’m warm, safe, and happy. I realize that right now, I’m happier than I’ve ever been, even when I was still a simple human on Earth, totally ignorant of the Gretar Fleet or Sentients. Love seems to eddy all around me, my Alphas forming a wall of care of protection.

      I close my eyes. I trust them. I let myself go. And I fall asleep.
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      “And this one?” I hold up the screen.

      Her mind whispers ‘Commander Origami’, but she shoves that thought away. “It’s Commander Oruwani.”

      “Correct.” I pull up another one. “And who’s this lovely specimen?”

      She leans closer to get a better look. “Why are some of these pictures so blurry? It’s not helping.”

      “They were obtained through Granterry reconnaissance. It’s the best they can do.”

      “Oh.” She sits back, and it’s as if I can see a weight settling on her shoulders. “We’re really going to be at war, aren’t we? These people, or cyborgs, I guess I should say, we’re studying are real. And they want to kill us, don’t they?”

      “Yes.” I lay the screen down on the white blanket. “And yes.”

      She pulls her knees to her chest and hugs them. “Aren’t you scared?”

      “The Sentients have been a threat all my life.” I scoot closer to her. “I guess I’m used to it. Sort of numb to it, really.”

      “Have you ever seen one?” Her brown eyes are fearful.

      “Yes.” I pull her into my arms and lean back against the wall.

      “Tell me about it.” She settles between my legs, the back of her head on my chest.

      “All right.” I kiss her crown. “Several years ago, when I was still a child, the Sentients decided that taking the resources of my homeworld, Latrides, would be a good step toward their plan of eventually overwhelming the fleet. After all, coin doesn’t discriminate. The Sentients could buy ships, virudivan engines, anything they needed to wage their war. One night, several battle cruisers appeared above the planet, and the Sentients began an invasion. But Latrides is a difficult place to conquer.”

      “Why’s it called the Ghost Planet?”

      I smile. “I rather love that name. The planet has a core of pure energy, not virudivan but a cruder source. For lack of a better word, it burns.”

      “The center of your home planet is on fire?” She runs her fingers along my forearm, her touch so light it almost tickles.

      “That’s a rudimentary way of looking at it, but yes. The energy pushes through the cracks deep in the planet, up and out until it reaches the surface. Latrides is almost 80 percent oceans. So, the heat dissipates into the oceans and creates—”

      “Steam.”

      “Right.” I kiss her hair again. I can’t seem to stop. “The planet is always misty, its few cities hidden in the vapor from the energy core. And the energy core also creates the precious metals beneath the surface. It combines with the raw materials underground and forms rich deposits for our mines.”

      “How do you mine underwater?”

      “You ask smart questions.”

      She shrugs and settles against me even more. “You’re the nicest tutor I’ve got. Ceredes tosses me on my back most of the time, Jeren throws knives past my head, but you tell interesting stories.”

      “I’m glad you like them. And to answer your question, many Calarians have the ability to create barriers. Some so strong that they can hold back the water so the miners can get their equipment into place and form an air seal over the work site.”

      “You did that barrier when we were in the crash.” She turns her head to the side and peers up at me.

      “Yes, but like I said, that was because of you. I’ve never had any skill at barriers. My abilities lie in healing and regeneration. But you gave me what I needed to create a protective barrier, one that was strong enough to save us all from the crash.”

      “So that was new?”

      “That was new.” I slip my fingers under the hem of her shirt, her stomach warm and soft beneath my touch.

      “So what happened during the invasion?”

      “My mother, the leader of our planet, put up a barrier over our city. Others joined her until it was impenetrable. The Sentient ships dashed themselves against it. When her power began to wane, she summoned our fighters to take to the skies. The battle raged for days, but our ships are perfectly acquainted with the mists of the Ghost Planet, and they’re able to hide and fight, picking off the glowing Sentient ships with ease.”

      “Like the Americans picking off the redcoats.”

      “Hmm?”

      “My country had a war for independence. We learned how to hide behind trees and wear dark clothing when we were fighting. The enemy soldiers wore these bright red coats.”

      “Well, that’s foolish.”

      “Right. The American fighters picked them off, and we won the war.”

      “Then, yes. I guess the same principle applies here. We outgunned them based on our knowledge of the planet, and when the fleet’s squadrons arrived, they chased the rest of them back to the Rift. My mother led the charge that drove them off.”

      “Your mom sounds pretty badass.”

      “She is. I hope to be half the leader and fighter she is.”

      “Wow.” A hint of longing shoots through her, and I get a glimpse of her own mother, and the damage she inflicted on Lana for so many years.

      “You didn’t deserve to be hit.” I tread lightly. “You know that, right?”

      “I know.” She sighs heavily. “I’m just glad your mom fought for you, not with you.”

      I laugh. “Oh, we fight plenty. Trust me. She expects me to return home, mate with a perfect Calarian female, make perfect Calarian offspring, and take up her mantle as ruler of Latrides. And then, in her grand plan, I’ll get her seat on the Council of Regents.”

      “But that’s not in your plan?”

      “No. My plan is this.” I move my fingers even higher, skirting the bottom of her ribs. “Two nights from now, once finals are finished, I expect all four of us to come together and form the circle.”

      She grips my forearm a bit tighter. “Do you all expect me to, you know, to …”

      “Mate with us?” I don’t have to read her mind to sense her worry.

      “Yeah.”

      “No. I think the circle will be sealed when all of us touch. Though the seal will reach full power when we mate.”

      “Okay.” She breathes out. “But what if …” What if I want to be with all three of you? I hear the whisper of her thoughts, and my knot tightens.

      “We aren’t going to push you into anything, but I can assure you, the moment you say you’re ready, the three of us will give you exactly what you need. More pleasure than you’ve ever felt. I don’t want to overpromise, of course, but I will happily lick you until you scream for me to stop. And when I’m inside you?” I push my hips up just enough for her to feel what she’s doing to me. “I won’t stop until you’re utterly wrung out, every bit of release shared with the three of us.”

      “You are too much.” She shifts, her ass teasing my hardness. “And you’re trying to get to second base.” Her tone is chiding, but she doesn’t move my hand.

      “I don’t know what you just said, but you’re probably right.”

      She sighs. “The fleet can give us languages like zap into our brains, but it can’t give us all the all the understanding. That’s a shortcoming.”

      I edge my fingers higher and enjoy the goosebumps that rise along her skin. “Some things we have to learn for ourselves.” I press my lips to her ear. “Like fucking.”

      She shivers. “You, um, you researched that word, huh?”

      “Deeply.” I move my hand higher. “I rather enjoyed what I discovered. You have a filthy mouth, apparently.”

      “Yep.”

      “One that needs kissing.”

      “Definitely.” She whimpers when my fingers graze the bottom of her breast.

      Her slick scent is overwhelming, and I need to taste it. Need to give her every bit of me. But I can’t. Not yet. Not without Jeren and Ceredes. My brothers need this as much as I do.

      With a sigh, I pull my hand back.

      The tension in her unwinds, and she takes a deep breath. “I can’t survive many more of these close calls.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing.” She scoots away from me and grabs her screen. “I’m going to study with Tilda and Uaxin. They’re safe.”

      “I’m safe,” I protest, but she’s already out the door.

      I lie back on the bed and yell into my hands. She’s not the only one who can’t take much more.
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      “At least we won’t stand out too much.” I stare at the choices of ball gowns. Well, three gowns and a smart pantsuit. They’re arranged in the Omega lounge, the spot where we’re all supposed to congregate and have togetherness, I guess. Instead, the Omegas stick to their cliques and, standing next to Tilda, I admit I do, too.

      “That’s the idea. We’re all supposed to be like nameless, faceless members of the fleet. All equal … well, except for the commanders. And the regents.” She frowns. “And the nobles from planets that have a nobility system.”

      “Like Kyte?”

      “Like him.” She picks at the pantsuit model. “I think I’m going with this.”

      “Cool.” I have my eye on the only poofy gown. I redraw it in my mind, adding a tighter bodice with fleet accents and a curvier silhouette. But I suppose I can’t be too picky. I never got to go to prom. Mom said I’d just get pregnant and then she’d have another mouth to feed. This is my do-over. A plain one, but that doesn’t matter so much.

      “You should do that one.” Tilda circles around the black ballgown. “Maybe it’ll stop the Alphas from drooling over your hips since they’ll be hidden in all the fabric.”

      “My hips are wide.” I smack my butt. “Child-bearing hips, they call them on Earth.”

      “Exactly.” She snorts a laugh. “That’s like a mating call to the Alphas.”

      I pull the bodice tighter on the model. “I’m not a broodmare, Tilda.”

      “Sure you aren’t.” She doesn’t sound convinced. “Hey, how did you do in Master Rav’s final? I had to go to the infirmary after the eye incident.”

      I shudder. Master Rav got a little too exuberant when she aimed her stick at Tilda, and the result was … utterly disgusting. But at least Onin could repair the exploded eyeball.

      “Seems like Onin can fix anything.” I run my fingers along her dark eyebrow. “Not a sign of the, um, accident.”

      “He’s good. Sad, though, what happened to him.”

      “Huh? What did I miss?”

      “Oh, just one of those tragic tales of an Omega losing their Alpha.”

      “How did he lose his Alpha?”

      “Eh, it’s kind of fuzzy in my memory, but I know he was devastated.” She searches through the pantsuit rack for her size. “So, did you pass?”

      “I got a nice bruise on the back of my legs, and I didn’t manage to touch her, but she said I did okay enough to move on to next term.”

      “You passed!” Her face lights up and she hugs me.

      “Thanks.” I pat her and try to breathe through her death grip. “Now tell me about Onin.”

      “Not much to tell. After his Alpha died, he chose to come back to the academy and work in the infirmary. It’s where they trained together, so he’s got lots of good memories there.” She shrugs. “When a bonded pair is ripped apart, something dies in the one left behind. It’s horrible, but it happens.”

      Ilwen appears in the portal, her gaze going straight to me.

      “Play it cool this time,” I remind Tilda.

      “I know. You’ve only told me fifty times.”

      “Well, you have a temper and—” I zip it as Ilwen approaches.

      “You two are going to look stunning in these.” She motions to the outfits as Unar appears behind her, a deep maroon something draped across her arms.

      “What are you up to?” I cross my arms, but not too tight in case she goes rabid again.

      “Nothing.” She grins, her two little fangs extra pointy. “I’ve just chosen a little something special for Ceredes tomorrow. It fits just right, though loose enough, I suppose. Plenty easy for him to slip it off me when we’re done presiding over the ball.”

      “We’re all supposed to choose from these.” Tilda snatches her pantsuit from the rack.

      “I’m the Omega Commander.” Ilwen toys with a lock of her lavender hair. “So I get to stand out. I already do, anyway.”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “I mean, you’re pink. How many pink people do you meet?”

      Her fake smile fades. “No, human. I stand out because I’m better than you.”

      “Did you ace your flying exam?” Tilda steps toward her.

      “What?”

      “If you’re so special, then I assume you aced your flying exam and got top marks in Master Lintaru’s class. Right?”

      Ilwen’s façade begins to crack. “Well, I—”

      “No, you didn’t get either. Because I got the honors in Master Lintaru’s class, and Lana took the top spot in flight class.”

      “Tilda.” I touch her forearm. “Remember what we talked about.”

      “It’s true.” She jerks her chin at me. “You got top marks. Flaunt it.” She tosses her hair for effect.

      She’s right. It was under Master Daviti’s protest, but he couldn’t deny me, not when I was the student who came the closest to winning his exercise. Next term, though, I’m going to get him.

      “You think any of that matters?” Ilwen’s voice rises. “I’m going up-fleet with Ceredes. We are mates. And tomorrow night, we’re going to seal it. He’s been dying to mate with me from the moment he saw me, and I’m going to give him what he’s been after.”

      I scratch my nose. “But, wouldn’t that make you a profligate?”

      Ilwen hisses, her claws sharpening. “Don’t you dare use that word on me.”

      “I’m just saying.” I shrug. “Seems like you’d be a pro-flig-ate—” I enunciate each syllable like a punch to her smug face “—if you were to let Ceredes hit it without getting the fleet go-ahead. Right?”

      “Now who’s the one with the temper?” Tilda mutters and lines up next to me, her stance loose.

      She’s right. I’m regressing to my smartass self. But no one talks about Ceredes like that. Not in front of me. He’s not some ornament for Ilwen’s arm, a ticket to get a cushy assignment in leadership.

      Ilwen steps to me. I don’t back down.

      “The next time you get in my way, you’re going to get hurt.” She snarls. “I want you to know that I warned you.”

      “Back off.” Tilda disappears and re-appears behind Ilwen.

      Ilwen casts a quick glance over her shoulder. “Let’s go.” She snatches her dress from Unar and storms from the room. Unar follows, her head down.

      “Well, that was fun.” I sink into one of the soft, white chairs.

      Tilda picks at the collar of her chosen outfit. “How’s life in the dorm room?”

      “I avoid it.”

      “How?” She sits next to me.

      I made a mistake saying that. I’m not supposed to talk about spending my nights with the guys. I shrug it off. “Oh, you know, just studying with you and practicing—anything I can do to keep out of her way.”

      She cuts her eyes at me. “You mean like sleeping with three Alphas?”

      “Shhh!” I glance around, but no one’s near. “How did you know?”

      She rolls her eyes. “I’m a Granterry.”

      I lean back and melt into the chair. “A spy.”

      “Yep. I pretty much know everything there is to know around here. Including what you’re doing out and about at night. Besides, who do you think has been covering for you with Ilwen? I’ve told her you’re in my room.”

      “I’m so stupid. I didn’t even think about that. I just figured she’d assume I was with you.”

      “She’s been checking in, believe me.” She slings her arm along the back of my chair. “You can tell me anything. You know that, right?”

      I nod. Guilt begins to gnaw at me. After all, I’ve been keeping the circle a secret from her. But Kyte made clear that we can’t say a word. So I haven’t. And I won’t. Besides, after the ball, it could be that everyone will know about it.

      “Stop thinking so much.” She stands and stretches. “You’ll hurt your little human brain.”

      I laugh. “Rude.”

      “Come on. We can have a late-night snack.” She offers me her hand. “I’ll show you my secret meat stash.”

      “That’s gross.” I take her hand, our friendship sealed despite secrets kept. “And I’d love to.”
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      Ilwen is keeping me waiting. Of course. I stalk back and forth in front of the Omega dorms as others greet their dates and head to the ballroom. Jeren and Kyte wait off to the side, all three of us in the black dress uniform. I wonder what gown Lana chose. We haven’t discussed the ball as much as what we plan to do once it’s begun. But now I can’t help but look up—look for her—every time the doors open.

      But I won’t be escorting her. I grit my teeth. Jeren and Kyte will get that honor while I have to walk with Ilwen, speak with Ilwen, not strangle Ilwen.

      “Calm down.” Kyte walks over to me.

      “You calm down.” I know he’s just as nervous.

      “Let’s all calm down.” Jeren puts a hand on my arm, stopping me from pacing. “She’s going to be beautiful. But we can handle it, all right? We’ve been sleeping with her for a week, after all. And we’ve been strong the entire time. We’ve got this.”

      “Besides, we won’t be at the ball for long.” Kyte swipes away nonexistent dust from his uniform. “Once we’ve made the circle, she’ll be sealed to us forever.”

      “We’ll be everything she needs.” Jeren claps me on the arm.

      “I’m ready.” I give them a terse nod.

      “I’m ready, too.” Kyte hesitates, then continues in an even quieter voice, “But are you ready to seal it all the way?”

      My heart jumps. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      Kyte nods. “I think she’s ready. She wants to complete the full circle.”

      “Mating?” Jeren smiles.

      “Tonight?” I don’t know if I can contain the yell of excitement that wants to barrel from my lungs.

      “Yes.” Kyte looks around to make sure no one is listening. “I think once we’ve joined the circle, she will initiate the rest of the mate bond.”

      “How do you know?” Jeren’s voice shakes.

      “I can sense her. I try not to read her thoughts, but some are louder than others.”

      “Her slick.” I lick my lips. “It’s there every night.”

      “If she makes us wait.” Jeren scrubs a hand down his face. “Just know that I might lose my mind.”

      “I don’t think she will.” Kyte grabs both of our arms, that thin current twining through us. “I think tonight is the night.”

      “By the Pillars, please let it be true.” Jeren sends his prayer into the universe, and I echo it silently.

      The door opens again, and Unar walks out in a slim dress with a short skirt. She takes Tarvan’s arm.

      “Dicknose got a date.” Jeren raises a brow.

      “The universe has strange ways.” I watch as they head out together, Dicknose grinning in triumph.

      “Get off my skirt!” Ilwen’s shrill voice cuts through the night as she exits from the dorm. Justa trails behind, a litany of apologies rolling off her tongue. Ilwen smacks her away.

      I just have to get through it, no matter how much I want to ditch Ilwen and wait for Lana with Kyte and Jeren.

      “Ceredes, darling.” Ilwen swans up, her dress different than all the others. The top is low, the slit high, and the color a decent accent to her pink skin. But she could be wearing a gown of diamonds, and Lana a terranseed sack, and I’d pick Lana every time.

      “Let’s go.” I dutifully hold out my arm.

      Jeren snickers.

      I shoot him a scorching glare. He shrugs.

      I turn and lead Ilwen away when a shuttle drops just ahead of us, blocking our way.

      “Who’s that?” she asks, then her voice raises an octave in excitement. “Look at the emblem. It’s a Regent shuttle. Must be somebody important.”

      The silver door opens and High Commander Bartanz descends, his back rigid and his gaze straight ahead. He’s a Bellatian from my home planet, his muscular body straining against his dress whites. His black hair is short, and his gaze doesn’t seem to miss a thing.

      “It’s the High Commander,” Ilwen stage whispers.

      He turns toward us. “Alpha Commander, Omega Commander, good evening.”

      “Good evening,” Ilwen simpers. “I’m afraid your shuttle dropped you at the wrong building.” She points past the fountain. “The ballroom is over there.”

      “I’m perfectly aware of the academy layout, Omega.” His tone is crisp. “Excuse me.”

      He moves to step past us, then pauses. “Actually, you may be of some use. Go inside and bring me the Omega from Earth.”

      Ice shoots through my veins, and I can sense Jeren and Kyte snapping to attention.

      “Why would you want her?” Ilwen isn’t acting anymore. She’s genuinely perplexed.

      High Commander Bartanz grimaces at her. “I’m here to escort her, obviously. Now, get a move on.”

      His biting tone gets her turning so quickly she almost falls. But I steady her.

      Then she stops and points. “Oh, there she is now.”
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      I hurry to the door and hope Jeren and Kyte will forgive me for being so late. Everything would have been fine if Ilwen hadn’t intentionally stopped up the sink when she was finished doing her makeup. Thankfully, Tilda was friends with the Beta who has the long, oddly stretchy arms, and he was able to clear it for me.

      Stopping at the dorm door, I take a deep breath. I can do this. It’s a big night, and not just because of the ball. If all goes as planned, I’ll be part of a circle and in a mating bond with my guys before the evening is over. It’s dizzying, really. Just a few months ago, I was trying to survive long enough to get my high school diploma and away from Mom’s fists. Now, I’m on the verge of something so big it could rock the Gretar Fleet to its core. And more than that, I’ve found a connection with not one, but three amazing males. A jolt of nerves scatters through me when I realize that after tonight, we’re not just friends. We’ll be so much more.

      “What a world.” I smile and push through the door.

      Jeren and Kyte are waiting, and even Ilwen and Ceredes are standing outside. But there’s something wrong. I hurry toward Kyte, the worry in his eyes like a stab through my heart. What is it?

      “Lana.” A male in a white uniform covered with medals calls my name.

      I recognize him. He’s the one who met me when my shuttle first landed. And he was always one of the top cards when Jeren would quiz me about fleet leaders. “High Commander Bartanz.”

      He offers his thick arm. “Shall we?”

      “I, uh …” I look at Kyte.

      “Go with him. We’ll be right behind you.”

      “I’m not often kept waiting.” Bartanz says it with a faint smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes.

      “Sorry.” I take his arm. “I’m just surprised is all.” I let him lead me into the courtyard, past the fountain, and toward the ballroom. It’s decorated with the fleet insignia and the flags representing the Council of Regents. Everything is dark and formal, only the cadets brightening the night with their exuberance. Bartanz is more like the décor—silent and stuffy. Why is he here? Why is he escorting me? Should I ask him that? I glance at his stone countenance and decide against it.

      In my head, I’d played out this slow-motion, amazing prom look when I stepped out of the Omega dorm. But instead, I’m being led to the ball by the stiff, mean-looking commander of the entire fleet. No dropped jaws from Kyte, Jeren, and Ceredes. Nope. This guy has stolen my thunder.

      “You look amazing, the most beautiful female on the entire campus.” Kyte’s voice is at my ear, but not really. He’s several paces back.

      My cheeks warm at his praise, but I keep my eyes straight ahead. I need to focus, because it’s pretty obvious that the High Commander escorting an Omega cadet isn’t normal. If I couldn’t already tell, all the stares, whispers, and gawking would have done the trick. Bartanz ignores all the other cadets and walks up the stairs to the ballroom as I dutifully stick to his side. Is he going to talk?

      It takes about ten more steps for me to work up my nerve. But then I dive in. “So, why are you—”

      “I have time for one dance.” His voice is low and curt. “Then I must return to the Council of Regents.”

      “Okay?” I’m not sure how to respond.

      “Come along.” He strides past the instructors, including Master Harlan, and pulls me onto the glittering dancefloor. The room was buzzing when we walked in, but now a silence falls as all the students stare. I can’t blame them. This is weird.

      Bartanz points at the small stage where the musicians—though some of their instruments are a total mystery to me—are set up. They begin to play a strange, haunting song, and Bartanz moves almost mechanically to the music.

      I would point out that I don’t know how to dance, but that wouldn’t matter, because he holds me off the ground as he waltzes us along the dance floor. We spin and glide as the faces around us become a blur. Good. I’m kind of over the staring, though I would like to see Jeren, Kyte, and Ceredes. Maybe they could give me some guidance.

      The high commander clears his throat. “I’m not much for wooing, Lana. I’m far too busy with protecting the fleet from the Sentient threat.”

      “Wooing?” I finally meet his eyes. They’re a darker blue than Ceredes’s, and somehow even more intense.

      “In short, I intend to claim you as my mate. We will be bonded, just the two of us, and you will live up-fleet with me. I will secure you a position within the Council of Regents, though you won’t have to perform any real duties, of course.”

      “Hang on. What?” I shake my head, but it makes me dizzy as he swirls me across the floor. “I don’t even know you. Why—”

      “You are my chosen mate. That’s all you need to know.” His grip tightens.

      “Hey.” I squirm. “I’m not some doll you can choose out of a store window. And I’m not your mate.”

      He stops. “You are what I say you are.”

      The music keeps playing even though we’re standing still in the middle of the ballroom.

      “This isn’t up for debate.” He puts me on my feet. “I allowed you this time at the academy to acclimate in total safety. From the results of your finals, I would say you’ve accepted the fleet as your new home. You did quite well on your flying exam, though you won’t be needing that skill as my mate. Now, it’s time for you to do your duty. Prepare your things. A shuttle will be here for you in the morning. The journey to my ship will take no more than two hours. You will be in my quarters and ready for the mating ceremony by the time I arrive after my morning intelligence briefing with the Council. Is that clear?”

      Nothing’s clear. I stare up at him as my eyes water. “Why?”

      He turns on his heel and marches away from me, leaving my question unanswered and my life in tatters.
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      Kyte takes my arm and leads me off the dancefloor. Jeren’s on my other side, his warm palm at my lower back.

      “It’s okay. Whatever it is, you’ll be all right.” Jeren’s low voice always calms me.

      Not this time.

      Ceredes breaks away from Ilwen and jogs over. “What was that?”

      Kyte jerks his chin toward the back of the ballroom. Everyone is staring and whispering as I pass. Ilwen calls for Ceredes in a screechy whine, but he ignores her.

      Tilda beelines for me, her face pale. Once we’re in a darker area at the back of the ballroom and Ilwen’s taken the stage alone, I tell them what Bartanz said. Their faces grow darker with each word I say, and at the end, my knees go weak.

      Uaxin eases into the circle, her blue eye stark as she gets most of the story.

      “He said in the morning.” I look up at my Alphas. “He’s sending for me. I’m supposed to go.”

      “What in the Pillars is he thinking?” Tilda shakes her head. “He can’t just take you. The fleet doesn’t treat Omegas like prizes, not the way the Sentients do.”

      Uaxin huffs loudly from her nose, and this time I can tell she’s angry.

      “He said it.” I hug myself. “He said I was his and that we would do the mating ceremony tomorrow. There’s nothing I can do. But I can’t…” I stop talking before my tears choke me up.

      “That’s …” Tilda pulls me into her arms and hugs me hard. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Why would he do that?” Her kindness finally loosens my tears, and they roll down my cheeks in hot streaks of sorrow. “What did I do?”

      “You didn’t do anything.” Kyte strokes my back. “It’s not your fault. There’s something going on that they’re not telling us. There’s a reason he sent to Earth for you. A reason he’s had his eye on you this whole time.”

      “We’ll figure it out.” Jeren’s tone is soft, though his jaw is set in a hard line. “He won’t take you.”

      “How?” I wipe my eyes. “He said tomorrow. He said I wasn’t really a student, that he just sent me here to get me used to the fleet.”

      Tilda releases me. “I’m going to put out some feelers, see what’s going on.”

      “Granterry connections?” Ceredes asks.

      She nods. “Just hang on, okay?” She pushes my chin up. “We’ll get this figured out.” Turning, she melds into the crowd. The dancefloor is full of couples now, the party in full swing.

      Uaxin reaches out and takes my hand. “We won’t let him take you.” Her voice is so soft and creaky with disuse that I almost miss it. But when I realize the words are hers, I gasp. I squeeze her hand and blink away my tears as best I can. “Thank you.”

      She nods and lets go, then follows Tilda out of the ballroom. I want to believe her, to think there’s some way my friends can stop what’s happening. But how could we stand against the high commander?

      Ceredes scans the room. “We need to go. Seal the circle so that no other Alpha can try to lay claim to you.”

      “Will that work?”

      “Yes.” Kyte and Jeren say in unison.

      “Once it’s sealed, it’s done.” Kyte takes my hand. “No one else can join. And the only ones who can ever break the circle are those within it.”

      “One problem.” Ceredes peers over my head. “Master Harlan hasn’t let Lana out of his sight since Bartanz left.”

      I turn and see the Alpha leader, a drink in his hand, and his yellow eyes on me. “What do we do?”

      Jeren’s familiar smirk makes an appearance. “Leave that to me. When it happens, take her and go to the hangar like we planned. I’ll meet you there.” He backs away and disappears, nothing more than a shadow flitting amongst the cadets.

      “When what happens? What’s he doing?” I peer through the crowd, but he’s gone.

      Kyte grins. “I don’t know, but whatever it is, it’ll be good.”

      Ceredes moves to my back, his wall of muscle promising protection. I lean into him as Kyte watches the crowd. Ilwen is still onstage, but I can feel her wrath from across the ballroom. She’s staring at Ceredes with a mix of anger and heartbreak. For a thin moment, I feel sorry for her. Then she drops her gaze to me, the heartbreak turns to rage, and my pity dissolves as she mouths the word ‘fliggy’ at me.

      A cadet runs past, and I get a quick glimpse of him. His nose looks like a penis. “That must be Tarvan?”

      Kyte nods. “That’s him.”

      “Master Harlan!”

      Harlan finally turns his attention away from me. “What is it?”

      “Another shuttle has arrived with the Regent insignia.”

      “What? We weren’t expecting—”

      “It just landed!” Tarvan squeaks.

      Master Harlan stares at me for a long moment, then tears off toward the ballroom doors.

      “Now.” Ceredes takes one of my hands, Kyte the other, and we push through the crowd. They’re all straining to see who’s arrived, so we have to go against the tide to make it to the portal along the wall next to the band.

      Once we’re through, the hangar appears, and we hurtle toward the V-11.

      Jeren moves from the shadows, his steps quick as he meets us.

      “How did you get a Regent’s shuttle?”

      He shrugs. “Any shuttle looks like a Regent’s shuttle if you plaster the council’s flag to the side.”

      “Are you kidding?” I laugh despite the worry eating away at me. “That’s brilliant.”

      “Nicely done.” Kyte grins, and Ceredes claps him on the back.

      He gives me a small bow, then opens the V-11’s bay door. “Let’s get this done.”

      “I can’t wait.” I grab my skirt and climb aboard, then stuff all of me and my gown into the pilot’s seat. “How far should I go?”

      “Just get outside the barrier, and we’ll find a good spot.”

      “You got the code, right?” Kyte turns to Jeren.

      “It was written on the bottom of Master Daviti’s canteen.”

      “Lirian.” I start the engines and maneuver toward the hangar door.

      “Whoa.” Jeren stares. “How did you know?”

      I shrug. “Wild guess.” I ease the ship low along the ground until we’re a good distance from the main campus, then I shoot up toward the barrier.

      Kyte taps in the code. His display blinks red. He taps it in again. Red.

      “What is it?” I turn, fear once again constricting my thoughts.

      “It’s not working.”

      Ceredes tries to enter it. Red again.

      “Jeren, are you sure this is the—”

      “Yes!” He tries it, too. No luck. “They must have changed it.”

      I slam my hand on the console. “Bartanz knew I aced my flying exam.”

      “You think he—”

      “Yes. He’s the greatest strategist the fleet has ever known, remember?”

      Kyte nods, impressed. “You were paying attention when we studied.”

      “He knew. He knew I could fly and that I might try to escape.” I drop my head into my hands. “I’m trapped.”

      “No, you aren’t.” Ceredes takes over from the co-pilot seat. “We’re doing this. Here. Now.”

      “But everyone will know.” I look over at him. “Is that what you want?”

      “Do I want everyone to know that Jeren and Kyte are my brothers and you are our mate?” He smiles, his blue eyes lighting like a clear morning sky. “Fuck yeah.”
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      I step off the ship. My Alphas lead me into the canopy of trees, the same ones we stood under the last time we almost completed the circle.

      Kyte stops and turns around, then puts his palm to my cheek. “Are you ready?”

      I shake out my hands, nerves ricocheting all through me. “Yes. Are you?”

      He gives me one of his golden smiles. “Completely.”

      Jeren strides up. “Perimeter’s clear for now. But they likely clocked you when we went through the portal to the hangar.”

      I drop my gaze to the leafy forest floor. “They all knew. The instructors. They knew I wasn’t a real cadet, that Bartanz was just stashing me here so he could come back for me later. That’s why they were keeping tabs on me.”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Ceredes lifts my face to his. “Once the circle is formed, they won’t treat you as anything less than you are.”

      “You’ll be dangerous.” Jeren grins. “We all will.”

      “Together, there’s nothing we can’t do.” Kyte kisses my forehead. “And Bartanz won’t be able to touch you, okay?”

      I nod. This is it. The moment. The tipping point where I have to decide if I’m going to embrace my own future or let someone else dictate it for me. If I’m going to curl into a defensive ball and take each blow that rains down on me, or stand up and fight. I’ve played defense all my life. Now it’s time to see what I can really do.

      “Let’s seal it.” I look around at them, meeting each one in the eye. “You are my chosen Alphas.”

      “May the circle never break.” Kyte kisses my hand.

      Jeren kisses the other one. “May the circle never break.”

      Ceredes kisses my forehead. May the circle never break.”

      I stand in the center of all of them. “May the circle never break.”

      Kyte reaches out and touches Jeren, then Jeren reaches for Ceredes, and finally Ceredes grips Kyte’s shoulder. A circle around me. One of power and love.

      Jeren reaches out and takes my hand. The connection glows to life, our souls meeting once again and dancing around each other like long lost friends. He sees me, the real me, and I see him. Desire flows between us like the tide. Emotion threatens to overwhelm me. I let it and bask in the love he sends through our bond.

      Kyte takes my other hand, and our connection sends out a blast of light, the tree limbs above us shaking, leaves floating down and bouncing off the orb of white light around us. I see his childhood, his amazing mother, his doting father. He is a male of light and love, his abilities to heal equal to his fierceness of heart.

      “I love you, Lana.” His voice is a soft kiss, the pitter patter of rain, the sea on a bright morning.

      Ceredes reaches for me, his palm beginning to glow like the rest of us. He almost makes contact when an explosion rocks us off our feet. The connection breaks as I slam into the ground.
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      I scoop Lana into my arms as Kyte reaches for her, then throws up a protective barrier.

      “Lana!” I push her hair from her face, and she opens her eyes.

      “What was that?” Her voice is high, panicked, and I don’t blame her. The trees around us are on fire, the ozone scent of a virudivan grenade scorching the air.

      I wrap my body around Lana’s, and Ceredes draws his energy sword.

      “Power grenade.” Ceredes stalks to the edge of the shimmering blue shield. “Someone’s out there.”

      “I thought the grounds were safe.” Her heart beats faster than a veradragon’s wings, and I keep her pressed against me.

      “They are.” Kyte peers through the surrounding darkness. “Something’s wrong. The shields stopped functioning.”

      “How is that possible?” She peers up to the dark sky. “They were working fine when we couldn’t get out.”

      I tighten my grip. “No one will hurt you.”

      “Something has broken through.” Kyte turns and looks behind me.

      “Or it was let in.” I sense it, too, but it’s all around us. Danger coming closer. “Strengthen your shield.”

      Kyte nods, and the blue barrier glows brighter.

      “I’m ready.” Ceredes holds his sword up, prepared to jump into action as soon as Kyte releases the barrier to set him free.

      “I can feel them. At least a dozen.” The skin along my spine prickles. “They’re surrounding us, closing in.”

      “What are they?” Lana trembles as I keep one arm around her and palm a blade.

      “Sentients.” Their perverse nature grates on my consciousness. Twisted biology and flesh mated to metal has a particular signature, and I sense it everywhere I look.

      “Send out the Omega, and we’ll allow you three Alphas to leave here alive.” A male voice, but more than that. It’s several voices melded together into one so that it goes off like a bomb blast, the trees around us shaking and the barrier flickering brighter.

      “No.” Ceredes doesn’t yell. He doesn’t have to. His stance is pure defiance.

      “We have no need to spill your blood … At least not tonight. Hand her over and live. Refuse and die.”

      “If you want her so badly, come and get her!” This time Ceredes bellows, and Kyte and I join in with our own roars. No one will take her from us. I will annihilate anyone who dares threaten it.

      “Don’t invite them in!” Lana smacks my chest.

      I almost ask her to hit me again. But the danger is too real, the air around us growing thicker, and figures appear from the scorched trees.

      “Sentients.” Kyte counts them out loud. “Fifteen, looks like.”

      I do my own count. “Five for each of us. I like these odds.”

      One of them holds up a hand, and the rest stop. He continues approaching, giving us a view of his hulking body, most of it some sort of mech. Half of his face is gone and replaced with cyborg components.

      Lana shakes harder as the Sentient walks around the blue shield and looks straight at her.

      “Give her to me.” He stares as if transfixed and holds out a robotic hand. “This Omega is mine.”

      My grip on the knife tightens, and my desire to strike another has never been so strong. I want to gut this monstrous cyborg for just looking at her, and it has the nerve to claim ownership?

      “Drop the shield for one second,” Ceredes grits out. “No more.”

      It isn’t easy to give her up, but I ease Lana into Kyte’s arms. “He’ll keep you safe.” I drop a kiss on her hair.

      Kyte gives me a nod and tucks her under his arm. I join Ceredes at the edge of the barrier.

      “You will die. All three of you. And I will take her anyway.” The creature sneers, though it still hasn’t taken its eyes off Lana. “But at least it will be good practice for my soldiers.”

      “Commander Warverian.” Lana’s voice shakes as she names him.

      “You have some old intel, my Omega. I’m now High Commander Warverian.” He stalks closer.

      I itch to drive dagger into his one organic eye.

      “I’m not yours.” She straightens her spine, her head high. “These three are my Alphas.”

      “These whelps?” Warverian laughs. “No. They are not worthy of you, but I am.”

      “Now.” Ceredes and I dart from the protective sphere, and it reappears immediately.

      “Be careful!” Lana calls.

      I pull my second knife and twirl it in my palm as the other Sentients crowd around us. Some are cyborgs, and some are from other races. All of them wear thick armor and bear power weapons. I’m no fool. Our chances are slim. But there’s no way we’ll ever back down. Not where Lana is concerned.

      “Kill them.” The leader lights his energy blade and lunges for Ceredes.

      I meld into the night and dart for the nearest soldier. Their armor is formidable. The problem is, when thick sheets of metal are used to cover essential organs, there are necessarily some areas that need more give. At joints, especially. I shove my blade into the nearest cyborg where its arm meets its body. The little jolt of electricity I feel tells me I’ve hit something vital. The mechanical half of it collapses as the organic part screams for help. I move on to the next as an arc of blue light shoots from the protective sphere and sends one of the Sentients at my back flying into the smoldering trees.

      I give Kyte a nod of thanks and go to work on the next one, the creature’s head covered in eyeballs and its eight arms swinging wildly at me. This is going to get messy. I slice through the first piece of it, black blood spurting in a stream onto my clothes. Ceredes fights to my right, he and Warverian covering wide swaths of ground as they duel with their swords.

      Two of the soldiers across the clearing draw energy guns and begin firing at me. I dodge and run into the darkness, then circle around, nothing more than a whisper in the night, and shove my blades into each of their throats.

      Searing pain runs down my side as another cyborg lunges for me, its long craninthium blade cutting through my dress uniform. I hit the ground and kick out, sweeping it onto its back before ramming my knife into the organic half of its face.

      “Jeren!” Kyte yells as two Sentient cyborgs use their virudivan charges to try and break his shell.

      Lana screams when a chunk of the shield shatters. One of the creatures reaches in and grabs her hair, yanking her toward it. White-hot fury courses through me, and I vault from my spot on the ground, land on my feet, and throw my knife into the back of the creature’s head. It doesn’t stop. Kyte reaches for her, but another grenade goes off directly over his head, and he falls in a smoldering heap.

      “Lana!” I run for her despite the burning wound in my side and cut the arm from the creature who grabbed her.

      She struggles to her feet, then rushes back toward Kyte, but Warverian is already there. He wraps one arm around her waist and crouches. When he springs forward, his mech half lights with virudivan power and carries him far over the trees with Lana in his grip.

      Her scream dies away into the distance. They disappear just as the academy barrier reignites, cutting us off and destroying any chance of pursuit.
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      Warverian ignores my struggle and my screams as he launches us miles away from my Alphas. The force of his lift-off takes my breath away, and the landing is just as brutal.

      I bang on his chest as he strides toward a contingent of soldiers. “Let me go.”

      “You belong to me, Omega.” He looks down, and I realize he must have been a handsome male before he replaced half of himself with mechanical parts. Oh, and also joined forces with evil. That, too, is an issue.

      “My name is Lana, and I don’t belong to you. Now, let me go or High Commander Bartanz will—”

      He shoves me into the arms of another cyborg. “Do not put so much as a scratch on her.”

      Motherfucker. “You’ve got some nerve! As I was saying, Bartanz is going to rip a new black hole where your ass is!” Nevermind that I’ve got problems with Bartanz, too.

      Warverian turns just as a ship shoots free from the school’s barrier, its guns glowing red in the night.

      “I know that ship.” I kick the half-man, half-machine that drags me backward, but I’m like a bug in its strong grip. “Let me go!”

      Warverian aims a blast at Master Daviti’s ship, but he easily dodges and lights up the ground in front of us. He’s careful, though. He doesn’t come anywhere near hitting me.

      “Back! We have what we came for.” Warverian motions, and cyborgs as well as the others around us retreat to the ship. I’m jostled, then slung over the cyborg’s shoulder.

      I kick hard with my knees, but only wind up with aching knees. The metal parts are too strong. How can anyone ever defeat one of these? Whoever thought this cyborg thing up is brilliant. Sick, but brilliant.

      A blast behind me singes my hair, and I crane my head up to see Master Daviti’s ship firing at Warverian. The Sentient uses a blaster and returns fire, but Daviti dodges the small blasts with ease. His ship is picking up speed. I can see what he’s going to do before he does it.

      I press my cheek to the cyborg’s metal back and hope I survive this. It would be a miracle.

      Master Daviti flies overhead, then lets loose a barrage onto the Sentient ship. I can’t see it, but I can hear the sound of metal crunching, explosions, and Sentients screaming. The biggest boom is followed by a wave of scorching heat. It’s like someone took a blowtorch to my legs, and I cry out as the cyborg who’s carrying me drops to the ground. The pain in my calves is blistering, and I can imagine my dress and then my skin charring and falling away.

      I shove away from him, igniting new agony in my legs, but his mechanical arm grips my ankle and won’t let go. The Sentient ship is on fire, the wreck popping and wrenching, the entire mass of flaming metal listing toward me. I’ll be crushed.

      “Let go, asshole!” Despite the pain, I try to kick free from the cyborg’s iron grip, but it isn’t releasing me. Instead, it crawls toward me, the organic half if its face blackened from the blast.

      I turn over and try to crawl away as best I can. All I see is Warverian coming for me, though he’s missing an arm. No, no, no.

      My mind screams for my Alphas as Master Daviti makes another pass. He doesn’t fire, just flies low over the smoking wreckage he created.

      Warverian’s seared face is a mask of wrath as he stares down at me. He kicks the other cyborg’s head once, twice, three times until it makes a sickening crunch, and a splash of gore paints the ground beside me. “I said not a scratch.”

      I dry heave and try again to crawl away.

      The hand finally releases my ankle, and Warverian scoops me up into his one arm with ease, then backs away as an enormous hunk of the ship falls over, sending up a whoosh of fire and dirt.

      I cough as thick black smoke wraps around us, and I’m helpless. Utterly helpless, because I can’t feel my legs anymore. The burning pain has turned into an even more frightening numbness.

      “Let me go,” I choke the words out.

      “Never,” he snarls, then crouches as his virudivan parts power up.

      “No!” My protest is cut off as he launches us high into the air.

      We fly over the plains, but all I can see is the wide black sky above, the flickering light of a million stars, and the swirl of a nearby galaxy.

      “Kyte, help,” I think to him. “I can’t feel my legs. I’m cold. Something’s wrong.” Panic threatens to swallow me up, to take away all my thoughts. That and the chill that’s set in. The wind roars in my ears, and I shiver. I’m having a hard time just breathing, and the bite of the wind stings my eyes.

      We land again, and something pops in my back on the jarring impact.

      I can’t scream anymore.

      A smaller ship is waiting for us. Plans within plans. Warverian is high commander of the Sentients for a reason, I suppose.

      Darkness encroaches at the edges of my vision, but I refuse to pass out. At least, I try to refuse. The black streaks grow and ripple as Warverian takes impossibly huge strides toward the ship.

      We’re close when another craft crashes down in front of us. I just catch the outline of it before it hits. A V-11. My yell is caught up in the thudding impact as Warverian is thrown back, and we hit the ground so hard I think I might be dead.

      My sight dims as the monstrous Sentient finally releases me and clambers to his feet, standing in front of me like a shield.

      “This Omega is mine.” His voice, the melding of mech and living tissue, is straight from a nightmare.

      But it’s met with one that promises rescue.

      “You aren’t taking her. She is bound to us.” Ceredes lights his energy sword.

      “We are a circle.” Jeren seems to flicker in and out of shadow.

      “And you will never take what’s ours.” Kyte looks at me, his gaze giving me what I need to fight through the pain. He’s healed, the burns from the grenade completely gone.

      Warverian lights his own sword, this one marked with a cruelly serrated edge. “I gave you a chance to escape with your lives. Now, they belong to me.”

      I shiver, my body shaking so hard that my teeth chatter.

      Ceredes jumps in first, his blade sizzling as it connects with Warverian’s, and their dance begins. Kyte runs for me and drops to his knees. When he looks at my legs, he blanches, the golden hue leaching away.

      “That bad?” I try to watch Ceredes and Jeren as they duel with the one-armed Sentient, but my eyes don’t want to cooperate.

      “You’ll be all right.” His voice is waving around me like heat off blacktop. “Lana.” He takes my hand. He’s so warm. I’m cold.

      “Lana.” He presses his palm to my cheek. “I used my power on myself. I had to. I didn’t know you’d need—”

      “You’re warm,” I mumble, but the words don’t coalesce into anything. Just sounds.

      His voice grows farther away.

      He calls my name.

      I want to answer, but I can’t.

      Because I’m gone.
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      Lana’s story will continue in two (or maybe three because I love this story so, so much) more books of the Omega Academy. Thanks for reading. And to tide you over, make sure you check out my Fae’s Captive Series.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Click on our Alphas to sign up

        for new release alerts at www.lilyarcherauthor.com.
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      Lily Archer believes in fairies, mermaids, and fierce fae warriors. Armed with nothing more than her imagination and a well-worn MacBook, she intends to slay the darkest beasts of the fantasy worlds and create true love where none seemed possible.

      
        
        Be sure to sign up for new release alerts at lilyarcherauthor.com!

      

      

      
        
        SIGNED books are available exclusively on my website.
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