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      This book was a little hard to classify. The guys are not the pricks from Forbidden Fruit, but the content is dark, so please read closely.

      This book deals with:

      
        	A FMC that grows up in an abusive home. I have kept the flashbacks to the bare minimum and mostly deal with running away from fights between her mum and her mother’s boyfriend, not including the FMC. But she demonstrates a lot of the minimising and trauma of someone who has grown up with this.

        	The FMC goes out on a date with a pack who are not her fated mates and a non consensual incident happens. I have tried to include the least amount of detail possible, but this might be triggering for people.

        	The book is largely a revenge trip, like a female led John Wick, so there is a lot of violence.

        	The dog does not get hurt!

        	One of the male leads self harms for the thrill of it. I would suggest that if you are someone who has a history of this or it’s a trigger, you might want to avoid this book.
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      15 years later.

      The minute an alpha pack catches my attention, a countdown starts in my head.

      I woke up to the sound of my alarm blaring, reaching for my phone blindly. Tap, tap, tap, there! Gotcha. I grabbed my phone then turned the alarm off without even looking at the damn thing, the movements automatic as I groaned. When I finally did crack my eyes open, I saw it was 2 pm and half the day was gone.

      Maybe for most people. Mine was just about to start.

      I didn’t want to go to work. I’d revealed as an omega in high school so my bed was my nest. The softest minky blankets I could find and pure cotton sheets that got softer with each wash. Pillows surrounded me, more pillows than any one woman could possibly need, falling against me as I sat up in bed, and singing their siren song. My wolf wanted me to just dive back into their depths, feel the way they’d cradle my body, lull me back to sleep and—

      Nope.

      Jonesy, my manager at the local pub, would fucking kill me if I was late. It was Friday and the pub would be packed with all the fuckers who could look forward to a long relaxing weekend while I pulled beers and poured shots until my hands ached. I shoved the blankets away and stepped free of my bed.

      A quick cold shower had me waking right the fuck up, and when I stepped out, grabbing at my towel and shivering a little, I was glad to dry off and get into my uniform. Skinny jeans that looked like they were sprayed on, because Jonesy liked his girls to look fuckable. Apparently, it helped sell more beer. A tight t-shirt with the pub logo went on over that, the neckline scooped so damn low that there was no need to worry whether I was giving the fellas at the bar a show, because I was, always. But this was all normal shit to me.

      I was an omega. Alphas wanted me just for my scent and for the fact I could take their knots and be panting with pleasure, rather than screaming it wouldn’t fit. Betas fetishised me, thinking I was some kind of sex-crazed nympho that would be gagging for their pathetic cocks the minute I went into heat. And other omegas? I didn’t see many of them. But when I did come across one, we’d be like two feral cats meeting in an alley. Lots of hissing and snarling went down, stupid instincts kicking in.

      But right now all I was concerned with was one particular group of alphas.

      As I waited for the kettle to boil, I scrolled through Howlr, the alpha dating app. I was a popular girl on it, because most women who joined it were betas, looking for a bit of strange. I had a ton of DMs from alphas from across the country offering me all sorts of incentives to see them, but a one way trip to the Outback to visit some pack’s farm was not appealing, neither were the offers of Netflix and chill from alphas closer to home.

      At least take me out before we have a four or five person orgy, amirite?

      There in my notifications was the message I was looking for. I opened it up and read the Spencer pack’s message. My heart rate picked up even as my wolf started to whine.

      Looking forward to seeing you tonight, little omega. Can’t wait to smell your scent as I pull your panties down—

      Panties? That word gave me the motherfucking ick. I frowned then, my thumb hovering over the message, ready to delete and block them. My wolf perked up at that idea. That was always going to happen anyway. The timer inside my head had started the moment I’d messaged them back the other day. They didn’t realise they only had a small window to show me a good time and then show me a real dirty one before I blanked them entirely. Tickety tock, my brain went, as I navigated back to the Spencer pack’s profile to remind myself why I was bothering with them.

      Oh yeah, that.

      All alphas loved to post photos of their ridiculously buff bodies, but that wasn’t what had drawn me to them. On other packs’ profiles there were endless shots of alphas in rural splendour, looking hot as they leaned against their utes, fields spreading out behind them or, damn, alphas that looked like the hottest damn cowboy porn imaginable, but corn-fed boys weren’t what turned me on.

      The Spencers looked like bad fucking news, from the tattoos covering their broad chests, bulging biceps and even curling around their necks, but any dickhead could get tattoos. No, it was something else. That flash of devilry in their eyes that promised hot nights and heartache.

      Because I was apparently my mother’s child.

      Before she died in a drink driving accident with boyfriend #343678 and left me the proud owner of the family home, my mother had managed to drag a parade of the worst specimens of mankind through our door. Hot ones, but still… When I was a teenager I’d sworn I’d never do the same, that the minute a guy laid a fucking hand on me he was outta there.

      Words to live by, and I had held to them.

      Trouble was, if the word ‘panties’ horrified me, nice guys made my cunt drier than dust. I wanted to like them, wanted someone who’d treat me like a damn human being, not just a designation or, worse, a hole to masturbate in. But a combination of industrial strength daddy issues (never met mine) coupled with mummy issues (she was a terrible parent) meant this little black duck could only get a lady boner for the kinds of boys you didn’t want to meet in dark alleys.

      Unless they wanted to fuck me in one, in which case, yes please.

      So it was the gleam in the Spencer pack’s eyes that had me tapping out a message, telling them when I got off work and where to pick me up from, spelling out that I wanted to be shown a good time before I got up close and personal with their Mr Happys. I nodded once the message had gone through. The bossy approach was usually a good way to sort the goats from the sheep. If they came back hard with all that OTT alpha bullshit, I was out. Hard pass for me.

      And if they didn’t?

      I smiled to myself as the kettle started to whistle, poured a travel mug of black coffee and then grabbed my shit to get going.

      

      “Woof!”

      That was the only warning I got that the bloody mutt next door had caught sight of me.

      “Ollie…” I said, throwing up my empty hand as a German Shepherd came bounding towards the fence that separated my place from the Kelly’s. “Ollie, no!”

      Jax kept telling me I needed to develop alpha energy in dealing with their dog but, apart from swaggering around like I had a third leg for a cock, I wasn’t sure what that meant. Growl something stupid and tack omega on the end of it?

      “Ollie!”

      My wolf was absolutely no use, because she loved the damn thing. The fucking dog sailed over the fence like it was nothing and, once he was over, he zeroed in on me, moving like a freight train as he bounded closer.

      “Ollie! Ollie! Fuck…”

      I dropped my precious, precious coffee onto the grass, knowing from experience that if I didn’t, the prick of a dog would jump up and spill the scalding hot liquid on me instead. I mourned the loss of that caffeiney goodness as I prepared myself, then jerked my knee up the minute he jumped up. I got him right in the guts, making him examine his life choices as he pulled away. Like so many men, that wasn’t enough to hold him off for long. He circled around, tail wagging so fast his whole bum was twerking for me.

      Ollie loved me, but more than that, he loved my wolf. When I shifted, they’d play together like puppies, wrestling and playing bitey face for hours until I was forced to reel her back in.

      “Shit, Ollie…”

      At the sound of his voice, my wolf quivered with all the excitement of Ollie, her entire focus locked down. Jax Kelly didn’t look much like the boy who’d called me down from the tree that night. He’d been a big lad back then, but now he was fucking huge, muscles rippling under the white button down shirt he was wearing, as he threw himself over the fence and loped over, graceful as the wolf that was the other side of his nature.

      He might look like a mild mannered security expert, with his jeans well pressed, his tanned skin contrasting very nicely with the white shirt, and his teeth doing the same when he grinned. But he was a predator underneath it, just like I was. Alpha and omega, our designations were made to fit together like puzzle pieces, although that was never going to be on the cards for us. I watched him rake a hand through his longish dark hair, sweeping it back, bicep popping as he did. Three quarters of the female population of our school and a chunk of the male had swooned over Jax and his brothers.

      Just not me.

      “Sorry—”

      “I’d find it much easier to believe your apologies if you did something about your mutt,” I said. Ollie then sat like a Very Good Boy and I found myself bending down, scratching the thick fur on his chest.

      “And he’d stop jumping over if you stopped doing that,” Jax replied, mildly. “You’ve just—”

      “Reinforced his behaviour.” I straightened up again, Jax’s hazel eyes following my every move. “It’s hard not to when he’s so damn cute.” Jax’s smile widened but that just had me taking an involuntary step backwards. I directed my attention to the dog, not the man. “I’m just gonna have to drink my coffee before I leave the house, aren’t I, boy?”

      He wagged his tail hopefully, eyes pleading for another pat or, better, for me to take fur and play. I wanted to. Gods, how I wanted to, but I didn’t take fur around the guys unless it was absolutely necessary. Instead I sighed and gave in, scratching those butter soft ears.

      “Come inside,” Jax said, oh so casually. “We can make you another cuppa and—”

      “Gotta go,” I said, making a show of looking at my watch. “I’m running late as it is, and Jonesy—”

      “Will understand,” Jax said firmly, with all the confidence only an alpha could muster. “You could have something to eat as well. You haven’t eaten anything, have you?”

      You see one Kelly and you’ll see the others moments later. That had been the lore that went around school, making it clear that tackling the Kelly pack was an exercise in stupidity. So I wasn’t surprised when the others appeared.

      “You know me. Don’t eat anything straight after I wake up,” I replied in clipped tones, smiling to soften my words. Stop fawning over the big bad alphas, I sneered at myself. “And I gotta run.”

      “Ollie get over again?” Ronan asked, ambling over, the man able to make jeans and a t-shirt look like couture, his version of the dark Kelly hair containing a reddish sheen. He wore his hair long, and today he had it pulled back into a ponytail, his only accessory his trademark smirk. “Bad Ollie. So, you’ll need to be coming over for a cuppa, Stevie?”

      And they said I encouraged the damn dog? As he spoke to their German Shepherd, Ronan’s voice was more caress than rebuke and Ollie wagged his tail furiously in response, pushing his nose into Ronan’s hand.

      “If you’ve been training that mutt to knock my coffee out of my hand in the morning, I’m going to be pissed,” I growled.

      “Trained?” scoffed a third masculine voice. Ash Kelly, the biggest member of the Kelly pack, landed in my yard and made a beeline for their dog. “That’s a fucking joke. Ollie, home.”

      The big man jerked his thumb in the direction of their front yard, but Ollie just whined in protest. At this reaction, Ash’s wolf pushed forward. Mine watched closely as Ash’s eyes began to silver, his wolf making his presence known, staring down at the dog, and letting a small growl trickle out of his mouth. Ollie barked then turned tail, jumping back into his yard. Once he’d taken care of their errant hound, Ash turned to the next order of business: me.

      He was the only one of the brothers with blue eyes, the colour stark against his dark colouring. And this morning, as was often the case when he was talking to me, his gaze was as flat and even as the sea on a winter’s day.

      “So you’ve offered to make Stevie a coffee and some breakfast,” he drawled, cocking an eyebrow at Jax.

      “Yeah, but—”

      “And you said no, because… reasons.” That was directed at me. I smiled, sort of, but it was more a baring of teeth really.

      Ash summed everything up so succinctly, and his familiarity with our routine made sense. The Kellys were over in my yard as many times as Ollie, if not more. Mowing my lawns, trimming back my trees, cleaning out my guttering and, when they started their security firm, installing a state of the art alarm system. They’d coaxed a scared little girl down from the trees years ago and they seemed to think I’d never moved beyond that, and that they needed to make sure I was fed, watered and cared for.

      Just like any other pet.

      But, despite what my beast might think, I was no one’s tame wolf.

      “Now. Today’s Friday,” Ash continued, folding his massive arms as he kept on analysing my life, “so that means you’ve got a shitty shift ahead of you at that bloody pub.”

      “The bloody pub you drink at most nights,” I replied.

      “The bloody pub we drink at most nights, including tonight,” Ash conceded with a nod of his head. “And because it's a Friday, you’ll have a date lined up, for afterwards.” He stroked his square chin with exaggerated emphasis. “Let’s see. That last pack you were seeing, you already went out with twice, so they’ll be off the table. Must be someone new.”

      That was the thing about being an omega growing up next to a pack of alphas. Usually I’d have been born in some small country town where the whole community would support and protect me until I chose my mates. Part of me had longed for that when I was a teenager. But as I grew up, I’d found the care and attention of the whole Kelly clan intense. I wondered how the hell I would’ve coped with a whole town. I smiled slowly in response to Ash’s snark.

      “Didn’t realise you paid that close attention to my love life.” I was trying to bait him, though I knew well from experience that neither he nor his brothers would rise to it. Instead, all three just stood staring steadily at me, ready to wait me out if that’s what it took to get the details. The three of them were like the big brothers I’d never had, and I knew that resistance was futile, so I pulled my phone out and showed them the Spencer pack’s profile. “Ok? It’s these guys tonight. They’re taking me to—”

      “The Viper Room.” All smiles were gone. Jax stared at the phone and when his gaze shifted to me, there was a note of concern in his voice. “They’re taking you to the Viper Room.”

      I looked down at the screen myself, tapping into the messages to see the pack had replied.

      “How did you—?” I started to say.

      “We know these guys. Call the date off, Stevie,” Ash ordered.

      “What? No–”

      “They aren’t good guys,” Jax tried to tell me in his best ‘be reasonable’ voice. “We know what they’ve been doing and–”

      “You don’t get a say in this,” I snapped back.

      “Beautiful–” Ronan started to say, trying to get his bit in, but any good mood I might have had this afternoon was now gone. He didn’t get to call me that. None of them did.

      “And when did it become any of your business as to who I fuck?” I asked, suddenly furious. “When did you earn the right to comment on any of my life choices?” I glared between them, daring just one to contradict me. “You’re my neighbours, not my keepers.”

      “Fuck…”

      Ash clicked his fingers, the boy next door schtick gone as he stepped forward and took my phone out of my hand. He tapped into an app the three of them had installed on my phone, activating it with a passcode. “Keep that on at all times and send us a text as proof of life or we’ll come looking for you.”

      My wolf just about rolled over on her back and showed them her belly at that, but I didn’t. They were bossy, high-handed and acted like they owned me, something my wolf loved. But I knew that this was all really just alpha bullshit. Their instincts were screaming at them ‘protect the omega!’ even though most of the time they didn’t need to.

      Most of the time.

      So I just nodded. If I’d had girlfriends I’d be texting them my whereabouts when I went out, just in case this pack was a bunch of homicidal maniacs or, worse, just garden-variety rapey guys. But I didn’t. I didn’t have much of anyone, except for three overly protective alphas with a white knight complex.

      “Fine,” I ground out, “but I’ve gotta go. Keep that damn dog out of my yard.”

      “He’ll keep coming if you keep giving him attention,” Ronan said, with that crooked smile of his. “That’s what dogs do. See you later tonight, Stevie.”

      And that was that. No asking me whether I wanted them to lurk at my workplace, acting like a trio of unpaid bouncers, stopping anyone who thought to mess with me. No, just like Ollie, these three wolves stampeded into my life and bulldozed through any objections I might have, regardless of whether I wanted them around or not. When I got into my car and pulled out, I glanced into my rear vision mirror, and the three of them were standing on the verge, watching me drive off.
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      “Fuuuck…” the guy on the other side of the bar groaned, eyes wide, fixed on my chest as I leaned down to scoop ice into his glass. Fuck Jonesy and fuck this job. Yep, I was halfway through my Friday night shift and looking forward to whatever the Spencer pack had planned, because it had to be better than this shit. “Look at her fucking tits.”

      People think Australian men are like Liam or Chris Hemsworth, when really they are more like this fuck. Ratty, greasy hair, weaselly face and looking me over like I was a meat tray and he was a starving dog. I was forced to plaster a smile on my face throughout his inspection. “Don’t look so grumpy,” Jonesy had told me more times than I could count. “You’ll scare the fucking customers away.”

      Of course he didn’t acknowledge the fact I wanted to scare fucks like this away. I poured the customer’s cheap shitty rum into the glass, then finished it off with a long squirt of Coke, imagining pinning the fuck to the bar and giving him a colonic by shoving the post mix gun right up his—

      “So, omega…” Beta boys tried to be like alphas, but the sight of this weedy little fuck trying to be all growly had me smiling, though not in the way Jonesy wanted. It was either that or I’d burst out laughing. “You going into heat soon?”

      I shoved the prick’s drink towards him, his mates all watching the interaction with a weird fascination. The smile dropped from my face as I fixed him with a baleful eye and said, “Six bucks, thanks.”

      “Six bucks for—?” the stupid fuck said, settling his arms on the bar, wiggling his eyebrows suggestively and leering at me, rather than reaching for his wallet. My wolf stiffened, a growl forming deep inside me. In what world did he think this shit would work with any woman?

      “Pay the lady.” Beta boy’s eyes jerked up, his sunken chest swelling, his mates bristling, right before they registered who’d appeared at the bar. And my wolf perked the fuck up. No longer in his office shirt, Jax had on an old band t-shirt that I just knew had been washed so often it was butter soft, but his eyes were anything but. Beta boy collapsed in on himself, as fucks like him often do when they know they’re outmanned. He jerked out some bills, about to slap them down on the bar when Jax said, “And a tip.” I got a couple of gold coins for my trouble, but I smiled again when beta boy took his drink and fucked right off, then I pocketed the tip and put the rest of the money in the till.

      “You can’t keep doing shit like that,” I said to Jax, moving to pour the man his drink of choice. Jack Daniels and Coke, which was where his name came from, I was sure. “Jonesy has security here.”

      But despite me telling him not to act all gentlemanly, we wanted him to, so damn much. Every little protective gesture was taken as an overture by my wolf, one she wanted to respond to desperately.

      “We know he has,” he replied, taking a sip of his drink the minute it was placed on the bar, then sliding a twenty dollar bill my way. “We helped set his team up. Don’t bother with the change.”

      “Jax—”

      “We just signed a new contract that’s pretty lucrative,” he told me, then nodded for me to take what remained. Who was I to complain if the man wanted to be separated from his money? But then he leant those thick arms of his on the bar, his muscles popping.

      Damn.

      “Well, congrats,” I said, pulling back to grab a cloth to wipe down the bar, anything to stop looking at him. “You guys deserve it.”

      “We’re having a family BBQ tomorrow. You could come.”

      “Lois is coming into town?” I asked, my tone deliberately cool. The boys’ parents had owned the house, but when the boys got old enough, they’d bought their parental units out and Lois and her pack had retired out to a block a few hours out of the city.

      “Bringing her famous potato salad,” he said with a smile. “And that bloody chocolate cake you like so much.”

      “Oh my god…” I groaned. The mental timer I’d allocated to the Spencer pack just got shorter. I’d check them out, to see if they were worth the trouble. If they were, I’d seal the deal tonight after a few drinks, then block and ghost them. I would usually string things out a little longer with a pack, but no alpha trumped Lois’ chocolate cake. “I’ll be there with bells on. What do you want me to bring?”

      “Just your fine self,” he replied, his eyes sliding downwards.

      And this was the confusing part, the bit that made my wolf whine and pace inside me. The man was sex on two legs, had the attention of every woman here and while he might look me over like I was just as tasty as his mother’s cake, it never went any further than this. When his gaze flicked upwards, I saw the same thing I always did: a tiny flash of guilt, like he got caught fapping over his cousin or something. Because that’s how he viewed me.

      I was Stevie, the urchin from next door. Their shadow when we were still kids, the incongruous sight of a girl three years younger than them trailing after a pack of teenage alphas making his mates laugh, at least until I revealed as an omega. The first time I went through my heat I’d thought maybe, just maybe, something would happen, but the boys had disappeared right when I needed them, Lois letting me know later that there was a family emergency.

      Yeah, right.

      So after that, I’d sorted shit out myself, finding partners, anyone else but the Kelly boys each time I came into heat. And they didn’t disappear again, just watched me leave and go to my chosen partners’ houses over the years without comment, eyes bright silver.

      “Well, I betta get my fine self back to work or—” I started to say.

      “Whaddya doing standing around yakking for? I don’t pay you—” Jonesy, my manager and bane of my existence, came barrelling over, ready to tear me a new one, when he stopped at the sight of Jax. “Hey, Jax, didn’t see ya there. Stevie get you a drink?”

      “She did.” Jax nodded, paying the beta little regard as he drained the rest of his glass, winking at me as he set the glass down on the bar.

      Fucking hot, winky alphas.

      “Alright, back to work,” Jonesy grumped as soon as Jax was out of earshot. “I don’t pay you—”

      “You don’t pay me to do anything,” I shot back, moving to greet the next guy waiting at the bar. “The owners do.”

      Jonesy might grumble some shit under his breath, but he never did much more than that. He didn’t dare. I told myself that this deal with the Kelly boys was worth it because no one, literally no one, would mess with me. Not when they were around.

      Trouble was, a part of me was still that little girl, coaxed inside by their gentle voices, who felt safe when they were around. But the woman? She wanted a whole lot more from them than just protection from sleazy dickheads in the pub. But as I looked over the patrons’ heads to find them out on the pub floor, I recognised once again that I wasn’t going to get more than that. Because, as usual, the Kelly boys had gorgeous women clustered around them, hanging off their every word.

      And at that, my wolf gave up for the night. It was common knowledge that alphas know who their true mates are and they’ll move heaven and earth to make that person theirs. So, whatever pull I thought I felt towards the Kelly pack, it wasn’t real. They weren’t mine and I wasn’t theirs. And one day I’d be forced to watch as they moved some lucky omega into their place next door.

      I dared Jonesy’s wrath, fishing out my phone as I set the next patron’s beers on the bar. I took the man’s money as I glanced down at Howlr, then tapped into the app, looking at my messages as I took the next guy’s order. And, in between pouring beers, I read exactly what I was looking for.

      We’ll pick you up outside your work at 1am sharp, little omega. Wear something hot or… I rolled my eyes mentally. Nothing at all. Tonight will be explosive.

      If I couldn’t have the three men I’d been pining over for most of my life, I’d settle for multiple orgasms and a few fat knots lodging behind my pubic bone. Because it was only then, when I was in the throes of ecstasy, that I forgot all about the hot alphas next door.
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      “That’s what you’re wearing?!”

      I nearly jumped ten feet in the air at the comment. I’d just stepped out of the pub, ready for the Spencer pack to pick me up. After finally finishing my shift, I got changed in one of the storerooms, one where I could push some heavy boxes of booze in front of the door to stop Jonesy from ‘accidentally’ walking in on me. Now the stupid booby top was gone, replaced with something a little more subtle.

      A cowl-necked halter top made my shoulders look amazing and still made a feature of the girls, it was just a little less in your face about it. I’d fastened a glittering collar around my neck, because I’d found the symbolism of it was alpha crack. Anything that made me looked owned, even though none of us actually wanted that. I’d reapplied my eye makeup so it was much darker and slicked my lips a deep red. When I’d stepped back to look in the cracked mirror over the sink, I’d nodded at my reflection. I looked like the perfect little slice of alpha-bait.

      Which was perhaps why Ash was giving me the once over.

      “Who are you?” I asked, “My dad?! I always wear this kind of shit when I go out.”

      He snorted out a breath at that, blue eyes narrowing as he pushed himself away from the wall of the pub to move closer.

      “You’ve never been to the Viper Room.” Ash stepped nearer and nearer until he was looming over me, close enough to touch. “And wearing… that… will send a message there.”

      “It’s supposed to be a hot club,” I said.

      “It’s an alpha playground,” he corrected. “A dangerous one. You…” I could see that he wanted to tell me what to do, to go home, wash my face clean and nestle down in my nest, watch movies and eat popcorn, just like he did when I was a kid. But I wasn’t a child anymore, the evidence of that was right in front of him. His eyes took me in, sliding over every inch of me before meeting my eyes. “I don’t want you going there. It’s taking everything I’ve got not to scoop you up and take you home–”

      My wolf whined, wanting him to do exactly that.

      “Don’t you dare,” I growled.

      He nodded, staring into my eyes.

      “You need to be careful there, Stevie. Don’t fuck around with anything or anyone you don’t want. Don’t hesitate to say no if you get in over your head. Don’t get too drunk. If those… alphas you’re going out with don’t listen to that, you get help from someone in the club and then you call me… us.”

      “Yes, Dad.”

      His brows jerked down at my sarcastic tone. Making him react was always fun. Ash might be the Big Bad Wolf, but mine liked yanking his tail. Then, right when I was going to needle him some more, a slick black car rolled up, the motor throbbing with power.

      Ooh, Stevie likey.

      The window rolled down and I recognised the alpha who hung his arm out from the Howlr profile pic. He inspected me just as thoroughly as Ash had done, though with much more lascivious intent. I checked out the sleeve rolled up over a muscular forearm, the finely inked tattoos snaking up his arm, and took a step forward. Yeah, moving my schedule up was going to work tonight.

      “Ready, baby?”

      Urgh, I hated alphas giving me pet names, but when the guy grinned at me, his tongue playing with his lip ring? I figured he could call me anything he liked, as long as he could use that tongue for a whole lot of other purposes. I sashayed forward then, putting a little sway in my step which the alpha followed with silvering eyes.

      “I’m Jack,” he said. The back door opened and a stupidly tall alpha emerged, ushering me into the car. “That’s Blaine.” Blaine shot me a cheeky smile as I slid in the back seat next to another alpha, this one more muscly than tall. “The big prick next to you is Rock.”

      “As in The Rock?” I asked with a frown, and while the guy seemed as big as the wrestler cum actor, that seemed the only similarity.

      “You can call me any damn thing you like, omega,” he purred.

      “And this is Snake.”

      Jack jerked his thumb to the front passenger seat and a tall man with white blond hair turned around to check me out silently, the similarity to the serpent obvious. He seemed to catalogue every part of me, not giving away anything in terms of his reaction.

      “Rock? Snake? Didn’t your mother like you, or something?” I asked.

      “She liked us just fine,” Jack replied, watching his brothers do my seatbelt up in the back. “Now, sweetheart, you want to go dancing before we hit the Viper Room? Because that club’s not really one for dance floors.”

      “I suck at dancing,” I replied.

      I did. I seemed to have missed some essential girl lesson growing up, probably due to all my desperate trailing after the guys. I could either move my arms or my legs to music but not both, having no sense of rhythm at all. So I just looked like an electrified octopus most of the time.

      “Viper Room it is then,” Jack said, revving the engine as he turned his head to throw a look at Ash, before we roared off.

      

      “Drink?”

      Rock produced a flask, taking a swig from it before offering it to me.

      My wolf whined at this. She didn’t like it when I drank or did anything else, because she was a simple creature. She wanted to order these guys to back the car up until we were back in the car park, her paws moving us towards Ash and the rest of the Kelly boys if I wasn’t going to do it. She paced back and forth inside me, smelling these strange alphas and hating every minute of it.

      But I didn’t listen to her. I couldn’t.

      Don’t get too drunk, Ash had ordered, so of course I was going to do just that.

      “We pre-gaming?” I asked, then shrugged, taking a sip.

      Pure whiskey hit my throat, making me want to splutter but I swallowed it down. She hated that too, knowing how it dulled my instincts, washed away my feelings, but that’s exactly why I did it. I was rewarded by that feeling of warmth spreading, making it so much easier to ignore her. Rock smiled at me, then nodded, encouraging me to have another slug. I got it down, trying to savour the harsh taste of smoky peat, but instead my eyes started to water. I passed the flask to Blaine who just took my hand in his, bringing the flask up to his full lips. I could imagine how they’d feel on my skin as he tipped our hands upwards, and my eyes followed the shift of his Adam’s apple, watching the way his tattoos shifted.

      “What about a smoke?”

      My wolf grew more agitated at that, barking insistently at me, trying to make clear her thoughts on the matter, but I just ignored her. He produced a little metal pipe, the resinous scent of weed filling the car.

      So we were moving things right along then. I should’ve said no. I’d barely even spent a few minutes with these guys, so getting fucked up wasn’t smart.

      But neither was getting into cars with strange alphas.

      They were all vetted heavily before they could post a profile on Howlr, but that didn’t mean bad seeds didn’t get through. I knew this, had a strong, sensible part of me that objected to this whole night in far stronger terms than Ash ever had, but… t was a part of myself that I kept tamped down, right up until I couldn’t. It was like I saw the path to righteousness in front of me and I walked the other way.

      Because why not?

      I tried very hard to be the opposite to my mother, paying my rates, my electrical and water bills on time, turning up to all my shifts, collecting my wages each week and paying my taxes.

      But sometimes I was my mother’s daughter.

      I’d grown up in chaos and some part of me felt like that was still my normal. So when a strange alpha whose name I’d only just learned offered me drugs, I smiled, liking the way his pupils flared and his eyes turned silver. I leaned in and he didn’t know where to look, at my lips or the swooping neckline of my top.

      This was what made me feel powerful. This. He wanted me: I could smell the scent of that, dense in my nose. If I slid my hand up his thigh, I’d find him hard, thick and throbbing. I needed that base form of validation like it was air, because every fucking day I was forced to face rejection in one form or another from the Kellys. And damn me if I didn’t want to take a break from that.

      His hands moved without him even looking down at his actions as he packed the pipe, then put it to his lips to light it. A small bit of bud crackled as he sucked a breath in, acrid smoke curling upwards lazily from the end of the pipe. His eyes flicked shut as he held the smoke in, then flashed open to stare into mine again as he reached over and drew me closer.

      This was what I was here for. A firm hand, one that brooked no argument. He hauled me up where he wanted me. As my lips drew closer, I flicked out the tip of my tongue, wanting a taste of him. He pulled my mouth towards his, but kept me hovering there as he waited for me to part my lips. When I did, he blew a thin stream of smoke between them, and I sucked it in readily.

      My head spun as I held my breath for a second. His fingers bit into my flesh, keeping me in place. His eyes catalogued every tiny expression on my face, a smile spreading across his face when I finally exhaled the smoke, my own lips curving to do the same.

      “That’s good shit,” I croaked, blinking now, my eyelids feeling way too heavy. My smile was wide and sloppy, but I didn’t really care.

      And that was the point.

      Blaine watched my eyes shine silver, my fangs sharpen.

      “Well, look at you, wolf girl,” he said. “We’re gonna make you howl tonight.”

      And the Stevie I was now? She didn’t care about his cheesy lines or his bullshit, because she wanted it, all of it.

      “Yeah?” I was an omega and we needed our alphas to prove themselves over and over before we’d finally submitted. “Show me.”
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      “Fuck…”

      My voice was little other than a whisper, my head spinning as I flopped back against the seat of the car, my body terribly aware of the press of the two muscular bodies into me. My hand felt too big, my pulse racing in my ears as I lifted my arm and brushed my palm against my suddenly slick forehead. That’s when I caught Jack watching me in the rearview mirror. His eyes seemed to focus way too much on me and not enough on the road, and I felt a hysterical need to point that out rise in my throat, although it was shouted down by a similar urge to not say a damn thing. But then the car swerved left, slotting into a park just outside a discreet looking club painted all in black.

      It was unobtrusive, with only the thin red line of neon light around the door showing you the way. Everyone spilled out of the car. As I moved, my ankles felt like rubber, my cute strappy sandals somehow becoming a liability rather than an asset. But strong hands grabbed hold of me, hauling me upright and into someone’s side. My eyes closed for just a second at the feel of it.

      That’s why the timer was ticking every time I went out with an alpha pack. I felt too much, too raw, too needy, too much of bloody everything, so I managed that by getting in and getting out, my ironclad control saving me a lot of embarrassment and heartache.

      Well, mostly.

      This time, as we strode up to the door, a woman in a severe black uniform looking us over, I felt like I was a part of something. It wasn’t real, but right now I could convince myself otherwise. That these were my alphas and they were taking their omega out for a night on the town, that they were clustered close because they didn’t want anyone else looking at me. Rock’s arm was wrapped around my waist, his thick fingers playing with the small band of bare skin revealed by my top. With the artificial lassitude simmering in my blood, I could well imagine his fingers shifting southwards.

      “Name?” the woman said, looking down at her tablet with barely contained hauteur.

      “Jack Spencer.”

      I watched the woman’s eyes widen, the door bitch attitude dropped so suddenly it was as if it had never been there.

      “Mr Spencer… Oh! Your father—”

      Jack cut her off with an outstretched hand.

      “You must be new here, so I’ll forgive you this once.”

      “Thank you—”

      She was going to babble something, but Jack brushed her off, stepping up to the front door and holding out his smartwatch. As he did, a sensor lit up and then the door slid open. Into what? I was about to find out.

      

      The place sounded, looked, like hell. Raucous music pounded both far too loud and not loud enough. The whole place glowed dimly red with concealed lighting. As I looked around me it was the bodies, so many bodies that captured my eye.

      I’d tried to Google what The Viper Room was. When sensible Stevie was at the wheel, she liked to know exactly where she was going, for how long, and what she was likely to do while there. But the internet had very little to say about the place apart from a string of photos of the beautiful people partying inside. I now knew why. As I looked, I figured it must be a high-end strip club, because naked bodies, both male and female, swirled around brass poles with a kind of languid grace I could feel in my bones, amplified by the pulsing of the music and the power of the weed. But then I realised it was more to it than that. Because some of the performers swung into each other’s orbit to touch and others…

      “Oh.”

      I looked up to find all four of the alphas watching me with the same lupine smile on their faces as they waited for me to react. I felt like I had somehow walked into a game of chicken and they were waiting to see who would pussy out first.

      Well, it wouldn’t be me.

      I shrugged Rock’s grip off, feeling him swipe for me as I stalked forward, my bones feeling like they were one part calcium, one part liquid as I went. People were clustered around the stage but they parted as I approached, allowing me to get up close and personal.

      And what did I see?

      This was a sex club, obviously, a sophisticated one at that, but this? I watched two men swirl, each one around his own pole. As they bent down to close the space between them, each leaned into the other, fingertips trailing over skin as they moved to the music. Then they stopped. Every muscle was on display as they held themselves aloft with only their thighs, the whole of their upper bodies bridging the space between them as they kissed. Softly at first, the movements just as stylised as their dance moves, until something cracked.

      Somehow I caught the rapid intake of breath when each one of them stopped performing and just surrendered. Their hands grasped for each other, not in any pretty way but with a hunger I recognised well. This was need, real need, I could see it in the way they kissed, the way they touched, the way they smelled…

      Omegas?

      I pulled back at that, and it felt like the eyes of the patrons ringing the stage were on me now, not the performers. But when I went to stumble away, I found that the alphas I’d come with had caught up with me.

      “Welcome to the Viper Room, little omega,” Jack said, helping me find my footing, like a gentleman of old. He even tucked my arm in his, escorting me deeper into the club. People danced, fucked, or did some strange combination of them both, an encyclopaedia of kinks on display around me. “All the world’s pleasures can be found here. I look forward to discovering the ones you respond to.”

      For some reason this conjured an image inside of my head of the five of us walking through a supermarket, selecting what we wanted off the shelves, and that idea had me giggling. Rather than trawl the aisles, Jack took me upstairs towards a velvet rope, an attendant nodding and then unclipping it for him and his brothers as he walked me over to a capacious booth. He flopped down on the seat, bringing me with him. When I fell into his side, his arm went around my waist, his other hand tracing small figure eights along the skin at my throat. A waitress scurried over the minute he lifted a finger.

      “A bottle of Patron and five glasses,” he told her and she nodded, taking off to do his bidding.

      And that was the appeal of this sort of thing.

      I didn’t go out of my way to hook up with cashed-up alphas, but I didn’t hate it when they were. To be on the other side of the bar for once, to have someone else do the serving instead of me, was a heady thing. As was he. I tilted my head to take Jack in and his head dropped down to run his nose along my neck, sucking me into his lungs.

      “Your fucking scent,” he growled.

      His wolf seemed close to the surface, and that was confirmed by the sharp nip of his teeth on my skin, a feeling too close to something far more intimate. At some point in my life, I was supposed to beg for the bites of a pack of alphas, to be dying for them to mark me. I was supposed to turn to omega goo in the presence of my fated mates, willing to tie myself to them forever.

      And I had wanted that, once.

      

      It didn’t take a genius to work that out. The Kelly boys had been my idols, my protectors. When I’d revealed as an omega, my bedsheets a mess of slick and blood, it had felt like the fates were at work; that they had to be my fated mates. They just had to be. And apparently, it had seemed that way to the other boys in our friendship group, too. It’d been the first day I could go out after I revealed, and Mum had been happy to get me out of the house so she could have her space back. I’d been riding my crappy old bike to our usual meet up spot, working my way up the incline just before the bend to our spot, breeze in my face, when I heard one of the other boys quizzing the Kellys.

      “So is Stevie your mate, then?”

      I’d jumped off my bike when I heard that, not wanting the squeak of my brakes to give me away: the noise had been impossible to get rid of ever since I’d found the bike at the tip, despite Jax working on it regularly. Then I’d bent down and wheeled my bike a few metres forward to where bushes hid the clearing from the road, to see what was happening.

      The three Kelly boys had stood clustered together, the picture of masculine perfection so I’d decided, even then: they were so much taller, bigger, stronger than anyone else. I’d almost walked my bike forward, I was so sure of their response, when Ash snorted and Ronan grinned, and that had felt like a knife shoved in my heart.

      “Stevie?” Jax had said, his voice full of boyish disbelief. “She’s just a kid.”

      “But she’s—”

      “Don’t worry about her,” Ash had told the other boy, Sammy. “She’s like a little sister to us.”

      Gods, my guts had felt like they were twisting in knots right then, strangling something inside me. Hope, I realised later, dying a slow and painful death.

      “Little sister?” Sammy made a rude noise. “She’s fucking hot…”

      Anything further he might have to say was choked off as Ronan’s hand went to his shirt, hauling him up and off the ground, leaving his feet dangling in the air as he clawed at Ronan’s hand.

      “She’s a little sister to all of us.” Ronan bit off every word precisely.

      “Put him down,” Jax ordered. “Ronan!”

      Sammy fell to the ground in a messy crumble, the other boys instinctively taking a step backward. Ronan stared at the other boy, his eyes bright green, his crooked smile spreading right up until the point it was no longer a smile.

      I’d watched him do this more times than I could count. At times, something bled through Ronan’s facade, showing me a glimpse of something other than the class clown he appeared to be, something dark and secret. But rather than feel scared, I’d simply observe him closely, because it felt like he was letting me in, sharing something precious with me, and he would usually give me a knowing smile and a wink.

      But not now. This was a secret conversation I wasn’t included in.

      I tossed my bike into the bushes on the side of the road, not caring that it looked even more worn out and broken now, and then I stepped forward, ostensibly just arriving. All of the boys watched me approach and for the first time I stood taller as I came closer, not trying to be one of the boys anymore.

      Because I never would be again.

      “Where’s your bike?” Jax asked with a frown, looking around as if for signs of it.

      I shrugged, the epitome of fifteen year old cool, I felt. “It broke.”

      “What happened?” he asked, stepping closer. But as he did so, I moved backwards and that stopped him. “Maybe I can fix—”

      “Can you dink me, Sammy?” I asked. The boy who’d been on the receiving end of Ronan’s displeasure had gotten to his feet and brushed himself off. His answer came in the form of a wide smile, and he wheeled his bike over. He got on and then held it still as I hauled myself up and onto the handlebars of his bike, feeling his breath on the back of my neck, his arms on either side of me as we took off, the others following along not long afterwards.

      Everyone but the Kellys.

      I’d savoured the stricken look on their faces, the way they watched me with silver eyes as I sailed past, and then they’d scrambled to get on their bikes and come after us.

      

      “You could be up there,” Jack murmured against my skin, as his brother poured the tequila. The man had mistaken my empty-eyed stare at the stages beyond as fascination. I guess I could hardly confess to mooning over another set of alphas. “You’re far more beautiful.”

      “So could you,” I said, taking a shot and knocking it back. Damn, that shit was smooth. None of the usual harsh chemical blast of cheap tequila. It was definitely dangerous stuff. Snake pushed another one towards me and I drank that down as well.

      “I don’t normally,” Jack confessed. “But with you…”

      Aww… I shot him a sidelong look, a sharp smile spreading across my face. Did this shit ever work? Did omegas really buy the ‘you’re the one’ bullshit? I knew I wasn’t their fated mate and they weren’t mine. I wouldn’t be here with them if I was. In some ways, coming straight here to the Viper Room worked well for me: no date first, no dinner to get through. I felt tired suddenly, all the way down to my soul. I turned to face Jack, leaning into his space and his smile spread further the closer I got.

      “You obviously had something in mind, bringing me to a place like this.”

      “Want to cut to the chase? Alright, baby.” He looked past me, gesturing for another waitress to come forward. “Bring our drinks to our private room.”

      “Of course, sir.”
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      They led me deeper into the club, and we passed by sights that titillated and confused me, all the way up to where he shoved a set of double doors open. They slid apart to reveal a room that was the club made small.

      My wolf didn’t like this place at all, and her pacing, her incessant whining grew louder as I walked in. But I ignored her and jumped onto the small stage in the middle of the room, grabbing the brass pole and spinning around more like a child would than a dancer. I laughed when I stopped, when the whole world kept spinning. And then the look on their faces had me smiling wider.

      I would never get used to the way alphas looked at me. Like I was their whole fucking world and they wanted nothing more than me. I always tried to be a tough girl, a hard girl, but part of me craved this kind of attention. I stepped closer to the edge of the stage, staring down at the four of them. Jack looked up at me, two full shot glasses in his hand.

      “The Viper Club,” he said, “it’s a special place. Here you can feel pleasure beyond measure. And it doesn’t have to stop.” He held one of the shot glasses out to me and I took it. Of course I bloody did, because while a part of me recognised what he was talking about wasn’t possible, I wanted to believe. “We’ll drown you in pleasure, omega. Keep you coming over and over…”

      The shot looked a little different. The clear liquid of the Patron seemed slightly yellowish in this glass. But I didn’t pay much attention to it, not with the alcohol and weed buzzing nicely in my blood. I put the glass to my lips and tossed it back, and the four of them all smiled. And when that shot hit? It was very different.

      There was no burn of alcohol quickly dissipating through my body. That’s what made me realise what they’d done, though I didn’t put two and two together for a bit. Instead, it felt like every cell, every nerve ending woke up all at the same time, as a terrible flush washed over me, sweat prickling all over me, making me tug at my clothes for relief. Jack nodded slowly, stepping closer, but not close enough.

      I understood then what motivated those dancers outside, as I slapped my hand down on the pole to balance me, as I reached down towards him, a terrible hunger rising. Slick drenched my jeans, my nipples pulled painfully tight, and it felt like my bra was abrading them with every breath. And my mouth, it filled with saliva, my tongue feeling swollen as he stepped up and into me, pressing my back against the brass pole.

      “Feeling it?” he asked, nodding to himself, not needing an answer. “I told you this would be explosive.” His lips nudged mine, just a teasing little caress, but I grabbed him, my grip like iron as I dragged him down to me. I felt nothing—was nothing—except this terrible hunger.

      One that was met by him as his mouth smashed down. There was no finesse in his kiss or mine, but I didn’t need that, I just wanted the animal thrust of tongues, the snap of teeth. His hands shoved my pretty little top up and then jerked it off, breaking the clasp at the neck as he did, but that thrilled me rather than appalled me. My bra was pushed up and my aching tits filled his hands, his fingers cunning and cruel as he pulled at the nipples until I was moaning helplessly, unable to just take it. So he gave me something to do. One of the others slapped another shot into his hand, and he tipped it past my lips, dropping the glass to the floor as he pushed me down onto my knees with one hand, his other going to his fly to fish out his hard cock.

      This wasn’t something I did often with alphas. Not head, but this position. It required a certain amount of trust, of regard, for me to kneel at someone’s feet, yet here I was, my mouth open and straining forward as he gripped my hair, then fed his length past my lips.

      “Fuck, yes…” he hissed at the first swipe of my tongue, as my cheeks hollowed as I sucked him down. “This shit is a good batch. I thought we’d have to break her a bit first, but she’s being a good little girl.” He looked down at me, my vision of him blurred. “You like that, don’t you? Gonna take our cocks in every hole and you’ll love every bit of it.”

      

      I wasn’t due to go into heat for another month, but that’s what this experience was closest too, though even when deep in a heat, I remained conscious. This was harder, harsher, my head spinning as I went from one orgasm to the next, each one seeming to build upon the other until I couldn’t separate one from another. I screamed and screamed, from pleasure and from pain, until I couldn’t really tell which was which, the two things becoming one. And through it all, they loomed. One Spencer then another tore through me like a train, another ready to slot into me the moment I had a hand, mouth or hole free.

      And then oblivion took me, until she came.

      

      My head jerked up as one of the doors slid open, but I instantly regretted it. Pain exploded behind my eyes, forcing me to screw them tight to escape the daylight filtering through the open door. I heard her come closer, so I opened my eyes just a crack, long enough to see an angel.

      She had bright red hair and eyes so soft and full of pity I wanted to cry. My eye sockets ached, and once I noticed that, I realised my whole body did too.

      “Fuck…” she hissed, taking in my current state. Then she unfolded a blanket that she had with her and wrapped it around me, although the soft pile of it felt all too harsh against my abraded skin.

      I hurt everywhere.

      From the deep muscular ache that came from going on a get fit regime after New Year’s, to the pain of joints pushed past their limits, all of the pleasure of the last night seemed to have come at a cost. One I didn’t want to pay.

      “We’ve got to get you out of here,” she said as I cried out. “Shh shh… I’m Scarlett and I’m the cavalry right now. I’ve tranq-ed those guys for the moment, but alphas taking Rush are hard to predict.”

      “Rush…?” I croaked out, then started coughing, my throat bone dry and sore, so fucking sore.

      “I’ll explain later. Right now, I’m getting you out of here.”

      Fuck, I was in a world of pain. An all-night fuck session with an alpha pack would have me reaching for the ibuprofen and a hot water bottle at the best of times, but this? I felt… battered, bruised. The woman, this Scarlett, had to help me limp through the club, all evidence of the night before vacuumed and tidied away. As she half held me up, I noticed her outfit. She wore the uniform of a cleaning company, though her expertly applied makeup and beautifully bound hair seemed to indicate her to be something else.

      I found out why.

      I hissed when she took me through a side door, the sunlight filtering down into the alleyway seeming too harsh so that I had to squint again. I stumbled forward blindly, letting her direct me where to go even as gravel bit into the soles of my feet.

      And then I felt different hands upon me.

      I pulled away without thinking, blinking wildly to try to see who my attacker was, reaching for my wolf, for anything to defend myself. But I could barely feel her presence, little more than a ghost of a whimper inside my mind.

      “Stevie!”

      I opened my eyes properly to find the three of them standing over me and that’s when I finally registered the state I was in.

      I was naked under the blanket, and when I realised that, I tugged it closer around me. My skin was mottled with small bruises, marked with bodily fluids and bite marks. Bile rose up in my throat, burning the already tender layer of swollen tissue. I felt… used. The ghost of the pleasure I’d felt haunted me now, taunting me with tiny snippets of memories of what I’d done. I’d gone into this willingly, happy to lose myself in whatever pleasures the Spencer pack could offer, but instead I’d ended up like this.

      “What the hell did they do to you?” Ash tilted my head up so my gaze met his, but then he was inspecting my face, my body, looking everywhere but my eyes. I felt a flush of shame as he catalogued the evidence of the night before, and I jerked my head away and pulled the blanket tighter, curling into myself.

      “Take me home,” I muttered. I didn’t care who might respond, be it Scarlett, or the guys. I just needed to get the fuck away from this club. Ash nodded, gesturing me towards one of their security vans that was parked in the alley. He strode forward and slid open the door, ushering me in, Scarlett getting in behind me.
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      “I’m not doing any more undercover work in that club,” Scarlett told them as we drove away. “I’m fucking not. That place is a beautifully designed hell hole and—”

      “We get it, Scar,” Jax said, settling onto the bench seat beside me. I edged away slightly, and I saw his jaw tighten in response. “We can’t send any of our people back in there.”

      “Well… good.”

      “But thanks for all your hard work.” He shot her a look across the back of the van. “Couldn’t have found anything on Rush without you.”

      “Rush…?”

      My voice cracked then broke on the word. It was one of the things I remembered from Scarlett’s initial conversation.

      “It’s OK, you—” Jax started to say.

      “It’s what they gave you.” Her gaze was both merciless and kind as she stared at me. “It’s what they give all the omegas and most of the betas that dance there. Started up as some chemistry nerd’s attempt to replicate an omega’s heat, making it so a beta could experience it, but now…”

      “Scar, enough.” Jax’s growl made me shiver.

      “No.” My voice sounded like gravel being ground to sand. “Tell me.”

      “They don’t have to worry about things like consent or anything.” Her lips formed a thin line. “It’s automatically given. The omegas I’ve talked to say it's more than going into heat, it's something else altogether. All you want to do is fuck.” I felt a low down ache at her words, as if my body was readying itself to do just that all over again, despite the pain. “You don’t care about food, water, breathing, your relationships, your job, nothing. Just fucking.”

      “Which is why you need to drink this.” Jax pushed a cool bottle of water at me, but when he went to touch my forehead, I frowned. He froze and I snatched the water from him, cracking the lid and sculling it, the process of guzzling water a pleasure in and of itself.

      But when I emptied it, what was left?

      My eyes fell closed. They felt like they were laden down with weights, and my body started swaying with the movement of the van. Jax reached out to steady me but I pulled away. I lay down on the bench seat and wrapped the blanket tighter around me, my body locking into that tight curl I’d been used to sleeping in for safety when I was a kid, the familiarity of that ritual, the thrum of the engine allowing me to drop off into a strange grey haze.

      

      The rasp of the door sliding open had me jerking back to reality, but before I could move, Ronan was leaning into the van. His arms went under my legs and around my shoulders, hoisting me up into his arms and holding me close. I made a small sound of protest, and it caught his attention instantly.

      “No.” I heard the shake in his voice, saw the flash of his fangs. “I need to do this right now and you need to let me.”

      “Ronan, for fuck’s—” Ash said.

      “I’ll take care of you, omega.”

      I was weak, and so fucking tired. Everything hurt and the promise in his eyes was that he’d make it all better, so I found myself nodding in response. As he carried me towards the house, Ollie came running out to see us, tail wagging. But with the special sense of dogs, he caught the mood, and his tail drooped.

      “I’ll take you home, Scar,” Ash offered.

      “Don’t.” She looked pale, brittle. “I’ll get an Uber, but, Ash… You need to stop this shit.”

      “We’re trying—”

      “Try harder.”

      Ronan didn’t wait around for the conversation to play out, continuing into their house, down the hall and into the bathroom.

      This house had been a place of comfort for me during much of my childhood. Lois’ cooking, her soft voice, it would act like a balm on my soul, right before Mum started lacerating it again. So their combined scents in the dark gloom of the house with no lights flicked on, stirred something in me. Something that had me shifting restlessly in Ronan’s arms, wanting to throw myself down on the couch and hide under the pillows or march on out the front door, back to my own nest. That need manifested in a thin whine, more wolf than woman.

      “Shh…” he told me, his voice gentle, the only evidence of tension in the way he slapped on the shower, then, as he tested the water temperature, in the way he stared. His eyes were as silver as the moon, shining bright in the bathroom, his lips pulling back in a tiny snarl, right before he set me down. I stood before the water dumbly, turning around to face him, wondering what the hell we were doing when he pushed me under the water.

      “Ronan, we need samples—” Ash said from the doorway.

      “Fuck off!” His roar should’ve terrified me, but it didn’t, not even as he turned his head, fangs bared, towards his brother. “Get the fuck out, Ash!” He moved then, forming a barrier between me and the other alpha.

      The blanket was getting heavier and heavier as the water saturated it, and the second-hand warmth was starting to erode the chill in my bones, but I knew that I needed more. I needed him, needed this, needed someone to stand between me and the world because… It hurt. Everything hurt. My eyes fell closed but that didn’t even help, because then visions of everything I’d done started rising, rising, until he turned around.

      “I’ll get you clean.” Ronan’s voice was as gentle as his caress, just cupping my cheek in his hand. “I’ll make it so it's like they never touched you. You want that, don’t you, omega?”

      I nodded sharply, not trusting myself to speak. Because if I did? I was terrified of what would come spilling out.

      “I can look after you, make it all better. Just let me do that, please, Stevie.”

      He couldn’t; I knew that. It’d been the harshest lesson I’d learned when I was a kid, because the Kelly household, for all it was a haven, was really just a place I escaped to. It wasn’t the reality I had to go back to, the one I lived in. But in that spirit, I could pretend.

      My death grip on the blanket loosened and when I opened my eyes, he loomed over me, watching my face, not my body as it was revealed, and that’s where he tried to keep his focus. He grabbed the soap, staring at me as he lathered it up in his hands, his jeans, his shirt and his boots getting wet as he worked. But the first time he came to a bruise? I winced and his eyes dropped down as he stilled.

      Ronan stared at the small mark on my skin like it personally offended him, his jaw muscle working as he just stood there. I wanted to pull away, to scuttle on out of the bathroom, because I was unable to decode what he was thinking. But when I went to move, he moved with me, seeming to know exactly where I was about.

      “Careful now.”

      This was the voice of the other side of Ronan.

      Rather than the usual one full of mischief, this aspect of Ronan was as if all of the non-essential parts of his personality were stripped away. Thin, hard, sharp as a blade, it was full of warning. But of what? I squared my shoulders, ignoring the twinges when I did and went to push past him.

      I decided I could shower at my place, cleanse myself of everything that had happened and then delve into my nest and forget about it all. Today was my day off and I didn’t— My train of thought was abruptly truncated as his hand slapped down on the tiles above my head, his body leaning into mine. I was shepherded back until the tiles hit my skin where I was treated to the sight of Ronan’s wolf.

      “They hurt you,” he growled, low and dangerous.

      “And are you going to do the same?” That flare of anger was a relief to feel, a fire that drove back everything else.

      “Never,” he snapped. “Never, Stevie.” I frowned slightly, realising that he didn’t know he already had—that the three of them already had—so I just nodded. “I want to rip those cunts to pieces for doing this to you. I want to drag them in here, force them to their knees and slit their throats so you can watch their blood trickle down the drain, to make clear they won’t ever try again.” He surged closer. “I have a need to tear them apart, and then drop the pieces of them at your feet as tribute.”

      I should have been terrified by what I was seeing, hearing, by the Ronan I thought I knew getting washed away by the second, and being replaced by this primal creature.

      “I want that too.” Something hot and hard swelled in my chest at the thought of it. “I want everything you described. I want…” But my moment of bloodthirsty viciousness faded so quickly, other things, darker things rising up to replace it. “I want them to never be able to pull this kind of shit again.”

      Because that was at the heart of the issue. I’d signed up for a night of debauchery. We could’ve had fun, the Spencers and I, teasing and testing out our limits before collapsing into a puppy pile of satisfaction.

      But they couldn’t let me have that.

      They didn’t want my real responses, my real needs, instead, they’d slipped whatever that drug was into my drink to manufacture what they wanted, making me into a version of myself that wouldn’t say no.

      Ronan grabbed me then, yanking me into his arms and holding me tight, the water cascading down around us, so when tears leaked out of my eyes, I was the only one who knew they were there.

      “They won’t, I can promise you that,” he told me, that vicious voice of his darkly reassuring. Because all that violence was directed against the men who’d hurt me and there was nothing I needed more.
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      "I’m going home,” I told Ronan after my shower. He’d cleaned me up with the clinical hands of a nurse, noting each bruise and scrape as if storing it away for later, but after I was dried off, he pushed me into his room, searching through his drawers as I held the towel around me. “I need my nest.”

      He ignored me, producing an old t-shirt that was almost threadbare and pulling it over my head.

      “How does that feel against your skin?” he asked, looking me over. The shirt was longer than some dresses I owned. And the cotton? It was perfectly soft and I told him that. He nodded at that, wrenching open his wardrobe and pulling a series of throw pillows out, tossing them onto the bed before scooping me up and laying me down on top of them. Water dripped from his hair as he worked to pull his covers up and tuck them around me.

      “If you put on a movie and offer me popcorn…” I started to say, but he’d already grabbed a remote to turn on the flatscreen that dominated the wall at the foot of his bed, then tossed the remote to me. It was just as well he did that first, because what he did next rendered me incapable of any sort of response.

      He pulled his wet shirt up and over his head and the fabric sucked at his skin, as though trying to stay put. I could appreciate that even an inanimate object might wish to hold on to, grab at, caress the body that was being revealed. He’d turned to give me his back and I saw the tattoos that spanned his shoulder blades. Long, perfectly executed wings had been drawn on his back, the tips of them brushing his perfectly formed arse, but these were no angel’s wings. The pain of getting them must’ve been intense, because they were black stippled bat’s wings, like those a devil might wear. But a moment later my appreciation of the tattooist’s fine work faded as he worked his boots and socks off, and pulled his jeans down. He towelled himself off roughly before pulling on a loose pair of basketball shorts and flopped down beside me.

      “What do you want to watch?” Ronan asked me, leaning up on one elbow. I didn’t answer because my focus was all on him. I studied the finely shaped bone structure of his face: those sharp cheekbones and square jaw, those hazel eyes that seemed more green than brown right now. And it was as if I was looking at a complete stranger. “Action movie?”

      “What?” I blinked, trying to clear my head.

      “Do you want to watch an action movie? It’s what I watch when I’m trying to wind down after a rough night,” he replied.

      “Yeah, sure, but I can—”

      He grabbed the remote from my limp fingers and lay back down again to navigate through the streaming service to get to the action movies. He flicked past the first few offerings then paused on a movie that I didn’t recognise.

      “What about this one?” He shot me a sly smile. “Guy goes fucking nuts on a revenge spree and—”

      “Sold,” I said. I wasn’t too fussed about what was on the screen, because I planned to just burrow down in the pillows and try and ground myself. It might not be my nest, but with Ronan’s familiar scent and the softness of the pillows, it’d do—at a pinch. But then, before I could relax, his arm snaked around me and he pulled me into his side as he clicked on the movie to bring it up. Which just meant that, as the opening sequence played, I felt my body coil tight.

      Because this felt like the calm before the storm, in the same way that, when I was growing up, the growing tensions around my house would set my teeth on edge. A slammed door, a harsh look, a sharp word, it’d all herald what was to come. But Ronan stayed calm, relaxed. He just reached his free hand for a water bottle from his bedside table and passed it over to me.

      “Drink that before the first shootout scene,” he told me.

      “Or?”

      Despite my emotions still flipping around and my primal reactions coming into play, I was starting to feel like my personality was slowly coming back online. The first part of me to do so was the one that didn’t take kindly to alphas bossing me around. Which made sense. Ronan shifted to his side to look down at me with a raised eyebrow and a challenging smile. But when that brought his face way too close to mine, my lizard brain kicked in again and I pulled my head as far back against the pillows as I could. His smile faded as he realised the reason for my reaction.

      “No threats, Stevie, just consequences. You’re dehydrated and your head must be hurting.” I nodded. He pulled away, searching in his top drawer before producing a couple of Panadol and handing them to me. “Get them into you and drink that water. You’ll start to feel a whole lot better.”

      That was incentive enough for me. My body felt like lead, as if I’d squeezed out of it all the sensation it could muster, but even so, as I lay there, I felt something when he put his arm back around me. He curled me closer, so that my head ended up resting on his chest and oddly that was the most intimate thing that had happened to me in the last twenty-four hours. I watched the actors move on the screen, heard their dialogue, but only partly, because my focus was on his breath coming and going, the beat of his heart slow and steady in my ears. Then the realisation of what we were sharing made me try and pull away.

      “Don’t.” Just one word, then a sigh, and his hand went to my shoulder. “If this is hurting you or making you feel bad then roll over but…”

      But what if it wasn’t? That’s what he was asking. What if I stayed exactly where I was, listening to the music of his body? It was far more compelling than the movie on the screen. A longer sigh escaped him as I relaxed again, my whole body going limp, as he stroked his hand back and forth between my shoulder blades. As my eyes grew heavy, I lost the ability to keep track of the plot for more than a few minutes at a time, and then my own sigh shuddered through me as darkness reached up to pull me down into sleep.

      The absence of pain, both physical and mental, was far more seductive than anything else anyone had done, so I dived into it with all I had, seeking a far greater oblivion than the night before.

      

      My wolf stared at me in the darkness. She paced back and forth, then let out a little chuff of breath, as if that was supposed to mean something, that same damn whine ringing in my ears. But her nervous energy was contagious. Of course it was, she was the other side of myself and my human side fought the rise up out of the darkness. It was cool down here, still and quiet. I didn’t feel, didn’t think, didn’t… anything until my eyes fluttered open and saw him lying there.

      There was something almost boyish about Ronan deep in sleep, his mouth slack, his breath coming in long slow whistles. The TV had been turned off, so there was nothing to distract me from him. His scent, woody, resinous, like a pine forest, filled my nose, as his arm flexed, drawing me closer. I had to put my hands out and press them against his chest to stop him from smooshing my face against him. When I did, I felt it.

      I’d fucked the Spencer pack in as many ways a human could, but all I had from that was fleeting memories and a whole lot of pain. So why did my fingertips feel like they were being seared as soon as I touched Ronan? He didn’t have an inch of softness on him, his chest hard planes of muscle that my hands were now pressed into. I needed to pull away, to wiggle out of his grip and put a whole lot of distance between us. I could run across their back lawn and jump over the fence like I was a kid, and as soon as I thought that, I knew it was what I had to do. His brow creased when I started to move, a small sound of protest slipping from his lips. So I stopped right where I was until his breath evened out again, which gave me a chance to study that magnificent body.

      Ronan didn’t walk around without a shirt on, ever. That’s why I’d never seen his back tattoo. Even working out in the hot sun with his brothers, he’d have a tank top on or something. And as my eyes slid down the long lines of his body, following the path of his happy trail, I began to understand why. In neat little lines following the V of his hips, there were fine scars. As I ran my eyes back up his torso, I registered more, curling across the left hand side of his chest. Before I’d even thought about it, my hand jerked up and went to touch them but I pulled it back in time. My eyes narrowed trying to make sense of what I saw, and it was as though he sensed my visual exploration. He let out a snort of breath before rolling away from me, curling up into a ball on his opposite side.

      There was nothing more to keep me in Ronan’s bed, now that he had let go of me, and it was past time I got home. So why did I search for further evidence of those scars, frowning when I saw more of them on his thighs? I shook my head at myself, unsure of what was motivating me. Gathering my resolve, I forced myself to ease off the bed in slow, even movements, displacing my weight cautiously enough not to wake him. I crept towards the door, daring to take one more look at him before opening the door and slipping out.

      

      “Trying to nick off home without us noticing?”

      The abrupt comment had me freezing without taking another step, my heart rate sky-rocketing. Ash and Jax were just sitting in the lounge room, watching me leave Ronan’s room. From the look of things, including the fact that the TV wasn’t on, it appeared they had been waiting for me, rather than sitting up for a movie marathon.

      “You were sexually assaulted,” Ash stated baldly, those flat blue eyes noting the way I flinched at his words. “And we need to talk about what to do about that.”
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      "What?” Those words, sexual assault, felt too big, too serious to be said in anyone’s lounge room. “No, that’s not what happened. The timer was almost up with them and I went there with every intention of sleeping with them.”

      “The timer?” Jax said.

      Shit, they didn’t know about that. I raked my hand through my now knotty hair. I hadn’t brushed it before going to sleep and now it was a mess.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I forged on. “I said I was up for a wild night. We were going to fuck”—both men seemed to flinch at that— “and we did. It might’ve gotten out of hand…” My hand slid down, feeling that persistent bruised feeling in my pelvis. Beyond the fun of a good hard fuck, it was achy like a period cramp. “And we might have done things I didn’t sign up for.”

      I frowned then, catching hold of a few more memories, a rapid flicker of images, and each one was more disturbing than the next. I’d been hungry, rapacious and biddable, scrambling to do whatever they wanted as they laughed…

      “But they didn’t force me.”

      “Did they ask you if you wanted to take Rush?” Ash asked, getting to his feet. “Did they explain what it would do and get your explicit consent?”

      “No, but—”

      “Would you have agreed if they did?”

      I stopped then, considering that idea, rolling it around and around in my mind before looking up and shaking my head. I watched Ash’s lips purse, and the terrible look of pity and anger on his face made my eyes narrow.

      “No. But I said yes to everything else.” I wanted his anger, his disapproval and as soon as I said the words, I got it. He let out a long hiss of breath through clenched teeth. “You can’t call it sexual assault. The cops would just laugh at you if you brought this to them.”

      Because I was an omega, sexually rapacious and capable of taking a whole lot more than the average woman. I could almost see the sneers on their faces.

      “No one’s going to the police,” Jax said, the voice of reason here.

      “Good. I’m going to bed to sleep forever and—”

      “We know the person who originally came up with the formulation used for Rush,” Ash said. “She developed it to help betas conceive when mated to an alpha pack.” I blinked, unable to process that people like that existed. “The formulation was leaked from their labs and backyard chemists played with it, coming up with what’s basically the perfect date rape drug. We’ve been working on this for a while for them and—”

      “This is just a job…” I wavered on my feet, staring incredulously at one man, then the other.

      “No, Stevie—” Jax started to say, but I held my hand up.

      “Stop, Jax” His mouth opened as though he was going to continue anyway. “Jax, I’m telling you: shut the fuck up right now.”

      I couldn’t believe it. I felt as though I was in some alternate reality, as though I was looking at complete strangers, and the pain in my chest at realising I’d just been part of some ‘sting’ operation was far worse than anything my body had going on. Because, while the Spencers might have drugged me out of my mind for their fun and games, they didn’t give a shit about me. I’d had a use-by date, just like the one I’d pinned on them, so why would they give a damn about my welfare?

      But these fuckers…

      “You got me out of a bad situation. Thanks, I appreciate that. Send me the bill.”

      “Stevie—” Jax got to his feet and took a step closer.

      “It might take me a bit to pay it off.” I tried to smile, but as often happened when I felt cornered like this by the Kellys, I ended up baring my teeth. “I’m just a fucking barmaid.”

      “There’s no bill to be paid, Stevie,” Ash growled, the heat in his eyes flaring to life, then dying again when I took a step backwards. “We will always look after you. You know that.”

      Fuck, why did he have to use those words? My eyes slid closed and then, to my horror, tears pricked at them. Being hauled out of a club dressed only in a blanket hadn’t made me cry, but this did. I blinked hard, knowing all the tricks to stop them from falling and then I stared right back at Ash, my gaze just as flat.

      “Of course. Because I’m like your little sister, right?” He flinched at that, like he’d been slapped, then his eyes went wide. And, for once, the great Ash Kelly’s mask slipped. But I was too far gone to try to make sense of his expression. “Well, in the spirit of our family bond, I’m beyond exhausted. I need my nest now. I need to burrow down in my pillows and—”

      “C’mon.” Jax strode forward, picking up a plastic bag and producing my house keys from it. “I’ll get you inside and set up.”

      “And keep watch,” Ash insisted. “The fuckers that pulled this shit with you? I warned you about them, Stevie. I told you they weren’t good guys. We didn’t have any evidence to prove that they were the guys who were involved in this, but we knew it was happening in their daddys’ club. If they are the ones who’ve been behind…” He shook his head, then looked over my head at Jax. “Keep watch and make sure she’s safe. We’ll talk more about the next step later.”

      I wanted to say more, to shout questions at fucking Ash, standing there all stoic and calm again. I wanted to demand answers, but that’s not what little sisters do, is it? And as if to confirm my decision, I swayed on my feet, that overwhelming feeling of tiredness returning to squash me down, tearing away any desire to do anything other than sleep.

      “But not with me.” I snorted that out, sporting a death’s head smile as I snatched the keys from Jax’s hands and stalked out their front door.

      Ollie wagged his tail when he saw me, but stayed where he was, lying prone on the ground. Probably because I had a shadow who growled a warning at his dog. I didn’t care what he did, and I continued stomping over to my place. Once I stepped inside, the welcome sight, and smells of my house enveloped me. I’d worked hard to reclaim this place from all the negative connections with my past, and to make it my haven. Jax tailed me all the way through the house down to my room, and when I turned to see where he was, I was amused to see that he hovered in the doorway.

      “Can I come in?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “This is your nest and—”

      And an alpha usually asked permission first, the allowance of an alpha into an omega’s nest a momentous point in their relationship.

      “Don’t worry about it,” was my terse response. “It’s not even a proper nest.” But it felt like one as I climbed onto my bed, arranging and rearranging my pillows until they felt just right, before settling into them. “Just like I’m not a proper omega.” My voice was little more than a sigh as my eyes fluttered closed.

      “What makes you say that?” Jax asked, coming closer.

      “Omegas have alphas, fated mates,” I said, trying to snuggle down into the nest, but finding my old habits had resurfaced and I had to tuck my limbs up tight against my body before I could relax. “I don’t think I have any.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      His voice sounded choked off and strange, but I was too damn tired to examine it.

      “Well, where the fuck are they?” My voice was thin, the question as plaintive as it was drowsy. “What the hell would stop them from finding me and claiming me?” I’d only just woken up from a nap, but there was no way I would have been able to sleep next to Ronan for much more than that. There was too much going on, too much stuff in the bed between us.

      Something that would stop if I found my fated mates.

      “You’re good at finding stuff,” I managed to get out through a gigantic yawn. “Find my alphas, Jax. Then no one will ever touch me again.”
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      "Hey.”

      I woke up some time later, to find the sky dark and night approaching and, when I went out into my lounge room, there was a strange woman in my house. Well, not entirely strange. The red-headed woman who’d helped me out of the club was sitting on my couch, now wearing a very smart combination of a black pencil skirt, perilously high heels, a crisp white blouse and a tight black vest. She looked like she was ready to swish into Don Draper’s office in Mad Men, to take ‘dictation’. She smiled when she saw me and then got to her feet.

      “Jax and co sent me in here to keep watch over you. Well…actually, I insisted. They seemed to think they’d be the best ones for the job, but I thought a woman in your space might be easier to cope with.”

      “Why?” I went over to the kitchen, filled up the kettle and put it on to boil. That question applied to so many things I didn’t bother to clarify which. “Want a cuppa?”

      “Love one,” she said with a smile, but I caught the assessing way she looked me up and down. Perhaps due to my lack of attire. I was still wearing Ronan’s t-shirt as a dress. “Well, after—”

      “You’re not going with the whole sexual assault thing too, are you?” Once I’d turned the kettle on, I turned around to face her, folding my arms. “Because that’s not what happened.”

      “Right.” She nodded slowly. “Well, no, that’s not it. I mean, I probably see things a bit differently…” She paused as her eyes slid down to my wrist. I followed her gaze to where a small ring of bruises had formed there, from when they’d held me and— “It’s not my job to put a label on what you’ve been through. You’ll find your own way through it. But some men in your life didn’t behave as they should’ve—”

      I made a rude noise at that.

      “When do any of them? My boss makes me wear shit that has either my tits or my arse hanging out to sell more shitty beer, preferably both. I have dickheads ask me about my heat or whether I can fit my fist in my vagina, because they are drunk, stupid and just fucking arseholes. I watched my mother get knocked around more times than I can count. Right about now, I’m thinking this whole ‘nice guy’ thing is a fucking myth created by incels to explain why their passive aggressive arses can’t get laid. Men are pigs except towards the women they feel like they own. Their mothers, their daughters, their…” I paused on the word, my throat tightening. “Their sisters or their partners. My problem is I don’t have any guy who feels like I’m theirs to claim, and so blokes think they can do what they like.” I shrugged. “At least I got multiple orgasms out of the Spencer pack.”

      My rant was interrupted by the sound of a phone vibrating. Looking around, I spotted mine plugged into a charger on the bench. I stepped closer, and warily flipped it over to see the incoming call was coming from an unknown number. I hesitated.

      “Do you want me to get that?” Scarlett said.

      “No…”

      But I wasn’t so sure, was I? That irritated me beyond belief, so I picked it up and tapped the green icon to accept the call. And, as though I’d conjured him up by mentioning his pack, I heard his voice.

      “Hello, little omega.” My gut twisted as, at the sound of Jack’s voice, his words, it all started to come back to me. My hand slapped down on my stomach as it began to gurgle. “You took off after we had such fun, and without saying a word. Tsk tsk… We’ll have to teach you better manners than that.”

      I threw the phone away from me onto the bench. And as the kettle started to whistle, getting louder and louder, I lunged at the screen, trying to end the call. My fingers shook as I swiped and stabbed trying to block the number. Once I’d done that, I jumped into the Howlr app so that I could block them there as well. But when I opened it up, there was a message waiting for me, so I tapped on that first to open it, as Scarlett moved past me to turn the kettle off.

      “Unh…! Unh…!”

      A porn-worthy soundtrack played loudly in the now too-quiet kitchen and I realised with some horror that the pack had sent me a video file from the night before. There was Rock, grinning at the camera as he railed me hard, his pupils blown huge, his smile sloppy as he thrust. Next the screen showed Jack stepping forward to plug my open mouth with his cock. I stabbed my finger down on the file to close it so I could delete it.

      “Don’t.” I spun around to see Scarlett standing behind me, wide-eyed. “I know you want to get rid of it, and I don’t fucking blame you, seriously, but… That’s evidence right there. You can use it…”

      Her voice trailed away as I finished deleting the file, then blocked the pack on the app. Then I deleted the whole app for good measure. A hollow feeling rose up inside me. I swallowed hard, then clenched my jaw, breathing in and out through my nose for a second to collect myself. Then I grabbed cups and set them out on the bench to focus on the simple act of making coffee.

      Because that’s what came of growing up in the environment I had. You learned to function, to just keep going no matter what, so that’s what I planned to keep doing. I passed Scarlett her coffee and took a sip of my own. The hot liquid splashed sourly in my empty stomach, but I didn’t dare try and eat anything.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured her, my voice steady, confident. “You can tell the boys that. Nothing keeps me down for long.”

      “You know it wouldn’t matter if it did,” she said, fixing me with a steady gaze over the rim of her mug. “Everyone’s allowed to fall apart sometimes.”

      “Only if there’s someone there to catch them,” I said. “Look, I’m gonna order some pizza and watch some shitty reality TV until my brain leaks out of my ears. I’m not gonna be much company, but do you want in?”

      “Sure.” Her smile seemed genuine, and that in itself helped lift my spirits. “I love shit like reruns of ‘America’s Next Top Model’ or some crap show where super pretty people cry because they don’t like their hair cut.” Her grin widened. “It’s the sadist in me.”

      “What about the wedding ones where they all cry because they hate the dress, cry because they love the dress, and then the mother or MIL cries because she wanted something else. Like, so much crying! Are all betas like that? Because fuck!”

      She chuckled in response and then shook her head. “Nope, some of us are not really into the whole patriarchal bullshit around marriage. I do love a good ritual, just not one where people are compelled to obey due to gender roles. I’m a domme,” she explained.

      “What, really?” I picked up a tea towel and then started whipping the air with it, grinning. “Like… that kinda domme?” She nodded slowly. “Tell me that’s how you know the boys. You line them up and whip their arses, don’t you? Please say yes.”

      “They did meet me in a professional capacity,” she replied, “but not as a participant. They needed someone who could come into clubs like the Viper Room…” My smile faded. “And not look out of place. A friend of a friend referred me to the people who are investigating the spread of Rush and I agreed, for a very nice fee. But if you wanted to indulge that impulse to smack around your neighbours, I could give you some tips.”

      “That would be weird.” The words were out of my mouth before I even thought about them. “Not from a kink shaming place but…” My lips twisted into something like a smile. “I’m the kid sister they never had.”

      “Is that what this is?” Scarlett hadn’t seemed like the kind of girl who spanked people for fun when I first met her, but as I looked at her it was like something else rose in her eyes. Something eminently confident, so much so it was as if she was channelling alpha energy. “Well, that must be why they asked me to relay an invitation. If pizza and reality TV isn’t more alluring, they said they were having a BBQ tonight.”

      “Shit!” I jerked open my cupboards, hissing at the sparse pickings inside. “OK, how do you feel about a quick Woolies run instead of pizza and TV? I’ve gotta pick something up—”

      “They said you’d say that and not to worry about bringing anything.” She placed a careful, gentle hand on my arm. “You are enough, all on your own.”

      “The boys’ mum basically kept me alive during my teenage years,” I said, shaking my head. “She was always feeding me. I have to bring something.” I looked at Scarlett and raised an eyebrow. “Maybe a good bottle of wine and some nice chocolates?”

      “Pull some clothes on then, omega, and get your arse into gear. I’ll drive the fancy new car the boys gave me for while I’m in town,” she said, dangling the keys in front of me.
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      "Stevie!”

      The sound of Lois’ voice as I entered the Kelly house raised my spirits instantly. She rushed over, wrapping her arms around me and giving me the best hug, just like always. My arms went out, hovering in the air for a second before I hugged her back, keeping a grasp on the bottle of wine and box of chocolates.

      And this was why I always tried to keep a fucking lid on shit, which worked really well, right up until it didn’t.

      Growing up like I did, I felt like some shitty little weed, struggling towards the sunlight in a pot full of flowers. As though I was demanding water, sunlight and nutrients, at the same time as I was sure I was going to get pulled out. And Lois? Every hug, every kind word, every meal and caress were those nutrients. I grew stronger on them, and her solace was something I still needed. I wanted to hold onto her and never let go.

      “How are you, darling girl?” she asked as she held me at arm’s length, those keen eyes seeing everything.

      “Can’t complain,” I said with a wink. “And no one will listen if I do. I didn’t have time to make anything—”

      “Don’t worry about that,” she said, waving a hand. “There’s way too much food outside.”

      “So I got you these.”

      Fuck, what was I doing? Bringing someone else’s mum wine and chocolates? It wasn’t even Mother’s Day. Why was I so fucking—?

      “Sweetheart!” She took them from me, her cheeks flushing as a smile spread across her face. “You got rosé!”

      “You always say it's your favourite,” I said with a shrug. “People at the pub reckon that’s a good drop.”

      “So you’re still working at that bloody place?” She linked her arm with mine and drew me further into the house. “You know you’re too smart, too talented for that kind of work.”

      “It’s a dirty job, but someone’s gotta do it,” I said.

      “What’s that? Pulling beers?” Blue, one of Lois’ mates and the boys’ dad, looked up as we walked into the kitchen where he was testing how cooked the leg of lamb was. He straightened up after he pushed it back into the oven. “The country would fucking stop without barmaids. Not sure I like the sort of fuckheads that frequent that pub leering at my girl though.”

      I flushed as he leaned over and pressed a fatherly kiss to my cheekbone. Blue had big daddy energy, which was always weird for me.

      “Who’s leering at my Stevie girl?” Gun, another one of Lois’ mates, walked in and then held his arms out. I shook my head and walked over for a hug. “I’ll punch their fucking eyes out for taking even one look, love.”

      “I know,” I said. “Wow, that’s only a little disturbing. Pretty sure my boss would sack me if the customers stopped looking.”

      “That Jonesy is a sleazy fuck,” Gun said, going over to the fridge and pulling out three beers, handing me one, then cracking his own before offering Scarlett one.

      “Ah, no thanks, Gun,” she said. “Though if Lois opens that bottle of rosé…”

      “I think we’d better,” Lois said with a cheeky grin. “Now, there’s plenty of nibbles outside. Go and grab something to eat.”

      

      Kelly barbeques were always huge events. Kids ran around screaming while all the adults in the clan–uncles, aunties, cousins and various other members gathered around the fire pit built in the backyard. Some of the men worked on the meat, waving stubbies around as they chatted by the grill, while a few of the women fussed over the table of salads and snacks, trying to keep the flies away as well as some of the more feral kids. The rest were sitting, relaxing and enjoying the warmth of the fire. But while most people turned around and waved hello, or called out my name, only three of the gathered Kellys got to their feet at my appearance.

      Shit.

      When Jax, Ash and Ronan stood up, I remembered my half-mumbled conversation with Jax, and my cheeks flushed bright red with belated embarrassment. It was obvious that the three of them had talked about it since, based on the Care Bear Stare the fuckers were rocking. I smoothed my hand down my jeans and took a healthy swig of my beer before turning back to Scarlett and Lois.

      “Cheers!” the omega said, passing Scarlett a generous serve of rosé, and I raised my beer to clink against their glasses.

      “I might go grab something to eat first,” I said to excuse myself. “Otherwise I’ll be pissed on one beer.”

      “Of course, love,” Lois said, her expression softening. “Now, there’s—”

      She was going to walk me over, no doubt to pile my plate high and to encourage me to eat all of it. The woman was obsessed with the fact she thought I was too skinny.

      “Stay here with Scarlett,” I said. “I’ll be back in a sec.”

      I strode away from them, head down, intent on making it to the table without being waylaid by the Kelly boys. As I approached it, I looked up, and smiled at several of the Kelly cousins I recognised.

      “Stevie!” Cat was the cousin I knew the best and she walked over with a big smile, bumping hips with me. “Wasn’t sure if you were coming.”

      “Pretty sure your aunty would come around and drag me out forcibly if I didn’t,” I replied. “Damn, did you make the cobb loaf dip again?” I broke off a piece of crusty bread to shovel out a good serve of the creamy dip in the centre of the loaf.

      “Damn straight,” she said. “If I didn’t bring one I’d never hear the end of it. So what’ve you been up to? The garden is looking…” I looked up when she paused, and quickly identified why. She smiled wickedly at the appearance of her cousins. “Hello boys, looking for something in particular?”

      “We need to talk to Stevie,” Ash said in a low voice. “Alone.”

      “Oo-ooh…!” Cat sniggered. I shot the guys a dark look, because they really didn’t need to give her any more shit to tease me about. I used to come over from next door when we were both still teenagers, so she’d had seen me at my best and my worst, including crying my eyes out over these three muppets. “Let's talk afterwards,” she instructed me with a wink.

      I waited for her to be out of earshot, noticing how all the other ladies mysteriously wandered away as well, before I faced them down.

      “We’re not talking about anything that happened today.” My voice was firm, definite. “Last night either. Are we clear?”

      “Right.” Ash’s voice was tight. The fuckhead was never happy when someone else was giving the orders, though he gave plenty of his own. “Well, give me your plate then.”

      “What? Get your own.”

      But Ronan reached over and plucked my plate from my fingers with a smirk, then began conspicuously consulting the offerings on the table, putting some on my plate.

      “Some of the spinach dip,” Jax said, dumping a spoonful of it next to Ronan’s selections. “She always loves that.”

      “What about the tuna salad?” Ash said. “Full of good slow carbs and fish oil is good for your brain.”

      “She hates seafood, dickhead,” Jax snapped, staring at his brother. “She ate that fillet Dad made for her because she didn’t want to say anything, and then was vomiting behind the house all night because of it. I held back her hair.”

      I frowned, narrowing my eyes and looking the three of them over like they were strangers, and then asked the question that burned inside my brain. “What the fuck are you idiots doing?”

      “You said you don’t want to talk,” Ash said, giving me his best fuckboy smirk. My hands balled up into fists, but before I could shoot back a response he turned back to the food. “What about the devilled eggs? Good source of protein.”

      “She hates eggs,” Ronan replied. “Mate, you fucking suck at this. Don’t worry, I’ve got it.”

      And to my amazement I watched him and Jax select a bunch of the things I would most want to eat. The two of them looked at me almost shyly as they offered me the plate.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      The pain I worked so hard to keep from showing bled into my voice and that’s what had me taking the plate and turning around before they could answer. I saw Cat sitting with her partner so I stomped over there, sure she could fill me in. Because I knew what the three of them were doing and I didn’t like it.

      Wolf shifter males loved to provide food for two groups of people: family and their mates, the urge particularly intense when they were in the courting phase, trying to convince her to accept them as her mates. Jax had obviously run home to his brother and told on me, and now they felt like they needed to step up for poor little assaulted Stevie and act like they were my fated mates as a misguided expression of sympathy.

      “Well, here comes trouble!” Bianca was Cat’s partner and she patted the seat beside her, as Cat looked at me in concern. “And don’t you look like someone just took a shit in the cobb loaf dip? Please, for the love of god, tell me a bird didn’t.”

      “A bird didn’t,” I replied dutifully. “I need information and I know you won’t bullshit me.”

      “Absolutely categorically can’t,” Bianca agreed, sipping on her rum and Coke can. “If you’re looking for truth bombs, I’m your girl. Well, I’m Cat’s girl first.” She leaned into her lover’s side, Cat shooting her a dirty look even as she wrapped an arm around Bianca. “But we might be open to a throup—”

      “We’re not and Stevie’s straight,” Cat cut her off.

      “So’s spaghetti until it gets hot and wet.” Bianca shot me an outrageous wink, making clear she was just talking shit, as per usual. “But anyhoo, those idiots were all falling over themselves to feed you, I see.”

      “Yeah, what’s up with that? Like they’re cool and everything, but your cousins have never done that kind of thing before,” I said, stabbing a plastic fork into some salad. “What’s the go?”

      “Oh, are we doing this?” Bianca said, a smile worthy of the Cheshire cat spreading across her face.

      “Bianca–” Cat growled.

      “Please, please tell me we are doing this,” Bianca begged.

      “Doing what?” I asked, right as Cat tried to shut her up.

      She slapped her hand across Bianca’s mouth, her lover mumbling something that I couldn’t hear and then she jerked Cat’s hand down, taking an exaggerated breath.

      “You know I only like you smothering me when you’re riding my face,” she chided Cat before turning to me. Her eyes twinkled and she looked like such a picture of mischief I knew I wasn’t going to like her answer. “Those cousins of my lurver? They’ve been hovering around you for years, watching and waiting. And now, all of a sudden, something’s finally made them pull their thumbs out of their arses.”

      “What?!”

      My ears started to ring with a faint high-pitched sound.

      “Those Kelly boys are your fated mates–and it looks like they’re finally going to make their move.”
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      In the end it didn’t matter what Jax and Ronan had chosen for me to eat because, at Bianca’s words, the plate fell from my hands, dropping down onto the grass. I didn’t even stop to pick it up, just got to my feet and took off, ignoring Cat calling my name. I knew where the bushes were thinnest, where it was easiest to scale the fence, because we’d worn a small track there going back and forth as teenagers. So I was up and over the fence, running towards my old bedroom window in seconds. But I couldn’t pull down the flyscreen as I’d done in my childhood. The guys had swapped the old ones out for fancy criminal safe screens that were bolted firmly to the house. Instead I made a beeline for the door.

      “Stevie!” An urgent voice cut through the relative quiet of my yard, but I ignored it, fishing out my keys, determined to be inside and away from them before they— “Stevie…”

      Jax said my fucking name like it was a prayer and that hurt more than anything else, so much so I hissed as he reached out to grab my arm. He saw the bruises, not me, and then jerked his hand back.

      Of course he did.

      “Back off,” Ash ordered. “Now’s not the time.”

      “Not the time for what, Ash?” I snapped, stepping forward. “Not the time for what?”

      “You’ve had a terrible day.”

      “Getting worse by the second, I think,” I snapped at him.

      “You’re tired, wrung out, traumatised—”

      “Well, if I wasn’t before, I am now!” Ash just stared down at me with those cool blue eyes, not responding as I got closer. “So when were you going to tell me, huh? Or were you never going to tell me?” I reached out and shoved my hands into his chest when he didn’t respond, but the big alpha didn’t move an inch. “You fuck…” I shook my head, my throat feeling tight and constricted. “You fucking fuck. I was your little sister, you said, not your mate.” I flung my arm wide. “I thought they were out there somewhere, waiting for me.”

      “Stevie—” Jax started to say, his hands jerking up in front of him as if to hold off blows.

      “No.” I felt stronger, better saying that word, shaking my head for emphasis. “No, we’re not doing this. I’m not doing this.”

      “We’ll talk later—” Ash started to say.

      “You can go to fucking hell.” My arms fell limply to my side. “All of you. You knew. You always knew.”

      “I told you we should tell her,” Ronan said with a shake of his head.

      “She wasn’t ready,” Ash insisted, and the hard expression on his face made me just want to slap it right off. “She still isn’t.”

      “She is telling you to get the fuck off her property before she calls the cops,” I shot back. “You have until I count to five. One, two.” I raised my hand and counted off fingers like I was a primary school teacher or something.

      “There are other things at play right now, more than just our relationship,” Ash said, stepping forward and into my space like he had a right to. “Everything we’ve learned about the dickheads drugging omegas with Rush is that they come back for more. You’re a rare commodity—”

      “Oh, please talk about me like I’m a thing,” I said, jabbing my finger into his chest, “back at your place. An omega chooses to claim her mates, right?” The three of them shifted warily. “Well, I don’t choose you. Fuck off.”

      “Stevie—”

      I turned on my heel, walking away from all three of them, unlocking my front door and then slamming it shut, throwing the lock in place. I could still see their shadowy shapes through the privacy glass.

      They didn’t have a key, I assumed, or if they did, they didn’t use it. I watched as they had a muffled conversation, and my tension only abated to relief when they walked away.

      And at the same time, I was devastated that they did.

      I couldn’t have them near me. The thought of it made me fucking sick. And yet? Part of me wanted them to go fucking nuts and be the Big Bad Wolves that blew my house down to get to me.

      Because if they did, I’d know they actually wanted me.

      But they didn’t. So I paced around the house, going through the lockup procedure they’d all made me learn by heart, until the house was secure and me with it. Only then did I walk into my room. I threw myself down onto my bed, scrambling to get under the pillows, under the covers, pulling them tight to form a cocoon around me that shut the whole world out before I could let out the breath I was holding.

      The guys had tried to tell me I’d been sexually assaulted today but, fuck, the Spencer pack had made more of an effort to ask for my input than the Kelly pack had. My breath came in rough and ragged, everything, all of what had happened smashing into me, over and over. But right before I got to the point of tears, I stopped myself.

      I didn’t have to go along with anything that any of these dickheads had in mind. I’d looked after myself fine for years. And tomorrow, I’d get up and go to work and do so again. Fuck the Kellys, fuck the alphas, and fuck this shit.

      Not exactly a peaceful mantra, but I said it over and over until my brain accepted the message and then, finally, the exhaustion that had been plaguing me all day rose and dragged me down, down, down.
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      I’d thought I would wake up early, have time to do some of the shit I should’ve done on my day off. But, nope, I slept all the way through until 2 pm and even then it took my alarm to rouse me. At first, I just yawned and blinked as I hit the phone to silence it, my mind blessedly calm. I just lay there watching the way the shadows played across my ceiling, feeling the soft plush of my blankets.

      Until I remembered.

      Gripping the phone so hard it was lucky the screen didn’t break, I pulled myself out of bed with unnecessary violence, then stomped down the hall to the bathroom, wishing I could stomp on some parts of those Kelly boys as I did so. Pulling the shower screen open, I set the water temperature and stepped in, cursing them as I did so.

      And then as I lifted my hand to grab the soap and my washcloth, I saw the bruise around my wrist, now gone a sickly yellowish green.

      I forgot all about the pack next door then as those voices reverberated in my mind again.

      “Fuck yeah, this pussy is tight! That’s it, omega, clench around me.”

      “Take my fucking knot, bitch.”

      “You love it, don’t you, sweetheart? You love my cock.”

      The voices were disembodied, echoing in my ears without the accompanying events running in front of my eyes. As I stood, frozen, my guts roiled, full of acid from no food and too much coffee the day before. I jolted back to reality and my fingers became claws, making a high-pitched screech as I raked them along the tiles. What had happened, the way it felt, exactly what they’d done to me, hit me hard, making my stomach churn even more, as though it was all going to come spewing up along with the bile burning in my stomach.

      But I didn’t let it. I clawed the tiles and clenched my teeth and shut that shit down.

      How else had I got through school if not by doing just that? Some kids couldn’t pull back. They’d go absolutely feral in the classroom, but I’d seen what happened to them. Detentions, parent-teacher meetings, suspensions. I’d needed some adults in my corner, because there sure as hell hadn’t been any at home, so at school I made sure I was quiet and well-behaved. Withdrawn really, but still, it had the desired effect. So I was well used to stuffing down memories, feelings, and I called on that old skill until finally there was nothing else in the shower with me. I washed myself in record time after that, the various aches and pains in my body making themselves known at each pass of the washcloth, but I ignored them, too. Then I got out and looked in the mirror.

      My makeup was mostly washed away, just a faint circle of black around each eye, making them look smokier than they should have, as though I’d been aiming for that ‘heroin chic’ look. But my eyes were wide open and staring.

      Bruises didn’t tend to freak me out like they did most people. I’d worn enough of them and had dealt with the resulting stares and intense questions from the school counsellor over the years. But still, part of me didn’t like seeing them again. There were none on my face or around my neck, thankfully. But around my arms, my wrists, pressed into my hips, dotted across my inner thighs, even around my ankles, as I looked down at my body, I saw that those fuckers had left their marks all over me.

      But bruises wouldn’t last any longer than it would take my body to heal. In a day or two I wouldn’t have a mark on me. As the thought occurred to me, I lifted my eyes back up to my reflection in the bathroom mirror and watched my eyes narrow as I came to a decision. I reached for my phone from the shelf beneath the mirror so that I could record the evidence. I knew that it would potentially be useful if I had to go to the cops. I’d had photos taken of my bruises before, when the state was thinking of taking me away from Mum. As I lifted the phone I saw I had a ton of missed calls. And one text message notification…

      Don’t think you’re going to get away, omega.

      My first reaction was anger. The tone didn’t sound like Ash, but after what I’d found out the previous night, I felt like I didn’t really know any of them. I tapped on the notification, ready to tell that high-handed prick to go fuck himself when I saw that I had messages from each one of the guys. A whole bunch of them popped up as I scrolled. But the one with the faintly threatening tone? It wasn’t from any of the Kelly boys, not unless they had a burner phone. It wasn’t that fuckhead Jack either. I’d blocked his number which made me think… I didn’t need to play detective. I’d had fucking weirdos stalk me before so I blocked the number the text had come from too. And then I got back to taking a record of the evidence of what had happened.

      Taking photos of the extent I’d been hurt somehow made it easier for me to deal with it. It was as if I wasn’t doing it as a person able to be affected by the emotions of it all, but instead it was as though I was a camera. Cool, glass lenses recorded everything in clinical detail, even a full body shot. By the time I was done I felt like I had packed everything from the night at the club away and was ready to move on.

      Get to work. Deal with the Sunday sesh crowd and Jonesy’s bullshit. Come home and die. Repeat. I nodded to my reflection before finishing getting ready, pulling on my clothes and then going out into the kitchen to make myself something to eat.

      As if the universe sensed my resolve and decided to test it, two things happened as I opened the fridge. My phone started to ring and there was a knock at the front door. I fished out my phone and saw it was an unknown number. I looked at it for another moment, then up at the door when there was another knock. Just a double tap. Nothing too loud or threatening.

      Unknown numbers usually meant telemarketers or the government. Then there was the possibility that one of the other Spencers had decided to get in on the whole harassment angle, so I left my phone to ring out on the bench, and marched to the front door to fling it open.

      I was expecting to see Ash, ready to tell me off, or Jax, wanting to talk about what had happened. What I did not expect was Scarlett. And, damn. While I was a hot mess on a good day, this woman? She looked elegant and deadly in a pair of black denim jeans, knee-high boots, a man’s shirt and tie–expertly tailored to fit her–with all that bright red hair bound back into a tight bun. She smirked as I looked her up and down with no doubt a stunned expression on my face, and then she held out a paper bag in one hand, while she balanced a tray of coffees in the other.

      “Breakfast?” she asked.

      “Is that from the boys?”

      “Yes, but—”

      I screwed up my nose and grabbed the bag, then ushered her in. Scarlett had been good to me so I had no reason to be rude to her. The boys on the other hand… I stalked over to the bin in the kitchen. Slamming my foot down on the pedal to open the lid, I held the bag over it ready to dispose of it dramatically when Scarlett gave me pause

      “So far be it from me to question the disposal of perfectly lovely baked goods, but…” I kept my foot on the pedal bin and turned to look at her. “It might have been those idiots that sent me over here with the food and the coffee, but I was the one that suggested it.” She leaned over my kitchen bench. “Their idea of aftercare leaves a lot to be desired, but I consider myself very good at it. I told the three of them that I’m not their bitch to go running over here and wave a white flag for them, which resulted in Ash saying something rude and me telling him to go fuck himself.”

      I snorted at that, looking at her more closely, because she seemed as though she was more on Team Stevie than Team Kelly right now.

      “But if you were my sub–and you’re not–” she said, holding up her hands as though to ward off my complaints, even though I wasn’t making any, “I’d prescribe something hot, something sugary and something with a bit of fibre so your blood sugar didn’t spike too high.” She nodded to the bag. “How’d they do?”

      I sighed, dropping my arm down and moving toward the kitchen bench, the bin lid clapping shut behind me. I tore open the paper bag and saw three muffins sitting inside.

      “This one would be Ash’s.” I wrinkled my nose as I nudged one that was all brown and lumpy with no icing at all. “It’ll be some high fibre, keto, sugar-free nastiness.”

      “It looks as though it would be much the same coming out as going in,” she agreed.

      “This one would be Jax’s.”

      It was a carrot cake muffin, complete with an elaborate swirl of cream cheese icing that made my mouth water. I loved cream cheese icing more than life itself and the prick knew it.

      “And this is Ronan’s.”

      It was some kind of triple chocolate monstrosity, dripping with icing, chunks of actual chocolate, the muffin itself so choked with cocoa as to appear almost black. Dark and sinful, that was his offering.

      “You know them well,” she said, with a gentle nod to the muffins.

      “I thought I did.”

      As I grabbed a knife out of the drawer, Scarlett’s eyes widened, but she was reassured when I sliced the two edible muffins in half. I tossed the knife in the sink and then pushed the muffins towards her, Scarlett choosing one half of Ronan’s muffin.

      Figures.

      “I’ve known them most of my life, their family too. They felt like…” My throat dried up then, so I grabbed one of the coffees and took a sip. Damn, just the way I liked it. “It felt like they were my family too, and when I could.... The boys were alphas, they’d have a fated mate and I was the only omega near them so–”

      “So it was your way in?” she prompted. Scarlett grabbed the other coffee and took a sip. “Why did you think you needed that to be accepted?”

      “Well, otherwise I was just some kid—”

      “Not some kid. Stevie,” she said, looking meaningfully at me.

      “OK, but at the time Stevie was the dumb kid next door whose mother couldn’t be bothered to look after her.” I stared at her, unable to work out how she wasn’t getting this. “If I was a burden to my bloody mother, what do you think…?”

      I stopped talking, frowning as I shoved the muffin into my mouth, feeling like I was chewing something else as well as the cake. It turned to glue in my mouth so I swallowed it with effort, needing a few more sips of coffee to wash it down.

      “Lois never made me feel like a burden.” My voice was small now, more a child’s than a woman’s. “Blue and the other dads were a bit wary with some stray kid being brought into the house, but when she made it clear I was welcome at any time, they got used to me, thought of me as one of their own. But…”

      I could see the picture in my mind’s eye of the tension in my body as we all sat around the dinner table at the Kelly house. I knew I’d have to go home soon and that meant… I stared at Scarlett as she sat quietly, her gaze even, calm, just observing me, not prompting or pushing.

      “But I never wanted to go home. I knew I had to. But my bedroom here wasn’t a safe space for me, not like I had at the boys’. I didn’t have a place in my own house. The Kellys let me come over way too much, fed me more often than anyone should have to for someone else’s kid, but I always had to go back.” I was saying things to her that I’d never said to anyone else. “I didn’t want to, ever, so when I revealed—”

      I was cut off by the ringtone of my phone and when we both looked down. It was that unknown number again. She frowned and pulled out her own phone, bringing up an audio recording app and setting the phone down beside mine.

      “Is it them again?” She didn’t bother to ask who. I just stared at my phone for a second, then shrugged. “Well, if it's someone trying to upgrade your phone plan, I can cut the recording. But what if it isn’t?”

      I nodded slowly, tapping to answer the call, then redirecting the audio through the speakers.

      “Trying to play hard to get, are you?” Jack’s voice was a low purr.  Scarlett and I looked at each other, because there was something women understood.

      Although a lot of women might like a bad boy, there was a point where a guy who was a little risky to date turned into a monster. When he wouldn’t listen when you said no. That same voice might have piqued my interest back when we first met; but now? It sent chills down my spine. Scarlett nodded to me in recognition. I heard his laugh down the line at my lack of response, but that didn’t matter to him. He had more to say.

      “You were amazing the other night, little omega. I’ve done Rush with beta girls before but never a natural born omega. You must want more. And me and my brothers can give you that.”

      It was then that I did the one thing that this sort of man seemed to hate. I laughed. I’d seen guys’ balls shrivel often enough when I laughed in their faces at the pub and I was willing to bet Jack’s were too. I laughed longer and harder than I had a natural inclination to, before replying.

      “Is that what you think?” I injected every bit of scorn I could into my voice. “You stupid fuck. I’m using just about every tool I’ve got to suppress any memory of the other night. As soon as these bruises heal, I’ll never think of any of you again. Lose my number, dickhead.”

      And with that, I ended the call, blocking that number too.

      Adrenalin pumped through me, making me feel far more awake than the coffee had. But now, sadly, the sight of those muffins turned my stomach and I regretfully pushed all that sugary goodness towards Scarlett. She ended the voice recording and then faced me.

      “I’m sending you a copy of that but, Stevie—”

      “I need to file a restraining order.” I shook my head. “Yeah. I know.” I downed the rest of the coffee, relishing the burn as it went down, though my stomach wasn’t so pleased. It felt hollow and empty, just like me. “It’ll have to be tomorrow, though. I’ve got work now.”

      “I’m not going to push you,” she said, but the deathly serious tone to her voice had me pausing. “This is your life. Those dickheads are messing with you, not me, but…” She looked around her, as if seeing my house for the first time, assessing it for risks. “From what I know of these guys? They don’t take no for an answer. I need to know you’ve got some kind of plan to deal with them.”

      I did, but she wouldn’t like it. People who hadn’t lived through what I had often didn’t. Because we were a reminder that, despite our best efforts, some people had to deal with a shitty hand on a daily basis, with no hint of reprieve in sight. So I just shrugged in response.

      “I’ve got it handled.”
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      Turns out I was wrong. I really, really didn’t.

      Once upon a time, Sundays used to be a blessing for hospitality workers. People were too fucked up from the night before to want much, and they were much more sluggish and lethargic when they came in. Then the idea of a Sunday sesh became popular: a drinking session starting mid-afternoon or even earlier, with people pushing their livers right to the edge. They might pull up stumps and leave the pub earlier in the evening than on a Saturday, due to having to front up to work the next day, but they did as much damage as they could before they quit. And this Sunday looked to be no different. By the time I got to work, the place was packed.

      “These came.”

      That was the only greeting I got from Jonesy. Probably because the prick had to make himself useful on a Sunday and pour drinks beside us peons. But as I stood in front of the taps pouring beer after beer, I realised he was nodding towards a floral arrangement on the bar. I thought it was just something he’d bought for the hypothetical Mrs Jonesy, to apologise for his mere presence and for all the attempts he made to pinch barmaids’ bums. The woman was either a martyr, a saint or didn’t actually exist and I didn’t care either way. I glanced at the flowers. They were expensive, that was made clear by the way the blood red roses had been arranged with arty shit like black willow branches and lime green lotus pods. No carnations and baby’s breath here. I plonked the beers on the bar and took the patron’s money before taking a closer look.

      If they were from the Kellys I’d bin them shortly, I swore to myself, reaching in and plucking out the card. But rather than a message pleading for forgiveness, a photo had been folded up and pushed inside the card.

      As soon as I opened it, I dropped it like a stone.

      It was a less X-rated one than could’ve been sent, even though Jonesy’s leer made me think otherwise. Just a tattooed hand wrapped around a pale throat. My throat. I kicked the photo over towards the bin, then picked it up like it was covered in shit and dropped it in, the flowers following quickly behind.

      “Lover’s tiff?” Jonesy asked.

      “Fuck off,” I snapped. His smirk faded and was replaced with something far darker as I turned to the next customer lined up at the bar.

      

      I lost myself in my work for several hours, as serving beverages took on a regular, familiar rhythm. Dealing with pushy customers or dickhead dudes who thought they were in with a chance with me was my routine, but there came a point where that routine got interrupted.

      “What can I get ya?” I asked, looking up at the next person in line and then stopping my spiel.

      Ash loomed there, brows jerking down as he took in my uniform, somehow less impressed by it today, despite the fact that he knew I wore it every damn shift I worked.

      “Macca,” I said to one of the guys I worked with. “Can you look after Ash for me?”

      “You got it.” Macca didn’t ask questions. The two of us had each other’s back after working together for years. “What can I get you, Ash?”

      “Stevie.” Just a flat, one word answer.

      “Well, mate, she’s not on the menu, as you well know.” His hand went under the bar where we kept a few cricket bats. Jonesy didn’t like it, but this was a shitty pub out in the western suburbs, so we were going to protect ourselves or not turn up to work at all. “Plenty of blokes think they can order her and you know how that goes.”

      I glanced up from pouring a few rum and Cokes for the next customer after Ash and caught the moment when the alpha’s jaw muscle popped.

      “I just need to talk—”

      “Order a drink or fuck off,” I snapped, nodding to Sam, a big Tongan bloke who was both a local rugby hero and one of our bouncers. His eyebrows shot up but he nodded, and started his slow amble over. “Sam’ll escort you out if you need help.”

      “Three Cokes,” Ash ordered through gritted teeth, directing that at me, not Macca.

      “Three Cokes coming up,” my friend said, racking up the glasses then filling them with ice and pointing the post-mix soda gun at each one. Ash moodily returned to the table where the other two idiots were sitting

      But that wasn’t the end of it. Of course, it wasn’t. Despite holding themselves back for… Fuck, how many years was it? Too many, that’s for sure. Apparently they couldn’t wait any more, because when I tore off my apron and tossed it on the bar, letting Jonesy know I was going for a break, the Kelly boys all got to their feet. I shot them a warning look, making clear what I thought about any ideas they might have, but of course, they paid no attention. I went and ordered myself a feed from the kitchen, waiting around the servery for it to slide out, and the cook shot me a wink before handing me some cutlery.

      

      The staff had a small area fenced off from the main area of the pub. It was where we could have a smoke, or grab a bite to eat without customers thinking we were slacking. I walked over, but they followed hot on my heels and I spun around.

      “Stevie—”

      “I haven’t eaten much of anything since…” I swallowed hard. “Well, you know. You’re all full of that alpha bullshit now. How about you fuck off and leave me alone; let me get the first real meal down in days?”

      Ding, ding, ding, we had a winner. The three of them backed off real quick, filling me with some kind of hope I could manage this shitty situation.

      “I don’t want to talk to you, any of you.” I waved my knife back and forth in the air to emphasise my point. “And if I do, I’ll let you know. You held out on me for years. You can wait for at least that long until I’m ready to talk.”

      The three of them looked at each other, the fuckers, checking in with each other rather than listening to me. My heart sank at that and I shook my head slowly. But then Jax replied.

      “Of course. It’s… perfectly reasonable, considering the circumstances. Enjoy your meal and call us any time of the day. Doesn’t matter when, we’ll answer.”

      I’d delete their numbers from my contacts first, but watching them take a step backwards, from the situation and actually fucking listening to me, was what I needed.

      So why did I feel hollow once they were gone?

      I didn’t spend any time investigating that thought. Instead, I unlocked the little area we ate in and sat down at a table. My hands shook as I unwrapped the serviette around the cutlery, but I tightened my grip, steadying my hand before attacking my food. Hunger, real, honest hunger surged up, strong enough that I could no longer push it to the side. I cut into the chicken schnitzel, the crumb coating super-crisp, the chicken succulent, all enhanced by a big squeeze of lemon and a sprinkling of salt. The taste exploded on my tongue, reminding me that food was a pleasure, not a burden.

      I chewed my way through most of the massive slab of chicken and a handful of chips, washing it down with an acid sweet Coke. I was starting to feel normal, when the lock to the alcove clicked. Must be Macca wanting his dinner now, I thought, getting to my feet, ready to take my plate back to the kitchen. What I didn’t expect was for the door to swing open and the Spencer pack to come sauntering through it.

      Their whole bad boy thing, with the expensive clothes coupled with tattoos and attitude? Yeah, it didn’t do shit for me now. Jack watched me clasp my knife and fork tightly, moving my feet to keep my stance low and loose, just like Ronan had taught me. But rather than be impressed, he grinned, his eyes as silver as the moon, his fangs flashing.

      “There she is…” he said. “There’s our girl.”

      Whatever those pricks had given me had been smothering my contact with my wolf. But at the sound of his voice she leapt to her feet inside me, snarling at their bullshit.

      “Not fucking yours,” I snapped. “How the hell did you get in here?”

      And that’s when Jonesy walked in, holding out a hand. Snake slapped a bundle of money into the guy’s hand, making clear that a deal had been done.

      “Don’t you fucking walk out of here, you piece of shit!” I snarled at my boss, my claws snicking out. “You sold me out to these fuckers?”

      “These fellas reckon they’re your fated mates—” Jonesy started to say.

      “The fuck they are. I’d rather sodomise myself with a wire brush than spend another second with these fucks.” My eyes flicked from the Spencers to my boss and back again. “This is not how this shit works.” My focus settled on the Spencers. “You don’t get to march in here—”

      “And do what?” Jack said, as all four of them took a step closer. “What are we doing, omega? Just trying to have a conversation.”

      “One I don’t want to have. I’ve made that perfectly clear,” I replied.

      “You’re looking pretty willing here,” Jonesy said, smirking down at his phone as I heard the now familiar sounds.

      My heart felt like it slowed, then stopped as he played a video clip, my wolf whining in my ears as my boss watched the same one they’d sent me. And Jonesy? He stared at the screen with the same lascivious focus he did the porn clips we sometimes caught him perusing on his break, when he’d hiss at us for interrupting him. I’d known he was a weaselly, shitty fucker, but I’d also been able to maintain firm boundaries with him.

      Until now.

      I took a step towards him, my wolf growling, snapping her jaws, ready to slap that phone out of his hands, then smack him down. As I moved, the Spencers perked up, to a man, their eyes gleaming with feral anticipation. But I was determined that this time they weren’t going to get what they wanted from me. I didn’t know how I’d stop them, though, so my eyes flicked around the room to look for a way out. And then I saw the external gate and the wolf and I were in perfect accord.

      The gate was kept locked at all times. A thick coil of chain was wrapped around it as well. At one point staff had been able to exit this way, but then we’d had a worker who’d used it to ferry boxes of spirits out to their mates, ripping off the pub. As I looked at it, my muscles tensing, fur rippling all over my skin, I knew what I needed to do.

      “Don’t.” It was a pleasure to see Jack’s smile slip. “Don’t move a fucking muscle.”

      “Or do it,” Blaine smirked as he folded his arms across his chest. “Nothing I like more than the chase.”

      “Consider this my final notice, Jonesy, you fuck,” I growled at the arsehole, my voice more wolf than woman right now, and his eyes went wide as my uniform started to split.

      There’s a moment mid-shift where a shifter’s strength is that of both wolf and human. I grabbed the chain with claws, not hands, my wolf’s muscles popping out all over me as the shift took over. Adrenalin coursed through me as I twisted the rusty links to find the weak spot and break the chain. But it was the wolf that slammed her paws into the gates, forcing them open.

      The men shouted things, swore things, but we didn’t care anymore. Home, the wolf thought, that was all she wanted. We went streaking down the road, people watching as we went past, but we paid them little mind. A thin howl in the distance had us moving faster and faster, paws thumping down on grass, then asphalt, running faster and faster until we turned up my street.

      Half the reason I’d put up with Jonesy’s shit all this time was the fact the pub was just a few streets away from my place, so I was home before I knew it. But the wolf didn’t trot up my driveway. She hated my house, unable to understand the fact that we needed to stay in it with the insane price of housing now. It was a site of too much pain, too much tamped down anger, and the fight to keep her under control was a daily battle.

      Except when we were here.

      Ollie bounded out at the sound of my approach, on full alert at first, then his muscles loosened and his tail started wagging furiously when he scented me. The wolf sailed over the front gate, landing in the Kellys’ front yard, then ran over to the front door, scratching at it when we got there.

      Then the door opened.

      “Stevie?”

      Jax looked down at me in concern but the wolf pushed past, running down the hall and using her nose to push open Ronan’s bedroom door. She jumped up on the bed where he was sitting, shirtless, a knife in one hand, his whetstone in the other. His other knives were spread out across the knife roll that he usually kept them wrapped them in. He set the whetstone down on the quilt.

      “Hello, beautiful,” he said, his eyes green as he met mine, green as glass. His smile was his wolf’s, sharp and jagged, as he patted the space beside him. The wolf spun around three times before settling down.
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      “She came to you first,” Jax said, a feeling of betrayal evident in his voice.

      “That she did.” I flinched as his hand landed in my ruff, fingers ruffling the fur. But the wolf? She preened under the attention and shot Ronan a hopeful look that he would keep patting us, and he smiled in response before looking up at Jax. “So you can fuck right off now. Better yet, go running to brother dear, like usual, so the two of you can concoct another plan that’s doomed to fail.”

      When those green eyes met mine, the wolf and the man experienced some kind of accord, which was emphasised as he raised one of the blades.

      “You don’t want to play nice with those idiots that think they can hunt you down and use you.” He nodded then narrowed his eyes. “Yeah, we know what Jack Spencer and his little bros have been trying to pull. The woman won’t like this much, but that app we put on your phone? It tracks all the calls coming in and out, messages too.” A smile curved his lips, but not from joy. Something dark lurked there. “Even the pathetic attempts all those fuckin’ alphas on Howlr made to try to catch our girl.”

      The wolf jumped to her feet, sniffing at the air between us, then leaned towards Ronan. He leaned forward until we were almost nose to nose. He ran his thumb along the knife blade, the keen edge making an instant cut. His smile dropped and his eyes bled to pure silver as his wolf peered out.

      “You need blood.” His head tilted to one side, an entirely animal gesture, then he held his thumb out to offer me the blood beading along the cut. The wolf licked it clean without a thought, the coppery burst on our tongue welcome, a point of connection. And Ronan smiled, knife still poised. “And I’m gonna get it for you.”

      “You can’t pull the kind of vigilante shit you’re thinking about,” Jax said with a sigh, but both Ronan and I looked up at the same time to stare into his eyes.

      “Watch me,” his brother replied. “Now shoo.”

      The door was slammed shut and Ronan and the wolf were left to their own devices. He slotted each knife back into its spot in the leather roll and then wrapped them all up, setting them and the whetstone on his bedside table. Then he lay down on his side to face me, patting the spot in front of him, and the wolf moved gladly to press in against his body. His hand stroked down my flank over and over as he spoke, his voice almost crooning.

      “Just relax, little wolf. You’re safe now. Let the woman out. Let Stevie out and she can tell me what happened at that fucking pub. I’m your knife and I’ll cut into anyone and anything that fucks with you, beautiful. Just tell me who to kill.”

      That should’ve sent chills up my spine, right? If Jack Spencer or his bros said anything like that, my hackles would’ve raised, my fangs bared. But not when it was Ronan. The wolf always knew he was safe, even when his words made it seem otherwise. The Spencers hadn’t said a word to me about what they’d intended and look how that had turned out. In response to his murderous little lullaby, the wolf pulled back, letting me come back to skin, and I felt Ronan’s hand slide down over the bare skin of my hip and then my thigh, where it came to rest.

      “What did he do?”

      Ronan didn’t clarify which ‘he’ he meant and as I looked into the alpha’s eyes, I didn’t think it mattered. I’d seen Ronan’s eyes change colour with his moods. But this Ronan? I felt like I hadn’t seen him before, ever. There’d been the odd hint of this intensity, here and there, but now it was as if a mask had dropped. I couldn’t stop staring into his eyes, letting my gaze roam across his face. Even the fact that I was stark naked didn’t sway me from taking my fill. And he stared right back into my eyes, smiling.

      “They came—” I only got out two words before my voice broke and his eyes dropped down to my hands between us, where my fingers were forming claws, pricking at his quilt, then receding again. “They’ve been ringing—”

      “I know.”

      “And messaging me. They sent a video—”

      “I know. We’ve got it all stored away in our database. Every scrap of evidence, we’re keeping.”

      “They sent flowers to my work and…” He stiffened at that, the smile fading, something naked and hungry rising instead. “In it was a card with a printout…” His hand shot out, taking mine, and I felt the effort it took to stop himself from crushing my fingers in his grip. “Then Jonesy—”

      “So he dies first,” Ronan declared, with the same impassive tone one might use when talking about the weather.

      “He let them into the staff area when I was on break.”

      His growl started low in his chest, a throbbing, deep sound.

      “They shared some videos with him of what happened.”

      “Revenge porn. We’ll have him up on charges for that. Lose his job, look at three years in jail and be put on the sex offender register.”

      “Just like that?” I snorted at his blatant self-assurance.

      “Just like that. If I want it badly enough,” he replied. “And I do. And those pampered little Spencer idiots think they can use their daddies’ money to pull strings for them.” His smile returned, twice as vicious. “But I know where all of the different daddies’ offshore bank accounts are, who their mistresses and dealers are. I have similar information on judges, the police commissioner as well.”

      “So…” I frowned slightly, my eyes narrowing as I inspected him closely, feeling like I was seeing the boy next door for the first time. “What are you?”

      “Yours.” He replied so simply, his eyes dancing as if daring me to believe him. I didn’t. I went to pull away from him, but he stopped me with just a touch on my bare shoulder. “Those other two chucklefucks didn’t want to say anything, wanting to wait until ‘you were ready’.” He snorted at that. “Because Ash could never see it. You were always ready. The moment you climbed down from that tree and into our arms, you were ours. We wouldn’t have tried anything, not until you were much, much older, but…”

      He was deathly serious and his tone as much as his words had me stiffening, wanting to stop him in case what he went on to say wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear.

      “It didn’t mean we couldn’t love you.” He moved closer so that his forehead was almost pressed to mine, his mouth was hovering close enough to kiss. “Couldn’t warn off every fucker that dared look at you. I half killed Ash the day you rode off on Sammy’s bike. You heard him say you were our little sister, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” I barely breathed that out.

      His laughter was low and deep, and the feeling was like dark vines coiled around me.

      “I never felt anything vaguely sibling-like towards you, Stevie. I had to make bargains with the wolf every night to stop him slipping over the fence like a shadow, and into your bedroom, to creep over to your bed, fangs bared, ready to sink them into you.”

      “You should’ve.” I felt like he was trying to cast a dark spell over me because he thought that he’d scare me with what he said. But for all he seemed to know about me, it didn’t seem like he knew the most important thing. “Don’t you think I wanted that? Don’t you know I dreamed of it? When I revealed as an omega—”

      “I remember that day. It was the sweetest. Your scent changed and I knew without a doubt then that you were perfect for us.”

      “Ronan, I thought that too.” At the hoarse sound of my voice he jerked back to be able to see my expression better, and he watched me with a wolf’s eyes as I blinked frantically. “I thought I was going to be the right one for you. I was so fucking happy, that I’d be your fated mate and you’d—”

      “We’d what?” His hand went to my hair, his face dipping closer again as he stared into my eyes. “We’d what, Stevie?”

      I couldn’t say it. Every damn day it felt like my existence was one long cry for love, but I’d worked out a long time ago that it didn’t work to actually express that. It made people shrink away, because no one wanted to take on such a needy burden. Not even this Ronan, the green-eyed one, the one who seemed like a whole other man to the one I’d grown up with. He couldn’t want that. I swallowed hard and let out a shaky breath.

      “We’d what?” His mouth ghosted across the tiny space between my lips and his, his breath flaring across my skin. “We’d what?”

      “Love me.”

      As I ground out the words, I pushed myself away from him, taking advantage of his surprise to twist off the bed and stomp over to his wardrobe. I reached in and pulled out a shirt. But a wolf doesn’t give their back to another predator, not unless they think them harmless, so when his hands landed on my shoulders, I should’ve expected it. I shouldn’t have been surprised when he spun me around, but I was.

      “You think I don’t?” He grabbed my hand and forced it over his heart, and I felt the slight roughness of healing cuts. My fingers traced them like they were Braille and I could glean meaning from them. I glanced down then, realising that they were letters and I recognised them. All those neat little scars on his body were accompanied by something more: my name, carved into his flesh above his breastbone. “There has only ever been you.”

      “But Cheryl—”

      “No one has ever touched me but you.” He pushed my hand lower. “No one has ever kissed my mouth or whispered sweet things in my ears. No one else has combed my hair or tied it into fucking Viking braids.” I snorted at that. I’d gone through a phase of experimenting with his hair because it was so long and thick. “No one has ever touched a single part of me but you. I’m yours. It’s all I’ve ever been and all I ever will be and if you can’t bring yourself to accept me, well…”

      That knife-blade smile was back, twice as bright, twice as sharp.

      “Then I’ll content myself with bringing you the heads of your enemies. I’d thrive in prison–Ash always said so–but I’ve stayed out of it, for you.”

      I couldn’t process what he was saying, what I was seeing. It was as though everything I’d thought true before now was a lie. What I’d thought I’d known had been replaced by… what? Carnivorous alphas: some who wanted to tear me apart and some who wanted to tear my enemies to pieces for me.

      “I cut your name into the skin over my heart last night to stop myself from coming over and barging in, forcing you to take me, to accept me. I did it the night you went through your first heat and Mum sent us away. I did it again when you went on your first date with Sammy. I’ve done it over and over.” He pressed my hands to his skin, so that I could feel the scars there, deep and built up over time. “Because that’s all that could make me keep waiting. Waiting for you, Stevie.”

      “Don’t.” That’s all I could croak out. His brows creased and his expression became desperate as he stared into my eyes. I tried again. “Don’t wait, Ronan.”

      His eyes blazed and his arms went around me, pulling me in tight. Then he tore the shirt away from me, and tossed it onto the floor before he lifted me up, stalking across the room and throwing me onto the bed.

      The way Ronan stared down at me made me feel as if I was a sublime work of art and he couldn’t bear to look at anything else. He crawled onto the bed with all of the grace of his wolf and, then, he struck.
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      My heart was beating so fucking loud in my ears it felt like it was drowning everything else out. Even so, despite that I could hear his ragged breaths. Or were they mine? It made sense to me, now, that his eyes were pure green. He didn’t look like the Ronan I’d grown up with, because he wasn’t. I never would’ve touched the boy next door, but this man? My hand shook as I reached out—

      —My hands sliding across another man’s chest, my fingers limp—

      No. I panted. Not here. Not now.

      —and touched Ronan’s chest, my focus entirely trained on him, me. So I caught the small shiver he made when my hand landed on him, my nerve endings overloaded by the feel of his hot, hot skin—

      —My fingers forced to wrap around someone’s—

      —the hard planes of Ronan’s body.

      “Stevie…” he groaned, as I traced the lines of his muscles, as I learned the shape of him. “Stevie, love…”

      My eyes flicked up, staring into those of this green-eyed stranger. I didn’t want the other Ronan to return, not when this one said my name with such reverence and awe. I kept my eyes locked with his as I moved my hand over to where he’d marked himself with my name, his eyes turning more luminously green as I rubbed my finger over the scabs. Then he slapped his hand down, holding mine hard against his chest, so the crusted blood of the lettering cracked.

      My wolf whined. She paced back and forth, not trusting me to do this right, fighting me to take over. She was fixated on that mark carved into his skin, my name. She didn’t understand the letters but she understood this.

      He’d done exactly what we wanted, needed. My heart was always aching from all this fucking longing. And now I found that my heart had a twin in his. Under my fingers tiny spots of blood welled up and the symbolism made perfect sense. His heart bled, just like mine did. But then he brought my hands to his lips.

      —Mouths trailing across my body, biting, tugging—

      Stay here, I told myself. Stay with Ronan.

      “You’re mine now, beautiful. I can’t let things go back to the way they were.”

      “Don’t,” I gasped that out again, desperate for what he said to be true. But then, just at that moment when the culmination of so much yearning was about to be realised, it was as though my vision split. I blinked to try to clear my eyes, but it was like there were two very different men leaning over me. The me that was here on this bed in the Kelly house pleaded for green-eyed Ronan to stay here, to stay with me, for him not to lock this–whatever the fuck this was–away again and out of my reach. But the other me?

      She pleaded for the man to stop.

      Because the other man I saw above me was Jack Spencer.

      Not here, not now. I chanted that in my head, over and over, trying to ward the memories of those other alphas away. But, as Ronan’s brows creased, as a look of pure pain flickered across his face, as his head dropped down, his mouth coming closer and closer, my mouth filled with bile.

      The wolf came alert, her muscles rigid as she readied herself to fight or flee: she would do anything to protect us both. But there were no enemies in the room, just my memories of them. “Fuck, Stevie…” Ronan’s voice filtered through my panic. But to allow myself to open up enough to hear what he was saying, I had to let the others through. And when I did, their voices layered over and over until I couldn’t understand anything except an overwhelming, visceral response rising up inside me.

      I was about to be sick.

      I pulled my head away just before Ronan kissed me, staggering off the bed and into the adjoining ensuite, my knees slamming down on the tiles as I shoved the toilet lid up. My stomach lurched, my whole body stiffening as out it came. Not the memories, not the pain, just the food I’d so enjoyed not that long before. A hand went to my hair—

      —jerked back until my spine ached, every strand pulled as—

      The wolf snarled then, full of a terrible anger, driving out the memories with a ferocious growl, her jaws snapping at the air as if to ward every memory off. She stood guard over me, a powerful presence that wouldn’t allow me to suffer anymore.

      Ronan balled up my hair until it was out of my face as I vomited and vomited. He slid his hand up and down my spine as he soothed me through the freaking gross experience with soft words. I kept going, dry-retching, still trying to throw up food that wasn’t there. I’d already felt sore from the way they had treated my body, but now I was suffering just from the thought of them. When the muscle spasms eased off, I fumbled my hand up to push the flush button and then I slumped forward. As soon as I did, he bent down and scooped me up, holding me tight, close to his chest as he dropped his head to rest against mine.

      “Too soon,” he hissed to himself. “Too fast.” When Ronan lifted his head again, the green in his eyes was starting to fade to hazel. He searched my face. “Fuck, Stevie—”

      When I reached up and pressed my fingers to his lips, he went quiet and something inside me did as well. Not totally: I could still feel the restless pacing of my wolf. But being held so close, touching him as I hadn’t done before? There was something healing in this connection between us, and I needed to let him know how I felt.

      “Not too fast,” I said. “Only you would think fifteen years wasn’t long enough to wait, but I’m telling you I’m done waiting. ‘Take me to bed or lose me forever’.”

      He grinned at the line from Top Gun, because the two of us had watched it together so many times we could pretty much recite every word. Then his face became serious again and he nodded, just the once.

      “I’m never going to lose you,” he vowed, the rumble of his wolf in his voice. “I can’t. You’re mine, my mate, the only woman I’m ever going to want and I can’t let you go.”

      “Not even to let me brush my teeth?” I grinned then, and finally I felt like I was back inside my head, back to being me again. “Because… vomit breath.”

      He carefully lowered me down in front of the bathroom sink, and keeping one hand on my hip, grabbing a new toothbrush out of the drawer for me. Even then, he didn’t pull away. As I stared into the mirror, ostensibly focusing on cleaning my teeth, my eyes roamed over the image of the two of us together. Him: tall, hard, muscular. Me: smaller, softer and, for the moment, bruised like an overripe piece of fruit. I forced my eyes away from those temporary marks and my mind away from any thoughts of the men who’d put them there. Instead, I leaned forward and rinsed my mouth out, then turned around to stare at the mark he’d put on himself.

      “So are we going to talk about what made you cut yourself?” I asked, reaching up towards his chest. Instead of letting me touch him, he took my hand in his. My eyes slid down to the neat rows of whisker-thin scars around his waist.

      “Are we going to talk about these?” he said, hovering his thumb over a bruise near my collarbone.

      I looked back up at him. He stared down at me while I just waited him out. Finally he let out a sigh and, still holding my hand, drew me back into the bedroom to lie next to him on his bed. Gathering me close, he pressed a kiss to the top of my head then he took my hand and ran them across the line of small scars.

      “It’s not self-harm.”

      “It’s not? Because it looks—”

      “I don’t hate myself when I do it. I… like it.” I pulled away slightly, but only so I could sit up to focus better on him and what he was saying. I grabbed his hand in both of mine and nodded for him to continue. His eyes flickered, the green becoming brighter. “There’s something in me that craves it for more than the endorphins and adrenaline.” His fangs flashed as he grinned, his eyes taking on the same devil-may-care gleam of the boy who used to taunt the rest of us into performing dangerous feats. “Something that likes a knife in my hand, the heft of it. That gets hard at the slice of a blade through flesh, that feels the pain like pleasure.”

      It felt like time froze right then. I couldn’t take a breath. My heart pumped harder; my pulse raced as my own adrenaline coursed through me at a thought I didn’t want to articulate.

      But I had to.

      “Are you…?”

      Was this the reason they’d all held back? Had they been trying to protect me from—? I pushed myself to ask the question.

      “Are you going to want to do that to me?”

      Understanding dawned quickly in his eyes and he reared up, pulling me back down to the bed then pinning me beneath him, his arms bracketing me on either side. My wolf paced nervously. He was my mate but now she was waiting to see whether he was also a potential threat. She didn’t know how to handle that.

      And neither did I.

      “No.” He said it with absolute certainty. “No. And you’re never going to ask me to do that to you.”

      “But—”

      “Not you, Stevie.” I went still, my eyes widening as my mind began to draw an image of him leaning over another woman, a blade in his hand. He ground the words out. “No. Not anyone else.  But absolutely never you. It’s… me.” His head dropped down for a moment, then he raised his eyes to look intently into mine. “I’m the one that likes the cut of the blade. Me.”

      “Show me—”

      He dipped his head down and cut me off with a kiss, just a soft press of the lips that was there and gone again so quickly it was as if it’d never been. And then he moved us again so that we were lying beside each other with the quilt over us, me the little spoon and him the big one. He wrapped his arms around me and held me tight.

      “Blood is coming,” he murmured in my ear, his voice reverberating with something of the new Ronan’s intensity. “There’ll be lots of it before this comes to an end. But you’ve had enough pain over the last few days, Stevie. I don’t want you experiencing mine, yet.”

      Yet.

      My mind grabbed onto that word and all that it conjured up and I pulled my arms in towards my chest as if clutching the thought to me, as though I was shielding a flickering flame. And just as I cradled the idea to me, Ronan did the same with me. His lips pressed against the nape of my neck, his breath stirring the fine hairs there.

      “Sleep, omega. Sleep with me. I’ve never slept as well as I have when you’ve been in my bed. Sleep now and heal, because tomorrow, believe me, we’ll be the ones dishing out the pain.”
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      Ronan

      I didn’t lie when I said that I slept better with her than anyone else, but still, it wasn’t like the way normal people sleep.

      Because I wasn’t normal people.

      I was the one who’d woken up early the night we first met Stevie and I woke up before her now, moving slowly so I could watch her. There was nothing, I mean nothing that I’d rather do, my fangs aching, my mouth filling with a coppery taste as I bit down. Anything to stop myself from claiming her before she was ready. Knights of old went on quests to demonstrate their love for their ladies, but I was a modern man.

      Wolf.

      I didn’t want to save my beautiful girl. I wanted to help her do it herself. So I reached out, tracing a hand down her arm, even though my cock felt like it thumped against my stomach in response, achingly hard. He wasn’t getting a look in though. Her brow creased in the darkness, her body shifting and I smiled as I stroked her slowly awake, when she made that noise.

      Just a pained little whimper.

      My body went ice cold, any thoughts as to sex and her warm body under mine died a vicious death as surely as if I’d killed them. That noise was because of what they’d done to my girl…

      “Stevie…” I breathed out her name, giving her a slight shake as her cries grew louder. “C’mon beautiful. Come back to me.”

      Her eyes flicked open then, way too fast. She didn’t need time to focus, her brain coming instantly online. Because it was always ticking away, way too fast, thinking, thinking. Of all the things she wanted and needed and couldn’t seem to get, I was willing to bet, which made my heart ache.

      But today it wouldn’t be her that hurt, it’d be someone else.

      “Morning, gorgeous girl.” She watched me warily as I stroked a hand down her face and I treasured the moment she relaxed into it. “We need to get up early and slip out of the house before the others wake up.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve got a job to do and I need your assistance.” I winked at her. “One Ash won’t approve of much.”

      She didn’t ask questions, because she knew. I was the one her wolf would come to first, knowing I’d give her what she needed. Ash was overly protective, Jax was a soft place to land, but she didn’t need coddling or protecting right now. My beautiful girl was done being a victim and I saw that in her face as she rose up from the bed.

      “Blood?”

      Just one word, but it was the right one. I tilted my head to the side and then smiled.

      “Yes, beautiful. Blood. Now, I have some things for you.”

      Mum told me that girls generations before used to create hope chests, stuffing them full of all the things they’d need when they got married and I’d been inspired to create something like that myself. I opened a set of drawers I rarely used, the wood sticking, needing a sharp jerk to pull it free. But inside there it all was. I grabbed dark clothing, socks and shoes, a bulletproof vest and whatever else I thought Stevie would need. Her eyebrows shot up as I handed everything to her and I watched with satisfaction as she put it all on.

      The underwear fit perfectly. I’d slipped over the fence a few times and snooped the labels on her clothes, contenting myself with buying these things for her to wear when all I wanted wrapped around her was me. She looked quizzically at me, then at the solid black clothing.

      I’d be wearing the same, the tight fitting dense fabric turning the two of us into shadows, and blood wouldn’t show up if we got splattered. My girl was getting geared up for wet work and that made me smile. But rather than stand there and watch her like a creeper, I pulled my own gear on, not bothering with a vest, though I made sure hers fit correctly once she was fully dressed. I tried to be brisk and business-like about it, as if I was sorting out any other noob’s gear, even as her scent flooded my nose. Pretty, floral with just an acidic edge of fear and confusion, I wanted to lick it off her skin, taste it at its source, but now wasn’t the time for that. I tucked her balaclava into her back pocket, grabbed my roll of knives off the bedside table then opened my door a crack.

      All was quiet and still. My brothers slept the slumber of honest men, and I wondered if they thought I did too. They knew about some of my little forays and chose to ignore them, most of the time. But I was surprised Ash hadn’t stationed himself outside the door, because he had to know my intentions. I couldn’t let what those fuckers had done stand and while he liked to tell me the wheels of justice moved slowly; I was pretty intent on forcing them to go faster. I nodded to Stevie, jerking my head to indicate she should follow me and then we slipped noiselessly along the hall.

      We left through the front door, and Ollie wagged his tail as we emerged, getting to his feet to greet us. But when I put my finger to my lips, he instantly went back into a sit, because I had trained him well. I reached into the bag I’d slung across my body and grabbed a dried pig’s ear, tossing it to him. He carried it out onto the grass and settled down to chew on it, leaving us to our own devices.

      I unlocked my car, helping Stevie in, putting on her seatbelt before whistling under my breath as I walked around to the driver’s side. Wolf shifters lived all over Australia, imported here when the convicts were brought over by the British, but few of them got to enjoy what I did.

      The hunt.

      It was only once I got in the car, twisting the key in the ignition and then idling out the driveway that I allowed myself to grin.

      “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing?” Stevie asked me, no fear in her eyes. She was the only one who ever looked at me that way, that was something she didn’t understand. My ‘friends’, my family, even my own brothers couldn’t look at me without at least a little fear.

      “I promised you blood and going forward you’ll find I’ll never break a promise to you, ever.” I let my foot push down on the accelerator, the rumble of the engine feeling like a suitable soundtrack to the mayhem that raged inside me. “I know where that fuck Jonesy lives and this morning we’re going to teach him a lesson.”
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      I watched the streets whizz by, the harsh circles of illumination from the streetlights bleaching parts of the streetscape gold. When I looked over at Ronan, his body was loose and relaxed as he leaned back in his car seat, his arm straight as he steered with one hand. And a smile on his face that made me wonder if I’d ever really known him. Ronan’s reckless. Ronan’s careless. I’d heard that over and over. Never: Ronan’s homicidal. I frowned slightly at myself, wondering if I should have some kind of instinctive response to him. Fear, maybe a fight or flight reaction? But it didn’t come. That jagged smile of his? I wanted to wear something just like it and I had the feeling that Ronan was going to make sure I did.

      He pulled the car up outside a darkened house. It wasn’t dawn yet, but it soon would be. Ronan winked at me, then got out of the car, closing the door with care before walking around to open mine. When I got out he was there, his body almost pressed into mine as his mouth went to my ear.

      “Jonesy is inside,” he whispered. When he felt me stiffen he tightened his grip on my arm. “He’s the first cab off the rank. This goes however you want it to go, love. I am your knife.”

      So it was up to me to wield him, that went unspoken. But I nodded, still seeing that fucker watching the video clip of me, hearing the click of the lock as he let those pricks in… I stared over at the house, the place where Jonesy thought he was safe, and I nodded.

      Because right now I wanted to turn the motherfucking tables.

      These men thought they could just do what they liked with me. The Spencer pack had seen me on Howlr and plucked me from the masses of girls on the app, thinking they could use me. As far as they were concerned, drugging me was fine. Fucking me high on something I didn’t decide to take was fine. Leaving me dropped like a discarded doll on the floor was fine and so was ringing my phone, sending me clips of their abuse, walking into my workplace like they owned the place. I looked across at Ronan as we walked towards the house, saw his eyes on me and I knew he understood.

      Some men bring their lovers roses, some give them pearls. Well mine brought me the one thing I really wanted and needed.

      Power.

      He walked around the house until we stood in front of a bedroom window, his fingers finding the grooves of the fly screen and pulling it free with barely a sound. No security screens for Jonesy. He slept the sleep of a man, blissfully unaware of the predatory world outside.

      A world that was just about to collide with his.

      Ronan moved with catlike grace, landing inside the arsehole’s bedroom then turning to me, arms out to grab me. I paused, staring past him at the darkened lump on the bed beyond, seeing that leer on Jonesy’s face as he watched me get— My hands slapped down in Ronan’s, not bothering to be quiet and he grinned.

      So, by the time I landed on my ex-boss’ carpet, Jonesy snorted, snuffled, coming out of sleep. And that was just fine by me. Ronan moved like a blur, with a kind of well-practised ease that I longed to possess, jumping on the bed, his arm around Jonesy’s neck, choking off the gurgle the man made, his eyes wide and shining in the dark and then I stepped forward.

      “Stee—vie?”

      “Hello, Jonesy,” I said, something lifting off my shoulders as I watched him claw at Ronan’s arm and fail to get free. Let him be powerless. Let him know what it felt like. His face grew more and more purple by the minute, something that had my eyes narrowing. “Ronan, you’re going to need to back off… Ronan?”

      Jonesy let out a noisy gasp, sucking in breaths, before trying to scramble away. Ronan tsk-ed and grabbed a handful of the man’s thinning hair, using it to stop him and jerk him back down onto the bed.

      “My knife roll is on the bed,” Ronan said in a too calm voice. “Grab one for me and toss it over.”

      It occurred to me that someone as proficient as Ronan wouldn’t let his knife roll fall out of his bag, but I picked it up, unrolling it, and that’s when Jonesy started to babble.

      “No… No, no, look, love—”

      I paused where I was, my head jerking up and that’s when my boss saw the wolf peering out of me.

      “Don’t call me that.” Men used pet names all the time. I drowned in loves, sweethearts, babes and honeys, right before the patronising pricks at the pub said something disgusting. “You don’t get to call me that.”

      “Right, right…” His hands went up to ward me off and that’s when I realised again the gift that Ronan had given me.

      As I pulled a knife free of the roll, I was treated to the sharp stink of urine. Ronan jerked back, making a sound of disgust, wadding the man’s quilt around him to stop getting stained by it. Jonesy was literally pissing himself with fear of me and that made me smile.

      “No, Stevie! For fuck’s sake, it was just a fucking video and they—”

      My boss’ babbling excuses were cut short as I stabbed the knife into the bedding between his legs, close enough to that pathetic scrap of flesh he was so proud of for him to scream, the sound high and girlish.

      “Beautiful, I knew you’d be a natural at this,” Ronan said, the dark angel on my shoulder. He shook his head slowly before grabbing Jonesy’s jaw and tilting it backwards to reveal his neck beard. “This pathetic little boy is all yours to do with what you will. If you pass me the knife, I’ll…”

      But his voice faded away as I crawled onto the bed. Not too close, I had no desire to put my knee in his puddle of piss, but near enough that Jonesy could see the shine of the blade in the stray beam of moonlight.

      “Stevie… Stevie…” Jonesy breathed my name out in rapid little pants, panicky ones. His eyes remained trained on my hands, my knife, seeming to know that’s where his fate lay.

      “When did they approach you?” I asked, my voice deadly still.

      “Who—?” I jerked the knife up. “Those rich fucks? Yesterday, before you came in. Rang me and told me to expect the flowers, wanted to make sure you saw them. I thought they were your alphas—”

      “No you didn’t.” Ronan snarled that, jerking his arm tighter around Jonesy’s neck. “You knew she was ours.”

      “So what the fuck was she doing out with other blokes then?”

      Ronan’s eyes flared green at that, his grip suddenly tightening. Jonesy raked his nails over Ronan’s arms, desperate now, fighting for every tiny little breath. But right as it looked like he would choke my boss to death, I ran the tip of the blade lightly across Ronan’s arm, just leaving a white trail behind.

      “It is a valid question,” I told Ronan.

      His arm pressed harder against Jonesy’s throat for just a second, then he let my boss go, content now to grip Jonesy’s jaw and bare the man’s throat to me.

      “One I’ll gladly answer,” Ronan replied, staring into my eyes. “Now, you’ve made a good start, but we need the whole story, don’t we?” He looked down at the other man. “What did those cunts give you to incentivise unlocking the staff area for them?”

      Jonesy let out a helpless little laugh, because he knew he was about to damn himself to hell.

      “Money. A fucking lot of it and you’ll need to watch out for that. They’re splashing it around, not giving a shit what it costs to get them your girl.”

      “And you took it, you fucking piece of shit. Stevie, gimme the knife. This cunt is going down.”

      I gave it to him, feeling the loss of the knife’s weight the moment he took it and placed it against my boss’ throat. The blade was sharp, a thin line of red formed the minute he touched it to the other man’s skin, Jonesy letting out a thin whine.

      “You can kill me, but it won’t stop them. They’ve got contacts, lots of them and money, so much fucking money. They want Stevie because she’s the one that got away, and they’re not going to stop until they’ve got her.”

      Ronan was in control up until that point, even if it might not have seemed like it. But as his eyes bled silver I saw his wolf, feral and savage, push through. He bared his fangs, ready to tear Jonesy’ throat out, have him bleeding out all over the bed, his protests muffled by the spurt of his own blood. So I said the only thing I could think of.

      “Don’t.”

      “What?” I was the leash being wrapped around wolf-Ronan’s neck, tugging him back like he was a dog. “You heard him. He—”

      “Where’s your phone, Jonesy?” I asked.

      “There! There!” he pointed frantically to the bedside table, as if sensing his reprieve.

      And he’d get it, in a way.

      “Let him go,” I told Ronan.

      “What? No. Stevie—”

      “You’re my knife, right?” I said, staring him down, waiting for the point when my words sunk in and he acknowledged me. He nodded slowly. “So get out of shot, because Jonesy and me, we’re going to shoot a video of our own.”

      

      My ex-boss’ hand shook as he unlocked his phone and then he turned on the camera and directed it at himself. I gestured to him. We had already discussed what he needed to say. Jonesy had protested. Of course he had. At first because he felt like he was the victim, not me, but once I made it clear to him how wrong he was, he’d prepared himself for what he was about to say.

      “I’m Michael Jones.” His voice wavered slightly, but not much. I’d made clear that if it looked like he was coerced, I’d make him do it again with a knife skewered into his thigh. “I’m the manager… was the manager at the Commercial Hotel. When I was working there I was approached by the Spencer pack about one of my staff members.”

      He listed each one of their names clearly and precisely.

      “They… drugged and abused one of my staff members and then offered me money to get access to her, to harass her and I took it. They shared video footage of what they did to her with me.” His voice finally broke, as if he was only just now realising the horror of what had happened to me. “That’s revenge porn. I took them into a staff-only area of the pub, intending to lock them in there and let them do what they liked…”

      I watched him talk as if it was someone on TV, part of the plot of some ridiculous movie, not my life. When he was done I talked him through where the video needed to be posted and shared. On the pub’s social media, on the local police station’s page, on news sites and on blast on Twitter. He shared it over and over, too many places for the Spencers to step in and take it down, at least at first. I wanted to make clear to the world what those fucks had done to me.

      “You just want to leave him here?” Ronan asked me, getting off the bed. “He’s a loose end and we need to tie it off.” He moved in closer, but not too close, seeming to sense the cloud of numbness that now hung over me. “I promised you blood.”

      I snatched the knife out of his hand, using the strength of my wolf to lash out, slicing once, twice into Jonesy’s face. Just shallow things, but facial cuts hurt like a fucking bitch, and he yelped in pain in response. I watched his hands slap down over the cuts, the blood seeping between his fingers, and then I turned to Ronan.

      “Happy?”

      He grinned then. “If you are.”

      “They’re gonna fucking kill me, you know that, right?” Jonesy ground out. “They made clear that’s what they do—”

      “Better get yourself some better security then,” I replied and swung my legs out of the window, dropping down into the garden beyond.

      The sounds of early morning, of faraway traffic, of the garbage truck rumbling past, of birds starting to wake up, of the chirp of grasshoppers, they all sounded far better than anything I’d heard inside that room. And as I walked out into it, whatever bond of obligation I’d had with Jonesy stretched and snapped the further away I got.

      “That went far better than I expected,” Ronan said, slinging an arm around my shoulders. “I thought we’d get revenge, but you made a declaration of war.”

      I hadn’t intended to. I hadn’t intended any of this fucking shit, yet here I was. As we strode towards the car I looked up at him.

      “Well, we better get ready to fight then.”
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      Ash

      “What the fuck did you do?”

      The words were out of my mouth the moment Stevie and Ronan walked in and I saw Jax wince in response. I’d woken up early to find the two of them gone, and I’d roused Jax to let him know. The two of us had tried to come up with a level-headed approach and had cobbled together a response.

      Too bad I went off script the minute I saw them. But that’s what happened when I saw blood on my mate’s fingers.

      Because I knew that Ronan had put it there.

      I caught my brother’s eyes, something inside me hardening at the sight of the green. That and the unrepentant smirk. We’d all sworn to protect Stevie from this, sacrificed so much time and… Ronan had blown all that hard work in one night.

      “Are you OK, Stevie? What happened? What did he do?” Jax said, stepping forward, ever the peacemaker. He approached her oh-so-carefully, but when he reached for her hands, she held them up.

      “Blood’s not mine.”

      I felt a rush of the most perfect relief, my eyes unable to stop themselves from scanning her, checking to see if it was true. But it was near impossible because my brother had dressed her up like covert ops Barbie, and even if there was a trace of blood on her, I wouldn’t have noticed because the black garments showed off her every curve. I jerked my attention back to our mate, the look of belligerence on her face making my wolf pace.

      He needed her, that was clear, but more than that, he needed her submission. Not absolutely. We didn’t want to rule her–the fire that burned inside her was half of what drew us to her–but she was pack. It was our job to keep all of the members of our pack safe. If Ronan did as he was told, if Stevie followed my orders, then Jax could slide in and smooth down everyone’s feathers, helping bring the individual members of our pack into a whole.

      But that’s not what happened.

      Instead Stevie warded Jax off like he had the plague. And Ronan? That fucker smiled at me slow and sly until my hands itched with the need to slap the smugness off him.

      “It’s Jonesy’s,” I said, liking the way my omega’s eyes flared in surprise, even if it wasn’t for long. “And you two have been very busy this morning.” Ronan went to reply, to make some smartarse comment, but I charged on. “Imagine my surprise when all the alerts I have on the dark web boards started pinging like crazy, the chatter about a series of jobs exploding. The fucking Spencer pack has slapped down a few million for the man or men who can do two things.” I stared down my brother. “Kill the lot of us.” Then my focus shifted to Stevie. “And bring the omega to them. You started a war.”

      Stevie’s face fell for a second, but Ronan’s didn’t. He’d no doubt fed her some bullshit story, about how much he loved her, would do anything for her, wrapping it all up in a vicious little bow.

      But I knew my brother.

      If we were to take him to a psychiatrist, they’d diagnose him with something. Sociopathy, psychopathy, antisocial personality disorder. Some clinical term to describe what I knew.

      My brother was broken, had been born that way, and he wasn’t safe to be around anyone, let alone our omega.

      I’d wanted to storm into Ronan’s room last night, Jax’s soft heart stopping me but I knew I wouldn’t make that mistake again. Because look where we were.

      “Our go bags are packed and ready. Stevie will go next door with Jax and pack whatever is important to her, because god knows if it will be there when this is done. Ronan will grab Ollie and his supplies and I’ll contact our parents and family, let them know they either need to meet us at the bunker or up their security.”

      “Bunker?” Stevie said, glancing around the room.

      Those bloodied fingers tightened into fists and then went slack again, over and over as the tension built. They’d strode into here the conquering heroes because they’d terrorised a low level sex pest who worked at a suburban pub, but now the real work began.

      “And what do you want me to do?”

      We all turned to see Scarlett had arrived. I’d called her in this morning because she didn’t need to be around the Spencers and their hired guns.

      “Go home,” I said. “Report back to Riley and the Taylor pack that we aim to have this handled, but what’s about to go down won’t exactly fit the job Crowe Corp gave us. We guarantee results, but we don’t get our clients’ hands dirty.” I looked down at my phone, then quickly forwarded her boarding pass and flight details to her. “You’ll need to be at the airport in an hour.”

      “Just like that, huh?” she said, her jaw tightening.

      “Thank you for all your help. I’ve paid the full amount into your nominated account—”

      “It wasn’t about the money, you hard headed prick,” she said, but there was no real rancour in Scarlett’s voice, just… pity, and it took me a good few moments to recognise that in her gaze. But I didn’t get anything more from her than that, because she was already turning to Stevie.

      “Gimme your phone, omega.” Stevie responded to the firm request, even though Scar wasn’t an alpha. She tapped her contact details into Stevie’s phone and then handed it back. “Call me any time, any day. I’m up at all hours anyway and…” She turned and looked the three of us over. “I’ll get up for you. You’ll need some support in the next few days.”

      She took Stevie’s hands in hers then, turning the palms over and then back again as she inspected them closely.

      “And you give those fuckers hell for all the bullshit they pulled.”

      Great, another person egging my omega on. I saw Stevie grin and I knew I needed to step in.

      “Help the omega get her bag together and make sure Scarlett gets away in one piece,” I ordered Jax.

      “Got it.”

      “And what’re you going to do?” Stevie asked me, eyebrow rising.

      “I’m going to chat to my brother while you get ready, make sure we’re both on the same page.”

      She seemed to see that for the bullshit it was, but it appeared I’d made a clear enough case for urgency because she nodded and then turned to Scarlett.

      “We’ll walk you out.”

      “So what did you want to talk about, brother dear?” Ronan asked once the front door was closed.

      “I won’t ask why you did it.” His smile widened. “Because the answer is always the same. You just have to, don’t you?” He didn’t answer, making the question rhetorical as he continued to meet my stare, green eyes dancing. “Whatever the fuck is wrong with you, it has you making the worst fucking choices, over and over.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got it all figured out,” he said, crossing his arms. “So why are we flapping our gums now?”

      “Because the dads told me many years ago that I needed to find a way to work with… whatever you are. And I have.” He shrugged at that, but I refused to rise to the bait. “Well, in order for us all to get through the shitstorm you just created, we’re going to need your singular skills.”

      “Go on.”

      I had his interest now, the rabid wolf and the man peering closer now they had the scent of blood in their nose.

      Well, more than what had already been shed. That was the thing about Ronan. We’d always sought to protect Stevie from the world, and part of that was keeping her away from him. Because my brother’s taste for blood? It didn’t stop, didn’t ease, no matter how much he shed. He might be satisfied today, striking out at Stevie’s enemies, but tomorrow? Who knew.

      “None of them can get away with this, you know that. Not Jonesy, not the Spencer pack and if their fathers are stupid enough to step in, not them either.” I met his gaze head on then, looking at Ronan and seeing my brother exactly for what he was. “I need you to use whatever… monster lives inside you for her.”

      “For her,” he agreed, nodding his head before turning to grab the go bags from the dining room table, carrying them out to the car with a whistle to Ollie.

      But I had that same impulse to protect Stevie. So what the hell did I do when my own brother became the next threat?
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      “Get on that plane and don’t look back,” I told Scar as Stevie and I walked her out to her car. “That’s my advice. The way this job is going? It’s not what you signed up for. You’ve helped us a lot with the cameras you planted and the information you’ve picked up, but we’ll sort the rest of this shit out now.”

      “So let me give you some advice in return,” she said, settling against the side of the car, looking at me, then Stevie. “You know I’m a domme.” I nodded because I’d been briefed on her background before she came to us, but I was surprised to see Stevie nodding too. “The vanilla community doesn’t really understand what we do. They think it’s all me indulging in some terrible sadistic impulses, like I’m some kind of barely restrained serial killer with excellent taste in fashion.”

      As she smoothed her hands over her hips, I found myself snorting in response.

      “But everything we really do is about the sub. What do they need? Where are their limits? Am I pushing them too hard or not enough?” She smiled slightly then, as if remembering the last time she indulged. Not in my city, not that I was aware of. “It’s all about them: the sub…” Her focus shifted to my mate. “The omega is in control, remember that: not the domme or the alpha.”

      “You’ve got my number. If you need reminding of the power you have, you call me.” Scar smiled slowly. “Or just call me anyway.”

      “We need to get inside and get packed,” I said, moving closer to Stevie, ready to wrap an arm around her, but she just shook me off with a hard look. “Scar needs to get to the airport and we need to be in the bunker before anyone turns up here.” I scanned the quiet street. “They could be already on their way.”

      “Alphas are a lot like doms,” Scar said with a wink. “And once this is over, we’ll catch up for a drink. I want to hear the way the story ends. All of it.”

      “You’re on,” Stevie replied. “And it’ll be my shout… if I survive that long.”

      Fuck it. I moved closer, taking my omega’s hand because I couldn’t help it. And fuck me, if she didn’t squeeze my fingers for just a second before realising what she was doing and dropping it like a stone.

      But I could feel the imprint of her fingers long afterwards.

      “You will,” I assured her with a confidence I shouldn’t feel. Ash had woken me this morning, showed me the chatter on the message boards, right before he lost his fucking shit, discovering why the ante had been upped. “The two of you will be drinking at the swankiest place you can find, I promise.”

      “Well, now that I have that assurance, I can exit stage left,” Scar said with a wink. “Look after yourselves, both of you. Consider it an order from me.”

      

      “So what did Scarlett discover for you?” Stevie asked as we both waved, watching the car drive off down the road.

      “Later—” I started to say.

      “Not later,” Stevie snapped. “It’s always later with you guys and you never—”

      I took her hands in mine, hating the way she flinched, but she didn’t pull away. I turned her to face me, to stare into my eyes and see me, see the wolf, see the two of us that had been waiting for her for so long.

      “I’ll tell you everything, anything you want, if you get whatever’s most important to you and stuff it in these bags.” I nodded to the ones at our feet. “In the bunker, we’ll be safe. There I can show you… everything.”

      “If you don’t, I’ll leave,” she growled, her eyes the brightest silver. The wolf and the woman were done, absolutely done with this shit and I nodded to both of them in acknowledgment.

      “If I don’t, I’ll help you do just that. Open book going forward, Stevie, I promise.”

      Apparently I’d said the right words, the woman nodding, the wolf receding back inside her. She didn’t say as much, but she turned and stormed back inside and when I followed her, she didn’t try and stop me.

      

      “What about this?” I asked.

      Stevie was wrenching open drawers and opening wardrobe doors, piling clothes willy-nilly inside the bag, but what she didn’t understand was she needed more than just clothes. With what we’d seen in the comments on the message boards, the Spencers had given the different ‘contractors’ carte blanche to use whatever measures needed to take Stevie and remove us as obstacles. These houses might not be standing at the end of this. But she turned around and looked at the delicate necklace hanging from my fingers and then frowned slightly.

      “My grandmother gave me that.” She took it from me, turning the thin gold links over in her hand, then looking at me.

      I remembered the day Stevie had showed it to me. We’d liked her grandmother a lot, Mum getting excited because the woman was in the process of trying to get custody of Stevie. She was everything her daughter wasn’t, calm, caring and considerate of her granddaughter’s needs. But it hadn’t come to anything. I cursed myself as I watched her eyes harden at the sight of it.

      “And maybe this?”

      I picked up a leather bound journal, one she snatched from me, holding it close to her chest. She used to carry the book with her everywhere, recording her thoughts and little doodles.

      And then she stopped.

      “I didn’t look inside—”

      She snorted, then I watched her expression harden as she flicked through the pages, then closed it with a snap.

      “You’ll probably wish you did,” she replied, tossing the book and the necklace on the bed. “It’s full of lots of moony thoughts. ‘Why does Ash never look at me? Why does Ronan smile at anyone but me?’” She fixed me with a steady look. “‘Why is Jax so hot?’”

      This was a challenge of sorts, I could see that in her eyes, but I didn’t rise to it, grabbing the two things and shoving them in one of the bags.

      “What about this?” I asked, holding out a picture frame.

      We both looked down at the photo within. It was taken Christmas Day back when Stevie had just finished school. I remembered it like it just happened yesterday, because Ash and I had been psyching ourselves up the whole time. Mum said we couldn’t do anything, not even allow a whisper of interest, not until Stevie was eighteen and done with school and we’d thought today was the day we’d tell her…

      “What’re you doing?” she asked me, the Stevie here, now, all those years later. She pulled the frame from my grasp and dumped it in the bag. “Why do I feel like I’m being visited by the ghosts of alphas past…?” She straightened up then. “Except you won’t stay in the past.”

      She went to her wardrobe and grabbed a handful of jeans, all neatly folded in a pile.

      “I don’t need you to find the relics of the past.” She looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “Maybe it’d be a good thing if these psychos burned it all down. I’d get a big insurance pay out and could move away from here…”

      A high pitched sound rang in my ears, an old, old fear rising. I’d kept my cool as psychotic arseholes discussed what they would do to us to take us down and steal my omega from me, but not at this. But when I swallowed hard, my ears popped, just in time to hear her.

      “You want to be helpful? Grab a bunch of underwear…” She gestured to the top drawer of her tallboy, then stopped. “Actually take all of it. I don’t want any of those fucking creepers jerking off into my granny panties that have gone grey from being washed too much.”

      I shook my head at that mental image, moving to do as she asked, but as soon as I opened the drawer fully, I wished what she said was true. I felt like exactly the kind of creeper she described as I sat there, gazing down at the colourful tumble of underwear, but more than that. I pushed some aside to reveal the candy coloured sinuous forms of her sex toys.

      “And these too?”

      I tried to keep my voice calm, my tone neutral, but as her brows jerked down I was pretty sure I’d fucked that right up. But she recovered fast. Stevie always did. She snatched her toys from my grip and shoved them into the bag as well.

      “I’ll definitely need them,” she assured me in a smug tone. “If I’m to be locked up in a damn bunker until shit blows over, I’ll want something to take the edge off.”

      “Well, if that’s what you need, then I can help.”

      She whirled around then, eyes flashing, ready to put me in my place, but I just smiled.

      “The Fun Factory stuff is criminally underpowered. Looks like you enjoy a bit of G-spot stimulation and something powerful on your clit. Europe produces the best and most powerful toys I’ve found. Food grade silicone, no nasty additives and powerful.” I nodded to her. “I put together quite the selection over the years in preparation for the moment when we could finally start wooing you. When I was up at night, going out of my fucking head with need for you, especially when you were in heat, I’d trawl sites and reviews, looking for the best.” I moved closer then, not touching her, seeing the tension thrumming in her body. “Always the best for you, omega.”

      When her lips parted and her eyes shone, I treasured the moment, too busy drinking her in to give a flying fuck what anyone else had planned.

      Which, of course, was why Ash had to ruin it.

      “You ready?” he shouted from the living room. “And why the fuck didn’t you lock the front door? Anyone could wander in.”

      “I’ll show you what I’ve got when we get to the bunker,” I told her, moving over to the nearest bag and zipping it shut. “Whatever’s mine is yours, Stevie, always.”

      Ash yelled something else out, jerking my mate out of her daze. She wrinkled her nose, looking around the room and then shook her head before grabbing the other bag and walking out the door.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” she told Ash, “but take me to your lair, big guy.” Her focus shifted to Ronan, who grinned wickedly in response, which just made me itch to direct her attention back to me. “Getting revenge and taking down the Spencer pack are on the top of my things to do list and I want those suckers ticked off sooner rather than later.”
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      “OK, so this shit is cool.”

      I walked around the expansive space of the guys’ lair and blinked. Not only had I found out the boys were my fated mates, but apparently they were Bond villains too. This underground complex had been built in a pretty shitty looking field outside of town, full of scrub, dumped car bodies and old rubbish. But below? Property was insanely priced in my city, but apparently the guys had solved that issue by building underground.

      “Lights bright enough to imitate daylight,” Ronan said, flicking a switch to reveal more of the bunker, and the space seemed to go on and on. It was prime dude bro aesthetic in this part of it, with a massive, many seater grey couch and a huge flatscreen on the white wall. A kitchen fit to cater for hundreds sat off to the left. “Living area. My room is through here.”

      And with that he plucked my bags from my shoulders, hauling them and me towards the doorway.

      “Ronan, we need to talk—” Ash started to say, his Grumpy Arsehole face (TM) getting even grumpier as he stepped forward.

      “I’d say the time for talking was long past and that Stevie is thinking action walks and bullshit talks right about now.” Ronan looked down at me. “Am I right, omega?”

      I fought the urge to smile at him, his grin making my lips twitch, so I just nodded slowly.

      “Action like we saw this morning? Hell yeah to more of that.” I stifled back a yawn. “After I’ve had a nanna nap. Who knew murderous rampages were so exhausting?”

      “Then right through—”

      “If it’s actions not words you need, then…” Jax stepped forward, the tentativeness of it a strange thing. He'd always seemed supremely confident, so watching him hesitate had me thinking of shit like pod people or something. But he didn’t meet my eyes, looking into Ronan’s. “If being with you helps her settle, then you’ll get no complaints from me, but I want to show her the nest.”

      “Fuck…” Ronan hissed.

      “The nest?” I asked in a thin voice.

      “Now is not the time—” Ash started to say.

      “We’re in a fucking bunker,” Jax snapped. He didn’t even look at his brother, not really, his eyes sliding sideways, but stopping before he took him in. “We’re as safe as we can be. It’s time to regroup and work out what the hell we want to do going forward.” He hoisted a sizeable bundle in his arms, as he’d wrapped all my pillows and blankets in one of my sheets and brought my nesting materials with us. “But no matter what Stevie does or needs, she might want this.”

      He jerked his head, indicating I should follow him and, damn me, if my feet didn’t do just that.

      “Our rooms are through here and here,” Jax said, gesturing to darkened doorways, then moved further down the hall. “Command centre is in there. That’s where you’ll find Ash if you…” He looked over his shoulder at me and dared a smile at that. “You won’t want him. But down here.” We walked into a narrower part of the hallway, a thin metal line inset into the walls and floor, which we stepped over. “This is the area we can lock off if the place is compromised. Steel bars will lock in place, stopping anyone from getting in here.”

      “And where is here?”

      Jax paused at the door and then produced a swipe card, handing it to me when the door popped open. I expected the place to be dark and musty smelling, but the scents were gentle, pleasant as I stepped in. Rich, sweet and woody sandalwood with just a hint of acidic orange to cut through it. It drew me closer.

      “You can change the scent profiles,” he said, bringing up some fancy arse LCD panel and tapping on it. “There’s a bunch of pre-set options or you can mix your own…”

      He told me something about it, what to do and how to control it, but I wasn’t able to focus on what he was saying. I stepped further in, the soft floor giving under my shoes, forcing me to toe them off and feel the ultra plush carpet on the soles of my feet. It was padded with some kind of foam, the whole thing feeling plush and…

      Safe.

      When I’d revealed as an omega, my mother had mocked me mercilessly, finding my attempts at making a nest in my wardrobe and then hauling the contents out to wash them, taking away the comforting scent, to wash them and replace it with harsh detergent perfume. She hadn’t made allowance for what I’d become, a strange light coming into her eyes the moment she’d been forced to deal with my new reality. Because overnight I’d stopped being her annoying kid and instead I’d become something far worse.

      Competition.

      So I looked around this room with two sets of eyes. The woman now, who refused to take one of the rooms I’d stripped bare when Mum died and turn it into a nest, and the other…? She saw it with the eyes of a fifteen year old girl who went to bed one thing and woke up another, who was lost in all the conflicting feelings and sensations, her mother’s sneers cutting her right to the bone, until Lois stepped in.

      “A nest is your right as an omega,” she’d assured me, holding me close in her living room, the boys having scattered on her order.

      “Mum doesn’t think so,” I’d forced out between sobs.

      “I’ve tried to make that clear to her,” she said, an edge to her voice, but that tone and what I associated with it when it was in my mum’s voice just made me stiffen. She rocked me back and forward then, rubbing her hand across my shoulder blades. “But it's not long now. At eighteen, you can move out, leave her shit behind.”

      And I’d clung to that idea as hard as I’d clung to her, so hard I could almost feel her arms around me now.

      Perhaps that’s why I walked forward, taking step after hesitant step towards the bed. It was built low to the ground and had been left stripped bare, a blank canvas for me to adorn. My fingers twitched, my head whipping around to look for the bundle of nesting materials. Jax was hesitant to move towards me, seeming to know that this was my space, not his, but he held the big bundle out for me to take.

      I almost ripped it out of his hands, not wanting to be that rude, but unable to stop myself. I was over to the bed, dumping the mass down and then struggling to unknot the sheets, the fabric somehow getting tighter, not looser. A small frown had formed on Jax’s face as he watched me try and fail to open the knot.

      “Can I help?”

      There was so much in that question. Acknowledgement that the big bad alpha thought he had to ask permission in this space, that it was mine and not his. That he just didn’t assume I couldn’t do this, even though all evidence said I couldn’t. That he waited until I nodded to get any closer. I pulled back from him, but not far, because this bed was calling to me on some deep level I didn’t really understand, not until he pulled the knot free and everything spilled out. Then my hands shot out, grabbing pillows and blankets until I couldn’t hold any more, moving around the bed to decide where best to put them.

      “Did you want sheets?”

      He walked over and opened a cupboard inset into the wall and pulled out several sets, each one freshly washed and containing that scent that you only get with sun dried cotton. He offered me a choice between a soft blue, a washed out sage and a crisp white, but I grabbed the green ones without thinking. The nesting materials were dumped on the floor and I went to work, stretching the fitted sheet over the massive mattress.

      Or rather, trying to.

      Jax waited until I let out a small growl of frustration before he stepped forward.

      “I can help.” He grabbed the corner of the sheet, but didn’t move. “Let me help, omega.”

      I couldn’t say yes to him. My throat felt swollen and closed up, so I just nodded but that’s all he needed. We worked together to put the sheet on, our hands smoothing the wrinkles out until finally I stepped back. My pillows didn’t seem enough for the massive space, but I went up to the head of the bed and started putting them into place, knowing their arrangement by heart. I massed the blankets up in a messy heap, knowing I would sink right down into them. And I would too, because the bed was so much softer than mine. It was as plush as a cloud and when I dug myself down into the space, pulling blankets over me, that’s what it felt like as I peered out.

      Jax looked… satisfied–was the only word that came to mind–in ways I didn’t think I’d ever seen before, a small smile forming on his lips as he watched me nestle in. He opened his mouth, his breath sucked in, just about to say something when Ronan came swinging in through the door. He came to stand beside Jax, and I noticed his eyes were reassuringly hazel again. “Just what you needed, huh, omega? Can I come in?”

      Said the spider to the fly, I thought idly, feeling an ache in my bones and heaviness in my limbs that had nothing to do with the Spencers. It was from muscles held tight for too long, unwinding slowly as the minutes ticked by. I nodded slowly, my eyes already falling closed as Ronan shucked off his shoes and shirt, just leaving his jeans on, his torso bare. I didn’t have it in me to pay any attention to his muscular form, not right now. But as he curled around me, pressing the softness of my blankets into my skin, I caught the flash of pain on Jax’s face, just before my eyes fell closed.

      “Sleep, omega,” Ronan told me. “Places to go, people to kill when you wake up.”
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      One of my earliest memories was of hearing sounds coming from the lounge room that I didn't understand. Sometimes it would be adult TV shows playing way too loud, the hallway echoing with hard voices, loud sound effects or the sharp rat-a-tat-tat of gunfire. I wasn’t old enough at the time to work out what they were, so my mind made up scenarios to fit them. Angry sounds, violent sounds that had me forcing myself into a small ball even back then. So it was odd to wake up some time later, and walk down the hallway to hear similar sounds, as though time stood still.

      “Fuck, the way her little cunt—” That voice, a familiar one, but one I never wanted to hear again seemed to echo down the hallway, the slimy words leaving a residue on the walls as it went.

      Snake Spencer.

      “The little fucker was struggling for a breath and I nearly didn’t give it to—”

      My stomach roiled traitorously, responding to what I was hearing, but I knew from recent experience that if vomiting was going to help the situation, I’d be sitting pretty right now. I pushed on through the feeling.

      “The way they heat up when they’re on Rush? Nothing fucking like it.” Snake sounded like the worst kind of used car salesman right then, selling a product that no one should want to buy. “Their cunts and their arses and their fucking throats just open, ready for you to drive yourself deeper. Of course, some of them cook from the inside out—”

      Whoever was watching or listening to this shit kept cutting Snake’s patter off mid-speech, as if they couldn’t bear to hear one more word. But then they’d play another clip, then another. I finally reached the command centre door and I saw Ash.

      Sitting in a big, heavily upholstered office chair, he was leaning forward to stare at multiple screens set up in a wall before him. Some showed security camera footage of the field the bunker was buried under, still others showed the outside and interior of our houses, but those in the middle? They were filled with Snake. Snake, everywhere frozen in different attitudes from smug to vicious, and the thumbnails of the files filled several screens, while Ash’s mouse moved and then hovered over the next one.

      “Good sleep, omega?”

      Not Stevie, because he wasn’t operating as Ash. He was all alpha right now.

      “I feel like I could sleep for days,” I replied, stepping inside the darkened room.

      “Perhaps you should. This will be a waiting game mostly, so catching up on rest would be a productive way to spend it.”

      I snorted at his grumpy dad manner.

      “While you–?”

      “Work out how to take these fuckers down.”

      He sighed and sat back in his chair, lifting his mug of coffee to take a drink from, but I ducked in, and wrapped my hands around it. I don’t know why I did, except I liked to bait Ash. I let him keep hold of it as I brought it up to my lips and took a sip. Black, strong, bitter. I fought the urge to splutter, and he noted my reaction with a slight narrowing of his eyes, but then I let it go and he took a sip.

      “That’s what this is.” He indicated the screen. “We found a bunch of the Spencer packs files in a very poorly encrypted database. The little fuckers like to keep a record of every fucked up thing they do, but that sort of narcissism helps us. I’ll go through the evidence and collate the worst of it, then release it to the police once we have everything we need.”

      “And then what?”

      I demanded the answer, no longer willing to make nice and ask for it.

      “And then we bring this whole exercise to an end and the Spencer pack faces criminal charges.”

      Charges they’d fight with the best lawyers in the country, I knew that for a fact. Charges they’d do their damndest to evade or the worst case scenario from their perspective would be for them to serve time in a cushy minimum security prison.

      “If they stick.”

      My head whipped around, my focus caught by the files anew. Ash went to protest, but when I sat down on his lap his hands went up, not sure what to do. With his hand off the mouse, I grabbed it in victory, clicking on one thumbnail then instantly regretting it.

      “The drug makes a beta’s core temperature spike. They’re hot, literally.” Snake’s grin grew wider. It was as jagged as Ronan’s, but Snake’s was a knife he stabbed indiscriminately into others. “And their sense of self-preservation just fades away.” His fangs flashed just like his namesake’s. “That’s why they call it Rush. Someone could murder your own mother in front of you and you wouldn’t care. Nothing matters but getting off.” He shook his head slowly, looking like he was luxuriating in the memories of past pleasures. “And that’s when we step in—”

      Ash went to stop me, to stop the video, but as he did, a video call came in. Riley Taylor was the ID on the screen, and something made me click on it.

      “Hi… oh!” The woman was very beautiful, with high cheekbones and long red hair she’d tied back into a sensible ponytail, which didn’t make her look any less pretty. “Sorry, Ash, am I interrupting?”

      “I—” he went to reply.

      “No,” I said instead, eyes narrowing. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Riley Taylor, head of the genetics department at Crowe Corp.” She rattled off her name and position with practised ease, then seemed to see me for the first time. “I don’t think we’ve met—?”

      “Nope. I’m Stevie. Stevie Turner.”

      “And you’re an… omega.” There was something cool and clinical about her gaze then, though not necessarily unkind. She blinked. “Your omega, Ash? Congrat—”

      “Not his omega.” It was then I realised how this looked, me perched on his lap like this. I looked around for another chair, but didn’t find one, so I shrugged it off. “His neighbour.”

      “Stevie…” That small smile, that wistful look told me everything I needed to know. She knew exactly who I was. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. I’ve heard so much…” A mumbled aside from someone in the room with her stopped her mid-sentence and she flushed. “So, I’m working with your… neighbours on a project—”

      “Rush.” I bit the word off. “You rang to ask him about Rush.”

      “I call it C-790,” she said, rubbing at her forehead. “But yes, Rush.”

      “I can tell you about that, probably better than anyone in this whole complex,” I said, controlling my voice so that it contained only the slightest of wavers. “What do you need to know?”

      “You…” She gasped slightly then went pale, every spot of colour draining out of her face. There were more rumbly sounds from the masculine voices in the background, and then a big hand reached across and took hers. I expected her to toss it off, because her eyes were wide and staring, her breath coming in too fast, but instead she clung to that hand like it was a life preserver, the only thing that would get her through this. “You took Rush?”

      “I was given Rush before I even knew what it was,” I corrected. “I still don’t really know.”

      “Well, it’s—”

      “And you made it.” I couldn’t keep the accusation out of my voice. “You made the drug they gave me.”

      “Yes, I—”

      “You made a drug that turned me from a girl who was out for a fun night into…” My eyes slid to what I could see of the files beyond the video call window, the thumbnails showing bodies, so many bodies in various states of debauchery. I pushed myself to continue. “…into a set of receptive omega holes they could do what they liked with.”

      “I’m sorry…”

      Her voice broke on that, this very pretty lady with the big title. She blinked too rapidly, and I realised what that meant, along with the shine in her eyes, as tears formed, then one fell free.

      “It seems so bloody obvious now, that someone would take the drug and misuse it, but…” She wiped her tears away roughly, more voices growing louder in the background, but she silenced them with a sharp shake of her head. “It’s the opposite of what I intended. I wanted to help beta women conceive. There are some who’ve found alpha mates and they want to have babies. That’s it. I overestimated our internal security and underestimated how fucking shitty human beings can be, shifter or otherwise.” Her hands went to her temples, massaging them for a moment before her focus snapped back to me. “I just need you to know how sorry—”

      “Don’t apologise.” I could’ve snapped at her. I wanted to, but something in me softened my tone. “Don’t. You didn’t tell them what to do with me. You wouldn’t have approved of what they did.”

      “God, no,” she said, staring into the camera. “Never.”

      “So what can we do about it?” I asked. I leaned forward, setting my elbows on the desk, and Ash’s hands slapped down on my hips, reminding me of who was with me in the room. “Ash thinks he has enough evidence to put these guys away, but that doesn’t stop the manufacture and transmission of this drug, just changes who’s in charge of it. What can be done to make sure some other fuckers don’t pull this shit with someone else?” I shook my head. “Lots of someone elses.”

      “We’re working on a compound that will negate the effects of the drug,” she said. “Turn it from something that induces a heat to harmless components of the compound that remain inactive in the body and then they’re just excreted through urine. And we’re trying to develop a device that people can use to inconspicuously test their drinks and food, detect if they’re being drugged. Then there’s the rehabilitation of those that’ve been on it for some time.”

      She glanced at me then, her eyes searching.

      “Your energy levels have been lower than normal? Nauseous?” I nodded. “Well, that gets far worse for people who’ve been taking it long term. It was always supposed to be just a temporary thing, something to help induce super ovulation, like wolf shifters naturally do and then trigger a heat to take advantage of that.”

      “So I could be pregnant?” My hand slapped down on my already unhappy stomach, partially reassured by the flat shape of it.

      “Not unless you were about to go into heat anyway,” Riley said. “We give our clients additional drugs to induce ovulation.”

      When Ash’s hand slid around, coming to rest over mine it was both a surprise and a comfort. Maybe a comfort because it was a surprise. He rubbed that big palm over the back of my hand and then leaned forward.

      “We’ve identified those that we think are core to the manufacture and distribution of the drug. You won’t like the information,” Ash told her.

      “Who?”

      Riley looked like a woman preparing for another blow.

      “The sons of the Spencer pack,” he told them.

      “Richard Spencer and his fucking cronies?” A man appeared on the screen behind Riley, his hand on her shoulder but his blue eyes paling to silver as he stared down the line of the video call. “They’ve been trying to take Crowe Corp down for a while now. And they’re who’ve pulled this?”

      

      I didn’t listen to much of the conversation that went on after that. Ash got down to business, outlining what he’d found, what had happened. Riley and her pack of alphas expressed a lot of concern about the attacks on me, but it all just seemed to wash over me, while my eyes were drawn back to those files, over and over. Snake, Jack, his brothers had recorded every one of their fucked-up exploits, not thinking for a second that it would be used against them as evidence. That made me laugh at their hubris…

      And fear what made them think they were so bullet-proof that they could get away with it.

      That was the thought that had me pushing myself up and out of the seat–well, off Ash’s lap–and stepping away. His hands went out to grab at me, but I kept moving, leaving him to his conference call as I walked down the hall. I didn’t know where Jax was, but he wasn’t the one I was looking for. I didn’t want a soft nest or to be caught up in memories from the past. I walked in the door of the room Ronan had said was his, to find everything I needed.

      The walls were painted a deep plum colour, and the bed was made of heavy dark wood, but that’s not what caught my eye the most. All over the walls, set on brackets or lined up in racks, were knives, swords and other bladed weapons. I moved closer, studying the options, then reached out to pick up a knife that looked similar to the one I’d used the day before. I wanted to hold it in my hand so I could feel that certainty, regain the power of the moment when I’d driven it into the bed between Jonesy’s legs.

      “Looking for something?” I turned around to see Ronan standing there, leaning against the door frame with a grin on his face as he dried his hands off on a towel. “Just tell me what you want to do and I’ll show you which is the perfect weapon for the job.”
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      Ronan

      Could there be anything fucking hotter than my girl with a knife in her hand? My dick felt like it was trying to punch its way free of my jeans, imagining her fingers curling around me like she was with— I forced myself to cut that thought off and focus on her as I shut the door behind me.

      “That knife you’ve got there? It’s got a lot of reach. That might be good for someone your size.”

      Stevie tightened her grip as I got closer. Good girl, that showed good instincts. She brandished the knife with her elbow locked, her grip on the handle too tight. She narrowed her eyes, trying to ward me off, but that wasn’t going to work.

      Because I wasn’t afraid of being cut by her.

      “A bloke with a much longer reach than you can get in and attack you.” I moved in then, the knife almost sliding along the inside of my arm as I wielded my own imaginary one. As I did, the urge to let the tip dig into my flesh was hard to hold back. “While making it harder for you to hit back. A longer knife can help reduce that advantage.”

      I closed my hand over her fingers, fighting the urge to rub my thumb over them, and then pulled the hilt from her grip. I turned away then, because my instincts were screaming at me to do something I knew she wasn’t ready for. Instead, I put the knife back on the rack before grabbing one that was as long as my forearm. More of a short sword really.

      “Whereas this…?”

      I wrapped her fingers around it, correcting her grip, the feel of her skin against mine creating a strange kind of sizzle, one I had to work to ignore. But when I looked up, my mate’s breath was coming in harder, faster, her eyes purest silver now. Was she seeing me or…? I parted my lips and sucked in a breath of her scent, letting the floral aroma play over my tongue. Nope, just me, because it was sweet as honey and thick to the taste.

      “Now we’re equal, in a way.”

      I stepped forward to demonstrate, the tip of the blade pressing against my bare chest, the urge to drive it deeper riding me hard. But I focused on her. Stevie’s arm started to shake a little. I trained with her whenever I could persuade her to get her arse out of bed before work. I’d shown her how to protect herself and forced her to perform the moves over and over, but she needed more strength training.

      Or to surrender all her problems to me, make me her personal attack dog. She could lie like a queen, perched on that nest of pillows and I would fall to my feet before her, the heads of her enemies in my hands.

      But I digress.

      “It's heavy, isn’t it?”

      Stevie gritted her teeth rather than answer me, and I could see it was taking real effort for her to keep the blade in the air. She didn’t want to give in, to let it go, no doubt feeling the rush of power wielding a knife gave you, but I didn’t like to see her straining or struggling. I disarmed her with a quick shift of my hands, and her eyes widening at that, how I had taken her power for just this moment. But instead of responding I walked over to the wall, looking for exactly what I needed for this task. Running my eyes over the different blades I’d collected was always a pleasure, but now? There was a curl in my guts that was twisting tighter by the second.

      I grabbed a smaller blade, one she could comfortably handle, then tested the blade with my finger, ensuring it was very blunt. I moved back to her, putting it into her hand, watching her shoulder muscles uncoil, her arms going limp. I could tell she was getting a feel for it, for the weight, the potential.

      “You can’t come at someone with a knife and not expect to get cut.” I raised my forearms so she could see the criss cross of pale white scars across the bony parts. Less veins, less important shit was there, so if you were going to take a cut, that’s where you wanted it. “That’s something you have to accept. Because knives are a very intimate way to hurt someone.”

      I watched my mate closely, seeing the signs of fear in her widened eyes, but also smelling the sweet scent of arousal. Fuck… I smothered a smile. She was so damn perfect.

      “That's why I like them so much.” I’d never told anyone this, not wanting to give Ash any more ammunition to use against me and knowing that for Jax taking someone out was just a job. “Guns take someone out at a distance, same with grenades and mortars.” He was talking now, not me. “Swords…?” I rolled my eyes towards the collection on the wall. “Well, you’re too focused on form, parrying, what your opponent is doing, to really focus on the kill. But knives?”

      I stared at her, feeling my wolf rise and come to the fore, more than he ever had with her before. She’d see the real me, or the other half, the darker one, or she never would.

      “You see their face when they slice into you, that elation, that triumph.” Her eyelids fluttered at that, my smile spreading. “Then their expression changes when you cut them.”

      I clasped my hands around the one she used to hold the knife, bringing the blade up, my heart rate picking up with it, so the tip was back against my chest.

      “I can drill you in ways to fight someone with a knife. I can teach you all the different ways you can use one to take those fuckers who hurt you down, but…” I stepped into the blade, the point too blunt to break the skin, but she didn’t know that. She gasped then, eyes flicking down, expecting to see blood and then she was… I couldn’t tell. Relieved? Disappointed there was none? “But all the training in the world doesn’t mean you can.”

      I jerked myself away. He didn’t like that, wanting to skewer ourselves slowly on that little knife, force her to bury it deep.

      But he didn’t run the show. I did.

      The walk over to my bed felt like it took a million years, the distance a million miles, but I flopped down on the bed like I didn’t have a care in the world, even as my heart racketed around in my chest. My wolf paced, paced, not trusting me to get this right, ready to push forward and take over, to stride forward on his paws and bite down, claiming Stevie once and for all. Instead I patted the place beside me, inviting her closer.

      And she came.

      That’s what shut up the other two of them that lived inside my skull, him and my wolf. My beautiful girl stepped closer, arms loose and a knife in her hand. Just the way I wanted her. And when she climbed on the bed, all of her wolf’s grace in her movements alongside with her own, the buzz inside my mind stilled, going quiet for once to watch her kneel by my side.

      “Their eyes go wide, full of disbelief,” I told her, “as you shove your knife up and between their ribs and into their heart.” I reached out to jerk her blade forward but she tugged back to make sure I didn’t, and that made me smile. “It’s messy, desperate and their death isn’t immediate. You’ll see them die, if this is the way you decide to do it.”

      She blinked then, a small frown forming.

      “But to do that, you have to overcome that very sensible urge not to hurt someone,” I continued.

      “I want to hurt them.”

      “Do you?” I wasn’t so sure of that and I could tell neither was she. Anger and fear warred with indecision inside my mate and I needed her to work out which would win. “Well, let's see.” My hand closed over the knife hilt and dragged it closer, but that exact urge I’d described kicked in, making her strain against my grip.

      “Not you—” she started to say.

      “Why not me?” I stared into her eyes. “Why not me, omega?” Stevie’s throat worked, the need to answer clear, but none came. “I hurt you more than those fuckers did and I loved you as I did it.”

      And that was what made her jerk the knife from my grip, laying the blade against my throat, and I’d never been this hard before. Stevie was fucking glorious. All that anger she kept stuffed down was allowed to roar up, to take control and when she spoke her wolf spoke with her.

      “Why?”

      “Because we needed to keep you safe.”

      That was the party line that Ash pushed, but her expression made clear just how dissatisfied she was with that.

      Me too, beautiful. Me too.

      “Why?” she asked again, her voice little more than a growl. This was a wolf with her quarry cornered, the killing instinct upon her. She might slash my throat or drive that knife into my heart and I wouldn’t stop her. “Tell me the truth, Ronan.”

      The knife pushed against my carotid artery, the blade doing little other than dimpling the skin, but that blunt bite? I liked it so very much. It made me think of how she would bite me on my neck some time, sink her fucking fangs into me and claim me as hers.

      But before that could happen, I needed to tell her the truth.

      “What did you have to protect me from before the Spencers?” she snapped. “What threat did I face before them?”

      I didn’t answer, not to taunt her or to draw out this moment. I needed her to put two and two together. I watched her frown, her eyes flicking back and forth, not seeing me or this room, but something else altogether.

      Someone else, rather.

      “Mum…?”

      I’d kept Stevie safe, protected in all other ways. Guys knew better than to mess with what was mine, and even those that dared date her knew better than to push her harder than she wanted. Anyone who hurt my girl met my wrath, and who hurt her more than her own fucking mother?

      Mum had placated me for a while. She said that Stevie’s grandmother was fighting to get custody of her, that she’d take Stevie away, let her grow up, find herself and then find us when she was ready. I’d bought into that idea right up until the point her grandmother died.

      And with it went her hope and mine.

      Stevie’s mother’s abuse had escalated when my mate revealed as an omega. The woman imagined that the lowlifes she brought home were starting to look at her daughter in a whole new way.

      And she wasn’t entirely wrong.

      That’s why I’d been forced to act, slipping out of the house and then messing with the brakes of her mother’s car. I probably hadn’t needed to, the two of them lurching out of the fucking pub drunk as skunks anyway, the blood alcohol readings post-mortem stopping any further investigation.

      “Jax and Ash will protect you, always,” I assured her.  I needed her to be sure so that if this information did what I thought it might, she’d know she had other options. “But me? I’ll kill anyone who hurts you, no questions asked, and that’s why now that you’re safe, I’m going after every single one of those fucks. When you walked in on me sharpening my knives at the house? I was about to walk out the door and take Jack Spencer out, leaving the rest to scatter, for me to hunt down.”

      He forced me to smile even as I smelled the acrid stink of her fear.

      “I’ll have every one of them on their knees, begging for their lives, wishing like fuck they never touched my omega, before this is done. You won’t have to worry about any of them ever again.”

      I expected her to run, to go scuttling off down the hall, to throw herself into Jax’s arms or to hide behind Ash. That’s what my parents had told me would happen once they’d worked out what I’d done. It’s what Ash told me over and over. Psycho, murderer, feral wolf. I’d heard it all, each insult an attempt on their part to get me to rein him in.

      But I never could.

      He didn’t listen very well to my parents, my brothers, my teachers or anyone else.

      Only her.

      He watched her closely. We’d told her what we would do as a statement, but if she called us off, we’d obey, if resentfully. Because everyone had tried to take control of him when it became apparent I couldn’t. The love I had for my family gave them some sway some of the time, Mum especially, but not when it came to direct threats to my mate. But for Stevie?

      We’d do exactly what she wanted, every time.

      She moved the knife then, dragging the tip down my neck and across my chest, and that stinging red trail she left behind? It was better than foreplay. Well, I assumed it was. No one had ever touched me before, not sexually, and no one but her ever would. I arched up underneath her touch, unable to stop myself from wanting more. She noted that with heavily lidded eyes, a cat-like smile spreading across her face.

      “You’ll make them beg, for me, you mean. If I can’t bring them down, you will, and then you’ll force them to beg me for their lives,” she said in a lilting tone.

      I grabbed her hand, forcing the knife to press down harder, and it felt like it scored across my sternum, ready to slice through and straight into my heart.

      The same way she did every time she looked at me.

      “However you want it, beautiful,” I vowed. “Any time, any way you like. I am your knife.” I pushed the blade lower, forcing it to slide down the channel between my ab muscles. “And right now I’d really like you to use this one on me.”
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      “Mum…?”

      My question felt like it bounced off the walls, getting louder and louder inside my head and as it did, the knife slid lower. I dragged it across his chest, leaving angry red lines in its wake, but no actual blood. I forced myself to meet Ronan’s eyes. They were bright green now, staring at me with the unblinking stare of a predator.

      But he didn’t want to attack me.

      “Mum…?” Was I doomed to repeat that one word over and over? “You…?”

      I couldn’t even frame the question in my mind, let alone in my head.

      “You want the truth. Just ask,” he said.

      “You’re…?” I shook my head, feeling like I was tossing off a dense spell, one Ronan had cast over me. “She died in a car accident.”

      “There’s every chance she would’ve anyway,” he said, reaching up to touch the knife, but not me. He pressed it down, the tip forcing the skin to dimple. “Both of them were completely drunk.”

      “You saw them?”

      My eyes narrowed as he watched me closely.

      “I did. I slid under their car while they were in there drinking, when you were at home crying—”

      I couldn’t even remember what for, but it sounded about right. She made me cry so damn often. Anything anyone had to say about me outside of the home, at school, it just rolled off me, but Mum? No one knows where all a child’s soft spots are like a mother.

      “You were crying all the time and he—”

      He was Phil. I hadn’t shed one tear when it became clear he’d died as well. His eyes followed me around the house way too much. I shook my head slightly, making clear I knew what he was about to say.

      “Mum told me to wait. She said you were almost eighteen. She said I didn’t need to do anything, that you’d be free of them soon. And I did.” His grip on the knife tightened and he forced me to push it down harder, the skin flushing red. “I waited and I waited, listening to you screaming and crying and…”

      His hands jerked free, going up into the air in an attitude of surrender, before he dropped them down on the bed.

      “You had to be free. Free of them, free of us, free of everything. I knew that. He knew that.”

      “He?” I asked. “Ash?”

      “My wolf.” Ronan said that far too quickly for me to believe his words, but I pressed on, having bigger fish to fry. He sat up then, his body feeling like it loomed over mine. “I didn’t do it to bring you to me. I failed at that, anyway.” He shook his head slowly. “Ash, Mum, the dads, they all… knew what I was like. They thought you’d tamed me because I behaved so much better now I knew who my mate was.” He blinked, the green in his eyes fading. “But they felt like they had trusted me too much, that they had been tricked into thinking my nature was just a phase I had been going through. It was an illusion I was happy for them to live under, until then.”

      He met my gaze head on, a criminal about to face the noose. I could tie it around his neck and choke the life out of him with it, or use it as a leash to bring him to heel.

      “But then I came home and not long afterwards the police turned up to tell you they were dead and while Mum didn’t put two and two together, Ash did.” He put the knife back into my hand and pointed it at him, holding it firm when I wavered. “He asked me if I killed your mum and her boyfriend and he answered.”

      “Your wolf,” I prompted, not believing that for a second.

      “Ash knew the truth. He damn near killed me when he found out. I’d just announced I’d done something that would hurt you.”

      But it hadn’t, not really. I sometimes wondered if something was broken in me. People told me the tears might not come when we put Mum in the ground, but they would when I was ready.

      Evidently I was never ready.

      It was a shameful secret, but one I found more people shared than society in general expected. Some parents just beat all capacity for love out of you until there’s no anger, no sadness, no nothing left behind. Just an empty place where they were and even then, that place gets filled with other things.

      I didn’t grieve my mother because I didn’t really have one to mourn.

      “And he couldn’t allow for that,” Ronan said.

      As if on cue, there was a thud at his door, the handle twisted, but it didn’t open, the door obviously having been locked.

      “Ronan! Are you in there with Stevie? We talked about this!”

      I was up and off the bed in seconds, knife still in hand, but where I went, Ronan followed. I padded barefoot across the carpet, then opened the door to find the two other brothers standing there.

      “What did you talk about?” I demanded. “What decisions did you make for my benefit?”

      “He’s not safe,” Ash said. “I know you think he is—”

      “Has he ever hurt me?” Ash blinked at my question, but then I shifted my focus to Jax. “Has he ever talked about hurting me?”

      “Never, Stevie, but—” Jax started to say.

      “But what if he does?” Ash went very still, his eyes boring into mine. “The only thing that keeps that… other side of Ronan back, is some skewed moral code. He’ll burn the world down for you, Stevie.”

      “I will.” Ronan’s voice was a feline purr as he slid a hand around me, his mouth on my neck. “All for you.”

      “But what happens if he all of a sudden decides you’re the enemy?”

      Ronan’s grip on my hip tightened to the point of pain and I felt his fangs against my skin, behind those plush lips. But I didn’t pull away or step towards Ash, something the other alpha dearly hoped I would, I now realised. He wanted me to choose him, to make all of the decisions he’d made thus far the right ones, to validate his choice to keep me and Ronan far away from each other.

      But I wouldn’t.

      I held the knife Ronan had given me in my palm and when I looked down at it, so did they. Jax made a sound of concern, Ash growled something, but I stepped back, into the darkness, into Ronan’s arms.

      They went around me, his hands shifting, trying to trace every inch of my form with all the longing he’d held back for so long and I knew then something that Ash didn’t. The lore was that for every omega there was the perfect alpha pack and while I knew of instances that disproved that theory, right now I was sure mine wasn’t one of them. Ronan could’ve hurt me a hundred times over, but he didn’t.

      And Ash did.

      “Nothing Ronan could do would make me hurt more than your decision to keep us apart,” I said, proud of how strong my voice was, of a truth being finally said. “You kept all of us in a holding pattern, close to me, because you knew both Jax and Ronan would rebel if you didn’t, but never close enough to actually tell me what was going on. Because you were waiting until it was safe.”

      I spat that last word out with all the venom I could muster.

      “I never asked you for safe. I wasn’t even given a chance to ask you for anything. You kept me at a distance, hurt me every damn time you turned up at my house, to fix the guttering or the back screen door, when all I ever really fucking needed was you.”

      Jax flinched, his eyes going wide. He moved forward then but I shook my head sharply, before turning to Ronan.

      His eyes were bright green and he stared at me then like I was the most perfect woman in the world and I soaked every second of that up.

      “You’ll give me that, won’t you?” I asked him and my alpha gave me that same jagged little smile, before saying just the right words.

      “Anything for you, omega.”

      I turned then to face the two of them.

      “He could drive this knife into my heart and it would still be preferable to what you put me through. I’d rather he killed me than put up with this… half life. So thank you for your concern.” Ash sucked in a breath as my spare hand went to the door. “But I don’t need it.”

      I slammed the door in his face then, not allowing him the right of reply, just as Ash denied me the same, and I didn’t wait to hear his muffled shouts. I turned to see Ronan walking backwards towards the bed.

      Good boy.

      I looked down at the knife, moving it slightly so I saw the light dance along the polished blade.

      “Strip down,” I ordered without looking to see if he did. “Get on the bed and then you are going to teach me just how you’d use one of these in the bedroom.”
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      “A tutorial on knife play, omega?” Ronan’s grin widened as he did as he was told. “You really are perfect.”

      But so was he, I soon saw, as he moved to undo his belt. Ronan knew he had my attention and so somehow this became a performance. Long slender fingers working his belt buckle open, then yanking it free with one hand before dropping it on the floor, but then came the main event. My fingers twitched as his worked to open the button and then slid down the zipper, wanting to take over. Because underneath it, he was bare. No underwear to hide any part of his body away, he eased his jeans down over his hips, my eyes following the magnetic bob of his hard cock.

      Before I’d seen them, heard them, felt their fingers on me, but the Spencers had no place here, not now. This was my space, my mate, and my wolf bristled at the thought of anyone or anything taking it away from me. So Ronan stepped free of his clothes, so fucking perfect and then he sat down on the bed, arm thrown up over his head, every muscle on display.

      Mine.

      I moved closer, not able to stay away any longer, to sit on the edge of the bed and stare.

      “So how—?” I started to ask.

      “Any way you like.”

      “But with a knife—?”

      “Doesn’t have to be with a knife.” The smile had faded and something real replaced it. “Doesn’t have to be with anything. Just you. No one’s ever touched me before.”

      “No one…?” I breathed that out.

      “Why do you think Ash is so grumpy?” He winked at me. “Been nursing blue balls for seven years.”

      “No one…?” My voice took on a whole different tone then, searching his face for the lie before he spoke.

      “We always knew you were the one for us.”

      “But the girls at school—”

      “No one, Stevie. I don’t think we could’ve gotten hard for anyone else.”

      Which, of course, had my eyes sliding down, seeing the very obvious evidence of his arousal now. His cock curved to the right, the skin so tight over his shaft I could see every vein, and then there was his knot. Not every alpha I’d slept with could knot for me. Some got hard, but no knot, others had no problems, but Ronan? When I reached out and dragged the tip of my nail across the taut surface, he let out a helpless little hiss.

      “Which is not a problem right now.” His hand snapped out, stopping me from doing anything else as his cock jerked, a small splatter of pre-cum shooting out. “Really, really not a problem.”

      “And does that get better or worse when I have one of these in hand?” I asked, brandishing the knife.

      “Ohh, beautiful…” His groan seemed to catch in his throat. “Everything you do is fucking hot, but that…?” He sucked in a breath as I very lightly ran to the tip of it down his hip. His body flexed up, meeting the caress of the blade. “I like it. I like it a fucking lot.”

      “Why?”

      I drew little circles along his skin, a red trail there and gone again as I moved on.

      “Because it's dangerous,” he ground out. “Not so much with that blade, because it's blunt as a butter knife, but…” I drew the tip closer to his cock, forcing a groan from him. “It could be, if you let me grab a whetstone. Because it gets my fucking blood pumping.” I could see that, his cock seeming to twitch in time with his heartbeat. “And because it hurts.”

      “What?”

      I went to jerk the knife away but he grabbed my hand, holding it where it was and then pressing the blade harder against him. He’d shaved off all of his pubic hair, leaving his whole groin bare and vulnerable so I saw exactly how much of an indent it created.

      “Everything fucking hurt before I met you and then when I did?” Seconds, minutes, hours passed with that stare. “It didn’t stop hurting. I couldn’t make you mine because we were too young and then I couldn’t because I was a danger to you. So I came to love the pain of wanting you.” His throat worked, his eyes seeming to plead for me to understand. “Just like I loved you.”

      His thumb moved slightly, just enough to brush it against mine, the moment insanely intimate, especially considering what we were doing.

      “And if it doesn’t hurt?”

      I felt like I saw the knife, him, his hard-on, in a brand new light, wondering what the fuck I’d just signed up for and he caught all of it. The knife was tossed to one side and he hauled me up and on top of him, straddling his hips, as he brought my head down to press against his.

      “It always hurts,” he told me. “If you want to play with the knife or not, it will still hurt. I fucking ache for you, Stevie. Every hour, every minute of every day and I feel a pain deep enough to satisfy the most voracious pain slut. The knife is just an externalisation of that. It makes it portable, manipulatable, bearable. So you don’t have to hurt me to get me off or make me feel good.” His lips nudged into the space between us, but he didn’t move forward. “Just looking at you hurts more than anything you could do to me.”

      “But what if it didn’t?” I smoothed my hands over his chest, feeling the tremor in my body. My memories of the other night threatened to take this from me last time, but not now, not here. Just me, just him, that’s what I wanted, needed. I’d dreamed of touching him so many fucking times and to do so now, knowing no one else ever had? My nails became claws, dragging over his flesh, the wolf unable to stop herself from marking him in some way. “What if it was just like this?”

      I forced my claws back and then traced strange curling shapes across his chest with just one fingertip, like I was dipping my toe into Ronan. But he was an undertow, ready to tug me under and didn’t I want him to do just that? His mouth edged closer, his pants coming hard and fast now, his whole body flexing underneath me.

      “I have no limits, Stevie, that’s what makes Ash think I’m a danger to you. I’ll go as far as you want.” His voice softened then, his eyes searching as mine. “I don’t give a fuck how you touch me, just as long as you do. Please.”

      I should’ve been rocking in the corner, trying to process the trauma of what had happened to me, but no memories surfaced right now, nothing got in the way of us but this. My hesitancy as I reached out and touched his face. The way he leaned into that, those green eyes falling closed as he let out a long sigh. Ronan seemed to melt into my hand and that’s when I realised.

      People always told me that rape was about power, not sex, and it was only really now that I understood that. The Spencers had worked real hard to disempower me as much as possible, turn me into what they wanted, throwing who I was to one side. But Ronan? He gave me all the power. To quench what felt like a terrible thirst to know him, feel him. I traced the steep slope of his cheekbones, his head moving in time with my caress, seeking to deepen it, then my thumb brushed over his bottom lip, both of them parting as his eyes flicked open. Silver now, his wolf was close to the surface and I knew mine was as well, the two of them staring at the other, waiting patiently for our more dominant human sides to realise what we knew.

      That we belonged together.

      His fangs caught on my thumb, not biting deep, but part of me wanted that. Wanted him to take over, mark me, claim me as his. But his restraint was perfect, his tongue flicking over my thumb when his teeth released me, then he sucked it in. Any concerns I might have had or worries that I wasn’t enough faded as he sucked the taste of me away, then pulled my thumb free, pressing a kiss to my palm.

      “Just don’t fuck me unless you’re ready,” he growled. “My wolf is too close to the surface. He’s demanding that I knot you, that you don’t leave this room without my bite on your neck…”

      And was I ready for that? That was the unspoken question. I made myself smile, not totally sure if I could answer it, his hands slapping down on my hips as I rocked back and forth, feeling that hard cock grind right where I needed it.

      “OK,” I said, my voice all breathy. “We can do plenty of other things.”

      So I let my mouth trail down his neck, licking a stripe of his skin, then sucking it into my mouth, his growl growing louder when I scored it with my teeth. He didn’t seem to realise that part of me wanted it too, so fucking much, but the other half? She wasn’t sure if this was going to be all snatched away, so I focused on what I could feel, could taste.

      I buried my nose into the hollow of his neck and dragged in great lungfuls of his spicy masculine scent, letting my fingers trail lower, rubbing across the tight little medallions of his nipples. Even licking one, his hand slapping down on my head in response, his grip tightening as my teeth closed over the hard bead and pulled back, forcing his skin to stretch with it. His gasp, when I let it go, was everything. Harsh, intense, desperate, just how I liked him.

      “Other things like this?” He picked me up in a great rush, but as he laid me down on the bed he did so gently, just hanging over me for a second. “How’s this feel?” And then I felt his lips on mine, brushing over them, then claiming my mouth as his.

      It all started out so well.

      It was Ronan fucking Kelly. Ronan was kissing me and it was ten times better than anything I’d dreamed. His hand bunched in my hair, his mouth hard and demanding. But as I tried to lose myself in the kiss, something else came with it. A twist in my stomach, a feeling of disquiet, a rush of sensation remembered, not experienced until I was forced to jerk away.

      “Omega…”

      Not Stevie, not me, that’s what pulled me out of whatever this was, forcing me back while he watched.

      “Shit, Stevie… I didn’t mean—”

      “It’s fine.” I smiled automatically. “I’m fine, I just—”

      “No, you’re not.”

      His eyes softened then, bleeding back to hazel and the boy I’d grown up with was now on the bed with me, so it was those memories I thought of as he scooped me up and held me close, tucking me up under his chin. Of Ronan picking the gravel out of my knees when I’d fallen off my bike, then washing the wound clean with the garden hose. Of sneaking me sandwiches, disappearing when Lois called him in for dinner, the two of us dining like kings in the bushes that grew in their garden. Of him walking at my shoulder when I first started high school, a dark presence that stopped any of the older kids from giving me a hard time. Of the man now. Our history rewrote what had happened the other night and with that I let out a sigh.

      “I don’t think I can let you touch me like that yet,” I told him.

      “So I won’t. We won’t. We can lie down—”

      “But I think I want to touch you.”

      His breath eased out of him, softening his spine.

      “I don’t need that, not until you’re ready. This…” He tightened his arms around me. “Is more than I ever expected to have and if it makes you feel uncomfortable…?”

      I pulled his head down until I could look into his eyes.

      “It doesn’t. I think I might need a lot of it.” He snorted at that. “Make up for lost time and all.”

      “Take all that you need from me.”

      That was just what I needed Ronan to say.

      For a moment I sat there, allowing myself to be held, experiencing the bone deep sense of satisfaction that came from it, my internal compass stopping from spinning. Breaths in and out, we took them together, our bodies becoming synchronised. But it seemed I couldn’t be satisfied with just this as I shifted in his arms, moving back to my previous position.

      I don’t think I’d rode any of the Spencer pack. No muscle memory was triggered when I did it with Ronan, running my fingers through his hair once I pulled the tie out, luxuriating in the feel of it. He watched me do this, his eyes heavily hooded and lazy with pleasure, making me want to give him more. While I wasn’t a selfish lover, I didn’t exactly go out of my way to lavish pleasure on the guys I fucked. It was kind of transactional. If he pleased me I’d give him something back, tit for tat. But Ronan? The way he observed everything I did with this terrible kind of focus, like I was his whole world? Yeah, that did things for me that no one else had been able to stir. So a question formed in his eyes as I pushed him back down on the bed, and I answered it by moving over him.

      “I think I want to take this.” I showed him by dragging my nail down his chest and he shivered in response, his muscles tensing. “I think I want to harvest your responses, your pleasure, to try and replace everything I lost. I want to reclaim this.” The back of my hand slid into the hollow of his hip bone, nestling there. “My pleasure feels… tainted somehow, but yours?”

      “Everything inside me is screaming to throw you down on the bed and make you come over and over,” he growled, but he nodded when I stiffened. “But if you’re not ready for that, then take me.”

      He grabbed my hand, wrapping it around the swollen base of his cock so my palm pressed into his knot and the feel of him jumping in my hand, the way it flexed and twitched? I smiled then and shoved his hand away. Both of mine smoothed down the plain of his groin, feeling the stubble under my fingertips before I wrapped my fingers around him.

      “Yes, Stevie,” he hissed as I began to stroke him. “Just like that.”
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      This was mine.

      I’d never thought of a handjob being an especially sexy act. It was usually just a prelude to all the good bits, something done to get me wet and him hard. But faced with the restriction of my hand on Ronan’s cock being the beginning and an end to things, it took on a whole new vibe. I smoothed my palm up his shaft, his breath coming harder and faster and I hadn’t even closed my fingers around him yet. But part of what made this feel so different was the intimacy of it.

      I stared up at him, watching every twitch of his facial muscles, his eyes finding mine and holding my gaze as I touched him. So I knew when I was teasing him, wrapping my fingers around him, but keeping my grip featherlight, just tracing the very extremities of his cock. I watched his mouth fall open, his brows crease, his hands become claws and then saw them rake at his quilt, as he fought the urge to force me to stroke him harder. He said he liked pain? Well, I was forcing him to experience the pain of longing in a whole other way. And it wasn’t just for sadistic reasons. I’d had a million overheated dreams that he was the focus of and now I had him in hand, I wanted to take my fucking time. But once I felt like I had the shape of his burned into my fingertips, I tightened my grip hard.

      “Oh my fucking god, yes, Stevie. Like that. Just like that.”

      His abs jumped, every muscle tightening, his hips now moving in tiny little thrusts in time with my strokes, but when I changed angle, swivelling my hand down and around his shaft, a feral growl escaped his chest.

      “Fuck…” His eyes snapped open and they were bright, bright silver now. “Fuck, not gonna last.”

      “You don’t have to last.”

      But in contradiction to that I pulled my hand away, grasping the base of his cock with one hand, holding his impressive length away from his body as I spread the fingertips of the other hand over his crown and then slowly slid them down his shaft. He shuddered, the less intense stimulus killing some of the intensity, making him want to beg for more.

      “Fuck. Stevie, I need—”

      “I know what you need.” God, how I felt powerful right now. I was in control. He was entirely at my mercy, his pleasure only coming when I was ready to give it. “I know what will get you off.”

      And to prove my point I cupped his knot in my hand and gave it a squeeze.

      “Yes… Yes… Like that. Please.”

      “But not yet.” I pulled away, giving his cock a stroke. “You like pain.”

      Ronan wanted to take over, to make me do what he wanted. I could see that in the way his biceps popped, his whole body strained. But the fact that he didn’t? It did more to settle me than almost anything the others had done since they found me. I was in control, always. So when he let out a huge sigh, collapsing down onto the bed, I knew he’d given me something precious.

      His surrender.

      No one had ever touched him before and he was edging closer to thirty. He had to have wanted this so fucking badly, but he lay down then, quiet and still and waited for me to decide what I would do.

      That let me crawl up his body, my fingers still playing up and down his cock. It allowed me to brush my mouth against his. I could take his mouth as mine now, the kiss getting deeper and deeper until my tongue was tangled with his, just like our bodies were. He could slide an arm around me, wrapping it around my waist and holding me right where I was as his pants broke through our kisses, as his cock got harder and harder, thrusting up into my grip. And it let me do this, something I didn’t think I would be able to do.

      I kissed my way down his body, Ronan’s body, not anyone else’s and nothing could get between us now, none of our past. His hands went to my hair, so gentle, just stroking through the strands as I got lower.

      “Fuck, Stevie, are you sure…?” he gasped as I licked a broad path from the base of his shaft to the head, tasting only him. “You don’t—”

      Any other response was choked off as I flicked a tongue across the head of his cock, licking away the precum that had formed. I tasted Ronan, no one else, my mouth watering for more, so I gripped his cock at the base, pressing the heel of my palm into his knot and went back for more.

      They’d forced their cocks down my throat, leaving me aching and gasping for breath, but that’s not what happened here. They’d forced me to do what they wanted, but I gave Ronan this. I sucked him hard, my cheeks hollowing, wanting him to feel the most perfect of pleasures. And he told me I was giving him that over and over in hoarse little rasps, right up until this.

      The flat of my tongue was pressed hard against the sensitive underside of his cock, my hand cupping his knot now, squeezing it rhythmically. But mindful of what he’d said about pain, my nails became claws, pricking the sensitive skin of his taint.

      “Stevie… Stevie… Oh my fucking god… Pull off, beautiful, if you don’t want this because… fuck!”

      I knew he was about to come. His cock flexed in my mouth so desperately hard and he tried to pull away, not wanting me to be forced to deal with it. But I did. He was mine, my mate and nothing that had been done to me could change that fact, so I wanted everything he had to give. My claws dug into his skin, not hard enough to pierce it, but enough to create a little sting and as soon as he felt it, his hips shot off the bed and he unloaded into my mouth.

      I swallowed him down, going back for more once he was done, licking him clean like a cat, but he picked me up and laid me down on the bed beside him. There was something almost shy about us as we looked into each other’s eyes. Probably because for the first time, there was no timer in my head, alerting me that now was the moment to get out. The clock of us would tick away forever, loving every minute Ronan was with me.

      “Fuck, that was…” He shook his head, eyes reassuringly hazel right now. “Are you OK? You didn’t have to—”

      “Are you?” I asked, running a finger down his chest and watching its progress rather than meet his intense gaze. “My claws—”

      “Were perfect.” He tilted my chin upwards. “You don’t have to do… that. Any of it, really. I like it…” His voice trailed away as my claws snicked out and I raked one down his chest. “A lot, but it's not a trigger you have to pull to get me off.”

      “But you like it and I’m…” I searched for my true feelings about the matter. “Intrigued. Maybe it's something we should talk further about when both of us have our clothes on. Playing like that has rules and shit, doesn’t it?”

      I wasn’t sure what I expected as a response, but it wasn’t this.

      Ronan’s eyes changed then, becoming purest green and that jagged smile reappeared, full of fangs. His eyes glittered with delight because I hadn’t pulled away.

      Yet.

      “Oh yes,” he said, not Ronan, but someone else. His voice was deeper, coarser, part growl, part human. “I think I’d like that very, very much.”
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      Jax

      In every alpha pack, each boy grows up fulfilling a certain role. Ronan was the savage defender of ours, Ash, the responsible one and me? I was the… good one. No real role or purpose. I was just obedient, well behaved, never a problem, the relief my mother needed when dealing with three alpha sons and more alpha mates. But I felt something crack inside me when Stevie slammed the door in our faces.

      Ash knew Ronan, knew exactly what he was capable of. He’d been clearing up after our brother since we started school. Our brother would leap into a fight with little provocation because there was nothing in him that could tolerate shades of grey. If a kid stepped over a line, encroached on our boundaries? Well, they’d soon discover the error of their ways, something that had us kicked out of our last school before we moved next door to Stevie.

      But right now it wasn’t Ronan I was angry with, it was Ash.

      I felt no sympathy for my brother as I pulled my fist back, no thoughts in my head, just the sound of my heart beating, my wolf growling as I belted Ash as hard as I could. And when my fist connected with his jaw? I watched him go sailing backwards, completely sucker punched, and I didn’t feel a minute of guilt.

      “What the fuck was—?”

      “Shut up.” I frowned down at him. “Just shut the fuck up for once. You screwed up.”

      “I screwed up? You—”

      “Should never have listened to you. Should never have let you convince us to stay away from Stevie.” My voice broke on that, all that pain we’d suffered, thinking it was the right thing… No, I wasn’t going down that path, not now. “For her own good.” I repeated his words back to him with as much venom as I could muster. “Except it wasn’t, was it? You knew that and I…” Some of the tension released from my body. “And I did too. Ronan was the only one who really understood what she actually needed.’

      “When he killed her fucking mother?” Ash snapped, getting back onto his feet but preserving his distance. I watched his fists rise slightly, as if in preparation for another attack. “That was what she needed?”

      “Wasn’t it? You want to think you’re better than the dads.” Our fathers had been long time ‘associates’ of some of the bigger MCs in our area. When a prez didn’t want to get their hands dirty or have a hit tracked back to them, they called our dads and the job was done fast and with little fuss. Mum, of course, hated it. “What do you think they would’ve done about the fuck Stevie’s mother had brought into the house?”

      Our dads were indirectly responsible for Ronan’s actions. They’d come back from the pub full of piss and vinegar, plotting Phil’s demise, because they’d caught Stevie’s mother’s boyfriend skiting about his hot little omega stepdaughter to the guys at the pub. They’d discussed intercepting him on the way to work or next time Phil went out drinking by himself, making clear he needed to turn around and not come back to Stevie’s house.

      But Ronan had moved like he always did. Silently, without a word or back up, he’d methodically and expertly taken both Phil and Stevie’s mother out when he was twenty one years old, eradicating all barriers between her and us.

      Until Ash erected more.

      “Ash is like your mother,” Blue, one of my dads, told me not long after it happened. “But Ronan?” He winked at me, with that same larrikin energy he always did, but the green in his hazel eyes glittered brighter. “Well, he’s much more like your dads.” He looked me up and down then. “Like us, maybe. Still trying to work you out.”

      Me too, Dad, I thought furiously. Me too.

      But as I stared at Ash, I realised I had something my other brothers didn’t. Ash couldn’t help being who he was, and neither could Ronan, leaving me between a rock and a hard place.

      Until I chose my own path.

      “What do you think the dads would do if they found out about the Spencers?” I asked him and the look on his face told me everything.

      “We keep them out of this.” Ash stabbed his finger into the air. “We’ve always run this business clean.”

      “Except we haven’t.” God, it felt like such a relief to admit this shit. “When we discovered that paedophile ring and every one of those fucks died.”

      “We nearly went to fucking jail for that!” Ash snapped. “You can’t see that as a win. What would have happened to Stevie if we were all locked up?”

      “And when we did surveillance on that guy who kept his wife and daughter under lock and key?”

      He’d died too, under mysterious circumstances, something the police officer at the time had informed us with a considered look. He was itching to ask if we knew how, but didn’t, knowing he’d have to use anything we said as a confession to a crime.

      And he didn’t want that after he saw what the man was up to.

      “You think your hands are clean because you’re not the one killing people,” I said, feeling like I saw my brother for the first time. “But you know what Ronan’s like. He’s got no time for the law and its limitations, just like the dads.”

      And that’s what had me jerking my phone out of my pocket and tapping on a contact.

      “Don’t, Jax…” Ash said, holding a hand out. “Don’t get them involved. Mum—”

      “What’s going on, son?” My dad’s voice was almost a purr down the line, like he’d been waiting for just this moment, not willing to step in until he and the others were invited. “Is your girl safe?”

      “For now,” I admitted. “What do you know about Rush?”

      “Dirty fucking stuff,” came his reply. “The MCs are pissed as the suppliers won’t sell them any. Seems to be confined to just one area of the city currently, all high-end clubs.”

      “Stevie went out with another pack.” I heard his hiss down the phone line. “She went for a good time and they drugged her with that shit instead.” Dad’s cigarette crackled as he took a drag from it. “They assaulted her over and over and—”

      “And what’re you gonna do about it, son?” The challenge was apparent in Blue’s voice. It cracked harder than any whip. “Or rather, what’re we gonna do about it?”

      “You know what Ronan wants,” I replied.

      “‘Course I do. He’s my boy. And I’m betting Ash has all of his evidence tagged and bagged, ready to be handed over to the police. Question is, where are you on this?”

      “If he does, the police will try and charge them, but the pack that did it, they’re the sons of the Spencers. One of the richest fucking families in this city.”

      “No one’s touching them for long,” Blue agreed. “But we can. So what’s it gonna be, boy? You were always going to have to make this decision one way or the other. We’ll bring your mother with us, set her up so she’s safe in that hideout of yours and then…”

      He waited for me to say it, to acknowledge it, the reality of what would happen if we got them involved. Our dads lived in another world, one where might equalled right and people who stepped out of line didn’t live another day to make that mistake.

      “It’ll break Mum’s heart,” I said.

      “Lois is our mate, not yours, so she’s ours to deal with. You’ve got to stop thinking about your mum and start thinking about Stevie.”

      I did. I really did.

      “Jax…”

      Ash stepped forward then, pleading with me with his eyes to make the right decision and I was going to.

      It just wasn’t the one he approved of.

      “Get everyone here and bring whatever you need to get the job done,” I said. “These fuckers have said they’ll do what it takes to get Stevie back.”

      “Well, we better make sure they don’t, hadn’t we? See you in a few hours.”

      

      Blue’s words rang in my ears as I ended the call, Ash’s grunt of frustration interrupting it, but he didn’t get my attention. She did as she opened the door, our mate stepping out in one piece. Better than that. Stevie glowed with what was no doubt sexual satisfaction, Ronan’s arm wrapped protectively around her as he took the two of us in.

      “So what’s going on, brothers?” He saw the bruise forming on Ash’s chin and then tipped his head to me, that fucking grin of his spreading.

      “I’ve called the dads,” I told him, told Stevie, willing her to see this attempt to right some of the wrongs. “They’re on their way over with Mum. You want to take these pricks out?” Both of them nodded slowly, seeming mated already, though I couldn’t see any claiming marks on them. “Well, we’re gonna need an army behind us and they’re the one we can get instant access to.”

      “Well, let slip the dogs of war,” Ronan said with a smirk, then looked down at our mate. “Looks like it’s time to fuck shit up.”

      “Let's do this,” she replied with a sharp nod of her head.
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      “You should have fucking told us,” Gun snapped at Ash as soon as he and the other dads walked into the complex. And just like that, I was a little girl again. “We were at that fucking barbeque and…” He shot me a heated look. “What did they do to you, love?” He moved in, putting his hands on my shoulders oh so softly, tilting my head back and forth, looking for damage.

      Trouble was it was deep inside, not on my skin.

      I grabbed his wrists, giving them a squeeze before stepping backwards.

      “Don’t start on Stevie,” Lois said before rushing over to me. She grabbed me in a hug, enfolding me in a cloud of sweet floral fragrance, one I longed to just sink down into. “She’s the victim here.”

      No, not that. Never that.

      “How are you, love? If we’d known—”

      “We’d have brought you those rich pricks’ heads before the sun rose the next morning.” Blue pushed closer. “You know that, don’t you?”

      Sort of, that was my honest answer. The relationship I had with this family was a strange one. They always stepped in, going above and beyond for just a neighbour’s kid, but… They must’ve known I was their sons’ mates since the moment I walked into their house. I was one of them but not, and that’s how I felt now.

      “Sure,” I replied, telling him what he wanted to hear.

      “But we don’t need to go that far,” Lois said, her hands fluttering through the air. “Ash will have investigated these… bastards—”

      “Bastards.” Rusty, the scariest of the dads said with a snort. “Them’s fighting words, Lois.”

      His mate shot him a dirty look before turning to her son.

      “You can bring them to justice, right, Ash? Make them pay for what they did.”

      “They’ll pay all right.” Jax looked… different. He didn’t spare me a look, his muscular arms crossed, his eyebrows jerked down and the green in his eyes? It was somehow brighter. “And we aren’t doing things Ash’s way.”

      “Finally,” Donk, the last of the Kelly dads said, clapping his son on the shoulder.

      “But—” Lois went to protest.

      “You think they’re going to jail.” My voice was steady and even, when I felt anything but. “You think we’re going to see justice.” Lois turned to look at me, eyes widening. “You think that four men, four alphas who fed me drugs that would imitate my heat will see jail time.” Low growls came from around the room. “Four alphas who used the state they’d put me in to force me to do whatever the hell they wanted.”

      I felt cruel telling her this, like she was the child and I was the mother, but she had to know.

      “They did it because they’re rich, because they’re connected and most of all, because they could and the evidence Ash collected? It makes clear they’ve done it plenty of times before and won’t stop doing it again. You know they’d get off any charge laid against them.”

      “But…” Lois wanted to protest, but as she searched for words, she couldn’t come up with any. Then she sighed. “So this is how it’s to be?” She scanned the faces of each man in the room, her sons, her mates. “You’ll… what? Go on a killing spree?”

      Rusty smiled slowly, that smile one the exact same as the one I saw on Ronan’s face.

      “We can only hope,” he said. “Now Ashley—”

      “It’s not fucking Ashley,” the man himself snapped. The dads often used the girl’s name to piss Ash off.

      “You’re going to show us all of this ‘evidence’ you’ve collected and then we’re developing a battle plan. You in or you out?”

      Why did I search Ash’s face right then? Why did I look for signs I so desperately needed? Why did my heart sink as his jaw muscle clenched, then cheer when he winced, the bruise Jax had given him obviously hurting? But he at least had the decency to meet my gaze then, even if his eyes narrowed slightly.

      “Of course, I’m in,” Ash growled, but the sound was quickly drowned out by the growls of his dads, the men going forward and clapping him in the shoulder.

      “Well,” Lois looked over at me, “I might put the kettle on and make some tea. Want to give me a hand, Stevie?”

      “Not now,” I replied, moving when the men did. “Afterwards, for sure. But I want to see exactly what they’re planning. Don’t you?”

      She didn’t. That’s how their relationship worked. The Kelly dads were rough men, brutal even, but they came home to their princess every night, washed off the blood and tossed aside their leather jackets, sitting down at her table to eat. But I was never one for keeping the home fires burning. I wasn’t surprised to realise I didn’t care about the blood or the violence at all.

      Actually, right now I fucking craved it.

      But she just nodded, following along as we all filed into a nearby room for Ash to give his presentation.

      In a conference room he’d built into the bunker, figures.

      I watched Ash grab the remote, turning on the data projector and everyone went to take a seat. Ronan slouched down into the one beside me, but when Lois went for the other, a masculine hand grabbed the back before her.

      “Oh…” she said, seeing that Jax had claimed it. “I’ll sit over here.”

      “You’ll sit here.” Donk was the biggest of the Kelly dad’s, a fucking wall of muscle and his name came from the fact it was rumoured he had a dick the size of a… Well, you get it. But he pulled her down onto his lap, the omega giving a girlish squeal, but when she sat down her cheeks flushed prettily, like she was still a girl being courted by her alphas.

      “Will we be like that years from now?” I asked Ronan.

      He smiled slowly.

      “Yes. No.”

      I frowned at that, but then Jax leaned forward, resting his weight on his elbows.

      “Mum always acts like she’s kind of embarrassed about being an omega,” Jax explained. “She didn’t expect to reveal as one, and when these boys from a local street gang started sniffing around her parent’s house, our grandparents weren’t pleased. But you?” I felt like I was seeing something long hidden in Jax right now, real heat rising in his eyes. “You’ve never let it worry you.” His hand slid across the tabletop, stopping just short of mine. “We won’t be pulling you down onto our laps. You’ll be climbing on to take what’s yours.”

      I caught the moment when Donk was whispering something filthy into Lois’ ear, if the deepening blush meant anything, and tried to see it, tried to see me there, not her, and Jax or Ronan where Donk was. It was as if I could see short glimpses, tiny snippets of a future before it all fell to pieces.

      “You want to know what I know?” Ash used a laser pointer to identify four mug shots now projected on the wall. My legs shoved me back against my chair, Ronan’s hand slapping down on mine to hold me where I was, when Jax did the same. I was distracted by that, by the feel of him, so somehow it was easier for me to listen to this. “We were given a job by Crowe Corp. They were the ones who came up with Rush, when developing a drug to help betas mated to alphas bear children. Someone sold the formula illegally and people turned it into a street drug, able to give the user the high of a heat without actually being an omega.”

      Lois let out a disapproving sound at that, forcing Donk to cuddle her closer.

      “We didn’t know who at first, tracking the supply back to the Viper Club and other high-end clubs around the area. We sent operatives in.” I saw Scarlett then. “We could see plenty of evidence of people using Rush, but not who the suppliers were. The Spencer pack owns the Viper Club and lets their little boys play in it and their other properties.”

      He nodded then to the four faces on the wall. Rock, Blaine, Snake, Jack… As I stared at the screen I half expected the photos to start moving, for sneers to widen, for them to—

      “We had nothing to trace Rush back to them, no matter how much digging we did, because we were focused on the wrong pack,” Ash said. “We looked into the Spencers senior, but from what Stevie went through, we know now it's the sons who are disseminating it. They’re everything their fathers aren’t, sloppy, poorly disciplined and not at all concerned about their files being hacked.”

      He clicked to the next screen and that’s when I saw them again, all those video files that recorded their sordid exploits. Bodies bleached pale by artificial lights; teeth bared in feral smiles as they stared into the camera while they did shitty things.

      “They are lazy, spoiled and not used to being told no, so when we extracted Stevie, they took that as a personal affront, determined to get her back simply because she’d been taken away.” I shifted restlessly in my seat, the men’s grip on my hands tightening. “They contacted Stevie several times, harassing her via phone, and a dating app.”

      It felt like everyone’s focus shifted to me now, making me feel irrationally ashamed. I forced myself to sit tall in my seat.

      “And when that didn’t work, they went to her workplace and paid off her manager to get access to her.”

      “And where the fuck were you lot in all of this?” Blue snapped, scowling at all three of his sons. “You kept us out of it and you didn’t even step in.”

      “Because I wouldn’t have let them.” I felt something ease as I spoke, but my eyes remained on the table top, tracing the faux wood grain of the laminate with my eyes. “I was angry, hurt—”

      “You should’ve come to us, love,” Gun said, much more gently.

      “I shouldn’t have gone out with those alphas that night,” I replied, meeting his gaze now. “I shouldn’t have smoked their weed or drank their whiskey. I should’ve stayed home and watched The Great British Bake Off as Ash instructed.”

      “I like that show too,” Jax mumbled.

      “I should’ve known who my alphas were so I wouldn’t go looking for them in all the wrong places. I should’ve had better parents, ones Ronan wouldn’t have felt impelled to execute. I should’ve. We should’ve.” I shrugged. “Who gives a fuck about what should’ve happened, because it didn’t. Are we going to sit here and point fingers or are we going to work out a way forward?”

      Gun nodded then, a look of fierce pride on his face and damn me if I didn’t suck that right up.

      “You’re right, Stevie. Of course, you are. But going forward—”

      “I won’t be putting myself anywhere near any other alphas,” I finished for him. Ronan’s grip on my hand tightened until my bones began to creak, the skin bleaching pale, but I just ran my spare one over his until he eased off.

      “Good.” This came from Jax, not Ronan and his growl was something I felt like I’d never really heard. “You don’t have to choose me” —he was interrupted by a rumbling sound around the table— “but I’ll be fucked if I can watch you walk out your door and into another bloke’s car again. Stick with Ronan, stay celibate, I don’t fucking care, but if any other bloke fucking looks at you, I can’t be held accountable for what I do.”

      I shouldn’t like this and part of the old Stevie bristled, not willing to let any of the Kelly boys tell me what to do, but as I stared into Jax’s eyes I saw something I never expected to. A raging need, the twin of my own, one he was just as sick of tamping down as I was. But I jerked my hands free of both their clutches, rubbing them along my jeans to dry off the suddenly clammy palms.

      “Same goes for you,” I said, tilting my chin up. “I’m sick to fucking death of seeing hot babes cluster around you lot like bees to honey. You’re my mates, so if I catch another cute girl teetering over to catch your attention, I’ll hit her so hard her kids will be born bruised.”

      “Yeah?” As Jax’s grin spread across his face it seemed to lighten. “Well, alright—”

      “Enough of the foreplay,” Rusty groaned, then winked at me. “Get a fucking room and fuck this shit out while we sort out your little problem.” He turned back to the screen. “These cunts have gotta go down…”

      His eyes rolled sideways to where Lois sat, waiting for a protest that didn’t come.

      “Those are clips they’ve taken of all the people they’ve done this too?” she asked Ash in a thin voice. “What they did to our Stevie?” Her son nodded slowly. “Then hit them with whatever you’ve got. These men are animals and need to be put down.”

      “Atta girl…” Donk said, nestling in closer to his mate.
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      “Looks like these boys like to maintain their own places,” Gun said, looking up at the map Ash displayed on the screen. “Arrogant, that is.”

      “Fucking stupid, but if they don’t want their brothers at their backs, well…” Rusty grinned toothily. “All the better for us.”

      “You’ll need to send a shot over their dads’ bow,” Blue told Ash and the rest of his sons. “The MCs are… interested in this situation. They’ve already been approached about the possibility of handing Stevie over.”

      I stiffened then.

      “They won’t.” Donk winked at me. “We’ve got enough on those fuckers to ensure their loyalty, but rich men talking down to one percenters? Treating them like they are dogs to retrieve their prey for them? Doesn’t fly like they think it will, no matter how much money is being waved around.”

      “The MCs will want to swoop in and take over the space these fuckers leave behind,” Gun observed which sent a wave of purest cold through me. Rush in anyone’s hands was a dangerous thing. “So we’ll be able to count on their support, but…”

      “But rules of engagement dictate that we give Spencers senior the opportunity to hand over their boys first though,” Blue said.

      “No problems.” Ronan had been mostly silent during this whole meeting, but he pulled his phone out now and then tapped on a contact to put a call through.

      “Ronan…” Ash started to growl, but Ronan changed the audio over to speaker, the whole room filling with the sound of the phone ringing.

      “James Spencer,” came the clipped reply.

      “Hello James Spencer,” Ronan said, leaning forward and I caught the moment when his voice grew rougher. “This is Ronan Kelly.”

      “Who the fuck are you? How’d you get the number?” James replied.

      “That doesn’t really matter, because you’ll find out soon enough, though I’m told we need to give you a chance to do the right thing.”

      James snorted in disdain. “So you’re some petty little blackmailer? Nice try—”

      “This is about the omega your sons are fighting so hard to find. Throwing around a lot of money, they are.”

      James went silent for a moment, time feeling like it stood still before he answered.

      “And you have a reliable lead? You’ll need to inform my sons of—”

      “I’m not talking to your stinking brats. I’m talking to you, mate.” Ronan didn’t talk now, but growled, the menace clear in his voice. “That omega they dared to lay hands on, the one they want back so badly? She’s my mate.” His eyes flicked to meet mine. “And my brothers.”

      “And you let her get into a car with my son and go out to one of our clubs?” James laughed then, a harsh bark of a thing. “More fool you. So what’s this? An attempt to keep my sons away from what you consider your turf? I don’t know how you got this number—”

      “I’m not delivering a warning.” Ronan took long, deep breaths, his spine curving, almost as if his wolf was about to push through as he bent over the phone. “I’m giving you a chance to reduce the collateral damage. We have all the video files your sons have been taking of their exploits.”

      “So this is about blackmail.” The man seemed somehow reassured by that, as if he was back on common ground.

      “And we’ve decided each one of your boys needs to go down screaming for what they’ve done. Hope your mate is still fertile, because you’re gonna need new kids if you want to preserve any kind of legacy.”

      No response from James. Apparently Ronan had stunned him to silence. And my mate? He turned towards me, staring into my eyes when he delivered the last of his message.

      “You can make this hard or you can make this easy. Hand over those fucking pieces of shit your mate shat out and let justice take its course—”

      “If you think that’s going to happen, you’re madder than I thought.” James’ voice was full of crisp command, his scorn obvious.

      “You want to do this the hard way?” Ronan’s vicious smile spread. “Just the way we like it. We’ll be in touch real soon.”

      He tapped the screen to end the call, then claws formed at the end of his fingers, before he used them to stab into the phone screen, shattering it and the mechanisms that powered it, then pulled out the SIM card before crushing it.

      “Good enough?” Ronan asked the table, every member of his family staring at him, including me. But they just looked at him like they’d never really seen him before, even his dads, so I slid my hand across his cheek, something he held there.

      “So who do we hit first?” Rusty said finally, nodding to Ronan before turning back to Ash.

      “Snake,” Ash replied without thought. He tapped the screen, the photo having captured the man’s smug smile perfectly. “There’s lower hanging fruit.” He pointed to Rock. “But Snake looks after the tech side of things, badly, but still, he’s the one posting the job to retrieve Stevie on the message boards. I get the feeling that a lot of the information about how Rush was stolen and the manufacturing process can be found in his compound.”

      “Well, everyone needs to get some sleep,” Donk said, getting to his feet with Lois in his arms. “I know I need a bed, stat.”

      “John, the kids—” Lois protested, using Donk’s government name, one most of us forgot.

      “Are old enough and ugly enough to look after themselves.” Donk nodded to the rest of us before sweeping her out of the room. “See you fresh and early in the morning.”

      “Real early,” Rusty told us. “We’ll want to hit them in the early hours of the morning—”

      “Under cover of dark,” Jax said with a sigh, as if he’d heard this too many times. “Less witnesses and their guard will be down, if it was ever up at all. We know.”

      “I’ll sit here with Ash, get a sense of the lay of the land,” Blue said, nodding to his son as Ash navigated through his files, bringing up a blueprint of a massive looking house.

      So what did that leave us to do?

      I wandered out of the room, wondering just that, when I found I had two shadows on my heels.

      “You should eat something,” Jax said, staring intently. “You haven’t eaten a bloody thing all day.”

      “I can’t.”

      My stomach felt cavernously empty but the mere thought of eating had my mouth filling with bile.

      “The wait is always the hardest part,” Ronan said. “What about the nesting room? Could you lie down in there?” His eyes were almost brown when he asked the next thing. “We could keep you company.”

      “We…?” Jax voiced my concern, his brow creasing as he looked at Ronan then me.

      “We,” Ronan replied, right before he picked me up in his arms and walked us through the complex to the nest.

      But when we got there, we had someone waiting for us.

      “Ollie!” I jumped down and rushed over, the dog having curled up in my nest very comfortably, those brown eyes watching the three of us as his tail thumped. But when I got close he sniffed me all over, then shoved his head under my hand. I scratched at his ruff, sinking my fingers into his fur as the dog wriggled over until his muzzle was lying on my thigh.

      “So that’s what it takes to get cuddles from the omega, huh?” Jax kept his tone light, but the words were painful ones, for both of us. Before I could answer, he jerked his shirt off, then stripped the rest of his clothes off, before shifting mid strip into his wolf.

      Ollie’s tail was wagging furiously now. He didn’t surrender any ground to the massive black wolf, but Jax just padded forward, sniffing at the air warily before I reached out for him. When we were in wolf form we never had the issues we did in skin. We knew exactly who we were and what we meant to each other, so when I reached up for Jax, he pushed his head into my palm. I felt that butter soft fur, felt the rough pants of his breath before another wolf joined us.

      Ronan.

      Jax wolf’s lips peeled back to reveal his fangs, but Ronan wolf just nudged him with his shoulder. The two of them sniffed at each other for just a minute before taking up place around me, one heavy furry body, then another, feeling like they pinned me to the bed. And as I lay there, patting two wolves, then one dog, a wave of tiredness I hadn’t expected to feel rose up and swallowed me, tugging me down, down, down until now.

      

      “Wake up, beautiful.”

      My eyelids fluttered, the gloom of the room making it hard to make out the speaker until I saw Ronan’s green eyes gleaming phosphorescent bright. He grinned then, tilting his head my way.

      “It’s time to go.”
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      Ash

      This was a bad, bad idea.

      My dads all milled around in the bunker garage, checking gear, making sure every fucking round of ammunition had prints wiped from it. No one would get us on evidence lost. But me? Rather than planning this mission down to the last minute as I usually did, I watched my brother place his hand above our mate’s head on the black SUV we would be taking, leaning in to talk to her.

      Fucking Ronan.

      I didn’t want Stevie with us. We’d taught her how to shoot, how to defend herself, but that wasn’t the same as this. We were about to infiltrate Snake’s mansion, a place I’d had to locate by watching for background shots in the videos he’d collated until I was almost sick, so we didn’t have time for flirting. I grabbed a bulletproof vest and strode over to Stevie.

      “If you’re coming, you need to put this on,” I said.

      No greeting, no how did you sleep? I seemed to lose the ability to communicate like a normal human being around her, and Stevie’s eyes narrowed as a result. She reached for it though, without asking questions, but when she grabbed it, I didn’t let go. Her eyes became slits when she tugged it again, and I still kept ahold of it.

      “Put your arm out,” I ordered, telling myself I was doing this to make sure it was done right. Yeah, sure, I couldn’t even convince myself of that. I caught sight of Ronan grinning as I slid the body armour up one arm and over her head, then tugged it down, checking it for fit before doing up the side straps.

      “It’s too tight,” she complained, then checked her range of motion.

      “It needs to be.” I rapped the chest plate. “It's there to keep you safe.”

      “And what will you be doing?” she asked me, peering up into my eyes.

      I’ll be on you like white on rice, I thought to myself. I don’t give a fuck about Snake, just you.

      “Ensuring we get out of this alive. That little stunt Ronan pulled?” My brother looked totally unrepentant, again. “We should’ve contacted the Spencers senior just before we left for Snake’s, not advertised what we were about to do.”

      “And where would be the fun in that?” Ronan asked me.

      That fucking little prick… It was always like this. He wanted blood and I wanted everyone home in one piece and we couldn’t seem to find a way to get both our needs met.

      “Snake has to have guards posted around his house, though if he’s staying on his own its either because he doesn’t see us as a serious threat, or the senior Spencers are trying to mitigate any losses they might have, ensuring at least one son lives on to carry their name,” I told them. “We have to be prepared for both scenarios.”

      I grabbed a handgun I had stuffed down the back of my jeans and then wrapped her hands around it.

      “You know how to use this. We made sure of that. But shooting at a range is not the same as shooting someone.”

      “This would have to be a lot more satisfying,” Stevie said, looking at the gun, not me.

      I wanted to tip her chin up, to get her to meet my eyes. I wanted to tell her what it was really like, going on one of these missions. Not thrill filled shootouts full of acrobatic moves as we strove to bring down the bad guys. Usually it was short, sweet, getting in and out before too much fuss, doing what we came here to do and nothing else.

      And then there were the other times.

      I stared at my brother then, willing Ronan to reel the side of him back that felt like this was all just a bloody game, to pretend that he wasn’t having fun when he was elbow deep in guts. His lips just twitched in a half smile.

      “I don’t want you to come,” I told my mate and I watched her eyes go flat and cold in an instant. “You could stay here, use that,” I nodded to the gun, “to keep Mum safe. We can wear body cams so you see everything.”

      For just half a second, I dared to hope she would fucking listen to me for once.

      “At some point you have to stop trying to protect me and start actually standing beside me,” Stevie snapped back.

      I nodded, feeling the sting but not able to do much about it. It would come again, sure enough.

      “You won’t be beside any of us. You’ll be at the back of our group protecting our rear,” I ground out.

      “And what a rear it is,” she said, her eyes sliding conspicuously sideways to check out my brother’s arse.

      Fuck.

      There was a time and place for eating my own heart out with jealousy and now wasn’t it.

      “Get the rest of her gear on and then everyone piles into the car. We need to get shit underway well before the sun rises,” I told Ronan.

      “You got it, brother.”

      Only Ronan could agree with me and make that sound like an act of defiance, but I couldn’t let that shit bother me, not right now. I walked over to Jax, who was talking to our dads.

      “Tell me I’ve got your support during this whole shit fight,” I asked him in a muttered aside as I directed him over towards the car.

      “I can’t. You don’t.”

      I blinked, my fingers tightening so hard around the car keys it felt like the shape of them were indented into my very flesh. But Jax just stared at me with the same fucking flat look the others sported, like his were the eyes of a stranger, not my fucking pack mate. It didn’t help that they were green as grass either.

      “You can’t—”

      “You got it wrong. You always did. You make decisions without consultation based on the premise that you know better.” He nudged me with the muzzle of his handgun, something that had a warning about gun safety bubbling up inside me. “You don’t. You’ve proven that to Stevie, to Ronan and to me, but for some reason you won’t see it. Well, after this shit is done and the dust is left to settle, we’ll see where you are. With us or on your fucking own, with only your righteousness to keep you company.”

      He gave me a little shove to my shoulder before stalking off and getting into the passenger side seat of the car.

      “Time to go?” Blue asked me, my fucking fathers sending up howls like they were actual wolves not men that sometimes took the forms of them, and that’s when I watched something that had always haunted me about them happen.

      It’d taken me a while to realise other alpha fathers weren’t like mine. Not just because of their MC affiliations, though perhaps that's what attracted them to the life. The four of them huddle together, their bodies stiffening, their muscles tensing, seeming to double in size. And that wasn’t just an optical illusion. Their flannelette shirts and leather jackets creaked as they summoned this forth.

      Going berserk, that’s what my research had thrown up, or the Ulfhednar state. It could’ve come from some obscure Norse ancestry, but I wasn’t so sure. When I looked into it, the Kelly family was the usual mutt mixture of Celtic and Anglo-Saxon bloodlines that a lot of white Australians came from. But none of that explained this.

      Their eyes were pure green now when they pulled away, the colour all the more stark for the black bandanas hanging from around their necks. And their faces? They were part wolf, part man and the worst of each, ready to tear the world apart. But when I looked over at my car, I saw my two brothers watching them like hounds with quarry in sight.

      Jax had cursed me to a life of loneliness if I didn’t get my act together, but what he didn’t realise was I was already living it. I was a wolf shifter, but that state didn’t rule me, like most of the others I’d met. I didn’t turn into some kind of demon creature.

      Like the rest of my family did.

      But I watched everyone grab their weapons, load into two cars, until I was forced to step forward and get into the driver’s seat of ours.

      “Follow the plan.”

      I ordered every single one of them to do just that, staring at Ronan and Stevie in the back seat, expecting to see the same revulsion on her face as was on my mother’s when she saw the dads like this. Mum was still sleeping in her bed with Ollie for company as a result. But my mate, the woman who was supposed to be the perfect one for me, she just grinned with a kind of infectious energy, and sure enough, my brothers did the same.

      It wouldn’t matter what I did, I’d be alone no matter what, so I may as well be right doing it.

      “Hold on,” I said as I turned the key in the ignition. I could hear my dads’ snarls over it, the other car full of slavering werewolves it felt like. “We’ll be at Snake’s compound in a bit over an hour, so stay sharp.”
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      We’d parked some way down the road, away from the scene of the crime, but close enough to make a quick getaway.

      “Everyone knows what they’re doing,” I said in a hushed voice. My brothers and the dads all agreed. “We separate into three groups. Ronan, Jax and Stevie with me and we’ll take out the bodyguards to the rear of the property while the dads take out all of them to the front and sides.”

      “Then pick off any squealers that come rushing out when you get inside,” Blue said with a grin. His green eyes rolled up to take in the tall wall around Snake’s property, grinning at the sound of a thunderous bass line, even though it was four am. “Sounds like gunfire isn’t going to be an issue.”

      “Use your suppressors anyway,” I urged.

      “You need any help with the main event, you just call for Daddy,” Rusty said, tapping the walkie-talkie he had strapped to his chest like the rest of us. “We’ll come running.”

      “No one will come running because they’re going to stick to the fucking plan,” I said, staring at each one of them and while Jax nodded, Ronan smiled.

      I wanted to know if whatever fragile bond Stevie had built between the two of them would survive tonight. Something told me it wouldn’t. But fuck, no one would be happy until we found out, so in we would go.

      “Everyone knows what they’re doing, so let’s not fuck this up,” I said, then pulled my black beanie down and jerked the bandana I’d been given over my face.

      The stupid fucking thing was printed with a wolf’s jaws, the signature Kelly logo. The dads wore it on their jackets, affiliating with no club, but that sign got them into most places. But as I stared at my fathers, my brothers, I saw it. With those gleaming green eyes and ferocious stares, we’d have any party goers cowed and on their knees in seconds.

      Hopefully.

      Jax, Ronan and Stevie did the same and then I led them around the property, slinking along the perimeter of the neighbour’s expansive backyard, away from any cameras until we reached the spot. I held out my hands, Jax shoving his boot into it and then I boosted him up the wall, watching him swing over the top before doing the same for Ronan. But my brother shook his head. He jerked down Stevie’s bandana and his, slamming his mouth down on hers to the sound of my hiss of frustration and her moan, right before he offered to give her a boost.

      I’d hated Ronan most of my life, but never more than now.

      So her hands slapped down on his shoulders and he was the one that threw her into the air, my eyes not able to stop staring until I saw her fingers grip the edge. Then she was up and over the top, leaving just me and just Ronan.

      “It doesn’t have to be this way,” he told me, like we had all the time in the world.

      “We need to get over there to protect Stevie and watch Jax’s back,” I snapped, holding out my hands. “Get over that fucking wall!”

      “You’re a Kelly just as much as the rest of us. You don’t want to be, but you are.”

      “Can we have this little one on one when we’re not trying to carry out a covert infiltration of a fucking mansion in the big end of town?” I snapped.

      “You were the one Mum leaned on the hardest, so you saw how hard she struggles with the way the dads are but…” He smiled slowly. “You never understood why she stayed.”

      “They are her fated mates. She couldn’t leave them if she tried.’

      “Why not? Other omegas have. Mum’s not the princess trapped in the tower you want her to be. She’s just like Stevie, if she was able to admit it. She likes getting her hands dirty, a lot.”

      The muffled burst of gunfire wouldn’t be picked up by anyone who wasn’t listening closely, but we were and our heads whipped around at the sound of it.

      “Better get in there. This party is just getting started,” Ronan said, holding out his hands for me.

      I was forced to let him give me a boost, using the momentum to propel me to the top of the wall, and then turn around to see him still standing there, waiting. I was supposed to reach down, give him my hand, haul him up beside me, like the teammate he was, so he could take his place by my side. His grin widened as he watched me reconsider that, thinking about how things would go if it was just me and Jax. I could even persuade Stevie to go running around the property and out the gate to find him. Ronan observed the war waging inside me like he expected it, his expression only changing when I offered him my hand.

      Because that was the thing. He was my brother, no matter what happened before and after, and all my life my mother had impressed upon me how important it was to keep Ronan’s excesses to a minimum. I was my brother’s keeper and fuck knows what he’d get up to if I wasn’t there to keep an eye on him.

      “Took your fucking time,” Jax whispered when we dropped down into the trees around the fence line of Snake’s properties. “We need to move fast. Those guards there.” He pointed to two men dressed in the kind of black suits only security would wear as they talked into their walkie-talkies. “They are starting to wonder what’s up. Their mates aren’t responding.”

      “Well, time to silence enquiring minds,” Ronan said.

      And as he screwed on the suppressor to his rifle, he became the asset to the company he always was. Stevie watched him shoulder the weapon, staring down the sight at his targets, ready to take the kill the minute they were where he wanted them. I smelled the bittersweet scent of her arousal as she truly saw the man she’d decided to mate with. He didn’t pay her any mind, his focus entirely on the job and then my hand snapped out to steady her as he let off a sharp burst of gunfire, the sound making her jump. So I could feel the rapid flutter of her heartbeat before the dull thud of the guards hitting the ground.

      “Good work,” I told Ronan, patting his shoulder before the lot of us rose up. Rifles at the ready, or handgun in Stevie’s case, we stalked across the grass, keeping to the shadows where we could until we heard the crackle of our comms device.

      “All good out here, son,” Blue said.

      “Same on our side,” Donk added. “Time to put this fucker down.”

      I could almost hear the howls of their wolves inside my head, but the staticky sound of the last guard trying to contact his colleagues cut through the air. Ronan stalked forward, plucking the device from the man’s jackets, scrupulously careful about avoiding the pool of blood growing around the guard.

      “Jenkins? Jenkins, you there, copy?” came a frantic voice.

      “Nah, mate,” Ronan drawled. “Jenkins is not here, but I am.”
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      “Fuck…” I shook my head at my brother’s antics, hearing the muffled shouts inside the house and accompanying squeals, but there was no time for second thoughts. We needed to get inside this house and find our quarry now. I snatched the lanyard from around the nearest guard’s neck, just in case we needed it, and then pushed my way inside the back door of the house, the thing a modern monstrosity of concrete and acres of shining glass. Great for views, not so good for a circumspect entry.

      “Shit!” a couple of girls in bikinis yelped at the sight of us, a bottle of Moet and a few glasses dropping with a smash on the ground.

      “Get the fuck out of the building if you want to live,” Jax snapped, gesturing to the exit he wanted them to take. The alpha bark had them moving without thought, running away as fast as their heeled mules would allow them. But another muffled shout from outside had us looking up, along with the sudden silence of the music being killed. Orders were barked, no doubt by the remaining guard.

      The place was ridiculously undermanned. I’d hacked into the security feed way too easily, identifying what resources were being used on site. Either the senior Spencers had spare sons somewhere or Snake was just too fucking stupid to avail himself of his fathers’ men to protect him. Didn’t matter, just made this part of the mission quicker and easier. Ronan sauntered over to the sound system set up in what appeared to be an adjoining living room, looking out on the pool, perusing the music offerings before settling on this.

      Wagner’s fucking Ride of the Valkyries. He jerked his bandana down to grin at Jax who shared his fucking glee, while I stared at Stevie.

      “We’re going up now,” I told her in a calm and even voice. “We’ll take out the security guard and anyone else who wants to be a hero and then we need to interrogate Snake. I need you to stay behind us, watch our backs and let us do our job.”

      “Why do you want to interrogate him?” she asked me, eyeing me suspiciously.

      “Because he might have intel we can use to bring the Spencers’ entire Rush manufacturing system down. That way we can stop anyone from using it as a date rape drug again.”

      “Fine, but I’m in on that.”

      Like hell you are, I thought furiously.

      “Once he’s secured, fine,” I replied instead.

      “Fine.”

      But when I turned around Ronan and Jax had already begun to move.

      Guests were coming rushing down the stairs and we walked through them like they were no more than a stream of water, pushing past them, directing them to the front door where the dads lay in wait. They’d get them out of the way and most importantly, shut them the fuck up, because the screams right now weren’t helping us. But my brother’s eyes gleamed as we emerged at the top of the stairs.

      

      When I saw Snake I felt something, a little twinge of what Jax had described. I had my rifle raised before the guard could respond, the whites of his eyes showing right before I put several bullets into his chest. But Snake? He sat on a massive leather couch, his arms resting on the back, his eyes almost rolling back in his head because of whatever he’d taken. The man was stoned enough that he just smiled when the four of us appeared before him.

      “You…” He leaned forward then, elbows on his knees, trying to stare at Stevie, but failing. “Come for another round, baby?”

      Her gun was raised, her stance perfect. She clasped the gun with both hands, aiming it at the fucking idiot, and he just giggled like a child.

      “Stevie…” I growled, stepping closer and she didn’t even spare me a sidelong look. “Not yet, beautiful. Not yet.”

      I watched a war rage inside her, her eyes perfectly silver. Her lips were curled back into a snarl and I knew what she was seeing. What I’d seen as I’d been forced to trawl through all of those fucking videos, but so much worse. That sloppy leer, the way he wavered on the couch, utterly out of his fucking mind. He didn’t look like a predator, we did, and yet that’s what he was. And somehow that word seemed too great for him, indicating a power he didn’t have. He’d never have been able to take my Stevie down, not on his own, not with his brothers, without forcing her down to his level. He was fucking weak, pathetic and I told her just that.

      “So tell me why I can’t put a bullet in his brain?” she growled.

      “You can, just after we get what we need from him.” I reached up and pushed her gun down so it was aimed at the floor now, before turning to Snake.

      “How we doing outside?” I asked down the comms unit.

      “All being very good boys and girls,” Rusty replied.

      “Good to hear. We’ll be out of here soon.” I lifted my rifle, aiming it at Snake. “Won’t we? You kept video files of every sex crime you committed,” I said to him.

      “Too good not to take mementoes,” he said with a giggle.

      “That means you’ve got a whole bunch more somewhere. Not videos, but files on Rush, its manufacture and distribution.”

      “That what you want?” He went to reach into his pocket, but all of our guns snapping up to aim at him stopped him. “Fuck, I got a bag of the shit in my pocket. You can—”

      “Not what we want,” Jax snapped. “The business dealings, who’s making it, moving it, selling it, that shit. That’s what we need.”

      “Ahh and if you don’t get it, you’ll kill me?” Snake cackled then, flopping back against the couch. “Too fucking bad. That shit is all locked up so you may as well—”

      The sound of the bullet firing was surprisingly quiet, despite me having screwed the suppressor on myself, but seeing it fire, Stevie having squeezed off a bullet that went smashing into Snake’s knee, still had me spinning around. Snake screamed, high and thin like a dying animal, but he wasn’t. He’d wish he was. Knee capping was one of the most painful wounds you could get that wouldn’t kill you, but it hit no major arteries, so he wouldn’t bleed out. He screamed and screamed, the sound of it something we had to stop right now before the neighbours were alerted, when Stevie stepped forward.

      “Don’t, beautiful…”

      The words were out of my mouth without thinking because she shoved the muzzle of her gun into his mouth, forcing it deeper when he gagged. Saliva fell in strings, the man’s guts lurching, but the vomit had nowhere to go as she pushed harder.

      “I try not to think about it,” she said, perfectly crisp. “I make myself think of something else each time the memories surface, but now I’m here, with you? I can’t stop them; I don’t want to. I see you holding me down. I feel your pathetic little cock in my mouth, forced down my throat. I know the fear you feel right now, of trying to breathe, but you can’t.” She leaned in then. “And I’ll give you the advice you gave me. Breathe through your nose.”

      His nostrils worked hard, trying to suck in air, but there was little that could get around the gun lodged in his throat, the man going redder by the second.

      “I’ll let her choke you,” Ronan said, moving closer, before pulling out a knife from the sheath strapped to his thigh. “I’ll cut off that scrap you call a manhood and then let her shove it down your throat and see how you like it. But I don’t have to, not if you give us what we want.” Snake’s throat worked, as if he would answer us, but he couldn’t.

      “Pull back, Stevie,” Jax said in a calm voice. “Let him speak. We need this intel.”

      She jerked away and as soon as she did, vomit splattered on the polished marble floor, Snake’s breaths coming in noisy gasps.

      “Locked room…” he panted out. “Retinal display.”

      “Now this is the problem with kneecapping someone early in a negotiation,” Ronan told her in a matter-of-fact tone. “We need to move him to a new location and he can’t walk. No matter.”

      My brother reached out and grabbed a big handful of the man’s white blond hair, using it as a handle of sorts to haul him up from the couch, the man’s screams hoarse and raspy now, blessedly muted. But rather than force him to walk forward on his blown out knee, Snake was dragged along the ground, leaving a bloody trail in his wake.

      “Where to, fucker?” Ronan asked. “Because my castration knife is itching to come out.”

      “You have a knife just for cutting men’s dicks off?” Stevie asked. “How did I not know that was a thing?”

      “I use this curved one,” Ronan replied with a grin. “Digs into their groin muscles as I cut them.”

      “So cool.”

      But before they could continue the conversation, Snake mumbled some directions and Ronan used them to drag our prey further into the house.

      

      “You were terrified of bringing Stevie,” Jax muttered to me.

      “Not terrified. Wary.”

      “Yeah, well, you were off base. Breathe in.”

      I did as he suggested, smelling the vomit, the blood and something else. Something entirely our mate. I’d become used to the smell of her arousal, that sweet, almost peachy scent having me hard as a stone in seconds. It’d gotten to the point that stone fruit season created embarrassing reactions in me each bloody year, but right now? Drowning out all the other stinks of this place, that sweet fruity scent was so damn thick in the air I could taste it on my tongue. Because Stevie watched everything that Ronan did, dragging the man down the hallway, Snake’s legs leaving a bloody smear as they went, right up until we came to our destination.

      “Smile for the fucking camera, cunt,” Ronan said, hauling Snake up and jamming his face into the retinal scanner, a part of the wall sliding open to reveal a mother lode.

      I knew a command centre when I saw one. I shouldered forward, taking in the screens and the computer set up before staring down at Snake. He was making strange little incoherent noises, something that made Stevie smile. I didn’t fucking care what it took for her to do that, every time she did my heart swelled to what felt like ten times the size. But I couldn’t focus on that, not yet.

      “Passwords, fuckhead,” I barked at him and Snake twitched in Ronan’s grip. He tried to mumble something, but none of us could work out what he was saying, so Jax provided an incentive.

      “I want to splatter your fucking brains all over the walls, leaving a message for your brothers to see when they get here. I am fucking dying to pull this trigger. So tell my brother what your fucking user name and password are or so help me…”

      Snake’s head rolled on his shoulders as he strove to do just that, my fingers moving across the keyboard as I typed in every letter, number and symbol he described.

      And then I was in.

      I had a one terabyte flash drive on my keyring and I slid it into the port of the computer now, creating a mirror of the hard drive and all the other drives attached to it, while searching through the browser history. Page after page of fucking disturbing and illegal porn was there, but more than that. Online distribution hubs, encrypted emails, I downloaded what I could and screenshotted the rest, moving like lightning. Then I deployed the last tactic. The computer was connected to a Spencer created closed network that I was willing to bet didn’t use the internet at all to pass information, but rather relied on a series of interconnected devices operated by those with the required level of clearance. A tricky little bit of malware a Ukrainian outfit had developed for me was downloaded onto that closed network, hopefully allowing me to open it up when I wanted to.

      “You boys done with your little games upstairs?” came Blue’s voice through the comms unit. “Daylight is coming fast and we want to be clear of here before the sun is up.”

      I jerked the flash drive free, not sure if it’d done its job, but the dads were right, we needed to wrap this shit up.

      Which left the matter of Snake.

      I hated this part of the plan, but Jax had spoken to me in the morning and insisted, so I turned to Stevie, staring into the omega’s eyes.

      “He hurt you, beautiful,” I said. “We might feel second-hand pain at what he did, but you bore the brunt of it. We need to take Snake out.” Her grip tightened on her handgun. “And we can do that for you.”

      “Or..?”

      She returned my stare steadily.

      “Or you can do it. Get it done quickly, as we need to be away.”

      But as soon as I said the first word, she raised her gun, pressing it against Snake’s forehead.

      “Beg,” she ordered, her voice containing a ring that was so damn close to an alpha’s bark, it might as well have been. Snake’s mouth moved, garbled sounds coming out, but she over rode him. “Beg for your fucking life, you piece of shit. Beg like you made me—” Her throat choked on that and Snake made a similar sound, deep in his chest. His words came faster and faster, mangled pleas and platitudes all jumbling up in one incoherent mess before she cut through it. “No, I won’t spare you, because you didn’t spare me. No, I won’t go easy on you or show compassion, because you gave me nothing. You used me over and over and the only thing I feel right now is an irritation that I can’t do the same to you, you rapey piece of shit.”

      Snake’s life ended in a short, sharp bang, his eyes going wide, his brains splattered far further than I had hoped, forcing the three of us to flick our hands to dislodge the mess.

      “Beautiful, we need to talk about getting everyone out of range,” Ronan said, taking the gun from her. “Because blowing someone’s brains out is literally that. Fuck…”

      “We’ve gotta go—” I said, right as the musical tones of a video call came through the computer speakers. I stepped closer to the screen, the timing of this impeccable.

      “There’s cameras,” Jax said, pointing to the ones inset into the roof that somehow we’d missed and that had me clicking on the button to accept the call.

      “So you got rid of my brother?” Jack Spencer smiled on the screen, flicking his eyes around to take the lot of us in. “Wasn’t really a challenge though, was it? Take the fucking lot of them out. Each one of them is a waste of space.” His focus settled on Stevie. “I’d give the lot of them up for another night with your omega.”

      “You’ll never get your fucking hands on her,” I snarled.

      “Maybe.” Jack shrugged nonchalantly. “We’ve all got our aces tucked up our sleeves. I’m pretty sure I know what yours are, but you don’t know mine. Now, if you want to walk free of this to play another day, you might want to scoot along. The police are on their way.”

      “Son!” came a crackle from the comms unit.

      I ended the video call and then moved like lightning, my brothers, my mate following hot on my heels. By the time we reached the front of the house, our dads were ushering Snake’s guests out onto the road, their hands still bound behind their backs. And we strode out the gates after them, down the road before reaching our cars.

      “Get in the back,” Stevie ordered Ronan, slamming him against the side of our car before tugging his mouth down on hers.

      “Knew she was one of ours,” Rusty said, jerking his bandana down and winking at me. “Better get going, kids, because I think this is gonna be a bumpy ride. Post homicidal fucking is the hottest.”

      The back of the car was opened and Ronan scrambled to lay the seat down, our omega crawling in after him, just leaving me and Jax to look on.

      “We’ve gotta go,” my brother said as the wail of the sirens got louder. “Those guests will slow the cops down, but not for long.”

      So as Stevie wrenched Ronan’s pants down, I was forced to watch her slap his hard cock into her palm, right before I shoved the boot door down. Jax and I were in the car seconds later and then pulling off the side of the road, travelling at a sedate pace when the explosion happened.

      “Didn’t want to leave anything for the cops to find.” Donk’s voice came down the comms unit, the sound of my other fathers’ laughter tinny through the speaker and when I looked up? That big expensive house was a fucking flaming wreck. Car alarms were ringing up and down the streets, people no doubt stumbling out of bed to take a look and as if in counterpoint to that, I heard my brother’s moan.

      “Fuck, Stevie, yes, just like that…”

      Fuck, I was an accessory to a murder and an arson attack, but right now I was pissed I was rock hard at the sound of my mate fucking my brother. I flicked on the indicator and disappeared down the nearest side street, the dads going in the opposite direction. We’d rendezvous at the bunker, but not before Jax and I were witnesses.

      “Need to fuck you,” Stevie snarled, more wolf than woman right now.

      “Fuck yes, Stevie.” Ronan said her name like it was a prayer, an invocation, right before the sound of his pants filled the car.
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      It felt like I’d been waiting for this moment my whole fucking life.

      I reached up and dragged Ronan’s mouth down to where it belonged, on my mouth. He bent for me, right up until our lips were about to touch, grinning rather than kissing me.

      “Need something, omega?”

      Fucking sexy alphas with deep sexy voices.

      But it wasn’t the alpha I was reaching for, but Ronan, just Ronan. I went up on tiptoes and his arms went around to steady me, that smile disappearing and something much more real appearing.

      I kissed Ronan, kissed the man and the alpha, I kissed his soul. Our lips parted, mouths opened, letting each other in, because when we weren’t working so fucking hard against it, it was all we wanted to do. So it didn’t matter what his tongue was doing or mine, but this. That we were together, joined, welding our bodies tighter and tighter until I felt the shake in his hand as he stroked it down my face.

      “Now?”

      Just one tiny little question from Ronan, but it held everything in it, because there’d be no going back after this. We wouldn’t be able to pretend we didn’t mean that much to each other and as my eyes burned with unshed tears I found myself wanting that so very much.

      “Now.” He let out a shaky breath, then I nodded. “I need to claim you.”

      “Finally…” he hissed, my hands trying to move too fast, fumbling at his belt. But when he tried to take over, I knocked his hands away, some primal fear that he would bring this all to a stop kicking in. I had to yank his buckle open and pull his belt free. I had to unbutton his jeans and then slide down his zip. But when I reached inside and palmed his rigid cock, it was for him as much as me.

      “Get in the back.”

      My order was hoarse, ragged, my wolf pushing me hard. She’d felt vindicated by everything that happened in Snake’s house, but this? She couldn’t trust me to follow through. He smiled then, cocky as you like, but he did just that, shoving the back seat down and then sprawling out on the expansive cargo bay of the car like he was a spoil of war.

      And I guess in some ways he was.

      I followed him in, crawling over him, my eyes feeling like they ate up the sight of him, filling something that had been aching for so fucking long. But when I unclasped his bulletproof vest, when I shoved up his shirt beneath to reveal his bronzed skin, I traced my fingers across his abs almost absently, lost in the sensation, the shape of him.

      “You gonna take me?” His voice was raspy as I wrapped my hand around his cock. “You gonna take all of me, beautiful girl. Because that’s what I fucking need. It beats inside me like a heartbeat, because that’s where you are.” He clawed his jacket and shirt off, leaving his chest bare and then raked his fingers across the scabbed letters he carved into his chest. “It’s why I cut your name in here, because that’s the only place you’ll ever be with me. In my heart. You’re fucking everything, Stevie and—”

      I wanted to hear all of his heated words, but I couldn’t right now. Whatever rode me dug its heels in hard, spurs cutting, until I touched him. I fell down onto my hands as the car rocked. I hadn’t even registered that the engine started, as apparently we were driving away from the scene of the crime, but all I felt was him.

      Our mouths knocked together by the movement of the car, our lips pressed hard, taking the imprint of our fangs. His body hardening, mine growing slick until I was forced to pull my lips away and start raking at my own clothes, unable to tolerate the feel of them for a second longer.

      “Stevie…”

      Ronan went to push my hands away, but in my overheated state I took that to be an attempt to stop me and nothing would now. The moment I pulled that trigger I put a line between past me and the present, each one an entirely separate person. And this Stevie? She knew who her mate was, who she needed and she would have him, no matter what and I made that clear in my snarl.

      “Let me.”

      Ronan’s words contained so much, a promise that he would remove the obstacles now and any that might crop up in the future, even if he had to use his gun, his knife, to remove them. So when I arched my back slightly, inviting him to do as he asked, I was agreeing to a whole lot more. The flak jacket was pulled off over my head and then my t-shirt was shoved up, my bra cups as well, my nipples pulling tight in the cool air. But more than a kiss pressed to my breastbone, he didn’t do anything to capitalise on the ground given, moving down to unbutton my jeans, his eyes on me the whole time, searching my face, reading my responses until he reached down and worked my jeans down my hips.

      “Don’t.” He grunted that as my hand wrapped around his cock, but his eyes fell closed and his breath came hard and fast through his nose. I ignored his protest, stroking the long, hard, thick length of him. “No, Stevie, I’m too fucking close and if I come anywhere, its inside you.” His eyes flicked open again as he stared into mine. “I need you to take my cock, every fucking inch of it and I need to knot you.”

      “Yes,” I said, feeling something twist tighter and tighter inside me. “Yes, that—”

      “And when you do, I need to sink my fucking fangs into your flesh—”

      “Ronan!”

      Both our heads jerked backwards to see Jax was halfway out of his passenger side seat, then was sprawled next to us.

      “You can’t—”

      I slapped a hand across Jax’s mouth, feeling the shape of his jaw, the stubble against my palm, but with it came a blessed silence.

      “You can’t,” I echoed his words but with quite different intent. “You can’t keep telling me what to do, nor your brother. You can’t try and step in between me and my mate. I choose him.” A sharp sucking in of breath drew my attention back to Ronan and I found him staring down at me wide-eyed. “I choose you. I always will, you know that.” But by his expression Idiscovered he found that hard to believe, a feeling I knew well. “I’ll let you carve your name into my breast if that’s what you need.” I frowned slightly. “Kinda wish you had less letters in your name though.”

      “I’ve never wanted my knife in your flesh, ever.” Ronan shot Jax a dark look. “I never want to hurt you beyond this.”

      Beyond his bite, that went unspoken, because we didn’t need to articulate it. We just knew. Everything had been leading to this moment, everything.

      “The world feels like a fucking mess to me,” Ronan said, staring into my eyes. “Too much and not enough, but not you. Never you. There’s no one else in the world for me, but you, Stevie. You’re the bright star I use to navigate through a whole lot of darkness and now I want to make you mine.”

      The wolf and the woman pulled away from Jax and used the grip she had on Ronan’s neck to roll him back down and under us, our now bared thighs sliding over his hips until we felt his hard length nestle within our folds.

      “Yes…” I hissed.

      “I’m too close for you to touch me. I feel like a fucking keg that’s gonna explode, but you?” Ronan’s hands slid between my legs, issuing a low growl of approval at what he found. “Are so fucking wet.”

      “For you,” I corrected, liking the play of his fingers, but wanting something more.

      I reached down and gripped his cock by the base, rising up, my head bumping on the ceiling of the car as I rubbed the head of his cock against the place that ached for him.

      “Now?” There was something heartbreaking in that comment, all the longing and need that was a twin of my own injected into one word, but all I could do was nod. My body wasn’t quite ready, it usually took some foreplay and more importantly, some stretching, for me to take alpha cock, but as I sank down, the way my body fought to take him seemed good and right.

      “Now…” I said, flexing my hips.

      “Fuck… Fuck…” Ronan’s hands slapped on my hips as if to stop me from pulling away, but I never, ever would, not after this. I craved that sharp stab of him, opening me up, forcing himself inside, making a space for him inside me, one where we joined.

      My hands slid into his and I felt them lock together as I turned to stare at Jax.

      “This is happening. Ronan is mine.”

      “Fuck yes, I am,” the man himself growled.

      “And you can either get the fuck out of the way or—”

      I didn’t get to finish that sentence, Jax’s hand snaking out to grab my neck, using it to pull me as close as he could before he slammed his mouth down on mine.

      Jax was always the good one, the one with an easy smile and a similar manner. He was the glue between the polar opposites of his two brothers, but right now I felt like I met a different part of him. One who’s fingers bit cruelly into my scalp, who wouldn’t let me pull away for a second as he plundered my mouth. One who kissed my lips until they were swollen and bleeding from a tiny bite mark. One that made me smile when he finally pulled away.

      “Fuck…” Ronan growled. “You’re choking my dick, beautiful. Did my brother do something right for once?”

      “Maybe.” I shot Jax a challenging look. “We’ll have to see.”

      But when my focus returned to Ronan, it felt like it took on quite a different air. His smile faded, all the people we’d been pretending to be shucked off, because when my hips moved, his mouth fell open, his eyes, his expression telling me exactly how he felt. A desire that was a twin of mine, I was willing to bet.

      Ronan wasn’t content to just take what I was giving, his hands slapping down on my hips as he thrust up, our bodies slamming together. And each pulse had my clit crushing into his knot, sending explosive waves of pleasure through me. One I couldn’t help but reach for, over and over, our bodies moving as one in a long galloping motion, but while I would never forget the feel of Ronan inside me, it wasn’t enough.

      “You’re gonna take me,” he ground out, the cords in his neck standing proud. “You’re gonna take all of me, aren’t you, omega?”

      “Fuck’s sake, Ronan…” Ash started to say and for just a second I let my eyes flick up, meeting his in the rear vision mirror, holding his gaze for longer than it was safe, so he was forced to watch the moment I started to take his brother’s knot.

      I hope he didn’t watch for too long, Jax’s hand slapping down on top of ours as I started to move with an instinctual knowledge. I was an omega, made for just this, to part, to take everything my alpha had to give, to envelope the most tender part in him, even as the most beautiful of aches started up. Our teeth locked down, frustrated little groans trickling through, right up until I felt that explosive moment when my body relented and let him in, the hard lump of him locking down behind my pelvic bone.

      “Stevie…”

      Ronan was wide-eyed, panting hard, looking like he’d been poleaxed right now and that’s when I struck. If I was his star, he was my sweet darkness, a side of myself I embraced thoroughly as I slammed my mouth into Ronan’s neck and my jaws clamped down.

      Alphas traditionally are the ones to do the biting, but I guess we had an unconventional pack and so it made sense the job fell to me. I had to, the ache in my fangs and the other in my jaw didn’t ease until I tasted his blood, felt his flesh give beneath me. And while I marked him as mine, his arms went around me, cradling close, holding me so gently as I completed this savage act.

      “Fuck, Stevie…” he whispered, over and over and that’s when it all came to a head. Like a match thrown on dry tinder, it felt like a fire burned through him, through me, eating up all of the shit of before and just leaving this.

      “My mate…” I gasped out finally and he held me tighter then.

      “Aways,” he agreed. “Fucking always.”
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      Ronan held me close the whole ride home. We were locked together, his knot only going down when we rolled into the underground car park in the bunker, his cum splattering my thighs as he pulled free. He looked around for his shirt to clean up the mess when Jax handed him a bundle.

      “Here.”

      Jax couldn’t seem to stop looking at the bleeding mark on his brother’s neck. I’d bitten hard, deeper than needed and didn’t Ronan look like the cat who got the cream as a result. But he moved carefully, cleaning me up in time for Ash to jerk open the back door of the car.

      “We need to talk,” he announced.

      “Not right now we don’t,” Ronan said, pulling down my shirt for modesty’s sake, then carrying me out of the car. The dads all had raucous things to say about that, but I couldn’t hear it, not as Ash scowled. “I’m going into my room with my mate to celebrate smoking that cunt’s arse. Don’t bother waking us in the morning because we’ll be sleeping late.”

      It was as if what happened blasted away all reticence in Ronan, something reinforced when he kicked his bedroom door shut and then laid me down on his bed.

      “If you’re too sore—?”

      “I’m not,” I replied.

      “If you just want to cuddle—”

      “You’ll give me that as well.”

      I loved being able to say that with certainty now, because I felt it, beating deep and true in my heart. Ronan would be my everything, if I wanted.

      “Yes, I will,” he said, as if he heard my very thoughts, then kissed my mouth before I could ask questions, making it a much slower, more thorough than before. In the car it’d been a kind of battle fever, but now? He paused for just a moment, staring into my eyes, as if he wanted me to witness this moment of vulnerability. “Anything for you, beautiful.” But there was a question in his eyes as he slid my shirt up slowly enough for me to stop him and I answered by pulling it off, flicking open my bra clasp and then pulling that free too. He nodded then, kissing me again before pulling back to remove what was left of his clothes before I stopped him.

      I wanted to be the one to do it now, all of the things. To pull his clothes on when we went to take down my enemies and then peel away the blood soaked cloth when we were done. He was my warrior, the knife in my hand, and I pressed a kiss to his hip bone, his hand sliding down to cup my head when I did, watching me when I pulled back. I worked his jeans lower, unable to look away until I had him stripped bare, his eyes narrowing when I licked a stripe up the entire length of his cock.

      “No, Stevie, not—”

      Any protest was choked off as I swallowed him down, his cock feeling like it hadn’t gone soft for a second. I didn’t finesse it, didn’t play with long, slow sucks, doing my best to swallow as much of him as I could, needing it, that connection again, right as he pulled me free.

      “I don’t need that. I love it,” he amended, slightly sheepish. “But I am already so fucking hard. Your scent is in my nose and it’s so fucking sweet. My mouth is watering for it.” My brows creased slightly. “You’re gonna let me taste you, aren’t you, omega?”

      “But I’m full of your—”

      His grin was lopsided as he tilted his head.

      “Can’t let a little creampie get in the way of going down on my girl. If you had any idea how often I dreamed about it, you’d know how little I cared…” His eyes seemed to turn into liquid fire right then, his smile fading. “I made a mess, now make me clean it up.”

      As my hand snapped out, my clit throbbed traitorously. I could almost feel his tongue along my folds right now and when my pathetic attempt at protesting was brushed aside, the real me was able to surface. The one that was hungry for everything he had to give, wanting, no, demanding he did everything he described and more. She grabbed a bunch of his hair, he smiled as he made a show of resisting, even as his eyes rolled up to meet mine as I ‘forced’ him down between my legs. I swung one over his shoulder, his eyes heating as I was split open for him.

      “I’m all sticky, Ronan,” I said, playing this game purely on instinct. “I need to get clean. Maybe I should have a shower?”

      “The fuck you will.” That growl was the only warning I got as he tugged me closer, right to the edge of the bed, before he buried his face in me.

      Ronan had never done this for anyone else. A selfish part of myself smiled viciously at that. He was mine, all fucking mine and damn me, if he didn’t know exactly what to do. My clit was still hypersensitive after we’d rocked each other’s worlds, so he teased at the hood, brushing his tongue around it, rather than across it. But then he dropped lower, spreading my thighs as wide as they would go, shoving his tongue back inside a channel that ached for more.

      I’d hurt in the morning. I always did after taking a knot, but it was a sensation I craved. It was the ghost of something amazing, living on in my body until it faded, reminding me of everything I’d done. So when his too soft, too mobile tongue sucked my slick from the source, there was a promise of more to come, right up until I started to squirm. Ronan read me perfectly, seeming to detect the exact point where blood started rushing to my clit, prompting it to swell with pleasure, rather than shy away from it, so that when he flicked his tongue across it, I forced him back for more. He ate me like a fucking animal, hungry and demanding, nipping and sucking and licking me until I couldn’t take it anymore and I forced him up.

      “Come on my face,” he told me, chin glistening. His eyelids were at half mast, his expression hazy, as if he was half drugged by me and didn’t I know how that felt? “Do that and then I’ll fuck you through another.”

      “No.”

      He blinked at that, seeming to come back to himself, and I leaned in then, kissing him hard before licking myself off his face.

      “I feel like I’ve been waiting for your knot all my life and now I’ve had it once, fate will step in and snatch you away. I can’t come on your fingers or your tongue, not yet. not until I can be sure you’ll still be there when I’m done.” I snorted then at my own stupidity, but it didn’t stop the words from coming out. “If you knot me—”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” He nodded at that, having ended my sentence and made me a promise in the same instance. I scrambled onto the bed then, moving to my hands and knees, but he turned me over, laying me down so I was forced to watch him as he shuffled forward and into the space between my legs. “And I won’t. Not now.”

      He pressed his cock down, rubbing it slowly through my folds, nudging my clit until I was forced to squirm, ready to claw him closer.

      “I’ve got a room full of weapons.” He nodded to the walls around us. “And the skills to take down most fucks, including the ones who hurt you.” He paused then, waiting to see what mentioning the Spencers would do to me, but he needn’t have worried. No one got to be in this room with us, only me and my mate. “No one’s gonna take me away from you ever again.”

      Well, at that I reached up and dragged him down on top of me, needing the heavy weight of him to anchor me to the bed. I felt airy, weightless, too full of everything, him, until I felt the head of his cock brush against me. That was the only warning I got before my leg was hooked around his waist and he drove himself into me.

      “Fuck…” I gasped. “I’ll never get used to that.” As if in answer he drew back and then thrust harder into me. “Tell me it’ll be always be like this, that nothing will ever get between us again.”

      “Never,” he vowed, right before he thrust again. “You’re mine, omega, for good or for bad and I’ll burn down the world before I ever let you go again.”

      But as Ronan was ruining me for all other men, we had a silent witness waiting at our door, just staring at the surface of it, as if it would give him the answer he wanted.

      Ash.
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      “What the fuck are you doing, son?” Blue asked me, trying to turn me around, but I wouldn’t.

      I tried to shake his hand off, but his grip tightened, forcing the issue. It was either meet his eyes or fight it out, so I chose the path of least violence. What had happened today left me empty and hollow. I was glad we’d put an end to Snake. The man was a fucking animal of the lowest order, but… I never took pleasure from other people’s pain, not like Ronan or…? I looked over at Jax with a question in my eyes, but my brother just shook his head and walked off into the complex.

      “Ronan has Stevie,” Blue said in the same tone he used to make me see fighting with my brothers as a kid was a bad idea. “She’s claimed him.” He didn’t even need to confirm that, because he knew. It’d been what he would’ve done if it were Mum in the car, not Stevie. “She knows what he is and she claimed him anyway.”

      No, Dad, I wanted to snap. She claimed him because of what he is.

      The look in her eyes when she squeezed off the trigger, blowing out Snake’s knee, the smile on her face when she watched Ronan drag the alpha’s battered body across the floor. The scent of her arousal. I’d spent my life denying myself and my brothers everything our omega had to offer, thinking I had to protect her, but… I frowned hard then. She was just as bad as Ronan.

      Or just as good, my wolf growled.

      “If you want to be a creepy cunt and loiter outside your brother’s room, then listen,” Blue ordered. He grabbed me by the scruff of my neck, hauling me over to the door and pressing my face against it. “I really don’t want to, because to me Stevie’s still that kid that used to come creeping into the house, looking for a safe place to hide. But you? You can’t see her that way if you want her for your mate. She’s a woman now, and while me and the boys can ignore that, you can’t.”

      I shoved him off me, straightening up, but sure enough, I could hear the muffled sounds from behind the door, knew they were of pleasure as my cock punched against my zipper, wanting out. We wanted to rip the fucking door down, tear Stevie away from our murderous brother and then right when she was gasping from pleasure we gave her, we’d… I could see it clear as a bell inside my mind. I’d offer her back to Ronan, because I couldn’t deny either of them anything.

      “Come and have a beer with your dads,” Blue said, his tone softening.

      “I don’t want—”

      “I’m not fucking asking, son.”

      

      So that’s how I came to be sitting around our conference room table, a fresh cold bottle of beer pressed into my hand. I twisted off the lid and sucked down a few swallows as Jax and the rest of my dads chuckled.

      “So Ronan’s balls deep in his mate?” Rusty asked with a wicked grin. “Knew it’d be him first. Chip off the old block, that boy.”

      “Hopefully he lasts longer than you,” Donk shot back. “Oh Lois…” he gasped in a breathy voice, then made a rude sound, his gesture mimicking a man ejaculating prematurely.

      “Better than you, Donkey Dick,” Rusty shot back. “Our mate just about ran out the door in fear at the sight of your fucking love club.”

      “And how she fucking loves it,” Donk replied with a wink.

      “Can we stop talking about fucking my mother,” I said with a hiss, tipping the beer back and drinking down the rest. “I need a shower and some sleep—”

      “And to get your fucking head out of your arse,” Gun said, leaning forward. They all did. Jax and I looked around the table and realised what this was.

      We’d had ‘the talk’ about the birds and the bees early when Stevie revealed as an omega and many more afterwards, making clear what we needed to do to protect her. It’s why we’d been sent out to our grandparents’ farm for her first heat. They knew our teenaged instincts were already kicking our arse around her and at the scent of her heat? The dads had made sure no one came around the house to trouble her, but that included us too. We’d knot her, bite her and claim her without a fucking thought and Mum hadn’t thought that was right.

      “Stevie hasn’t had a chance to be herself, living with that mother of hers,” she told us. “Don’t take that away from her as well. Love needs to be something freely given and with your whole heart, not just instincts kicking in. Wait until she’s ready.”

      And now she was and it was all too late.

      “You’re thinking about what your mum told you,” Blue said with a shake of his head. “She’s a good woman, your mother. You know none of us will say a word against her.” There was a low rumble of agreement around the table. “We’ll never love another woman, but…”

      He let out a sigh.

      “Your mum was born to be a beta, coming from a nice, normal middle-class family. She never expected to become an omega and part of her resists being one still.” I frowned as I stared at my father, never having heard this before. “She understands the world as a beta, which isn’t always a bad thing.”

      “Except now.” Rusty’s fingers peeled the label from his beer bottle, before he looked at me, then Jax, with a slow smile. “Trouble is, we’re not your ordinary garden variety wolf shifter either.”

      “You mean what’s wrong with Ronan?” I said, my interest piqued now, the weight of weariness being shrugged off.

      “There’s nothing fucking wrong with Ronan,” Rusty insisted.

      “So when he beat that kid half the death in our second year of primary school?” I snapped. “When he took on whole groups of beta boys in high school, and then beat the fucking shit out of them for fun? There was nothing wrong with that?”

      I remembered going to parent-teacher meetings with Mum, seeing her pale face and eyes red rimmed, as she got the news from the school principal. I remembered coming home, going to her door when I heard her sobbing. I remembered her intense conversations as she told me all the ways I could control Ronan, making me my brother’s keeper.

      If I could just keep Ronan from doing what came natural to him, all would be well.

      “For the vast majority of history, what Ronan is would be an asset,” Rusty told me, his eyes brightest green as he stared at me. “Boy’s a fucking warrior.”

      My dad’s all nodded in agreement at that, awakening yet another ache in my chest. I’d waited for the moment when they described me like that, in those terms, wanting it so fucking much when I was a kid, but nope, their focus was almost always on Ronan. But as if in recognition of that, Rusty nodded to Jax and then me.

      “And so are the two of you, if you can get your heads out of your arses. Your mother gave us good advice about Stevie. We wanted to bring her into our house, kick that fucking mother of hers to the curb, but she made clear it’d just be seen as grooming, us serving up a vulnerable girl on a platter for our sons to mate. We thought things could be resolved in Stevie’s first heat, but Lois told us how frightening it can be, how fucking overwhelming and a girl, who’d been shown little kindness in her life, could misconstrue what sending the three of you over the fence would be. But just as we were fucking clueless about how to deal with the situation your omega was living in, your mother has no idea how to be an alpha.”

      “Just how to be with an alpha,” Donk said with a wink.

      “We’ve stood by and watched you look after Stevie’s place, make sure she’s safe, that she knows how to look after herself,” Rusty continued. “But there’s no technological solution to the situation your mate is in now. Who killed this Snake fucker?”

      “She did,” I replied. “So I’m not sure if Stevie needs anything from us.”

      “Good girl.” Rusty’s smile was a vicious one. “But this was an easy one. Those Spencers gave up that boy without a fight, the security they had at that house was pathetic and you know it.”

      I’d wondered at that, hoping it was just a sign of Snake’s arrogance, eschewing the security measures his fathers insisted on from complacency. But that wasn’t likely when I remembered Jack’s conversation. I relayed the fucker’s words to my dads and watched them react.

      “So it seems reasonable to assume that you’d be able to take out the other brothers without too much effort, but that Jack?” Blue stared intently at me. “You’ll need every trick you’ve got up your sleeve to take him out. And some of ours.”

      I knew what he was talking about. Like a lot of kids that had been nagged by their parents over and over about the same thing, I stiffened, straightening up in my chair, prepared to stare my father’s down.

      “I know what you’re fucking thinking,” Blue said, holding out his hands as if to ward off my complaints. Before I’d even got a chance to voice them, again. “It didn’t go well before and you boys were a bit young for it. You’re softer than we were at the same age.”

      Because my fathers had grown up under the draconian rule of our grandfathers, that was the way they told it, while we had it easy. I snorted at that, reaching for my beer, then remembering it was empty.

      “You want us to try and channel this Ulfhednar thing,” I drawled with about all the scorn I could muster. Pretending to be wolf warriors from an alleged Norse history was not going to get us through this.

      “That’s what you called it,” Blue said, stabbing his finger into the air. “Going running off to your books to try and understand something you couldn’t. Maybe you still can’t.”

      I had a smart retort right there, ready to be said. I always did, but right before my mouth moved, I heard that muffled sound. It couldn’t be Stevie, not in here, so it was the memory of it that stopped me.

      She was mine. I forgot that sometimes, getting caught up in all the other bullshit, but she’d claimed Ronan now, so there was nothing more to protect her from but the Spencers. My dads watched me look them over, their smiles widening, their eyes gleaming green.

      Right along with Jax’s.

      “I’m in,” my brother said. “If that’s what Stevie needs then I’m one hundred percent in.”

      “Good lad,” Blue said, clapping Jax on the shoulder and he turned to wait for my answer, missing the flush of pleasure on Jax’s face and that’s what decided things for me.

      Maybe we needed to bang some drums or do some primal scream therapy, something, anything to make our family realise that one of my pack wasn’t the devil and the other two didn’t have to be angels to make up for him.
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      Jax

      “Where do you keep the piss in this place?” Blue asked, going through the conference room cupboards.

      “In the credenza.” Ash watched Dad steadily, and that had my hackles rising. His voice, his eyes were so fucking devoid of emotion.

      Something he seemed to work very hard at.

      “What the fuck is a credenza? Oh, here it is.”

      “Got any whiskey?” Rusty asked, pulling a familiar leather pouch from his jacket. The thick resinous stink of weed filled the air as his hands moved with practised ease, breaking the buds up and then placing the fragments in a line along the rolling paper. “Doesn’t have to be that, but a drop of Jack Daniels would go down a treat.”

      “A drop…” Donk snorted. “These two will need more than that.”

      “So this is your fucking master plan?” Ash snapped, arms crossing. “Get us stoned, get us fucked up? Why am I not surprised?”

      “So why are you carrying on like a whiny bitch about it if you’re not surprised?” Rusty asked, then handed a joint and a lighter to me.

      There was an implied challenge there. My dad’s eyebrow rose slowly in question. Was I gonna suck it up or pussy out?

      “I managed to rip a ton of data from Snake’s computer. There has to be something in there that will help us destroy the Rush trade and bring the Spencers down,” Ash insisted.

      “Then go do that.” The words were out of my mouth without even thinking and when I took the joint, Rusty smiled slowly. “No one’s stopping you.”

      “So you’re gonna—?”

      My brother’s voice was cut off as I put the joint to my lips, tilting my head slightly to light it and then draw a deep breath in.

      Having biker dads meant we had pretty free access to whatever we wanted, which may explain why Ash was the way he was. In the absence of clear rules for us, he made them up himself. But there had been a time, when we were finishing off school, where we’d availed ourselves of our dads’ stash, sitting in the backyard watching the sun set and trying real hard not to jump over that fence… I held the smoke in, feeling the urge to cough, but able to suppress it before letting it all out.

      And it felt like something else came with it.

      As was often the case when I smoked, it felt like I saw things, perceived things far more intensely or not at all. All the aches in my bones faded away after the second toke, then the third, Rusty watching me the whole time before reaching over and plucking the joint from my fingers. It felt like the rolling paper whispered against my skin, that I could still hear the crackle of the burning joint in my ears, even before my dad took a drag. I watched the smoke spiralling lazily from the tip as Rusty held it between his fingers while divvying up the rest of the joints around the table. My dad cackled when I jumped, a glass brimming with dark golden liquid placed in front of me.

      “Drink up, son,” Gun said, then did the same for Ash.

      Boom.

      I heard my heart beat as loud as a drum in my ears as I reached for it, all the obedience that had been hammered into me making sure I did as I was told. I grasped the glass, smelling the sticky sweet scent cut through with volatile alcohol and then tipped it back and drank the lot.

      Only to immediately regret that decision.

      My throat fought it, the harsh liquor burning all the way down. I wanted to cough, splutter, spray this shit all over the table, but the raucous sounds of my dad’s laughter put paid to that. I couldn’t disappoint them. So it felt like I swallowed a mouthful of pure fire, the feeling only intensifying when it hit my gut. The fire spread, burning through my whole body as…

      Boom. Another heavy, slow heartbeat.

      “You could’ve sipped that,” Rusty said, smacking me on the back.

      Boom.

      “Looks like Jaxy is ready to get fucked up,” one of my other dads said, and I had to blink twice to see which one it was. Blue sent the bottle of Jack Daniels skidding along the table and I was sure it would go smashing off the edge, my reflexes seeming too slow, sluggish in comparison to my brain, but my hand snapped out, wrapping around the neck.

      Boom.

      My wolf paced inside me. I didn’t feel him often. I shifted into fur sometimes but it often felt like an afterthought. I’d struggled to control him when we were young and then when we left school? It was like I got too good at it, finding it hard to shift when I wanted to.

      Boom.

      My heart rate picked up as I uncapped the bottle.

      Boom.

      My dads’ smiles widened as I raised the bottle.

      “What’s…?”

      My tongue felt too big inside my mouth, which shouldn’t be true. I frowned then, gaze swinging from my brother to my fathers, searching for clues. But I saw concern in Ash and sharp, jagged smiles on my dads’ faces and none of that was what I wanted. The wolf whined, a plaintive weak sound that had me frowning. I was supposed to pour the drink into the glass, but as I moved, my hands felt too big, my movements imprecise.

      “What did you do to him?” Ash asked, staring at the joint being offered to him and then me. “He shouldn’t be this fucked up.”

      I didn’t hear the words so much as the anger, the irritation. That was what had me bringing the bottle to my lips.

      “Special blend, this is,” Rusty said, but I didn’t really hear that as I tipped my head back and drank the whiskey down.

      Boom. Boom.

      Flames flared brighter inside me, ones I fanned furiously as I plucked the last of the joint from my father’s grip. My skin actually burned now, the end of the joint too close to my fingers, but I took one last long drag, my lungs feeling like they expanded and kept on expanding to let the smoke in.

      Boom.

      The wolf’s whine turned into a snarl.

      Boom. Boom.

      I stared helplessly at my fingers, watching the fur prickle across them and then fade away in time with my breath, claws forming at the end.

      “He’s close, Jaxy boy?” My focus jerked sideways to see my father looming there, fangs flashing as he stared into my eyes. “He is, isn’t he? You’ve gotta let him out for this to work. All of him. Not just the wolf you can stand to live with. He exists on his own, is his own creature.”

      I felt my shift begin then, easy as breathing, muscles, bones snapping and rearranging until Rusty put a hand on my arm. Our lips peeled back at the attempt to prevent this. The wolf wanted out. He was sick of being stuffed down, ignored, but there was something reassuring in the way our dad gripped us so we just hovered in this half state, staring into his eyes.

      “Your grandfathers had us dancing around a fucking fire, drumming and some bullshit,” Rusty told me, the other dads snickering. “Performing some kind of sacred rite, but we found it's just a means to an end. Something to get you out of your head and bring you here. Look at your hands, son.”

      I did as he told me, always the good boy, but what I saw had my eyes widening. My fingers weren’t fingers anymore and they weren’t claws either. I was some strange combination of them both.

      “The ritual was just a means to strip all the human shit away for a time, but not to let the wolf out. You already know how to do that. It’s to create a place for the wolf and the man to coexist at the same time and—”

      A sharp bark jerked my attention sideways, a huge black wolf standing in the doorway, greeting me with a snarl. It looked fucking hostile, its fangs bared, its hackles raised, ready to tear me to pieces. So why did I get to my feet, the sound of voices, so many voices in my head clamouring for my attention? I pushed them all aside, taking one step, then another towards the wolf until its nerve broke and the bastard thing went running off.

      And I went with it.

      The wolf loped down the hall, past our mother, who was making tea in the kitchen, her cries ignored until we reached here. The wolf sniffed around the door, our brother’s door, then scratched at it, barking sharply, because she was behind it.

      Fuck, her scent was thick and heady, coating my tongue like honey and twice as sweet. Our claws raked across the door, creating great furrows in its surface before we twisted the door knob once, twice, then we felt something snap inside the mechanism. We slammed our palms against the door when that didn’t open it, then shoved our shoulder into it, the weight of our body forcing the wood to crack. We heard muffled voices, both inside the door and out, but none of them mattered when the door finally swung open because there she was.

      The one, our mate, our true north. Everything led to Stevie. I wanted to tell her that, my tongue still thick in my mouth, the words desperate to come out, even as I struggled to make a sound. I stared at her, all of her, as if burning the sight of her naked body into my retina would help me somehow, but she just smiled.

      “Hello, Jax.”
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      I stared at Jax then, though was it him or…? I couldn’t finish that sentence as I raked my eyes over the sweetest of the Kelly boys, not finding any of that easy manner right now. He looked… bigger, muscles thicker, arms held out wide, claws at the tips of his fingers, fur prickling all across his skin in waves, coming and going with his every breath. And then there were those bright green eyes.

      Jax looked feral and somehow that was fucking hot.

      I’d spent my life thinking he didn’t want me, didn’t need me, and yet here he was, clawing the door down to get to me. I went to step closer, but an arm wrapped around my waist.

      “Decided to get your head out of your arse, brother?” Ronan said, sliding a hand over my naked body, slowly enough to make whichever version of Jax we had in front of us snarl. I smiled at that. “Well, you don’t get to huff and puff and blow my door in to get my girl.”

      I shivered as I felt Ronan’s fingers rake along my flesh, old pleasures remembered and more promised, if I just… He nuzzled my neck, my head tilting sideways to give him better access, slick leaking from between my legs as a result. Jax watched this and that made him edge closer, his hands forming fists.

      To join us or to pull me away from Ronan. I’m not sure what scenario I wanted more, my wolf whining and pacing inside me at the sight of Jax’s coming so close to the surface. The sound of it had my feet shifting, unable to just let Ronan touch me, protect me.

      Probably because they always gave me the one thing I didn’t want. I never wanted their protection, just them, all of them. So I broke away from Ronan, loving the feel of his fingers as they grasped at me, wanting to stop me from taking a step further, even when he couldn’t.

      “See something you like, big guy?” I asked and then I reached out and smoothed a hand over Jax’s chest.

      “Stevie!”

      Ash shouted my name, the whole damn Kelly family swarming closer. I should’ve been ashamed. I was naked and covered with cum, another man’s blood and maybe some of his brains, but I didn’t care. I listened to the ragged sounds of Jax’s breath, knowing he was right on the edge…

      And ready for me to push him off.

      “You want me.” I dared to fucking say it, the thing I knew deep down, even if all the evidence said otherwise. Jax’s head nodded slowly. “You think I’m yours.” He snarled at that, but I just smiled. “Well, Ronan’s right, you have to prove yourself to get to me, so…”

      I stepped out of the room, away from Ronan, from all of them, my whole body winding tight in preparation for this. The wolf and I experienced a moment of perfect agreement. We wanted Jax, but we weren’t going to give him shit, not without a fight. He deserved that, to suffer, to struggle to get his hands on us, just like we’d fought the need for them every fucking day.

      “Stevie…”

      His voice wasn’t Jax’s anymore and lo and behold, neither was Ash’s. The calm controlled alpha seemed to fracture with every step he took towards us, his eyes going from blue to turquoise and now green. I’d never seen that before, my smile spreading wide at the sight of it.

      “Don’t take another step.” Ash’s voice vibrated with barely contained threat, but he wasn’t enough to scare me anymore. I just grinned in the face of his displeasure because his secret was out. His eyes watched me just as closely as Jax’s did, seeing every step I took away from them as an act of rebellion, one he so desperately needed to squash. Well, he wouldn’t right now, not without a damn fight.

      “Yeah?” I said, injecting all the challenge I could into my voice, the wolf howling her pleasure at this. Finally we were standing up to them. Finally we were pushing back, demanding their attention. “Make me.”

      I turned then, not willing to wait and watch their reactions, my feet, the wolf’s paws, moving as one, striding forward, then leaping, tearing through the complex and away from all of them, the joy of running vibrating through me. Our legs pumped, our hands sliced through the air as we raced through the living area, then down into the garage below, our feet only skittering to a stop when we reached the roller door that led to the outside.

      “Don’t.”

      Ash’s voice rang through the room, Jax and Ronan standing beside them and part of me wanted to be a good girl, to come to them and see what magic we could conjure between us.

      But the other part was fucking mad we hadn’t spent the last few years doing just that.

      I slapped my hand down on the green emergency exit, the roller door slowly rising, a smaller side door for just a person to step through swinging open.

      “Catch me if you can,” I said, before streaking through it.

      I kicked the door shut on my way out, knowing that wouldn’t stop them for long. The wolf and I worked in perfect tandem, picking up a dead branch and then trailing it behind us as we bolted for the stand of trees a few metres off to the left. The branch swept across our footsteps, covering them right up until we reached the trees and then we dropped it, really starting to run.

      There was a pleasure that came from moving, the machine of your body doing just what it was supposed to. It felt like I flew over the ground, barely disturbing the leaf litter under the trees, only the skitter of small lizards marking my passage. But I paused for a second, sucking in breaths, as I heard a long, drawn out howl.

      They were coming.

      I hadn’t realised it until then, but part of me didn’t think they would. Ronan, yes. He’d follow me anywhere, I knew that when I gave myself a moment to think, but the others? It felt like there were no guarantees. But that howl? I heard the other two’s twining with it, the combination of threat and intent making me shiver, then grin, before taking off. I plunged deeper and deeper into the trees, wanting, needing to get as far away from the three of them as possible.

      Let them hunt us, we thought. Let them find me if they can. Let them show me just how much they fucking want me. Let them declare that they are mine. So we strode forward, putting metres and metres between us, moving as silently as we could, until we came across a stream.

      They’d be able to track me from scent and displaced leaves, but no wolf nose could pick up a scent from moving water. I plunged into it, wincing at the sound, but then took off up the river. My feet gripped smoothed pebbles and clambered over rocks, moving in a series of long leaps rather than running now, slowing me down, right up until I found this. The howls were getting closer, my lead narrowing. A large cluster of boulders created a clearing in all the scrub and I eyed it, seeing plenty of promising spots to hide in. I leapt free of the water, clambering over them until I found a little hidey-hole.

      My heart thudded loud in my ears, my breath coming too fast, too noisily, but as I hid, crouched down in a gap between two rocks, I wondered if I’d hidden too well.

      Would they find me? What was I even doing, running away from the three of them? Surely there were better— The wolf shoved that rational train of thought to one side with a snarl. Her muscles locked down, coiled like a spring, waiting for this.

      Because she knew. That their feet would break twigs with a snap, crush dried leaves with their heels as they got closer and closer.

      “She’s around here,” one of them growled, their wolves riding them hard.

      “Clever using the stream.”

      “We did teach her—”

      I watched them approach with a weird combination of anticipation and fear, eyeing their bare feet right up until they got close enough to catch my scent. My body felt like a coiled spring, winding tighter, tighter, and then we were off.

      I caught their wide-eyed stares, the shock on their faces something I’d get myself off to over and over after this day was done, but I just laughed as I sped off in the opposite direction, leaping over the stream and into the scrub beyond.
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      The hunt was well and truly on now. I heard their shouts as I went careening forward, weaving between trees, ducking under slapping branches, not bothering to mask my progress now, because they knew right where I was. I heard their howls, their shouts, then their footsteps thundering through the undergrowth, forcing me to put on more speed, the muscles burning now with lactic acid.

      I had no way of outrunning them. I didn’t train hard enough or often enough to make a good showing of that, so I needed to think of another strategy. I scanned the landscape like a predator would, looking for something I could use to my advantage.

      There. That. The wolf directed me to a thicket of scrubby bushes, ones I could wriggle through with greater ease than the three of them could with their larger size.

      “Stevie!”

      Ash’s voice was full of alpha bark, stopping me right where I was, so I turned around, seeing the three of them stride forward, looking like an actual pack for the first time. Three sets of bright green eyes slid over my body, feeling like they were actually physically touching me.

      But they weren’t.

      “You’ve made your point,” Ash growled, blinking then, as if to dislodge whatever was shining through his eyes right now. “This ends now.”

      But as if in contradiction of that, Ronan and Jax stepped forward.

      “Not for them,” I said, a smile spreading across my face. “And not you either. What will you do if I take off again? Wait here for me to come to my senses?”

      I took a single step backwards. The moment when Ash’s eyes narrowed and his lips curled into a snarl, when he stopped being a sensible man and became a fucking wolf in the presence of his mate. It lightened something inside me. Didn’t stop me from moving though. I whirled away, tearing through the trees to dive right into the bushes.

      It was about now that I started to question my life decisions. Branches raked across my skin, lashed at my face and threatened to put out my eye, but I forced myself forward. If I was struggling, they had it so much worse, the sounds of their grunts and complaints music in my ears, right before I stumbled out and into the more sparsely vegetated forest.

      I ran away from them, in reality, in my heart, and as my legs took me further and further away, I felt something shift. Like a knot in a muscle, or a snarl of yarn, it was finally pulled free, I was free. I ran and ran, not even sure where I was now, running from the possibilities of us, the complexities and all of the hurt. I felt nothing but the ache of my muscles, the thud of my feet slamming into the earth, the rasp of air in my lungs and the burn as my whole body protested at the great demand I put upon it, right up until one of them grabbed me around the waist and yanked me around.

      The world swung with our momentum, my claws snicking out at the feel of him and my fangs were bared in a snarl, ready to bite, to claw whoever was stupid enough to try and take my freedom from me. Ash jerked backwards, missing one swipe, then another, which made me growl in frustration, but then when I had another go, Jax stepped forward.

      It felt like I watched inside my own head as my claws scored him, ripping his shirt to shreds, blood welling on all that once perfect skin. I paused where I was, panting, staring at the mess I’d made, but Jax’s expression didn’t change for a second, his eyes burning into mine as he stepped closer. I flexed my claws, showed him the blood there and made clear that more blood was still to come, but he kept on walking, forcing me to edge back. I snarled, we snarled out our warnings, but he just smiled, the fucking bastard, shaking his head slowly.

      “You got more in you, beautiful? Lay it on me, I can take it.” He ripped his shirt off, leaving it to fall in pieces to the ground, making clear just how much I’d hurt him.

      So why didn’t it feel like enough?’

      But when he grabbed my hand, setting my claws to his skin, I didn’t press my advantage, so he used that as a means to get closer and closer until we were toe to toe.

      “I see it now, what you need, what I should’ve been. I wanted to be safe, but I needed to be your safe place to land. So let it out, all of it.” He picked the other hand up and then put it on the broad expanse of his shoulder. “Mark me up until you’ve let every bit of that poison out of you, because you’re not carrying it anymore.”

      He dragged my fingers down his chest, the slower, more considered pressure just left red marks behind, but no actual blood welled, not unless I decided to curl my fingers and really dig my nails in.

      Hurting him slowly and with intent, conscious of exactly what I was doing.

      Tears pricked at my eyes, burning hot ones that felt like they seared my eye sockets as they fell, one then more. When he caught me he dragged me right back to this, to a place where we savaged each other, not knowing what to do with the other person, but not able to move on with someone else. I tried to jerk my hands away, but his grip tightened almost to the point of pain, but not yet tipping over.

      “You’re the girl for me. You always fucking were. Feral little girl in a tree that grew into a beautiful woman who was just as wild, if she wasn’t forced to keep it all tamped down every day. You told me to find your alphas for you.” His head tilted to one side, his green gaze softening. “Well, I did, Stevie. We’re right fucking here. We fucked up everything.” He swallowed. “I fucked up everything, but not now. Ronan asked if I got my head out of my arse? I have, beautiful, and I feel like I’m seeing things clearly for the first time.”

      His hands loosened their hold on my wrists, letting me go free now, so it was my choice whether or not I listened to him, though it wasn’t really. That’s why I’d ran. I could entertain the fantasy that I could get clear of them, move on and onto something else, but as soon as I stopped, I knew. That my body angled closer to his, that we moved then, in tiny little shifts, closing the gap between us until I felt the shadow of his body swallow mine.

      “I’m yours.” He slowly linked my fingers with his, not closing them around me until I did it first. “In any way you’ll have me. I’ll always be yours.”

      I silenced him then, the words feeling too big, too intimate, too intense for me to hear, so I did what I could and pressed my mouth to his in a hard, closed mouth kiss. But that wasn’t going to stop him, not now. His mouth hovered over mine as he said the words I needed to hear.

      “If you gotta hurt me to feel better, do it. I don’t fucking care what you do to me, just as long as it’s not you that’s hurting anymore. Don’t ache for us, Stevie, make us ache for you.” He tangled his fingers with my other hand, holding both of them out from our bodies as he got closer. “I didn’t know you were waiting for us, even though it seemed obvious.” His arm went around me then, tugging me closer. “And when I did, it broke my fucking heart. You’ve been carrying that heartbreak around the whole fucking time and I had no idea because you’re always so strong. I should’ve known what you were hiding. I should’ve been there for you no matter what. I thought—”

      I kissed him much more gently then, but it still didn’t stop him. He caressed my face, staring into my eyes before he continued.

      “When I saw you put the bullet in Snake, I knew just how fucking strong you are. We thought you needed protecting, but all you needed was loving.”

      I shook my head slowly, and when my tears blurred my view of Jax that was almost a relief, because I wasn’t forced to see it. To know there was an equal and answering ache in him somehow made my own worse, all my bravado stripped away, all the fight going out of me, because in the end I was just this.

      A girl, standing in front of a boy, wanting to be loved by him. Wanting to be put first, to be able to take for granted that he would always be there. I tried to stammer that out, my voice breaking, my throat choking until Jax surged forward and held me close, my face buried in his chest.

      “You don’t have to tell me all of it now. I’m here, beautiful, right up until the point you don’t want me to be. From now on I’ll listen, I’ll hear what you’re saying, even when you’re not able to articulate it. I’m here, Stevie, I’m here.”

      I didn’t cry when I shot Snake. I didn’t even feel the need to. He was a rabid animal and I’d put him down. But I did now. Big ugly hacking things that hurt to come out and all the while I expected Jax to push me away, to shove me aside and tell me to stop, to walk away from the mess I was making.

      But he didn’t.

      His grip grew tighter, his breath slower and more even as he just waited, listened and held me until I had nothing else to let out.

      “Anyone know the way back to the bunker?” I croaked, trying for a smile and failing utterly.

      “I’ll get you back there,” he told me, sweeping me up into his arms.

      

      I’d strode out of the bunker under my own steam, feeling strong, a viable challenger, but right now I didn’t feel any weaker. Vulnerable maybe, but not weaker. Perhaps because for the first time I felt like if I let my guard down or dropped the ball, there maybe, just maybe, might be someone there who’d come to pick it up for me.

      The dads and Lois had made themselves scarce when we returned, so Jax carried me down the hallway and into the nest, laying me down on the bed.

      “No…” I said when he went to pull away, blinking, but he froze on the spot and then sat down beside me.

      “No? This is your safe place, your nest.”

      I rolled over then, dragging him down beside me and then hooking my leg over his hip, pinning Jax to the bed.

      “You said you’d be my safe place.” I mumbled that into his chest, my words barely discernible, but that’s the only way I could say it. “Be that.”

      “It’d be my honour,” he said and my eyes only closed when he rolled into me, pinning me to the bed with his heavy weight, my eyes fluttering closed moments later.
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      Ash

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Ronan snapped as I walked into the command centre. I pulled out my chair and then searched for the flash drive I’d used to download all the intel from Snake’s computer, not bothering to answer my brother, because he knew. He watched me boot up the computer, put in the flash drive, waiting until then to spin my chair around. My jaw clenched for a moment before I looked up at him.

      “What does it look like I’m doing?” I shot back. “Going through the intel. Finding our next target—”

      “Now?”

      Whatever drug fuelled hoodoo the dads had tried to work on us, it hadn’t changed anything for me. I was glad Stevie was starting to accept Jax. More than glad. But the moment she fell into his arms… I frowned and then went to turn around and face the computer.

      Except my brother’s claws dug into the chair as he forced me to stay right where I was. I let out a sigh.

      God, I felt tired. Was that supposed to be a side effect of this whole thing? Not just because I’d barely slept the night before we executed Snake, playing a million scenarios over in my mind, trying to identify the ones that might get Stevie hurt and having a contingency plan for each one of them. Running around in the scrub like children didn’t help either, but I felt like I had a hangover from the whole damn thing before I had any fun.

      “What do you fucking want from me, Ronan?”

      “I want you to get in there.”

      “In where?” I said, but as soon as I did, I realised. My brother pointed to the hallway and down it? My brother and our mate were curled up—

      “I can’t.” My voice was crisp and clear, the command obvious. “I need to get started—”

      “You need to see to our mate.”

      My eyes jerked up and I wasn’t surprised to see Ronan’s were bright green. They often were around Stevie, but there was something else. He was here. The way his whole body shifted as he breathed, the raspy, deeper tone of his voice. It felt like someone was running an ice cold knife down my spine.

      “Ronan.” I said his name to bring him back, my brother. He was the one I needed. “Ronan, you—”

      “Don’t try and bargain with him.” When I watched the smile spread across my brother’s face, one I’d never seen him make on his own, my hands clamped down on the arms of my chair, my muscles tightening. “You’re dealing with me now. Get in there. Get in the fucking nest or—”

      “Or what, brother?” Remind him of your bond with him, my mother had always said.

      “Or you’re an even bigger coward than I thought.” Ronan blinked, not him, his brows creasing as if he was slightly confused about being here, but he recovered quickly. “You’re telling yourself some bullshit about Stevie not needing you.”

      “She doesn’t.” Fuck that hurt so good to say that. It felt like ripping off a bandage, both painful and healing at the same time. “She doesn’t. She has you to slay her enemies for her and Jax to kiss it all better. What’s my role?” I glanced back at the screens. “It’s here, protecting her the best I can and—”

      My speech was cut off by a hand clamping down on my shirt collar and then using it to haul me upright. The wolf inside me, the man both tried to fight Ronan’s grip, but when he was like this he outmatched all of us, able to take on all comers without raising a sweat.

      “For fuck’s sake, Ronan, I need…”

      Any and all protests fell away when we reached the nest door. It was open, the light soft and hazy, but I could still see the two of them, clear as a bell. Stevie looked tiny nestled into my brother and Jax’s focus was entirely on her, watching her breaths come slow and regularly as she slept. He loved her. I knew that academically. We all did, but… Watching him then, there was no doubt in my mind that my brother loved our omega with every fibre of his being and right now, he was experiencing some kind of almost sacred experience watching her sleep.

      One I hadn’t earned the right to witness.

      “I can’t do this,” I whispered harshly at Ronan. “I’m not the one she needs.” My brother just stared at me, implacable as any predator. “I’m the one who hurt her. I can’t go blundering into her safe place without her permission.” Ronan’s grip tightened. “I…” It felt like my brother was waiting for it, the eye of the storm that raged inside me. “I’m not worthy of her.”

      “Good to see we’re of the same mind in that regard,” he growled. But he let me go, shoving me forward, my feet stumbling on the soft carpet, whatever it was that animated my brother right now, it was like a sheepdog, herding me closer. I was forced over to the other side of the bed, my knees dropping down onto it at Ronan’s insistence and somehow that felt right.

      I needed to prostrate myself, throw my body down at her feet and fucking beg for her forgiveness. I’d heard, felt every one of her sobs as she cried into my brother’s chest like knives stabbed into my heart and I knew I was responsible for every single one of them. The road to hell is paved with good intentions, my gran always liked to say, and never had I understood that saying more than now.

      “So stop hiding behind your plans and your intel and start being worthy of her. Stevie just shared with us how much pain she’s been in. The least we can do is fucking show up for her afterwards.”

      I understood what this was now. He was always a cruel bastard, able to do things that made my guts turn, but I knew this. He never did anything without a reason, no matter how twisted the logic was, and right now he was punishing me, like he did everyone else who offended his strange sense of right and wrong.

      So when I laid down on the bed, the soft mattress felt like it was made of nails and when I shuffled closer, I did so with dread. Because as I slowly, carefully fit my body into her other side, a sleeping Stevie rolled away from Jax and towards me.

      Jax stared at me as I sucked in a breath and held it, my lungs starting to burn with the need for more oxygen but I didn’t dare breathe out. If I disturbed her, her eyes would flick open and I’d have a front row seat to her disgust when she saw who was holding her.

      The man who’d kept her mates from her.

      The man who let her suffer all alone like that.

      The one who caused countless tears like the ones we’d just seen, no doubt sobbed silently, her pillow pressed into her face.

      Just like I’d seen her do when she was a kid.

      I’d vowed that no one would hurt her when we were grown, living uneasily with the vision of the future Mum used to give us. She seemed so authoritative, knowing exactly what Stevie needed.

      Even if her plans didn’t sit well with any of us.

      But as Stevie nestled in closer, my heart felt like it stopped fucking beating because her hand went to my chest, smoothing over the cotton of my t-shirt, then sliding under it and onto my skin. The moment she touched me, she sighed, any residual tension fading away.

      “You deserve to lie at her feet,” Ronan whispered. “But that’s not what she needs and besides, I’ve never been one to shy away from worshipping our mate.” He glared at me. “Something you need to spend some time brushing up on.”

      And with that, Ronan lay down on the bed, putting the omega’s feet onto his stomach, his fingers just brushing the elegant arch of one as quiet fell over the room.

      So there was nothing else to distract me, nothing to grab at my attention. Even attempts to mentally start planning the next hit on the Spencers fell apart, because all my attention was on her.

      I ached for Stevie. The persistent pain in my balls any time I was near her was something I was used to, but this… I could see the track marks of her tears on her face, where they’d turned her skin red and puffy, evidence of her pain I needed to erase. But we would never get that chance to eradicate our past.

      Instead we’d have to learn to live with it.

      I met Jax’s eyes, catching the small nod he gave me, Ronan doing the same. Mum had always warned me against Ronan, fearing he’d tear the family apart, but right now I knew. Without my intervention, our brother was single minded in his pursuit of whatever he wanted, and right now, he wanted us as one pack serving Stevie.

      And suddenly I couldn’t want anything more.

      I closed my eyes then, sure sleep wouldn’t come, but it was the only way I could do this. If I shut out reality I could reach down and press the smallest kiss to my mate’s forehead, listen to the small hitch of her breath before it evened out again, and pretend that everything was OK, that I hadn’t managed to fuck up everything.
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      “What are you doing?” I asked Ash over the breakfast table. Well, it was probably the dinner table due to the hour of the day, but as Lois had cooked us up a full English breakfast with all the trimmings, I was sticking with that. Food that Ash was picking up and depositing on my plate with gay abandon. Not only had I woken up sometime later to find him holding me while I slept, but now? Now he was feeding me?

      Ash froze and so did everyone else, waiting to see how this played out. The Kelly dads’ eyes danced with barely suppressed mischief, but Lois went pale.

      “Well, Stevie—” she started to say, but Ash raised a hand to stop her from swooping in.

      “I fucked up.” I sat back in my chair at that. The great Ash Kelly admitting to a mistake? Ronan smirked at me, basically able to read my mind, before turning back to his own food. “I fucked up… everything when it comes to you,” Ash continued.

      “See, Lois—” Blue started to say, but she hissed at him for quiet.

      “You, Ronan, even Jax. I felt responsible for all of us and I… thought I was doing the right thing.” He swallowed hard at a small mumble coming from the table. “But I was wrong. Seeing you…” My back was shoved hard against my chair, my eyes widening and Ash noted that with a nod. “…like that made that clear. I…” He dumped two eggs on my plate, then frowned, remembering I didn’t like them. His hands shook as he went to remove them and for some reason mine shot out and grabbed one of his. “If I’d known how much I was hurting you, I swear I would’ve—”

      “I can’t eat all of this,” I told him. I watched that wall he always preserved between us getting built up again, brick by brick, his eyes bright green now rather than blue. I picked up my plate and put it on top of his empty one, then pushed his hand aside as I did something I never thought I’d dare. I slotted myself into his lap, his big hands just hovering there, not knowing what to do until I sat back, curling my body into his. “You’ll have to help me.”

      Rusty snickered, right up until Lois belted him on the arm and then he just looked at her with a kind of hunger I was not down with witnessing.

      “Eat your breakfast,” she directed him.

      “I know what I’d like to eat,” he told her.

      “Not in front of the children.” Her eyes darted to us.

      “Pretty sure the lot of them know how little wolves are made,” he growled, picking her up and out of her chair, her yelp making clear she didn’t hate this idea at all. “Let's practise making some more.”

      “Try not to kill each other,” Blue said, dumping his napkin on the table.

      “Wait until we’re done so we can watch,” Gun added with a grin. “My bets on Stevie kicking all of your arses.”

      “So while the parental units are off fucking, again,” Jax said with a long suffering air, “are we going to talk about what comes next?” I went very still then, anticipating a very deep and meaningful discussion about what they witnessed yesterday. “Who’s next on the list to take out.”

      Oh yeah, revenge.

      I’d momentarily forgotten about that. I shifted slightly on Ash’s lap, then reached for some food, but he seemed to get his head around his current situation, his hands slapping down on my thighs and keeping me right where I was. It became apparent why. I was wearing one of the boys’ shirts and a pair of undies, so the thin cotton made clear just how much Ash was liking where I was sitting. And the dampness that was no doubt staining his jeans? It was just as forthright about my body’s receptiveness to him. Something that only increased as I felt him lean forward, his breath ruffling the baby hairs on my nape.

      “Better stay right where you are, omega.”

      His voice was deeper, darker and I liked it very much. So much I wriggled my hips traitorously.

      “Or what?”

      I liked that low, throaty growl even more and as per usual, I couldn’t just let that shit go. So when his hand slid down my stomach, anchoring my hips down onto his, not letting me move a centimetre more, I felt a sharp burst of pleasure.

      “Or you’ll be dealing with the consequences of your actions.”

      “What? Like you spreading me out across this very nice table and each one of you eating your fill, of me, not the food, of course. We could be doing that, Ash, just like your dads are no doubt doing to your mother right now, but you had to play a really shitty game of alpha knows best, so we can’t.” I tipped my hips then, resisting his grip and very, very deliberately rubbing my hot, wet pussy along the thick lump in his pants. “Pity.”

      “Gods save me from mouthy omegas,” Ash growled, but I just grinned at his brothers, hearing his voice grow ragged, betraying just how he was responding.

      He reached for something on the plate, but I shifted then until the head of his cock snagged in the dip of my underwear, the cotton and him pushing part the way into me, forcing a little moan out. I circled my hips purely on instinct, as if I was getting to know the most elemental part of Ash, while the man remained largely mysterious.

      “Fuck…” he groaned, hands clawing at me to stop, or was it to keep going? I decided for him, going limp in his lap and then bending over to snag a piece of toast and crunch on it nonchalantly.

      “Shit, omega,” Ronan said with a grin. “I had all this shit to put my brother through, but I think you’ve got this sorted. If you make him cum in his pants I’ll lick you to two orgasms before you’ve finished your breakfast.”

      “You would anyway,” I shot back and that made his smile widen.

      “Too fucking right—”

      “So is this the way it is?” Jax asked, looking from me to Ronan, then Ash. “Stevie tortures us and then it's all better?”

      Ash’s hands grabbed my waist as I leaned over then, propping one elbow onto the table before drawing Jax forward. And he came, like a bee to a flower, his eyelids dropping to half mast the closer he got. I brushed my mouth across his because his lips fell open as soon as I did, his breath coming faster, his hands forming fists to stop himself from grabbing at me.

      And I waited for the day when he wouldn’t bother to hold himself back.

      But right now we enjoyed a very soft, sweet kiss, one that made my heart ache more than it should’ve, and that made pulling away torture for both of us, but I stared into his eyes then.

      “We work it out, together this time, Three Musketeers style. I, of course, am d’Artagnan.”

      “Fuck, Stevie with a sword in her hand?” Ronan groaned. “Now I’m fucking hard.”

      “That is something we need to explore further,” I said, eyeing the steak knife by his plate. “That whole knife thing? I need to know more about that.”

      “So we just meander through this, going wherever our noses lead us?”

      Ash couldn’t have sounded less on board if he tried. Time to remind him why he would bother doing as I asked. I wrapped my arm around his neck, knowing it would force my spine to arch, my tits pushing up through the shirt. His hands slid up my ribs without even thinking.

      “Maybe it's about surrendering control to others,” I said, the effect ruined by the fact my voice was all breathy right now. His hands went around my wrists, becoming tight manacles.

      “And perhaps you need to accept that you have mates that are never going to lie down and take direction easily.” He moved in, his mouth so close to my neck I could feel that electrical frisson all the way through my body. “Now, eat, omega.”

      He handed me another piece of toast to eat, but jokes on him. Lois had made this bread while we were off being murderous, so it was delicious. Just like they were. I looked around the table with greedy eyes, for the first time feeling like I might have a chance at getting everything I needed.

      Of course, right when you’re feeling cocky, that’s when fate fucks you in the arse dry, right?
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      “I have to assume that Jack Spencer is leaving his brothers unprotected,” Ash said, standing in front of his bloody data projector again.

      Only he could turn a murderous rampage into a carefully constructed mission that was planned down to the last minute. The man was so fucking anal… I shifted restlessly in my seat, the mental image that came hot on the heels of that thought making something clench tight, of him and one of his brothers pushing into me and—. The wolf panted hard inside my head. Yeah, me too, Wolfie, I thought. Me too.

      “Rock has been seen around town in a mostly inebriated state,” Ash said, flicking to the next slide where surveillance footage had been taken of the man who… I swallowed hard, but before I could even stiffen, a hand took mine. Jax looked me over carefully, trying to get a read on my reaction. But I was still trying to work that out myself.

      When the Spencers rolled up outside my workplace, it’d been all cool car and tattoos. They looked like the mother fucking business. But that illusion was well and truly shattered now. Drunk Rock, Rock spewing in the gutter, Rock swinging an ineffectual punch at some poor onlooker. He looked like… nothing. I squeezed Jax’s hand because I liked the feel of it, the weight, because he would never use his hands the way this fuckhead had, because some poor omega was destined to mate with this fuck, but mostly? I turned and stared into Jax’s eyes, glad that the man I was fated to be with was worth a thousand of that fuck.

      “So let's get the show on the road,” I said, feeling irritation more than anything. “Knock this fucker on the head and move on.” I frowned slightly and Ash caught every second of that. “I’m ready to move on.”

      “Atta girl,” Rusty said with a wink.

      “There has to be another angle,” Ash said, staring at the screen. “But if there is, I’m not seeing it. If it's a trap—”

      “Then we’ll fuck that up too,” Blue said. “Sometimes you overthink shit, son.”

      Ash shook his head slowly, but as he did, his eyes shone more green than blue.

      “OK, so we’ll go for a simple drive by hit. I know what clubs he’s frequenting, where he’s likely to be tonight and that he’ll have fuck all security with him. We try and shoo them off, take them out only if we have to, and get the fucker in an alleyway. In and out without too much fuss.”

      “Well, boy,” Rusty said, leaning forward. “I’m not sure if I ever anticipated you discussing murder in such casual terms, but I admit I’m proud.”

      “For Stevie.” Ash’s eyes felt like they sliced into me right then, but he dragged them back to meet his dad’s. “So don’t go getting ideas about bringing us into the family business.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Rusty said, holding his hands up in surrender, but that wicked smile of his made mockery of his attempt.

      

      So that’s how I ended up in Ronan’s room, being suited up in preparation for the ride into the city. He was all business, looking me over as my flak jacket was tugged into place, then strapped tight. Handguns were shoved into holsters at my hips and when he was happy, he turned towards his wall of knives, plucked one off, then another, testing the blades for sharpness before strapping them to his body.

      “None for me?” I said, which earned me a sidelong look.

      “A knife’s an awfully intimate way of killing someone. You get their blood, their piss, sometimes their shit on you.” I felt like I was staring at the wolf, not the man right now. “That what you want?”

      I frowned then, flickering visuals filling my mind before I shoved them away.

      “I’m… not sure.”

      “Then that’s a no.” He smiled as he came closer, cradling my face in his hands. “Taking out your enemies is like sex; you need enthusiastic consent each time. Speaking of which…”

      “You want to fuck now?” I said. “Ash will have an aneurysm.” I grinned then. “So let's get it on.”

      His hands covered mine, stopping me from yanking my jeans down.

      “As much as I would like to troll my brother, that’s not what I was talking about.” His thumb brushed across the back of my hand, forcing me to shiver. “The dads are right. You are like us, like me.” Those green eyes felt like they bore into mine. “And so I know what shit will be like once you’ve taken this cunt out. There’s a short moment of relief.” One hand slid up to the nape of my neck and why did I suddenly want those strong fingers grabbing a handful of my hair, forcing me down on my knees? “Followed by a hot, hot rush.”

      He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, the movement a slow sway that felt like it was designed to hypnotise me. But he didn’t need to. I was already fixated on all three of them in a way that felt way too much.

      “Those stupid boys didn’t have to drug you. They had no fucking idea what they had on their hands, but I do.” His mouth grazed mine, just a breath of a kiss, making me long for more. “You’re a vengeful goddess and when you claim your bloody tribute, that’s when the Bacchanalian delights begin.”

      I felt the ache up high inside me, the one he’d left as he bucked up and I’d slammed down in the back of the car. What he was asking was who would be taking their turn this time, wanting to establish consent when my mind was clear, because my mate might have been a monster in some people’s eyes, but he was an ethical one.

      “And you’ll be there to enjoy them with me,” I said, watching him smile. His eyes glittered with a hectic light, one that flickered like green fire. “Anyone else?” I shrugged. “I’ll have to see.”

      “Stick by Jax then.” He placed a tiny little kiss on the tip of my nose. “Now let’s go.”

      I felt like I was a tight coil of energy in the backseat of the car, staring out into the darkness, searching its depths as we drove closer and closer to the city. I didn’t think of the Spencers, no memories surfaced except that of Rock swallowing down the whiskey in the flask. But in my mind there was something frantic about the gesture now, the desperate swallows of a man going to the gallows and I hoped like hell it was true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 41

          

        

      

    

    
      Jax

      “So how the fuck does this shit work?” I asked on the ride into town. I’d jumped in with the dads, Gun riding shotgun with Ash.

      “How does what work?” Donk asked. “If you’re gonna ask me about your dick, I’m gonna be pissed. We had that conversation.”

      “Fuck off—” I snapped.

      “So the end goes in—” Blue said, leaning over and using one finger to poke into a ring of the other.

      “I know how to fuck my bloody mate.”

      “So why haven’t you?” Blue’s eyes twinkled, but it wasn’t entirely from malice. “I dunno if I’m impressed or appalled that you let your mate go through all those heats on her own.”

      “Or with other blokes.” Donk wrinkled his nose. “Fuck that. If anyone touched Lois, I’d break their fucking face.”

      “Because it’s not my fucking job to take Stevie’s options away from her. I’ll be damned if I’ll be another cunt telling her what to do, making her decisions for her.”

      Shit, that came out way more harshly than I intended, but it seemed to do the trick. My dads all nodded, Rusty catching my eye in the rear vision mirror.

      “We know, son and that takes a strength we respect.” He snorted. “About the only thing that stopped us from kicking the three of your arses. But she’s chosen now. She might not be ready for your mating mark.”

      My fangs throbbed at the mention of that. They’d done their damndest to awaken my wolf and now he paced endlessly inside me, over and over until I felt like I’d go insane.

      “But she’s ready for you to step up. That’s what you’re asking, aren’t you? Why you’re in a car with a bunch of foul smelling blokes,” Rusty said, the others all having a whole lot to say about that. “Rather than with your pretty little mate.”

      “Yeah.”

      I glanced at each one of my fathers, feeling like a kid all over again, which sat badly with the knowledge I wasn’t. I’d kicked more arse than I’d had hot dinners. I was fit to sit beside each one of them, but yesterday? The wolf shifted inside me, fur prickling across my arms, my nails lengthening into claws before I forced them back.

      “And what does your beast want?” Blue asked carefully.

      The dads had said that Mum lived her life more like a beta than an omega and right then I felt it rang true of me as well. The sight of my wolf pushing through, making itself known was a surreal thing. My control had always been perfect. Too perfect, my dads had muttered at the time. So how did I cope with this?

      Each time I felt him push at me, it was as if something shattered. My eyes fell closed and when I stared into the velvety darkness, I saw him. My wolf, the other side of my soul, but he was a skittish beast now. He shied away with a snarl, baring his teeth at me, making clear his disdain. I kept him stuffed down, not trusting him to know what to do, so now he didn’t trust me to do right by him.

      “I’ve got some smoke in the centre console if you need to—” Rusty suggested.

      “I don’t need to get stoned before a fucking hit,” I snapped back and rather than turn on me in anger, each one of my dads grinned.

      “No, you don’t,” Donk said, serious for once, and turning around to look at me from the passenger seat. “You were born to be a warrior, son, so what does the wolf want?”

      “Out.” My voice was more growl than anything when I spoke, because it wasn’t me talking, but him. “Tear those fuckers apart for daring to touch her.”

      “That’s it, lad. What you need, what you’ve gotta do. Stevie will flag before the end of this. An omega isn’t made for hate, but an alpha?” Rusty grinned. “He’s ready to burn the world down for his mate. About time you claimed your birthright, son, and now’s the perfect time to do that.”

      “Look alive,” Ash’s voice crackled through the comms unit. “We’ve found him.”

      

      It felt like my dads’ words rang in my ears as we pulled up in an alleyway. The place was dark, dank, but I didn’t need to use a torch to see my way. I swung out of the car, my feet moving without thought.

      “Looks like you’re on the hunt, brother.” Ronan appeared by my side.

      “Don’t get in the way,” I growled, his smile widening. “Keep the omega safe.”

      “Always do,” he quipped, falling back.

      People were talking, hissing instructions, but I didn’t hear them. I couldn’t. I stepped forward, seeing the four men as silhouettes deeper in the alleyway, their forms limned by the neon streetlights at the other end.

      “Jax, wait—” Ash started to say, but I slapped a hand onto the comms unit, silencing it.

      I had guns by my side, knives too, but I didn’t reach for any of them as I approached. Three bodyguards stood around, making a show of looking up and down the alleyway, but they didn’t actually stiffen to attention until they caught sight of me.

      There he was, the piece of fucking shit. I didn’t have to ask for his name or check with Stevie, because I just knew. The dickhead had his hand slapped up against the wall while he threw up in a series of violent lurches. I caught the sound of vomit splattering as I moved like lightning, feeling the wolf’s stretch inside me, lending me his strength. I ducked under the muzzle of the nearest guy’s gun, punching my claws into his side, his bullets spraying off up the wall as I skewed his aim, feeling his muscles, his ribs part as I stabbed in and out, leaving him collapsing down onto the ground with a groan.

      The other two guards shouted out warnings, then imprecations as I approached, blood dripping from my claws. The wolf was me and I was him in a way I’d never felt before. He took over when I went to fur and when I wasn’t, he was nothing, just a hidden part of myself. But not anymore, I was beginning to realise. So when they aimed their guns at me, we just grinned because before they could even squeeze their fingers down on the trigger, I was up and under their guards, slashing through muscles and raking them against bone until all three of them were neutralised. I had the presence of mind to send the guns skittering across the ground and away from the bodyguards when he turned around.

      This was the alpha that touched my Stevie? This fucking guy? I took in the Bad Boy (TM) look, with the tattoos all over his body, as if the stupid fuck had to announce to everyone that he was a badass.

      Rather than be one.

      “You—”

      He croaked out, vomit still dribbling down his chin. I tried my damnedest to avoid that as I grabbed the front of his shirt and used it to haul him up the wall. Anything else he might have to say was choked off, and that was right.

      I didn’t know what had happened to Stevie, not the endless fucking details. But I saw the marks they’d left on her, both physically and mentally, and that was enough for me.

      “So you’re the one that hurt my girl?” His fingers raked across mine, trying to loosen the hold I had on him, but that wasn’t gonna happen. He was a big cunt, heavy too, but my muscles didn’t even quiver as I held him up. I could do this forever.

      But I wouldn’t.

      “You took something from her, even when she was offering you so much more than you fucking deserved. You couldn’t just treasure the fact that out of all the stupid fucking cunts in this city, me included, that she’d chosen you, even if it was just for one night.”

      “Jax.”

      It was her voice that stopped me, gave Fuckhead a small reprieve because I lowered him to his feet, not letting go for a second as I turned around to see my Stevie standing there.

      That look she gave me after surveying the groaning bodyguards? I could live for years on that. Full of satisfaction, of validation, I felt for once I’d done something right. But she put her hands on her hips and I was almost distracted by the swivel of them as she strode forward.

      “You fucked them up for me?”

      “Always, beautiful. That’s how this shit works now,” I told her.

      “So are you going to share?” she asked, nodding to the prick I had pinned to the wall.

      I’d momentarily forgotten that he was there, even as the alpha pawed at my fingers hopelessly.

      “No…” the guy babbled. “No, no…”

      Her eyes hardened then, becoming chips of emerald ice. Her lips pulled back from her fangs.

      “I remember saying something like that,” she snarled. “And what the hell did you do?”
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      “No, no, no…”

      When Jax slammed Rock down on his knees before me I just stared, seeing a whole other scene and it wasn’t one in a stinking alley.

      I thought I was done with this, that I wouldn’t have to see them, feel them ever again, but apparently my brain had other ideas. Rock was nothing like the cool alpha I’d met before. He was drunk, stoned, barely even conscious, his clothes stained with vomit and other questionable bodily fluids. He looked like the kind of guy you edge away from if you saw him passed out on the street.

      But he wasn’t always that way.

      “No.” I heard my own voice mumble that, the vowels stretched out and distorted. “No.” I slapped my hands down on arms, chests and tried to push them away, but my bones felt like they had the strength of wet noodles. And when I’d protested, what had they done? Had they stopped, paused to listen to me? No, they’d just laughed.

      So that’s what I did now.

      My lips curved into a vicious smile, sharp as the blades Ronan had strapped to his thighs. Rock babbled and kept on babbling no as I got closer with him. I wasn’t the girl they’d been able to take advantage of anymore. I’d never let myself become so vulnerable with someone who hadn’t shown they deserved it. And I would make each one of them pay for what they’d done.

      Ronan had described a knife as an intimate way to kill someone and somehow that’s exactly what I wanted. With Snake it felt like it was over too quickly, his end more merciful than he deserved.

      “Beg for my cock,” I heard past Rock rasp in my ear, right before he shoved it down my throat.

      “Beg me to spare you,” I commanded him now, my fingers flexing.

      “Don’t…” Rock eyed my claws with wild eyes, the whites showing plainly in the thin moonlight. “Don’t hurt me. I’ve got money—”

      “Offer me everything you’ve got,” I commanded.

      “Everything. You killed Snake?”

      “Fuck yeah, we did,” Ronan appeared by my side, that ragged smile of his in full force. “My girl blew his brains all over that pretty house of his.”

      “Promise me you’ll make it up to me, that you’ll spend your life trying to make up for what you did,” I said, snatching two knives from Ronan’s sheaths and then holding them up.

      “I will. Fuck…” He whimpered at the sight of the blades, the moonlight gleaming along their edges. “I can give you money, real estate, drugs—”

      “That was the wrong thing to say,” I snarled.

      “What about intel?” Ash asked, his voice ice cold. “You had to drug Stevie because you knew you’d never get anything as sweet as her without it. You’re a piece of fucking shit. You can’t even get it up unless a woman is drugged out of her fucking mind because no fucking omega will ever go naturally in heat for you, so tell us how you’re getting that drug and where its being distributed and maybe I can convince Stevie to spare your life.”

      He couldn’t. He knew it and so did Ronan, Jax and the dads. They all stood in a circle around Jax, my alpha using Rock’s hair as a handle to keep him on his knees before us. Rock reached down, pulling off his smartwatch and handing it to Ash with shaking hands.

      “The Viper Room,” he said, Ash snatching the watch from him. “The PIN is 6666.” Ash snorted at that. “It all comes from there. We keep the drugs in the office, use it as a hub to distribute from because it's not even illegal.”

      “Yet.” Ash bit that word off. “But corporate espionage is.”

      “That will get you in the door,” I said, remembering that much.

      “Well, I’ve got what I need,” Ash said, pocketing it. “Stevie?”

      Jax used the man’s hair to pull his head back, revealing the expanse of tattooed neck. He put his blade against it and then stared at me.

      “I’ll do it, beautiful. You can go up the alleyway and away from all of this and know it will be done.”

      “And where would be the fun in that?”

      I was being flip, but right now I felt hard, brittle, like one sharp tap and I’d shatter to pieces and I couldn’t tolerate that. I expected Jax to try and school me, advise me against what I was about to do, but he grinned just then, all of the boyish charm he usually displayed in it and something else besides. Something far darker as he jerked his head, making clear I needed to come stand beside him.

      There was a strange contrast, between the welcome warmth of his body and the reek of Rock’s as the alpha started to beg now without prompting.

      I didn’t pay any more attention to Rock than he had me, Jax slotting me behind the kneeling alpha and then setting my blade against Rock’s neck. The dads and my alphas all stepped backwards, but their eyes were all on me, gleaming green in the gloom. There was something of a religious rite to this, but rather than the sacrificial surrender of the son of God, this was one fit for a dark goddess.

      “A quick slice across his throat and he’ll bleed out quick,” Ronan said. “And step away or you’ll get blood on you.”

      I looked at Ash, saw the concern there in the small crease in his forehead, but he smoothed it away with effort.

      “How many other men and women did you do this too?” he asked Rock, the street confessor to the other alpha’s sins.

      Rock seemed to sense what was coming, the tension leaching out of his body and as he went limp, it came. A vicious laugh, one that echoed all the way through the alleyway, seeming to fill the space up, taint it with his filth, reaching for the moon itself.

      “More than I can fucking count,” he said, right before Jax and I silenced him.

      Jax helped me the way a master would his apprentice, and together we forced the blade to cut deep, slice clear across Rock’s throat in a sharp swipe. I’ll never forget the way it felt, skin, muscle, cartilage giving under the razor sharp edge before Jax kicked Rock forward, leaving the alpha to suffocate in his own blood.

      “Stevie…”

      Jax pulled me away from the site, hiding my view of the alpha’s death with the big wall of his body, but he didn’t need to. He let out a little hiss as I grabbed a handful of his hair and used it to drag it down, our lips smashing together. He got the message, hoisting me up into his arms and pressing me into the wall, making clear just what his body thought of all of this. And if I was worried that I’d see, feel Rock, not Jax, I needn’t have. Rock was done, finished with and I didn’t want anything more to do with him. Only Jax.

      His lips seared mine, burning away all the shit that had come before, just leaving him and only him, until Ronan appeared, leaning on the wall beside us.

      “Hey beautiful,” he told me, looking every inch the cocky bastard. But this was no bad boy act. He was the baddest man in any room and right now, he knew that. “Got some of that sweetness for me?” His eyes flicked up to meet Jax’s when he growled. “Now, now, brother, you gotta learn to share. And anyway, think about what you could be doing to our omega when I’m kissing her.”

      That resulted in me being hauled away from the wall and tipped back, Ronan’s long fingers sliding over my cheeks, then around my throat, as he kissed my lips.

      And that’s when I saw how hollow and wrong what had happened with the Spencers. It wasn’t just the abuse that made this completely different. Even if they’d never given me Rush, I’d needed to down mouthfuls of whiskey and smoke their shitty weed to even countenance touching any of them, but not now. I was fully conscious, my perception of what was happening crystal clear. So I caught the frantic sucking in of breath Ronan made the moment he kissed me, my own whine coming shortly after. And the burning trail of Jax’s kisses, working their way down my sternum, closer and closer to what I—

      “Fuck yourselves stupid in the car on the way back to the bunker,” Ash said, breaking us out of our haze. We all blinked at that. “We’ve got a way into the Viper Club with this.” He held up the smartwatch. “And we need to capitalise on this intel before the Spencers senior are alerted to this fact.”

      “Some day you’ll care more about me than the mission,” I said with a smug smile. “You won’t care about what anyone says but me.”

      “It’s because of you I give a shit about the intel.” His eyes drilled into mine. “We’re in the process of cutting a bloody swathe through the city and I can’t even say I’m upset about that. But if something happens to you.” His fists tightened as he looked at his brothers. “Any of you, I can’t have that, so let's move before someone discovers the body.”

      “Listen to Ice Man,” Rusty said, clapping his hand on Ash’s shoulder. “This Viper Club? The MCs are all very interested in what’s going on inside. We get some information we can funnel back, we might end up with more allies in this fight.”
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      It was all going so well, which should’ve been warning enough. We strode up to the door of the Viper Club, another door bitch guarding the entrance, but as soon as she took a closer look at us, any complaints died in her throat. So when Ash held the watch up to the door sensor, it slid open and we walked through.

      I’d thought the place was hell when I’d come in here on the Spencers’ arms, but back then I’d thought so because of the red lighting and the writhing bodies on the stage. Now I looked everything over more closely, looking for signs on the faces of the performers, of those cosying up to men sitting in the VIP section, for evidence that they too were drugged. Were their eyes too wide, the red flush across their chests signs of Rush? Were they under its spell and that’s why they were bumping and grinding against each other? But as I scanned the club, I saw someone else getting treated the same way I had.

      Blaine’s hand was in her hair, using it as a means to control her, dragging her down to her knees even as the scantily clad performer was swivelling and pressing herself against him in well practised movements. She was trying to dance, like any other hard working stripper might, but he wasn’t satisfied with that. I saw her red slicked lips shift into a grimace, could almost hear her cries for him to stop when I moved.

      “What’s going on, omega?” Ash asked, taking up position by my side. His eyes followed mine though and then they narrowed. “Him?”

      “Blaine,” I confirmed.

      “Well, well, looks like the little prince is sitting there all on his own,” Rusty said. “No boys to protect him, no brothers at his side.”

      “We have to assume that the three of them are being sacrificed,” Ash said. “The price the Spencers have to pay for what they did, but while Snake and Rock seemed to go to their deaths without too much of a fight, this Blaine might not go so easily.”

      “Oh he’ll go down without a fight,” Ronan said and then he moved.

      He scaled the steps of the VIP area with ease, brushing past the staff employed to keep the riff-raff out, unclipping the red velvet rope before they could even react and then he was on Blaine. The alpha’s grip on the dancer’s hair was loosened and she skittered away as quickly as she could, casting a frightened look behind her, the other dancers all leaving the same way.

      “What the fuck are you gonna do, you piece of shit?” Blaine drawled, a sloppy smile on his face. “You’re in my club, on my—”

      “I’m gonna blow a fucking hole in your guts for starters,” Ronan growled, his gun in his hand, the muzzle pressed against Blaine’s abdomen moments later. “Won’t kill you at first, but fuck it’ll hurt. There’s be blood, guts, shit, all exploding everywhere, making a fucking mess of you, one no crack team of doctors can fix. You’ll die slowly, painfully, just like you deserve.”

      Blaine went to shove the gun away but every muscle in Ronan’s body locked down then, preventing it from moving a millimetre.

      “That’s gonna happen anyway,” Blaine said, a look of resignation on his face, but his eyes started to dart around, a hand going to gesture for staff to come forward. We stepped in then, surrounding him, shielding him from the rest of the club. “Look, I know my brother has sold me out, but I’ve got something you need.”

      “No—” Ronan started to say.

      “Let's hear him out,” Ash said, stepping forward, arms crossed.

      “You want Rush.” Blaine’s focus shifted from Ash to the dads. “So do the MCs. I’ve got lots of it here. You can take all of it.”

      “In return for?” Ash said.

      “Just let me go. Kill someone else and make it look like me and I’ll run, get the fuck away from here and my damn family. They sold us out!”

      “Isn’t it a bitch when you think you can trust someone?” I drawled. “And they just fuck you over.”

      “You want money?” Blaine stammered out. “I can get you into the safe. You want the drugs?” He turned to the dads then. “You can contact the MCs and have some of their boys load it up in the back of their trucks and have it out on the street within hours. Best high money can buy and no law against it right now. Fuck, I can even get them the formula.”

      “So can we,” Ash said in a flat voice. “We started this job employed by the people you stole that formula from.”

      “Show us the drugs,” Rusty said.

      “Dad—” Ash went to argue with his father but the man just held up his hand as he stared down at Blaine.

      “C’mon, rich boy. Show us what you’ve got.”

      

      “Dad, you’re not giving this shit over to the MCs,” Ash argued as Blaine got to his feet, fishing out a couple of swipe cards and then leading us deeper into the club.

      And that’s when it all started to come unstuck for me.

      The wolf whined as the throbbing sound of the bass line filtered through, along with the moans of the dancers. She paced back and forth inside me, probably had for some time, pushed down by the adrenalin of before. Because it was all too familiar and yet somehow worse.

      When one guy bent another over, slapping his cock on the bent man’s arse, before shoving it inside him I couldn’t work out if the receiver’s mouth fell open due to pleasure or pain. The wolf’s whines picked up as a girl forced a man down onto his back, a grin on her face as her knees landed on either side of his head, her hips slamming down, smothering him with her. I felt the wolf’s tension as my own, my heart beating way too hard, any feeling of power I’d earned in the alleyway well and truly gone, replaced instead with this.

      No wonder I’d gotten drunk and stoned before coming here, because I wouldn’t be able to stand it otherwise. Did people want this? Were they just like me…? My steps slowed as I got to the nearest stage, my eyes searching the faces of the performers. I didn’t give a fuck about what they were doing, just that all parties were consenting enthusiastically. Jax stopped by my side, eyes flicking from the performers and then back to me.

      “Everything OK?” he asked.

      “No…” That came out without thinking and when I admitted it, my eyes went wide.

      “Hey…” He moved super slowly, like I was a skittish horse, but when my wolf let out a whine inside my head he closed the gap between us like he heard it too. “Stevie, beautiful, everything’s OK. I can take you back—”

      “No.” I shook my head sharply, my eyes narrowing, my muscles tensing, preparing myself to fight him, but Jax just nodded slowly. He wasn’t happy with this, but rather than tell me how things needed to be, he offered me his hand. I grabbed it without a thought, pulling it close to my chest, like it was a lifeline to get me through this place, and in some ways it was.

      I walked through the Viper Club in the company of alphas, just as I had last time, but this was completely different. The men at my side had no intention of abusing me. No, instead they were going to help me bring these fucks to justice. But as I walked past dancers, patrons, I wondered at how many of them were being coerced or doing the coercing.

      

      “We need to bring this whole place down,” I said to Jax as we turned down a hallway to the staff area of the club. Ronan and Ash had their weapons out, as did the dads, just in case this was a set up.

      “No arguments from me,” he replied.

      “No, like tonight.” I glanced back behind us at the tableaus playing out. “If they’ve got that much Rush here, then there’s using it, selling it, giving it to some of the employees—”

      “I know.” Jax stopped me, putting careful, gentle hands on my arms, ones I struggled to stop from shrugging off. Not because he was Jax, but because my skin felt stretched too tight, too sensitive to everything going on around me. But beneath all the trauma was this. A knowledge that Jax was my alpha, mine, and no matter what had happened before, we were done pretending otherwise. “We were trying to bring the place down, trying to get evidence against the owners but…” He sucked in a breath, then let it out slowly. “But the Spencers would just start another one, then another. Those guys have a queen’s counsel on speed dial, ready to get them out of any legal situation we might try to stitch them up in.”

      “So create one they can’t get out of.”

      Rusty appeared by our sides, resting his shoulder against the wall as he reached inside his jacket and pulled out a tin of roll your own tobacco. He made himself a cigarette without even looking, the movements well practised before he put it in the side of his mouth with a wink.

      “If what this little weasel is saying is true and he can get us access to the stockpile of Rush they’ve got in this place, you could use that to buy yourselves some bloody powerful allies.”

      “Who’ll use that to drug other people,” I snapped.

      Rusty just smiled and shook his head. “No one’s saying that the fellas we run with are choirboys, but we don’t work with MCs that force anyone. Don’t fucking need to. The boys get as much pussy and arse from the hangarounds to not need to force anyone. Now, would they use Rush to have a damn fine time?” His fangs flashed as his grin widened. “Fuck yeah, they would, for those willing to pay for it.”

      “I don’t want them to have it,” I said, my voice curiously steady as I stared at a man who’d been a surrogate father to me of sorts. “I don’t want anyone to have it.”

      “Then we’ll torch it.” He opened his jacket to show me something that looked like a can of hairspray, but the words ‘thermite’ had been stencilled on the sides. “This shit? It’ll burn its way through a fucking tank, so it’ll make short work of a stockpile of drugs.” His eyes rolled to take in the hallway. “This whole fucking place.”

      Burn it all? Fuck, the idea of it was tempting. But those people? I glanced back out into the club. Would everyone be able to get out in time?

      “We’ll have to make things right with the clubs when they find out, but they know we’re not their bitches,” Rusty said with a shrug.

      “Let's see if Blaine is telling the truth first,” I said. “Then we can talk about arson.”
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      One of the things that used to help me cope at school was the feeling of ‘going away.’ I wasn’t the kid that had her mother screaming at her night and day as soon as I stepped into the classroom. I hadn’t been woken up from the small moment of peace I’d managed to achieve when sleeping, dragged out of my bed by my arm, abuse spewing from her lips. That wasn’t me, it was a girl in that TV show, or on an ad about domestic violence. So when I walked down the hall, feeling the reverberations of every step all the way up my legs as I moved closer, it wasn’t Blaine, my abuser, that I saw.

      He was tall, but not any taller than my mates or my family. He was muscular, but somehow he seemed weak with it, like it was a gift he didn’t deserve. His eyes flicked up and down the hallway, his hand shaking as he swiped a card through a reader by a nondescript looking door. He didn’t do it properly the first time, the light flashing red as he only partially passed the card through, and that’s when his breathing picked up. I noted the way his chest heaved and his muscles tensed, particularly as my mates clustered closer. Ronan pressed a gun against the man’s lower back, right where one of his kidneys were and said, “Get it right this time, fuckhead.”

      And he did, a small flare of… something flickering inside me at the sight of it. Something hot and wild and desperate… I shook my head, stepping forward as Blaine stared, the door popping open.

      “Fuck…” Blaine breathed. “I wasn’t sure if that was gonna work.” He tried to flash us a sheepish smile, but no one returned that expression. “I mean, I stole the cards from my brother and—”

      “And how about we fucking get on with it?” Ronan growled, gesturing for the alpha to precede him with his gun.

      “Right. Right.”

      Something threatened my perfect calm as I watched the alpha stammer out the words. It reminded me of something else that I’d been forced to re-experience too much tonight. I felt like I’d sliced the part of me that had been brutalised by the Spencers away the moment I cut Rock’s throat and so all there was left was this.

      Cool observant eyes that took in the office, another door with another card reader off to one side, a large desk and behind it a wall of monitors that showed live streams of different parts of the club.

      “If you wanna blackmail anyone,” Blaine said, gesturing to the screens. “All of this shit is recorded and filed away. Even the private rooms.”

      He pointed to several monitors, and like an idiot, I glanced at them too, but not for long. Because in them were men and women, eyes glazed over, that was apparent even in the scratchy looking footage, each one of them being ploughed— Ash walked over and turned those monitors off, one by one, before looking at me.

      “OK, so that’s no good to you.” Blaine tried for a smile and failed terribly. He went to sit behind the desk, but all three of my alphas slapped their hands down on the tabletop, stopping him where he was.

      “Rush,” Ash bit off. “Formula. Money. That’s what you promised us to stop us from putting a bullet in your brain in the VIP section.”

      Would Ash do that? It seemed terribly reckless for him. Ronan, however…

      “Still can happen,” my dark alpha said with a grin.

      I could tell Blaine wasn’t one of us, because when he saw Ronan’s jagged smile, his eyes widened, his chest heaving as he sucked breaths in. He was scared. But right now, I could feel the icy cool that had me in its grip start to thaw slightly.

      I didn’t feel scared at all, not when I saw this side of my mate, because somehow I knew. He was mine and I was his, and I would never be in danger when I was around him. I moved them, sidling up to Ronan and his arm went around me without a thought, holding me close. I didn’t want to be that girl, the one that could only be strong around a man, but fuck me, if the feel of him didn’t settle something inside me. Heal what hurt, if only for this moment, soothe me until my eyes fluttered closed for just a second.

      “Better, beautiful?”

      Ronan’s voice was little more than a raspy whisper, and I couldn’t tell if it was him that was talking or that other part of my mate. I didn’t care, I decided, lifting an arm and putting it around his neck, his moving to cradle me against his body. And Blaine? He watched the whole damn time with the strangest of expressions. Longing, I realised.

      Because no matter what he had or his familial connections, Blaine Spencer would never have this.

      A moment of connection so intense, sweet and pure, it took my breath away. It felt like it filled all the cracks inside me, the parts that screamed out for more. Ronan filled me up to the point of overflowing. So I should’ve been all love when I opened my eyes again and stared at the man who’d abused me. I should’ve felt a moment of forgiveness, where I attempted to understand what shitty social forces made this prick think it was a good idea to drug and assault me.

      Except I didn’t.

      I felt Ronan’s grip on me tighten, his body shifting restlessly, as if he could feel the swell of dark, focused energy surge inside me as I smiled down at the other man. I jerked one of my handguns out, flicked off the safety as I squared my stance, gripping it with both hands as I aimed it at Blaine.

      “You brought us to a secluded area of your club, away from prying eyes, and just as you did to me, I can do whatever the fuck I like to you right now. Blow your fucking brains out.” I loved watching Blaine’s Adam’s apple bob as his hands slid down, wanting to go for his own weapon until I shifted my aim, forcing him to still. “Shoot you up full of Rush and watch you hump that office chair like a dog in heat until you die from dehydration.” He stared at me then, mutely pleading for mercy, not prepared to beg like his brother had, not yet. “Or give you over to one of those rooms full of fucks like you and tell them they can do whatever they want to you in any hole they like.” I tilted my head to one side. “Including the ones they cut into you.”

      He was powerless then and Blaine knew it. He did before this, when he’d come up with his plan to throw himself at our mercy and offer us a deal he hoped we couldn’t pass up, but that was a kind of helplessness he’d chosen. Right now I was taking that away from him.

      “Where’s the money?” I asked in a deadly voice.

      “You are so fucking hot when you’re like this,” Ronan muttered against my neck, his body shifting against mine.

      “Look, we need—” Blaine started to splutter.

      “There is no need,” I snapped. “You don’t get to dictate this.” Blaine’s eyes darted from Jax to Ash as the two of them came to stand beside me. “You thought you could bargain with us, rely on our greed, our self-interest or something to get you through this.” My fingers flexed around the grip of the gun. “But you don’t get it. You would’ve been better off arming yourself, coming out shooting.”

      “You would’ve mown me down in seconds,” Blaine said with a scowl.

      “And there’s nothing to stop us from doing just that right now.”

      “You don’t have the codes,” he said, tossing the cards down on the desk. “Try them if you like, but if you don’t input the correct code, it’ll lock this whole place down and every security person will come running.” He looked at me and everyone else in the room, looking for some sign of understanding. “You won’t get anything, not without me.”

      Blaine had been shitting his pants since he led us down here, a complete flip of his experience with me and this club, but it was only now when anxiety was replaced by a realisation. That his bargain might not be enough. That he might be completely helpless in the face of people who were willing to disregard his advice, his pleas, even the law itself.

      Leaving him with nothing.

      “What are you feeling right now?” I asked, a small smile forming on my face. His throat worked and his eyes began to shine, his skin going milk pale. “How does it feel to have no options left?”

      But he didn’t answer me. He couldn’t. Men didn’t admit to this kind of weakness, because when their backs were against the wall, they were trained to reach for something, anything to put them back in power.

      I realised what Blaine was about to do when Ronan moved, yanking out a knife from where I’d tucked it in my belt and then throwing it so it embedded in Blaine’s shoulder. The alpha let out a thin scream, stopping him from reaching for his weapon, his hand slapping down over the bleeding wound.

      “What the fuck! What the fucking fuck! I’m trying to help you fucks out right now and you—”

      “Are about to remind you that you aren’t the one in power right now.”

      The dads let out a low rumble of approval as Jax moved behind the desk, his hand grabbing the hilt of the knife and pressing down, despite Blaine’s attempts to stop him.

      “I can twist this.” Jax’s eyes were bright, bright green. “It’ll slice up more muscles, really fucking your shit up.”

      “Brother, I do like this change in you,” Ronan said.

      “I can also give you a matching knife wound, to even shit up.”

      Jax yanked his knife free with his spare hand, and that’s when Blaine really acknowledged it. His eyes rolled up, searching Jax’s face, his gaze begging, pleading for some kind of mercy.

      Pity I’d had my fill of that in the alleyway.

      “Where’s the money?” I said. “Where’s the drugs?”

      Jax twisted the knife slightly when Blaine hesitated.

      “Red swipe card. That room.” He nodded sharply to the door we’d passed on our way in. “Passcode is—”

      “6666?” I said, suddenly feeling inspired.

      “How did—?” Blaine stammered.

      “No more questions now.” Jax’s tone was absolute. “Grab that card, beautiful.”

      I did exactly as he said, snatching it up and walking over to the door, but my hand hovered over the reader.

      “Worried about a booby trap, love?” Blue asked. “That’s a reasonable expectation, but seems to me that this pampered bunch of fucks has been playing at being the bad guys, not actually mixing with some of the real bad ones. I’ll open the door if—”

      “No.” I swiped the card through, then a light flashed on a small keypad, prompting me to input the code. I tapped it in and then the door popped open.
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      "Well, well, look what we have in here.”

      Rusty’s voice was all dark amusement as we stepped inside. The place was clinical, neat and climate controlled, with steel shelving set up on the right hand side, each one groaning with bags of bright red pills.

      “This…” Rusty looked at me. “This will buy you a lot of goodwill with the MCs,” he told me, grabbing one and then opening it, taking a sniff. “You’d have your own private army, for a time.”

      “And the sale of Rush would spread far further than anything the Spencers have done,” Ash countered. He grabbed the bag from his father’s hands and tossed it back on the shelves. “Every hustler on every street corner would be selling the shit and for what? The MCs might not want to use it as a date rape drug, but you couldn’t say that of anyone else.” He turned to face me then, something softer, almost placating in his eyes. “I’ll back you whatever you decide, Stevie, you know that.”

      But I didn’t. I really didn’t.

      “I will follow this need for revenge right back to the root, be with you every step of the way, but this?” He jerked his thumb at the drugs. “Not this. If we do this, we’ll see more Stevie’s, countless other men and women who experience the same shit you have and for what? I can’t… I can’t lay down in my bed every night knowing I was the instigator.”

      I heard all of his words, but seemed only able to process some of them, because they seemed to echo around and around in my head. A guttural groan from the office let me know Jax was having to take matters into his own hands to keep Blaine under control, but that sound mutated, growing larger and larger, screening everything else out, his animalistic grunts reminding me of something else.

      Blaine’s hands on my skin, his body thrusting rabbit fast as he chased his pleasure, not needing mine. His frantic little pants as he got close, the way he ground into me, trying to force me to take his knot. My cunt clamped down though, even through the chemical haze, not wanting to let him in, which made his fingers bite down harder. I screamed, the sound muffled as someone forced my mouth open and a cock was shoved down my throat when—

      I stared at Ash, knowing that he was the only one who saw it, really. I could imagine riding up to the Spencer estate on the back of a rumbly Harley, a thousand big, burly bikers at my back. I’d stop being a scared little girl and become instead a fucking general at the head of a savage army. Part of me wanted, needed that so much and the dads, they nodded, seeming to sense just that.

      But then there was this.

      The Spencers would have been able to hurt me without Rush, but they wouldn’t have made me complicit in my own abuse without it. I’d give the power of that to other men, other alphas, if I let the MCs have the stockpile. Then there was that woman, Riley. I saw her tear stained face in my mind’s eye just then, the guilt and the regret at what had seemed like a straightforward scientific discovery and somehow she seemed to feel more pain over what had happened to me than I did.

      Probably because she could afford the luxury of allowing herself to feel it.

      “That’s the safe?” I asked, looking at a square door inset into the wall. “Let's open it up and see what’s inside.”

      The safe shouldn’t have the same passcode as the one on the door. Only someone very stupid or very pampered would be that dumb and yet here we were. Ash inputted the code and then pulled the door open, brows drawing down in a frown. It insulted the security expert in him, having such lax measures, but I guess the Spencers never expected this. No one got into this room without the requisite permissions. No one got anywhere near any of this if they weren’t a Spencer.

      Except for us.

      “How about this then?” Ash pulled out two massive stacks of cash, and behind him we could all see so many more. “The MCs might want Rush, but would they settle for cold, hard cash?”

      “They won’t be happy,” Blue said with a shake of his head. “But money like that? It would help them get the fuck over themselves real fast.”

      “But to be on the safe side, we need to find some dumb fuck to blame for the loss of the drug.” Gun turned around and looked out the door, everyone following his gaze.

      

      Blaine was trying to bargain with Jax, but by the sound of my alpha’s tone, he wasn’t having it. A slow smile spread across my face and then so did all the others.

      “I’ll set off the fire alarm,” Ash said. “It’s the fastest way to get everyone out of here.”

      “Bag up the cash,” I told the dads. “I’ve got a bargain to make with Blaine.”

      I strode back into the room and saw Jax had followed through, stabbing the man in the other shoulder, Blaine’s nice white button up stained red now.

      “You did what you said you would,” I told him.

      “Right,” Blaine gasped. “So call off your fucking attack dog and let me get out of here.”

      “I can.”

      Ronan looked at me then, a small frown forming. He was a wolf being denied his prey and he wasn’t happy about it. I just smiled. Blaine watched me closely as did Ronan.

      “The MCs want Rush. They’d do a whole lot to get their hands on what’s in that storeroom, be prepared to make an alliance,” I continued.

      “So fucking do it!” Blaine spluttered. “I got you in here, got you into the fucking store room.” His eyes narrowed when he saw the dads walk out with several duffle bags full of cash. “You’ve got the money—”

      The sharp ring of a fire alarm echoed through the PA system.

      “But I don’t want them to have the drugs.” My smile widened and I felt cold, ice cold right now. “I don’t want fucks like you to ever have the chance to do this shit to anyone else, and while I can’t guarantee that outcome, I can make it that much harder. I need the MCs for what we have planned for your dads and your brother.”

      That hadn’t been discussed as of yet, but I didn’t allow any indecision show. I leaned over the table, staring into my abuser’s eyes so I could watch his every expression as I delivered my killing blow.

      “If I tell them I used Rusty’s thermite grenade to blow that shit up, the MCs are gonna be mad.” I nodded to Jax. “Pull the knives out.”

      “But—”

      “Do it.”

      Jax nodded and did as he was told, jerking each one free and then stepping back.

      “You can scuttle on out of here, but…” I pulled out my phone and snapped a pic of the alpha’s face then, my eyes taking in how drawn he looked. “I’m going to make clear that you were the one that torched the drugs rather than hand them over to us and I’ll make sure your family knows about your ‘deal’. So you can run, hide, but the MCs and all of their allies, along with your dads and your brother, will all be looking for you.”

      He didn’t want to make this decision. My mouth was full of the sweet and sour taste of being the one holding the whip handle as I watched Blaine grapple with this. He didn’t want to believe what I was saying, some persistent sense of self preservation rejecting my words, even as he knew I was right.

      Nowhere would be safe for him. There was no place on earth he could run to that would get him far away from either powerful group. The need to fight, to survive and keep on surviving flare bright for a moment.

      Then died.

      When he stared at me then, Blaine looked completely hopeless. He had no options, because I took them away. He couldn’t rely on his usual sources of power, because I’d taken them too. Some of it was his fathers’ and his brother’s work, but I claimed that in a way too. Because I’d been the one to force their hand. I knew exactly what he was feeling as he stared into my eyes.

      I caught the moment when hope would flare, but it died so quickly and thoroughly it was as if it never existed. His lips moved, as if to plead for mercy, but one look at me confirmed what he already knew.

      I would give him none.

      So when his hand went to his back to pull out the gun that was shoved down the back of his pants, I didn’t flinch. Every other man in the room jerked out theirs, pointing them at Blaine, making clear to him in a string of terse words that he was not to make any stupid decisions.

      And he didn’t.

      The gun wasn’t pointed at me, rather being pressed against his own temple, all threats silenced as he removed himself as one.

      Something broke then, as I watched him shoot himself, jerking back and flopping against the chair. That cool, cold shell was cracking, but to let what out? Arms went around me, dragging me back and away from the sight, wanting to turn me around to shield me from it, but that’s when I saw the monitors flick on. People ran out of the club in each and every one of them, some rooms already emptied by now, before the view was replaced by this.

      “So are we done now?”

      Jack Spencer’s voice came through the speakers inset into the ceiling, his smile widening, as if he could see us just as well as we could see him. Each monitor flickered and was replaced by him.

      And not only him.

      I’d felt a moment of pure power, drank deeply from it for just a fucking minute, only for it to be all ripped away.

      We’d taken Snake, Rock and Blaine out with ease, which should have been warning enough, but apparently we needed it spelled out for us.

      “You’ve killed my brothers.” His eyes narrowed as he focused on the bags. “Stripped my club of its money and drugs. Seems like a fucking steep price to pay for one piece of arse, but hey, I’ve paid it. So we are done now.”

      Everyone growled in the room just then, including me.

      “And to make sure you agree to my more than reasonable terms, I’ve got a little insurance.”

      I never wanted to see a woman looking like that again, that same stifled expression of fear and powerlessness. I stared at Scarlett, all of the Scarlett’s on each monitor, a scream building in my chest, but not let out.

      And I was willing to bet she felt the same.

      Scar’s wrists were cruelly bound, a piece of gaffer tape plastered across her lips, one that Jack tore away with a painful wrench.

      “Don’t listen to him,” she stammered out. “Don’t play along with his games. Get the fuck away from the city, from that club, now.”

      Jack’s smile faltered as he slapped his hand across her mouth, his jaw muscle jumping as he wrestled her back into submission, then stared out into the screen.

      “You took away my toy and now I’ve got one of yours, so in a way we’re even.” His eyes narrowed then. “I should kill off a few of your fucking mates though, to be truly square, but no matter. Do as the lovely Scarlett says and fuck right off, away from me and mine and we will have no reason to have any more to do with each other.”

      The faint, far off wail of a fire engine seemed to match the internal screaming inside my head.

      “You know we’ll never let you keep Scarlett,” I snarled.

      “As soon as I’m sure this little vendetta is over, I’ll return her back to you.” He winked then. “After I’ve played with her for a bit, of course. I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

      And with that the screens all went blank.

      “Burn this place.” I mumbled the words without thinking. “Burn it to the fucking ground.”
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      Ash

      The sounds of The Viper Club going up in flames should’ve gratified me. That place, what went on in there? It was the only way to deal with it. A small, rational part of me worried that there might be people still inside, that someone hadn’t made it out, but it was shoved aside for this.

      Guilt.

      I didn’t look at my brothers, my fathers, nor even my omega as I walked away from that fucking place. Because no amount of thermite was going to burn away the sight of Scar in Jack fucking Spencer’s grip.

      I should’ve seen her to the airport personally. Made sure she got on that plane and then checked in with her employer in Adelaide to make sure she arrived. Fuck, we could’ve gotten on that plane and seen her home ourselves, got the fuck away from the city for a few days and—

      “Ash.”

      I heard her voice, Stevie’s, calling my name and my eyes closed for a long second before I forced them open again. Her voice was softer now, free of accusation and anger and that wasn’t right. There was no way I’d earned that. I wanted to just walk on and ignore her, but I never could, Stevie’s voice was a leash around my neck and she was giving it a jerk. I spun around, wanting to snap at her that now wasn’t the time, that we needed to get the fuck out of here before the bloody cops arrived and—

      “Ash.”

      She stepped in close to me and while I might be six foot six of fucking alpha muscle, my whole body quivered with anticipation as she reached out to put a hand on my arm.

      And that just made me madder.

      Because I felt a flush of the most intense pleasure that she was touching me of her own volition, that she saw me hurting and she decided to try and comfort me, rather than shrink back into my brother’s arms. And I wanted that comfort so fucking much my fangs ached and my jaw locked tight, needing it, needing her.

      But I didn’t deserve it.

      So I shook her hand off, catching the way her brow creased and a terrible mixture of pain and resignation flashed across her face.

      I fucked up everything, and I couldn’t accept anything from anyone until I’d made shit right.

      “We need to get the fuck out of here, now,” I snapped, injected all of the alpha bark into my voice to get everyone moving. “The cops are coming and—”

      “Then you need to stop being a fuck,” Stevie replied, spinning me around with far more ease than a tiny omega should be able to, forcing me to face her. Her eyes flashed bright green and she looked terrible and beautiful, the fact she was covered in splatters of blood and grime only enhancing her beauty. Stevie stared up at me, daring me to do something stupid as she stepped into my arms and put hers around me.

      Oh fuck.

      I held her close. Of course, I did. I couldn’t hold out on her, not like this. My heart ached in my chest, each beat painful as it felt like something cracked deep inside me. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to touch her when I was filled with this sense of shame, terrified that it’d somehow stain her, but as soon as she hugged me, my grip on her tightened, holding her as hard as I dared.

      “I fucked up…” I croaked out, the horror of what I’d let happen to Scar hitting me, but that was only the most recent thing. So much more came rushing out as I said the words. “I fucked everything up. It’s all my fucking fault, Stevie. If I’d seen Scar onto the plane. If I’d stopped you from going to The Viper Club. If I’d worked out that it was the Spencer pack distributing Rush. If I’d found those videos before—”

      “It must be nice.”

      Her words were muffled by my chest so it took me a second to work out what she’d said, and even then I stared down at her, watching the moment she lifted her head and looked into my eyes. She saw the question there and smiled slowly, a crooked thing, just like Ronan’s.

      “The rest of us? We’re pretty reconciled to the fact we’re gonna fuck big things and little things on the regular. Like we wish we wouldn’t and we try and learn from our mistakes, but fuck, I don’t think any of us have any real expectation that we will stop messing up.”

      My eyes jerked up when Ronan and Jax sidled closer.

      “You do know we’re all going to fuck things up if we decide to get our heads out of our arses and become a pack,” she continued. “Fuck, even the mighty Ash Kelly will.”

      “No one calls me the mighty Ash Kelly,” I said with a snort.

      “Well, not to your face.” She smiled wryly and while there was pain in it, there was something else there as well. “A lot of things go unsaid, I think, because the high fucking standards you seem so determined to hold to, stop us, stop you.”

      She let out a sigh, seeming to get smaller by the second, lines forming in her face I swear weren’t there a second ago, real exhaustion in her eyes.

      “I guess here’s the thing.” Her head jerked up at the far off wail of sirens, but her focus seemed doomed to come back to me. “You can indulge in a very lengthy, very broody period of self flagellation where you blame yourself for everything, then single handedly work yourself to the bone to save everyone or…”

      “Or?”

      She was taking the piss out of me, but somehow I had to ask the question. Probably because she’d described exactly what I intended to do and I wasn’t aware there was another option.

      “Or we can work out a way to make that cunt pay and get Scar back unharmed, together.” I sucked in a breath, ready to reply to that, but she cut me off with a frown. “Not with us as foot soldiers and you as a general, but truly together.”

      My dads always said that when we found our omega, she’d be the perfect woman for us in every way. I’d snorted at the idea, even while hoping in the secret depths of my heart it was true. But as I stared down at her, the need to bolt for the car getting more and more pressing, I saw it.

      I wanted what she described so fucking much it took my breath away. I found it almost impossible to relinquish control and when I did, I watched my brothers every move and the moment they diverged from my mental model of how shit should go, I snatched back the reins, barking orders.

      And hated every minute of it.

      My brothers were smart, capable, men who could tackle any problem head on, but knowing that didn’t make it any easier. I didn’t want minions, but some part of me seemed to think I needed it, that I had to move everyone around like little dollies, shifting them into position to make sure they were…

      Safe. To keep them safe.

      I swallowed hard, letting myself rub my hand up and down Stevie’s back, to just feel her, be with her for just this moment, before it all kicked in again.

      “Can you do that?” Stevie wasn’t asking a rhetorical question. There was real curiosity, real fear in her eyes as she stared at me. “Can you work with us rather than rule us?”

      No, that was my immediate response. No fucking way. Surrendering control meant saying goodbye to the outcomes I needed to achieve, because I knew the moment I did, I’d get caught up. In her, in them, in all of this and— But my mind stuttered, then stilled as she stared at me with eyes of green, her wolf looking up at me and mine? He shifted inside me, shouldering forward and taking control.

      “Yes.” My voice was rough and growly because it was his, not mine, and it was the only answer he could ever give her, if I let him have his head. Yes to now and everything else going forward. “Yes, Stevie—”

      “Then let’s get the fuck out of here,” Rusty said, stepping forward. “This is all very touching, but unless you want to have hot monkey sex in a cell tonight, get the fuck in the car.” He held up the bags of money they’d retrieved. “We’ll head out to the MCs, see if we can strike a deal while you lot scuttle back to the hideout. We’ll have an answer for you by tomorrow.”

      My brothers nodded and then everyone began to move and not on my order. I tried to breathe through it, forcing my legs to move when theirs did, follow Ronan and Jax rather than being the one to lead the way. Because I was held back in the rear by a small hand that clasped mine, and found that more than made up for not being in control.

      Until we got back to the car.

      “No, you’re in the back,” Stevie ordered the moment I went for the driver’s seat.

      “Fuck yes…” Ronan hissed, holding out his hands for the keys and I just stared at him with narrowed eyes. “C’mon, give them over. We need to get the fuck out of the city.”

      Stevie watched me closely, an air of challenge in her eyes.

      “Baby steps,” she said. “And don’t worry, I’ll keep you distracted throughout the drive.”

      Fuck… I remembered the sounds she made in the car when she was with Ronan, when she fucking claimed him. My wolf stiffened, panting hard, imagining us in his place, even though I knew that it wouldn’t happen.

      “Something you need, omega?” I asked in a low rumble.

      Her brows creased and something world weary filled her eyes, but she smiled at me.

      “Scar back and out of that fuck’s clutches. Jack fucking Spencer’s head on a pike. The whole Spencer family on their knees before me, begging me to stop the implosion of their whole empire.” That smile widened. “But right now I’ll settle for a little team building activity.”

      “Team building…?” There was no point asking what, I could see that in the hectic gleam in her eyes. I shook my head as I tossed Ronan the keys and then got in the backseat, the space already feeling weird and claustrophobic. I heard my brothers’ snickers from the front, because before I could put my seat belt on, something else pinned me to the upholstery.

      “Omega,” I growled. “You need to sit down and—”

      “I am,” she replied, straddling my lap and wedging the two of us into the space between the driver’s side seat and mine.

      “This isn’t safe,” I said, putting my hands on her waist and going to manually put her in the seat next to me, but she knocked them away.

      “Hands behind your head,” she ordered, the real command in her voice making me smile involuntarily. My hands moved without thinking, only conscious effort forcing me to stop from obeying her. “Now, Ash, or we don’t move an inch. Imagine what the cops will think if they arrive—”

      “Fine.” The engine started as I moved slowly, placing my hands behind my head and that’s when I saw it. Whatever bossy shit my omega was trying to play, it all fell apart as soon as I did.

      “Damn…”

      Her eyes were hungry, raking across biceps that popped the moment I did as she told him. I only flexed them a little for her benefit.

      “Hold tight, lovers,” Ronan said with a characteristic cackle. “This might be a bumpy ride.”

      “Ronan—!”

      Any protest I might make was cut off by a squeal of the wheels as we tore off down the alleyway and out onto the main road.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 47

          

        

      

    

    
      This wasn’t smart.

      Sitting on a man’s lap when the cops were swarming towards The Viper Club site would only draw attention to us, but somehow I couldn’t bring myself to sit beside Ash, not even just until we were clear of the strip of clubs.

      Because Ash Kelly was mine.

      I don’t think I dared to believe that until now. Jax, Ronan, it was so much easier to accept, but the big alpha? He watched me closely, some of that arrogant fuckboy look of his on his face.

      But not entirely.

      The mask was cracking, making me aware it was there in the first place and I couldn’t stop until it was in pieces, so I reached out, dragging my fingers along his stubbled jaw, touching a face I’d dreamed of, fantasised about, for longer than I had thought possible.

      It was as if my fingertips were numb, unable to register the feel of his skin, the heat of it right up until his hand went up and covered mine. Then it was hot, hot, hot, all that longing I’d kept tamped down rushing up.

      Because as he turned his face to press a kiss into my palm, his eyes held mine, making clear he felt the same as me.

      Fuck his mask, his cool, his arrogance. I surged forward, not content with palm kisses, not when my mouth ached for his. I brushed my lips against his, just a featherlight thing, as if dipping a toe into a too hot bath, but his hand slid up my neck, jerking me closer, his lips parting, his tongue flicking out to slide between mine.

      Of course, he couldn’t let me just kiss him. He needed to muscle in, force things to move at his pace. But I smiled into the kiss. Because sometimes, just sometimes, when Ash Kelly controlled everything, we all got what we needed.

      My need matched his, making the kiss hungry, biting and savage. Our wolves pressed against our skin, not willing to hold back anymore, taking bites out of each other to keep for later, in fear we wouldn’t have another opportunity. But right as my lips swelled, bruised and battered, as I pulled away, seeing his were the same, I stared into his eyes, my most distant of alphas, and told him the things that I hoped would break that mask of his.

      “Maybe it could be like this.” My eyes dropped down, focusing on the mouth I wanted to kiss again, rather than those blue eyes that seemed to see every damn thing. “Maybe you could want me as much as I want you.”

      “Fuck, if you think I don’t—”

      I pressed my finger to his lips, shutting him up for once.

      “Maybe we could work out a way through things as a pack, weighing up all the options, taking into account your need to make sure we’re all safe.” I dared to meet his eyes. “And Ronan’s need to tear our enemies apart and Jax’s need to keep us all happy.”

      “And you? What do you need?” he asked me, steeling himself for the answer if the growing tension in his body was anything to go by.

      So very much came rushing up, every single emotion screaming to be uttered, laid down before him, but I picked through them, choosing this one to share.

      “To be a part of something.” I felt the tears burn in my eyes, wanting to be shared, but as I stared at him, I refused to let them fall. “To be truly an active and equal participant in something. Not someone who’s in a group, in a family due to accident of birth, allowed to stay there due to obligation, but someone wanted—”

      “If you knew how much you are wanted—” he said, his grip on me tightening.

      “I don’t know that, Ash, not yet. But I want to. I want you to wake up and convince me every day, show me in word and deed, in the ways I need it expressed, that I belong with you, that I should choose you and that you choose me.”

      Part of me was still waiting for the other shoe to drop, that he would snort, smile and say something sarcastic. That I was just a little sister to him and he would never really see me that way.

      So imagine my surprise when he didn’t.

      His eyes turned turquoise and then green as he slowly leaned forward, hand on my jaw, as if giving me the opportunity to pull away.

      “I’ll always choose you.” The way his voice sounded shredded, coarse with emotion, was everything I never knew I needed. “Always, omega, Stevie. I always have, even if I fucked it up utterly, but…” My heart felt like it skipped a beat as I watched a small smile form. “But I think you’ll find I’m a pretty fast learner, if you can bring yourself to teach me.”

      Fucking smirky hot alphas.

      The tears fell free as I launched myself at him, the small gap between us feeling like an insult to my honour, one I had to immediately avenge. I slammed my mouth down on his, loving the feel of his fangs and mine pressing against the plush surfaces, the softness of his hair as I finally raked my fingers through it, the sounds of his raspy breaths and then his hands sliding up.

      He held me like I was precious, like I was his, his fingers branding my bare skin as they slid up the hem of my shirt, only able to go so far due to the flak jacket, but it was already so much more than I’d expected to feel and my kisses reflected that. I was gorging myself on Ash Kelly, kissing him over and over, the drive feeling like it took only seconds before we were forced to break away at the sound of the car driving into the car park beneath the bunker.

      “So you’ve got your head out of your arse.” Ronan peered at his brother from the front seat, a small smile forming. “Good, because I have so many hot fucking scenarios in my head where we work so hard to make shit up to our omega.” His focus flicked to me, those green depths heating up. “Ones where you come and keep on coming, past the point you think you can’t anymore.”

      Jax let out a pained sound at that.

      “But not yet.” My wolf snarled at those words, unable to believe I was saying them, but when I reminded her that Scarlett was pack adjacent, she was somewhat placated. I stared down at Ash, seeing the blue return to his eyes, unaware he was reaching for that mask again. “We need to work out how we’re going to get Scarlett out of there while the Murder Daddies are brokering deals.”

      “Murder daddies?” Came a strangled sound from the front seat, but my attention was on Ash. This was the first test and I wanted, needed for him to pass it.

      “You sure you shouldn’t go and rest in your nest?” Ash asked me in that oh-so-reasonable tone.

      “Nope.” I straightened up, looming over him for once in the backseat. “I want you to take us to your nest, where you recentre yourself and work out your next step, because this time, you’re doing it with us.”
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      Jax

      The come down from a mission was always hard. The adrenalin that had you pumped up and ready to go left you feeling empty and hollow afterwards, but not this time. I watched my omega take my brother’s hand and lead him to his safe place, the command centre, and then mumbled the only thing that was appropriate.

      “Fuck, she’s perfect…”

      If we’d have tried to muscle in on Ash’s planning time, we’d have been tossed out on our ears, our brother only able to talk civilly to the rest of us once he had it all sorted out in his head. And the trouble was, he was so damn good at it. Every contingency planned for, every obstacle obliterated. We’d move like a well oiled machine through the next mission and the next.

      But there was no soul in all that machine-like perfection.

      “She always was,” Ronan agreed, but when she escorted him in through the door, we paused, like two kids hovering at their parents’ door while they slept.

      My brother looked at me and I looked at him, both of us snorting at the fact we were letting the customary Ash bullshit keep us from the room. Ronan could kill a man in more ways than I could count, and I’d helped our omega slash a man’s throat today. But that wasn’t what earned us a place in the room, just this.

      We were pack. I’d always felt that and while most packs weren’t exactly a democratic collective, ours felt even less equal than most I’d seen. But as we sat down in the chairs Ronan brought in, Ash slumped down into his office chair, then turned to us.

      “So what do we do?” The crack in my brother’s voice told us everything we needed to know, Stevie crawling into his lap. “It goes without saying I should’ve driven Scar to the airport or chartered her a plane.”

      “We all fucked up in that regard,” I said. “We thought the Spencers were focused only on Stevie. There was nothing on the message boards about Scar.”

      “Jack would’ve found someone, anyone he could for insurance,” Ronan said, crossing his feet at the ankle and leaning back in his chair. “The little cunt just hand delivered his brothers to us, hoping it’d be enough to placate us. If it wasn’t Scar it’d be Mum, Cat, Bianca, someone. There was no way to avoid this. He’s a rat running back to his hole, hoping the threat of hurting Scar is enough to stop us coming from him.” His fangs flashed as he grinned. “It’s not.”

      “She’s not collateral damage in anything you have planned,” Ash snapped, his spine straightening right up until the point Stevie slid her hand across his chest. He blinked at that, forcing his muscles to relax. “She gets out in one piece, unharmed. That’s non-negotiable.”

      “And Jack Spencer dies screaming,” Ronan shot back. “Also non-negotiable.”

      “So this is where I come in then.” I blinked, not having intended to say that, but as soon as the words were out, I felt the truth of them. “I’m always in between a rock and a hard place, so… I guess it’s time to make a virtue of that. Everyone wants Jack to pay for what he did, to Stevie, to Scar and to countless others?”

      I looked at each one of them then and then all nodded, Stevie and Ronan enthusiastically and Ash much more stiffly.

      “But we’re not willing to put Scarlett at risk in any plan we come up with.”

      Again, everyone seemed in agreement at that, though much more equally.

      “So, if the little fuck is preoccupied with his own survival, he has to have gone to ground.” I glanced at Ash’s array of monitors, my brother reaching around Stevie to bring up some maps of the different properties the Spencer family owned. “I’m betting somewhere big, easily protected and away from the city, so that if a war breaks out, the cops aren’t going to stop Jack from eviscerating us with an army of bodyguards.”

      “Here,” Ash said, pointing to a rural property, complete with a massive mansion. “Or if he’s gotten on a plane, he could be here or here.”

      “We can check flight logs for that intel,” Ronan said. “My gut says he’s sticking closer to home. Harder to shift a captive by air than by road.”

      “Then here,” Ash said, coming back to the original property and then zooming in. “High walls, massive area and a property that’s easy to defend. A frontal assault will be a death sentence for us as well as Scarlett.”

      “Not if we use the troops as a decoy.” Everyone looked at me. “If the dads and the MCs hit the front gates with thermite, create a fuss that draws all of Jack’s bodyguards as well as induce panic.”

      “Jackie boy would have to be thinking he’s sitting pretty behind those high walls.” Ronan nodded then smirked at me. “Anything that contradicts that belief will have him panicking, making dumb decisions.”

      “And Scarlett will be in his firing line,” Ash growled.

      “That’s why we’ll be moving on Jack before the chaos starts,” I said. “We’ll be in place, ready to strike, and when he goes to hurt Scar—”

      “We’ll already be there.” Ronan’s grin was vicious and so was mine. It was as if we could see victory already, emerging from the shadows, right when the little fuck thought he could use leverage to stop us in our tracks.

      “All of us.” Stevie hadn’t said anything before this, but she stared into each one of our eyes, then much longer into Ash’s. I watched a battle rage inside my brother, every part of him hating that idea.

      “You don’t want me to protect you anymore?” he told her in a deadly serious tone. “Then know this. If something happens to you again, I won’t survive it. I was barely able to put one foot in front of the other when I saw you…” He swallowed hard. “Seeing you… after we picked you up from The Viper Room damn near killed me and if it happened again, I’d put a bullet in my brain for failing you.”

      “So don’t fail me,” she said. “Don’t fail us. We can do this. We’re a pack and we hunt together.”

      Just one stiff nod from him. I hoped she saw how much it cost him to make it, but somehow I thought she did. She echoed the gesture much more slowly and with that, our fate was sealed.

      We’d either get through this together or we’d fail the same way, forced to live with the consequences. I felt some of what I imagined was my brother’s pain, because this wasn’t something I wanted to share. If someone had to go down, each one of us wanted to without taking the others with them.

      So our only choice was not to.

      “You know I’m in,” I told her. “Mum always said the omega rules the roost and I think everyone’s finally realising you rule ours.”

      I watched Stevie flush, stealing a strange kind of pleasure from hers, despite all the shit that was going down.

      “I’m your knife, beautiful,” Ronan told her. “You just tell me who to stab.”

      Her eyes flashed at that and each one of us let out a little groan as the floral scent of her arousal filled the room.

      “So that’s what it takes to get you on side, does it?” Ash asked in a faux grumpy voice. “Offers of murder? Well, maybe you should spend some time with Ronan, fantasising over what you want to do to Jack Spencer, because I have to call Riley Taylor to keep her abreast of the situation.”

      “No.”

      I could hear the determination in Stevie’s voice.

      “No?”

      Right then you could see that Ronan and Ash were brothers, because Ash went completely still, his eyes green as he stared down the omega.

      “No, we’ll stay here while you call them, because that’s the way it's going to be, going forward.” She turned in his lap, grabbing the mouse from him and then bringing up the video call software, wriggling around in Ash’s lap to distract him as she put through the call.

      “Hello?”

      Riley hadn’t answered the call, but her mate, Fen, had. He frowned at the screen, taking the lot of us in, and I guess I understood why. We looked like soldiers returned from battle, not security professionals.

      “Is Riley around?” Stevie asked.

      “I re-directed the calls to me,” Fen replied. “Riley’s pregnant and the stress of the Rush situation is getting to her.” He blinked then. “She doesn’t know I’ve done this but…” He shook his head. “What news do you have?”

      “We blew up the main distribution hub last night,” Ronan said. Fen’s eyes widened. “We didn’t tell you that, of course.”

      “Of course, but—” Fen started to say.

      “We have a lot of video evidence of countless sexual assaults committed by the Spencer pack,” Ash added. “And I took a copy of as much data as I could from one of their computers. Seems like there’s a lot of info about how they’re manufacturing it and moving it around the city.”

      “That’s good news. We’ll need that information surrendered to us immediately,” Fen said. “Our IT team and lawyers will need to look over it before proceeding.”

      “And if you have a leak?” I asked. “You’ve already got an in-house problem, otherwise the formula for Rush would’ve never been released.”

      “Gideon’s on top of that,” Fen replied. “He’s quarantined some offices that only his forensic team has access to so we’re hoping that plugs any future leaks.”

      “Then we’ll be handing the information after our mission is over, because we have some bad news.” Fen stiffened at Ash’s voice. We all did, because no one wanted to hear this part again. “Jack Spencer gave up his brothers easily for what they did to our omega, but he’s not willing to fall on his sword himself. Fen, he has Scarlett.”

      We watched the other alpha suck in a breath, his face going milk pale as silver eyes started into ours, willing us to reveal that this was all just a sick joke.

      But we couldn’t.

      “We’re getting her out.” Stevie said that with complete confidence, something that made each one of us sit up straighter, wanting it to be true for her sake. “We won’t leave her in that fuck’s clutches. We—”

      “Hold that thought.” Fen held up a hand as if to ward off our mate’s more murderous impulses, but his focus shifted away from the webcam as he clicked and clicked. “I’m adding some more people to this call.”

      “Hey, Fen, what’s up?” A dark haired man with bright blue eyes asked as he looked at the screen, but before anyone could answer, more people popped up on the screen, until it was filled with the faces of strangers. A lot of them were alphas, that was obvious by the sets of their shoulders and the intensity of their gaze, some of them military.

      “Guys, this is the Kelly pack,” Fen said by way of introduction, “and they’ve got news on Scarlett.”

      “Scarlett?” The first alpha who’d joined us frowned and then shouted out some names down the hallway before turning back to us. “What the hell has happened to Scarlett?”

      “Sounds like you’ve got a job for us.”

      This alpha was massive even by comparison to us, his eyes very pale blue in contrast to his short back and sides haircut. The khaki t-shirt didn’t clue me in that he was an ex-soldier so much as the way he leaned forward slowly, eyeing every face on the screen.

      “Need us to get the band back together?” he asked. “Living out on the horse farm is lovely, but…” His grin was slow and full of menace. “We wouldn’t mind getting our hands dirty.”

      “Why is anyone getting their hands dirty?” an alpha in a business suit asked, leaning down to look into the webcam. “What the fuck has happened to Scar?”
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      It appeared there were plenty of people who were willing to jump in and join our mission. Scarlett was business partners with the Lockwood pack and the alpha in the business suit was Tobias Lockwood, billionaire and darling of the business world. His brother, Max, was the alpha who we’d met first once Fen patched him into the call. Apparently he was some kind of tech wunderkind, his eyes gleaming silver when we discussed the evidence we’d found.

      “I’ve got a crack team of white hat hackers who just need to know where to direct their efforts,” Max told us. “We’ve been trying to find out the source of Rush on the different dark web message boards and meeting rooms, but not getting real far.” He nodded at the screen. “The Spencers have been playing their cards close to their chests.”

      “Spencers senior might,” Ash growled. “But not the younger. Those boys are bloody idiots. Careless.”

      “Spoiled little rich boys.” An alpha named Lock Murphy said with a smirk. He and his brothers were ex-military apparently. “The dads are the masterminds, but the boys have grown up in luxury, expecting the world to be handed to them. We’ve seen it plenty of times before. They feel entitled to their father’s success.” He flexed his fists then. “That’s OK. We’ve had plenty of experience knocking some sense into people who don’t seem to have any.”

      So I’d sat there, cradled in Ash’s lap as they plotted out the exact steps to take to bring Jack Spencer down, but when it was done? All my murderous impulses left me, willing to wait until tomorrow to be unleashed, because when the video call ended, all that was left was me and my pack.

      Would I ever get over this feeling of look, don’t touch? I turned slightly in Ash’s grip, staring at him until he noticed it, and then looked down at me. A thick silence filled the room as it felt like every person in it held their breath, right as I reached out.

      “Am I ever going to feel like it’s OK to just touch you?” I asked Ash in a small voice.

      “Am I ever going to stop wishing with every breath that you would?” came his answer.

      That note of vulnerability, of need, had my eyes flicking up and when they met his? I sucked in a breath at the sight of him. They were bright emerald green right now, his muscles almost trembling with the effort of holding back. Don’t, I wanted to tell him, but it was then I remembered who I was. Not the girl that kept her head down and her nose clean, their little sister.

      I was their mate.

      It was that which had me frowning as I grabbed his jaw, and then used it to drag him closer.

      “You better fucking kiss me, Ash K—”

      Any demand I might have to make was immediately cut off as his mouth slammed down on mine. It was a kiss for sure, but so much more. With every brush of his mouth against mine, with every flick of his tongue, he was admitting finally that I was his and he was mine, his hand going up when I tried to move into a more comfortable position, pinning me to the spot.

      “Don’t you pull away,” he growled. “Don’t you fucking dare.” He reached behind me, shoving the keyboard and all of his paperwork off his desk before plonking me onto the bench and stepping straight into the gap between my legs. “I don’t know about you, but I’m fucking done pretending.”

      “Yes—”

      I had more to say, but we weren’t going to be able to communicate with words, only this. He kissed me fucking senseless, everything that had gone on shoved to one side, just like his work. There was no more room for anything else but the bond that pulsed between us.

      “You gonna share, brother?”

      I broke away to see Jax appear over Ash’s shoulder. His smile was full of all the boyish charm of before, coloured now with something darker. The wolf and I liked it very much. Because Jax didn’t wait on permission now.

      He pushed his brother to one side to claim my mouth as his, then tipped my jaw sideways when he was done and I was still in a daze, offering me back to Ash.

      “She wants this. You have to be able to feel that. She wants us.”

      Ash reached out slowly, tracing his finger along my jaw.

      “Is he right?” His voice was gruff now, as if his wolf was speaking as much as the man. “Is this what you’ve wanted all along?” His eyes dropped down as my thighs began to rub together. “Every fucking time you walked out that door with some other bloke, it was us you really wanted, wasn’t it?”

      Ronan shifted closer, deadly serious now, until I was surrounded by a wall of well muscled alpha bodies, their skin stippled with blood they’d shed for me.

      “Always,” I replied, my chin lifting. “The best part of it was walking past you, feeling the three of you watch me go. I dreamed desperately that it was hurting you as much as it hurt me to go out with other guys. I wanted you to eat your fucking hearts out every time.”

      “Mission accomplished, beautiful,” Ronan said with a slight wince. “It was only my brother’s… persuasion that stopped me from tearing the throats out of each one of those fucks.”

      “They weren’t fit to lay a finger on you,” Jax growled.

      “And you are?” I surveyed each one of them. “You’re gonna prove that to me every day until I believe you, aren’t you?”

      I was met by a chorus of growls, each one of them surging forward in that moment, but it was Ash that picked me up like a doll, my legs wrapping around his waist as he carried me out of the command room and down the hall.

      “Nest or bedroom. Decide. Now.” I chuckled at his rough tone, at the desperation there, reaching up to stroke Ash’s face, but he shook me off. “I’m holding on by a fucking thread here, omega, so decide before I do for you.”

      “I like this Ash much better. When you pull the fucking stick out of your arse, you act like an alpha should.” I tapped my breastbone. “Focused on me. Can you maintain that, Ash? Can you stop your fucking brain from ticking over all the time and just be with me?”

      He held me without effort, yet somehow I was sure I was becoming heavier by the moment, because it wasn’t just my physical weight he was carrying, but everything that had come before. I searched his face, willing him to make the right choice and as if to confirm my worst fears, Jax started to shift restlessly. But Ash, the bloody bastard, he smiled slowly.

      “My fucking brain will always be ticking over.” I let out a huff of breath at that, all my optimism threatening to die a sudden death. “I can’t stop that.” But when he pressed my back into the wall and his body with it, hope flared to life again. “But maybe I need something much more productive to focus on.”

      I could feel him then, as his hips slowly ground into mine, the most elemental form of recognition a man could give a woman, any doubts I had fleeing, as he rocked himself back and forth against my groin.

      “My brothers are always bitching about me ordering them around, but what if it was this.” I never expected Ash’s lips to curve into this kind of smile, one full of devilish delight. “What if instead of trying to keep you fuckers safe, I worked to keep you satisfied?”

      I’m not afraid to admit I searched his face, wanting what he said to be true, but unable to believe it.

      “Now, I’ll ask one more time, nest or bedroom?”

      “Nest,” I said, without question. “I need you.” My eyes flicked to the others. “All of you in my nest.”

      “Big mistake,” Ronan said with a grin. “Because once you let us in, we’re not ever leaving you alone in there again.”

      “Promise?”

      I meant that to be a challenge but it came out as a yelp, as Ash jerked us away from the wall, then tossed me over his shoulder, striding down the hall until he kicked open the door and laid me down on the bed.
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      When all three of us laid our omega down on the bed, I experienced a moment of quiet. Even he shut up for once, if only for a few heartbeats. There was an almost ceremonial air to us drawing back, standing at the edges of our omega’s bed, each one of us watching her shift restlessly on the mattress.

      “You better not just stand—”

      Stevie’s voice was high and breathy in the way she got whenever something was turning her on, all her former fire dampened by this. Her eyes flicked to me as I jerked my shirt up and over my head and we liked the way she watched us very much. It was as if we could feel her gaze trailing over our skin, a little foreshadowing of what was to come. But as I moved, so did my brothers, baring themselves to her.

      I stripped off quickly, the others’ eyes narrowing as they saw what I was up to, but she was my mate right now, not theirs until she’d accepted them. So I dropped down onto the bed as they were still wrestling with their clothes, and then my entire focus narrowed down on her.

      “Ready, beautiful?” I asked her, splaying my hand across her chest, placing it over the heart that was all mine. “You’ve been dreaming of this too, right?” She nodded quickly. “And what did you see in those fevered little dreams?” I smoothed my hand up her belly, feeling the muscles flex as I pushed her shirt up. “Was I in them?”

      “Sometimes,” she admitted, then shot me a cheeky smile, but the effect was ruined as I revealed her breasts. Her brows knotted, her pants coming faster and she wanted to move, to make me please her, because right now, she couldn’t trust any of us enough to wait.

      “What about me?” Jax dropped down on the bed beside her, watching her with hungry eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “And what was I doing?”

      Jaxy kept his tone light, his fingers tracing lazy figure eights all over her skin, like the beast inside him didn’t want to tear every scrap of clothing off.

      Just like mine did.

      Yesss… I heard the hiss of his voice inside my head, followed quickly by a rapid flicker of vision. Over my Stevie was a rapid flicker of images superimposed. Her back arched as both our mouths tugged at her nipples. My mouth on hers, devouring it, before she pulled away to kiss Jax. Our hands moving together to slide between her thighs, opening her up as—

      Yes, that, I agreed with him and so I moved.

      I kissed Stevie long and slow, as if reacquainting myself with every inch of her sweet little mouth, not pulling away until her eyes were hazy and unfocused.

      “What were we doing?” I repeated my brother’s question as she just blinked.

      I nodded to Jax and we slid our hands up her ribs, getting closer and closer to the sweet swells of softness we’d watched so damn closely when she was grown. Stevie walking around the house without a bra on, her breasts bobbing each time she put clothes up on the line or went out to the mailbox. Even the way they shifted when she poured drinks at work, our growls keeping the worst fucks at bay, even as we leered at her in the exact same way.

      “Beautiful?” I prompted again.

      “You were…” Her words failed as my fingers found the edge of her bra, Jax doing the same. “You…”

      “Tell us and we’ll do it,” I said, taking my hand away to tip her chin my way. “We’re yours. We’ve always been yours and now everyone’s finally admitting that.” I was a very good boy, resisting throwing Ash a dark look, focusing entirely on her. “We can show you just how much we belong to you. But you need to tell us—”

      “Together…” She gasped that word out because Jax was circling one nipple through the lace of her bra, forcing it into a hard point. The fabric must’ve been rubbing that sensitive tip just the right way, because she arched up into his caress. “Not one or the other… All of you… In me.”

      Her hands moved, shoving her bra cups up and that’s when all three of us groaned. I’d seen her tits a few times so far but it never stopped being a punch in the guts each time they were revealed. Swollen, flushed red with rosy little nipples that begged for my teeth, I wanted to sink my fangs into the closest one, leave a mark that made her mine forever. But that’s when her words broke through the haze. I shifted then, hanging over her, forcing her to look at me as I felt him grin along with me.

      “All of us inside you?”

      I dared to utter the words of my deepest, darkest fantasy. Somehow my wolf and I had fixated on that act, sure if we could coordinate that then it’d all be resolved. My savage little heart was sure it would settle the tension between me and the people I loved best in the world. That if I was locked down inside Stevie and so were they, that all four of us could come together and a bond would form that couldn’t be broken.

      Not even by Ash’s mistrust.

      I wanted my omega to look at me in love more than I wanted my next breath, but I was a selfish prick. I wanted my brothers’ love too, even if it took a different form, and right now he and I worked together to see if we could make this true.

      Stevie nodded then helplessly, a small whine escaping her lips before I sucked it away. I took her mouth, plundered it, swallowed the increasingly frantic sounds of pleasure as they came, Jax no doubt teasing her nipple harder. But when I jerked away, my cock throbbing so fucking painfully in my jeans, I looked across at my brother and nodded.

      We descended on our omega like wolves, licking and sucking those pert little nipples, our growls echoing through the room at the sounds of her gasps of pleasure. But it was when her hands landed on our skulls, holding us right where we were that I could let go. Just feel the velvety soft skin of her breast in my mouth, the hard bead of her nipple against my tongue. The way her breasts seemed to swell in my hands and Jax’s, until finally she pulled us free. Stevie kissed me then Jax, hard and messy and we gave just as good as we got until she was forced to pull away, breathless.

      “More, beautiful?” Jax asked and I smiled. My brother might be slow on the uptake, but once he got the message, you could always rely on him to step up. He watched her closely as he reached down to unbutton her jeans, but she was there before him. Shoving off her boots and then shimmied out of her underwear and jeans, her shirt being ripped off seconds later until she was just as bare as we were.

      “Fuck…”

      Ash’s response was guttural, his eyes flashing brightest green as he stared. I nodded to Jax as I pulled her knee up and out and he did the same, splitting her open for Ash.

      “This is what heaven looks like, brother,” I told him.

      “Damn right…” Ash hissed, but then his focus shifted. I saw that same nutfuckery I always got when he was about to issue orders, but for once, we didn’t baulk at it. Ash smiled slowly. “Seems to me we need to be worshipping our omega.”

      “I always do,” I replied, my body tensed, ready to put him in his place if he said the wrong thing, my monster hissing with delight inside my head.

      “Then show us how it’s done, brother.” Ash moved over to sit at Stevie’s head, tilting her chain backwards and running his hand down her throat when her skull was situated in his lap. “Does Ronan lick your pussy real good for you?”

      “Mm hmm,” she agreed rapidly, right as I began to move, placing kisses across her stomach, across her hip bone before I got to the good stuff. That peachy scent of hers was stronger here, making my mouth water, my tongue slick, right before I slid my hands up and under her arse and then used my thumbs to split her open. “Uh…!”

      That little exhale made everything alright, the wolf, the man and the monster all working as one when we slid our tongue through her folds. She was so fucking wet, something that had me pulling free for a second, my face glistening with it, as I told my brothers just that.

      “Fuck…” Jax edged closer, looking at Stevie then me. “Does it feel good, beautiful? Are you all wet for us?”

      She went to reply, but the sound was cut off as I forced two fingers into her. The lewd sound of her slick squelching filled the room, making the three of us groan. They didn’t know, not yet, how it felt to push yourself into something so fucking hot, wet and sweet, but I did.

      Not yet though, the monster and I were in agreement. Our beautiful girl needed to come first.

      “More than once,” Ash ordered, stroking her throat so lightly, right when I knew he wanted to clamp his hand down and force her to take every breath with his permission. He stared at me, not realising he’d heard my very thoughts, the monster in him stirring now it wasn’t being forced down so damn hard. “Make her come more than once.” His eyes flicked to both of us. “You too, Jax.”

      For once my brother’s orders weren’t a burden but a pleasure, as I settled down on the bed between her legs, my aching cock rubbing against the too soft mattress. I couldn’t want anything more than this. Sliding my tongue along her whole seam, hearing her let out a frantic little sound in response, right before I went back for more. Flicking her clit with the tip of my tongue experimentally and when I felt her thrust up into my face, rather than jerk away, I knew she was ready for more.

      My tongue traced the shape of her clit, the hood, moving in slow figure eights around it until her cries got louder, then a hand clamped down on my head. She shoved up as she pushed me down, smothering me with her. I was in wolf fucking heaven, not needing to breath, to do anything, but please her.

      I shoved my tongue up inside her, thrusting it in and out as my hips writhed against the bed. We knew just how it’d feel when she was clamped tight around us, wringing every pleasure a man could possibly feel, over and over, until I slammed my knot deep… I yanked my tongue free, savouring her taste as I replaced it with my fingers, three of them now, before crooking them up. I jerked my head up, watching her eyes go wide as her slick dripped from my chin, Jax’s hand on one breast, his mouth on the other as he teased her higher. But when her eyes flicked open, staring wide and uncomprehending, I knew we’d achieved the first of our goals. Her cunt snapped tight, strangling my fingers like she would my shaft, a small sound of discontent escaping her, because we weren’t given her exactly what she needed.

      Us, driving ourselves deeper into her, knotting her hard and staying there, teasing her clit from one orgasm to the next. That’s what she wanted, needed, something she started to babble out, but Ash tilted her head back.

      “Soon,” he promised. “We’ll give you every fucking thing you need, but you need to be a good girl and come for me. You can do that, can’t you? You’re so close, beautiful, I can taste it.”

      And caught on the spike of his gaze, she let out three rapid little pants, right before she exploded. I bent my head like a penitent, licking my beautiful girl through this orgasm and onto the next.

      “Ronan…” she moaned, weakly trying to push me away, but that was more habit than sensitivity. I could feel her, how swollen and heavy with blood she was, her whole cunt throbbing for more attention. She’d come again without too much provocation, and I was about to give her plenty. I ground my fingers deeper, my knuckles raking across her entrance, reminding her of what it would feel like when I knotted her finally. “Ronan… Ronan…”

      Her pants were egging me on now, her thighs widening, her hips flexing, those omega instincts to take everything I had and take it deep kicking in. My cock let out a helpless little spurt of precum, smearing all over her pretty little blankets, marking this nest and its queen as mine. But if we kept going like this I was going to blow, the feel of her sucking on my fingers too damn good so I wrenched them free. She let out a low moan, eyes cracking open as I used the slick coating my fingers to lubricate my dick.

      “Ronan…” Ash’s voice was full of growled threat, but he didn’t get it. He never did, but I’d show him. He wanted to order us around, make us give Stevie all the decorous little orgasms he thought she wanted, but I knew better.

      My girl was not a princess to be put on a pedestal. She’d shown she was prepared to get down in the dirt with us when we were teenagers and in some ways she was still that girl. So when I shifted up her body, jerking my head to Jax to get him moving down to taste the sweetest thing he’d ever encounter. My brother moved in a scramble, but then I saw him pause, a look of reverence in his eyes letting me know he’d do our girl right. But then there was Ash.

      “Beautiful.” I looked down at a near delirious Stevie, caught the moment when Jax dove in, her teeth sinking in her bottom lip, choking off her moan. “My beautiful Stevie, I need you to look at me now.” Her eyes flicked open, slightly too wide, until she saw it was me, and then her body melted back into the bed. “I need to get off, love, if I’m to be any good to you.”

      My palms covered her breasts and I caught the nipples between each set of fingers, tugging them and slowly increasing the pressure until she started to hiss. Then I shifted her breasts so they were mounded together, sandwiching around my cock in a way that made my fangs lock together.

      “Ronan, that’s not—” Ash started to say.

      “You want that, don’t you? To be covered in my cum. Because once I’ve eased the pressure I’ll be able to fuck you and knot you, filling you right up, along with my brothers.”

      Her eyes gleamed, that hectic green light filling them, getting brighter and brighter. My girl was keen on the idea, even if my brother wasn’t.

      “So what? You’re gonna blow your load all over Stevie’s chest?” he snapped, the prissy little prick getting his panties in a bunch again. I’d been surprised to see him shove that to one side initially, but wasn’t when it reared its ugly head.

      “You want that?” I asked my girl, the mistake Ash always made. Because in this room there was exactly one person who’d plumbed the depths of their sexuality and worked out what she liked and disliked and it wasn’t Ash. “You want my cum?”

      “Yes, please, now.”

      I grinned at Stevie then, tugging at her nipples as I slid my cock forward, burying it in her softness, my hips already aching to thrust harder and faster.

      “Whatever my mate commands.”
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      Ash was playing right into my fantasies without even meaning too. His grip on my throat tightened, each breath taking that little bit more of an effort to take, as if I did each one on his say so. While I couldn’t stand him bossing me around outside the bedroom, because I knew very well the consequences of that, in here? That strength, the way his fingers flexed around my throat, that had me smiling slowly. Because as he involuntarily engaged in some breath play, Jax was giving me some grade A head.

      He was always the gentlest, easiest one, so I was surprised when I felt him lunge for me. He could have finessed things, gone in slowly, softly, warming me up, but I was already volcanic hot, so a Jax that was starving for me, licking and sucking and shoving his fingers inside already tender flesh, was just what the doctor ordered.

      “Yes…” I rasped, my choked off tone alerting Ash to his actions, which had him backing right off, until I slapped my hand down over his and clamped his fingers tighter. I stared up at him as I rode the waves of pleasure his brother wreaked, willing him to understand.

      Maybe I wasn’t the girl he’d imagined I was. Maybe I was like a whole lot of other women who wanted to rule the fucking roost out of the bedroom, but once their clothes were off? They liked to be tossed around like a little fuck doll, made to feel all the pleasure until they couldn’t take anymore. And when Ronan moved, sliding that heavy, swollen cock between my tits, that’s what I felt. Jax unable to stop himself from devouring me whole, Ronan unable to continue without busting all over me and Ash, the silent witness to our debauchery. Once I was sure Ash wouldn’t loosen his grip, my focus shifted to my mate.

      “There she is…” Ronan’s voice was a purr, but a rattly broken one as he slid forward, then pulled back. “Oh fuck, beautiful, you feel so fucking good.”

      And I knew exactly what he was feeling, Jax’s lips closing around my clit and tugging it with long, slow swallows, two fingers probing my cunt, while another slid lower in question. His little finger traced the ring of my arse and I nodded rapidly.

      “Yes, Jax. Yes!”

      Permission granted, three fingers slid deep, piercing me in both holes and forcing me to twitch around him. Then he slowly, methodically, licked my clit, giving me all the stimulation I needed, but not at the right pace. Ronan chuckled, the sound broken by his own gasps as his hips thrust faster and harder, the need seeming to take over him against his will.

      “Fuck, omega, is he giving it to you good?” Ronan pushed a thumb between my lips, groaning as my teeth clamped down. “You’ll be filled with us before this is done, taking us in every part of your body like a good little girl.” He jerked his thumb free and I was forced to suck in a breath, the tension between what my lungs needed and what would pass under Ash’s grip making my whole body clamp down in pleasure.

      My heart was beating too fast, my skin feeling too hot. This was what they tried to approximate with Rush, but that was just a chemical inducement. Without the company of those you loved, without that intensity of feeling, both physical and emotional, they couldn’t even be compared. Because that’s what Ash didn’t understand, or perhaps he was starting too. As Ronan rutted harder and faster, as Jax worked me higher, as Ash gripped my throat this was about pleasure, desperate, desperate pleasure, but also about trust and love.

      I loved the way Jax teased me, pulling each sensation out until they multiplied and became something else altogether, with teeth to it, just like my love for him. I loved the way Ronan muttered filthy little odes, the veins popping out on his forehead and forearms, as he got closer to losing control. And I loved the look of wonder, even fear, in Ash’s eyes, like he’d had his worldview tossed aside and he was forced to navigate me, him, us, with brand new eyes. Ones that saw the look of pleasure on my face when Ronan finally blew.

      “Need you to swallow my load like a good girl,” he growled, grabbing my head from Ash’s grip and then surging forward to shove his cock down my throat. I sucked a breath in through my nose as his cock felt like it searched for my tonsils, but when his shaft flexed, my whole body did the same. His pleasure and mine exploded between us, each one feeling like it competed with the other, driving both higher and higher until I was forced to swallow and then pull my mouth free in time to let out a high pitched scream.

      “Stevie. Stevie. What did he do, beautiful?”

      I blinked and came back to myself to find Ash bristling above me, a low throaty growl erupting from his throat when the others tried to get closer. But I flipped myself over, smearing the slick precum Ronan had deposited on my chest all over my breasts before going down on my hands and knees.

      “What you should have been doing the whole damn time,” I snapped at Ash, watching him flinch as the other two shifted closer. “Tell me you’ve got lube in this pretty room, because I need—”

      “I know exactly what you need,” Jax said, placing one firm hand on my butt as Ronan rummaged around in the bedside drawer and then tossed over a tube. “You’re gonna take every fucking inch of me, omega.”

      “Oh no,” I said with a grin, something that faltered as I felt Jax’s artificially slick fingers slide over me. I turned then, watching Jax’s intent gaze as he worked my arse open. His eyes flicked up and met mine, a slow smile spreading as my mouth fell open. Double penetration wasn’t something I attempted with many alphas, the process usually more pain than pleasure as they always tried to force their knots in, but now? I couldn’t imagine going forward today without taking the both of them at once. “Mm…” My spine felt like it was made of jelly, my whole body going loose as he probed deeper and deeper, flexing his fingers and then applying more lube. “I’m ready, Jax.”

      “But—” he started to protest.

      “Coat your cock in lube, because I need you now.” My eyes flicked to Ronan. “And don’t you dare think of going soft.”

      He pushed his finger under his dick, forcing it down so when he let go, it slapped back onto his stomach.

      “Couldn’t even if I tried. Before was just taking the edge off.” Ronan’s eyes slid to Ash. “Staking my claim. But it doesn’t feel right now, coming with knotting you.”

      “Oh fuck…”

      I groaned that out as my head dropped down, Jax having done exactly as I asked, hunching over me as he rubbed the head of his cock against my arse. And while I was distracted, Ronan shifted underneath me, rearranging my body to his liking, then holding me, stroking me as Jax pushed deep.

      “How you feeling, beautiful?” Ronan’s hands stroked my neck, my face. “Talk to me.”

      “Full… Fuck, I knew you guys had big dicks, but they feel ten times bigger during anal,” I ground out.

      “I can stop,” Jax said in a strangled tone that indicated he wanted to do anything else but.

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” I cried and that’s when I felt Jax’s hands on me.

      “You need me, omega?”

      His voice was low and raspy and broke my heart, my back flexing so I felt him slip a little deeper. His hand moved down between my legs, teasing the hood of my clit. “You need me deep inside you.”

      “Yes…” I groaned as he eased in further. “Fuck, Jax, I’m gonna come.”

      His fingers moved faster, strumming my clit, egging me on.

      “Well come, beautiful. Come and let me in.”

      There is a very particular kind of pleasure that comes from orgasming before you’re entirely full, then feeling a cock slam into you right as you do. My body jerked like a fish on a line, unable to process the feelings inside me. A rush of hot, hot pleasure, one that raked its claws along me as it went, my body fighting Jax, his groan in response, right before my whole body flexed and then opened up, letting him in.

      “Jesus fuck!” Jax yelped. “I’ll never get used to this, fucking ever.”

      My legs spread wider, the tension there something I could feel in my clit. It was as if my whole body throbbed, slick seeping free of me, readying me for this.

      “Give our girl what she needs, because I’m only just holding back,” Ronan said, hands gripping my hips. So as Jax thrust with slow, steady strokes, Ronan pressed me down on his hard cock.

      Fuck.

      We were never having sex any other way after this. Ronan eased the ache deep inside me and Jax provoked another, resulting in a sharp kind of pleasure that took my breath away, but as I sucked in oxygen in noisy gulps, they moved until finally I felt their knots brush against me.

      “More…” I gasped. “More.”

      And it was then that I felt a hand tip my chin up.

      Ash stared down at me, his eyes boring into mine.

      “You want it all, don’t you?”

      “Need. It,” was all I could say in answer, because I couldn’t lie right now.

      “Need me,” he corrected, tilting his head to one side as his hand went around my throat, his other jerking open his fly and pulling his cock free. “Open.”

      I was suddenly oh so obedient, parting my lips, covering my teeth with my tongue as he pushed in and that’s when I had everything I needed. My eyes closed, my awareness of the room fading, only having room for them.

      “I keep thinking you need protecting, that we need to be careful, respectful, but you don’t want that.” Ash ground out every word, his grip on my throat tightening. “Everything Mum tried to teach us was wrong. You don’t need to be treated like a lady. If we put you on a pedestal, you’d jump right off and drag us down with you into a freefall. So if you want all of it, every single thing we’ve got, you take my brothers’ knots.” My moan of anticipation was muffled by him as I felt Jax and Ronan grind deeper, my whole body screaming with the effort of letting them in. “And you drink down every fucking drop of my cum while you do it.”

      My hand was snatched up and wrapped around his knot because Ash’s was hot and hard beneath my touch, as if it’d been swelling for years. His cock jumped in my throat, the first salty blast of pre-cum warning of what was to come. Jax’s fingers moved like lightning, teasing my clit so I perceived everything as pleasure and nothing of pain, right as Ronan’s fingers plucked at my nipples. I was overstimulated, overstuffed and somehow nothing before in my whole life was as perfect as this.

      Then Ash had to go and top it off.

      His hand slapped down on my skull, right as his breath grew ragged and he shifted the angle of my head so there was a straight line between my lips and my throat, and that’s where his cock went. I’d never successfully deep throated anyone, but I did now, Ash’s growl reverberating through the two of us once he lodged it in my throat.

      “Fuck… fuck…” He pulled back regretfully, letting me suck in a breath before he was back again. “Here it comes. Swallow my fucking cum.”

      And as he burst in my mouth, my body followed his lead, clamping down on the two of his brothers, their strangled sounds music in my ears, as the four of us were swept up in a wave of ecstasy.

      When we collapsed onto the bed, the only sound for a while was our noisy gasps as we caught our breath. I was locked down tight by Jax and Ronan, both men cradling me close as my heart raced. But not to be outdone, Ash settled down at my head, resting it on his stomach as he stroked my hair.

      “Sometimes I think I don’t know you at all,” he said in a sleepy voice. “You’re not the girl next door. You’re some kind of vixen, come to lead us into debauchery.”

      “I’m your mate,” I replied, eyes closed, sleep ready to claim me. “There’s no other woman that’s perfect for you like I am, so I think that says as much about you as it does me.”

      “Perhaps it does.” He brushed a butterfly kiss along my lips, but before I could return it, I drifted off to sleep.
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      “Well, well, look what the cat dragged in.” Gun smirked as we all straggled into the kitchen, the other Murder Daddies doing the same, even if Lois didn’t.

      “Leave them alone,” she said, flicking her tea towel at her mate.

      “What?” Gun looked utterly unrepentant. “I didn’t say a thing about the fact the boys have lost that pinched look on their faces.”

      “And Stevie girl looks like she’s walking bowlegged.” Donk watched me sit down, his and the other dad’s eyebrows shooting up as I did so very, very carefully. “You alright, love? You look like you need a couple of ibuprofen and a lie down.”

      “Lying down is what got me into this position in the first place,” I replied with a wink, which resulted in the dads laughing and Lois frowning.

      “What did you do?” she snapped, eyeing her sons. “I told you—”

      “They did exactly what I wanted them to.”

      Omegas didn’t spend much time around each other as a rule, our instincts often meaning we would clash, neither party able to give ground. But I’d never felt that with Lois, not until now. She stared at me, the frown deepening rather than smoothing away, looking at me like I was a stranger, not the orphan who’d lurked in her kitchen.

      “You know you’re like the mother I never had,” I said, and she softened slightly at that. “You were probably the only female role model I had growing up, but…” Her fingers tightened around the tea towel, the knuckles blanching white. “But I need different things than you do. What happened last night makes me ache in all the right places and I don’t want to lie down with some pain killers.” I looked around the tables at my mates. “I want to do it all again before the ache fades, if Ash can keep his head out of his arse.”

      Both Jax and Ronan snorted at that, but the man himself just watched me steadily, those cogs of his whirring again.

      “C’mon, Lois.” Gun dragged her down onto his lap, her hands going up into the air, fluttering like leaves before settling. “You know exactly what she means. You’ve been ridden hard and put away wet more times than I can count.”

      She went to splutter at that, breath sucking into her lungs, but before she could get a word out, the big man brushed his lips against the back of her neck, then nuzzled into the curve of it, breathing her scent in.

      And that’s when I felt I saw the real Lois, the adult one, for the first time.

      She melted into her mate’s lap, the pretty omega who just wanted her family to be happy, in the arms of her big, bad mate. I watched her let out a long sigh before turning to me.

      “As long as Stevie consents to everything that happens and the three of you make sure she’s happy and comfortable, then…” She forced herself to smile. “You’ll get no complaints from me. Though…” Her eyes hardened then as she stared at her boys. “If she comes to me with any concerns, we’ll be sitting you down for a stern talking to.”

      Gun stifled a smile at her blustery words. It was a little like a chihuahua yapping at you. It was supposed to be all tough and scary, but was instead just cute.

      “Well, now that’s sorted,” Blue said, putting his elbows on the dining table. “We’ve got news about the MCs.”

      “We’ve got news too,” Ash said. “The company responsible for Rush is sending some people over and they should be arriving…” He looked at his watch. “Shortly.”

      “So are the MCs,” Blue said, much more seriously. “Though that’s a little more complicated than we thought. They’re willing to take your money.”

      “But…” I prompted, feeling my spine stiffen.

      “But they’ve already been approached about the same job. We know exactly where those fucks are holed up right now, and according to some of the other members of the Spencer family, security will be deliberately lax.”

      “What?” Ash’s eyes flashed as he stared at his father.

      Blue smiled slowly. “That Jack guy’s extended family? They’ve been watching what’s been going down and as far as they’re concerned, the chaos we’ve been creating is an opportunity. We’ve been assured they’ve been behind attempts to stifle police interest in our activities and now? Demands have been made of all members of the Spencer family to send their men to a compound a few hours out of the city. The family is going into lockdown, hoping to wait us out behind those very high walls of theirs.” His eyes bled green then. “Trouble is, not every member of the Spencer family is invested in the continued safety of Jack or his dads.”

      “If anything, they’re likely to be very supportive of any attempt to take them out,” Rusty told us with a meaningful look.

      “How do we know this is real intel and not just a feint to lure us in?” Ash asked.

      “No one knows what goes on in the hearts of men,” Gun replied. “But one thing I always trust is self-interest. With Jack and his dads out the way, the rest of the family will take control of the business. They are nowhere near as discerning about their plans for Rush. It’s why they contacted the MCs. If they get involved in a frontal assault, they’ll earn the distribution rights to the drugs…”

      Gun’s words faded away, a sharp ringing sound filling my head instead of the usual sounds. I jumped when Jax’s hand grabbed mine, his thumb rubbing over my knuckles as he watched me closely.

      “They can’t have the drug.” I blurted the words out without meaning too, cutting Gun off and everyone stared at me then. “You can’t let them have it.” When the dads just looked on in concern, I searched Ash’s face, then Ronan’s. “We can’t let that shit be spread out into the world. We can’t—”

      “Whatever you want, omega.” Ash grabbed my other hand, holding it tight, as it felt like he willed me into believing him. But even if I did, his dads all frowned slightly. One then the other, they looked at me in the time-honored way some men do, wanting to tell me to not worry my silly head about anything, all the while committing to something that harmed all women.

      Especially this one.

      “We’re due out at the airfield in a few hours,” Ash told the dads. “I appreciate the MCs getting involved, but thousands of bikers roaring up to a rural property isn’t exactly the covert approach I hoped to take.”

      “Don’t you worry about that,” Blue said with a wink. “This isn’t our first rodeo. Seems to me that us making some noise at the front gates will draw the Spencers’ attention, distracting them from what you’re doing. Have you got a blueprint for the place they’re hiding out in?”

      “Of course.” Ash sounded slightly offended as he went into the other room, retrieving a tablet for him to show everyone else.

      

      That’s how we came to be loading weapons into several troop carriers the guys just happened to have in the basement of the hideout.

      “Sooo…” I watched their biceps pop as the three of them carried a heavy metal box over and slid it into the back of the car. “Have you guys done this before? Because it looks like you have an arsenal in here.”

      “Occasionally,” Jax said with a degree of nonchalance few would be able to imitate. “Sometimes we’d be forced to deal with some hairy situations and…” Anything he had to say faded away as I got closer, smoothing my hand over his chest and then under the hem of his t-shirt.

      “I was the one that made us build up a cache of guns,” Ronan said, shouldering forward. “So if this shit gets you all hot and bothered—”

      Jax straight armed his brother, shoving him away before turning back to me.

      “What’s got you all excited, omega?” he asked in a low rumble of a voice. “You’ve always known what we do.”

      “Yeah, but I thought it was all boring meetings about holes in firewalls and standing around in suits and dark glasses, watching some rich guy be a fuckhead, with those things in your ears.”

      “That is mostly what we do,” Ash replied, strolling over before handing me a small white piece of plastic. “And you’ll have your own ear piece to wear if you insist on coming on this mission.”

      “I am,” I replied, shoving it into my pocket.

      “But sometimes we’ve been forced to deal with bad people. Very bad people.” He nodded to the box of guns. “And while my brother might want the latest model of everything, I’d never take my crew in under powered. The kinds of guns that are in that box? They aren’t ones you’ll be using.”

      He pulled out a couple of handguns from his waistband, shoving them into holsters I already had strapped to my hips.

      “If I have my way, you won’t fire off a single shot. If the dads’ intel is right, we’ll have little trouble from the guards right up until we get to Jack’s suite.”

      My hands slid to the grips of the guns, tightening around them, their heavy weight reassuring.

      “But that changes when we get to him,” I told Ash, not allowing a note of weakness in my voice.

      “Right up until the point you say you’re done,” he promised with a nod. “Now let's get in the car. We’ve got some allies to pick up.”

      

      Some of them I could make sense of. Four men with short haircuts and military bearing strolled off the private jet like they had a right to, followed by a larger group of similarly dressed men. There was some joking and jostling, some of the men’s eyes flashing with a curious mixture of amusement and blood lust, right before they came to stand before us.

      “Seb Murphy,” the tallest one said, thrusting out his hand. Ash shook it, then so did Jax and Ronan, introductions made before he turned to me. “And this is your omega.”

      I bristled when this Seb stared at me, three other men who had to be his brothers clustering around him, each doing their own inspection. I knew what they were doing, what they were looking for, and when their eyes dropped to the almost gone bruises around my wrists, I shoved one hand behind my back before offering the other for them to shake.

      “Stevie Turner,” I replied in clipped tones, because they would either see me for who and what I was, or they’d just see the other thing. Victim, abused, hurt, rap— I shook my head and waited for their response. The four of them smiled slowly, the reactions almost instantaneous until another woman bustled over.

      Omega.

      I wanted to step back from her, get away, that electrical, teeth set on edge, feeling rising, but then falling away again, especially when she shot the four of them a dark look.

      “Charlie York,” she said, her voice so soft and warm it felt like a hot bath you could drop down into. “I’m their mate and a registered psychologist. With your permission I’d like to attend this… rescue mission. I’m well versed in trauma informed practice and Scarlett…” When she swallowed hard, one of the guys’ arms went around her, tugging her closer, even as she looked momentarily flustered by that. “I think I’ll be useful when you retrieve her from these…” She smiled slightly. “Fucking bastards.”

      “Well, I’m sold,” I said, right as her pack and mine sighed.

      “We could set you up in the nearby town and—” a man with bright green eyes said.

      “No.” Her reply was firm but business-like.

      “You could create a little consulting office in the hotel room—” a blond haired man said.

      “No.” She frowned as the four of them sucked in another breath. “You know how it's going to be, so arguing is just a waste of time.”

      “Pretty sure this is why I don’t take my omega on missions,” another man said, slapping Seb and his brothers on the shoulders.

      “More like yours is relieved not to see your ugly mug for just one day,” the blond haired man snarked. “This is Knackers—”

      “Corporal Billy Wilson,” the man said, holding out a hand. “Now, we don’t get out to play very often anymore. Last time was when someone took these fuckheads’ omega from them.” He grinned as the four of them bristled. “Now, I can see yours is here, so what’s the objective?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 53

          

        

      

    

    
      These hard men with easy smiles, they weren’t the only ones to get off the plane. A man in a very sharp suit strode off the plane and made a beeline for us, two other men in tow. “Tobias Lockwood.” He didn’t offer his hand, seeming preoccupied with the map of the estate that Ash had spread out across the bonnet of one of the cars and then frowned. “Needless to say, if there’s anything you need, anything, you just let us know. There isn’t much we wouldn’t be prepared to buy to get Scarlett back in one piece.”

      “Offer to buy a helicopter,” a tinny woman’s voice came down a phone line. “Surely that would be helpful.”

      “Yes, darling, I’ll mention it,” a fair haired alpha named Beau said to the woman on his phone screen. Evidently they’d been able to talk their omega into staying home with one of her mates, but only if they promised to live stream everything. “Would a helicopter be useful to you?”

      “Noisy fucking things,” Knackers said with a shake of his head. “So by the look of this you’re going to deploy the bulk of your troops down at the gates.” He circled the area in question on the map. “While we help you slip over the wall and into the house via these contacts of yours?”

      “You’re opting to come in with us?” Ash’s voice was tight, something that had Knackers and the other packs smiling.

      “As much as we like the idea of rattling this fuck’s front gate—” Seb started to say.

      “Is that where you’d be safest?” Charlie asked with a small frown. “Perhaps that would be the best plan.”

      “It’ll be melted through with thermite grenades,” Ronan added helpfully.

      “Thermite?” Seb’s eyes narrowed. “How did you…?” He shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. You’ll need back up going over the wall. You reckon you’ve got some friendlies at the door who’ll escort you inside, but you don’t actually know that.”

      “I kinda hope they’re not,” Ronan said, running his finger along the blade of the knife in his hand. Several of the men smiled wolfishly at that, their eyes flashing silver.

      “And if they’re not, you’ll need some people at your back. Fucks like that are dumb enough to send most of their trusted men to the gate in a panic, but any guard worth his salt will ensure some people who are loyal to this Jack fuck stay behind,” Seb said and that’s when his brothers and friends smiled. “We can help with that.”

      “Do you need more of this thermite?” Tobias asked, frowning as he looked at the map. He wasn’t going anywhere near anything on it, but something in him couldn’t just step back and let the more qualified take over. “I have contacts in the military and—”

      “The less we get the actual military involved, the better,” the pale eyed alpha named Archer said.

      Tobias blinked and then nodded.

      “While you stage the rescue mission, I’m working on cracking the Spencer network,” Tobias’ brother, Max, said. “We’re in, but working out the right section to focus on is proving harder than we thought. There’s a highly encrypted section of their network that seems to require four different cyphers to crack before you can get in. We’re guessing that’s where the information about Rush is being kept, so we’ll keep on it, but…” He looked up then from his laptop, as if seeing the lot of us for the first time. “If you can wring any intel from the Spencers—”

      “Couldn’t think of anything more I’d like better,” Ronan said, his sharp grin echoed by many of the men here.

      So with that, we all piled into the troop carriers and made our way out of the city.

      

      I’d been doing so well.

      No flashbacks, no memories had plagued me when I was with my mates last night, but… As we drove out of the city, the sun slowly setting in the sky, my eyes followed the flash, flash, flash of the broken line markings on the road and that highway hypnosis brought something forth I would have otherwise kept stuffed down.

      “Fuck…” The first thing I heard was Jack Spencer’s purr. “Who’d have thought we stumble upon grade A omega pussy on fucking Howlr.” My hand went to my throat as his did in my memory. “I thought you would be some bloody beta, pretending to be an omega to catch our eye, but there’s no mistaking this.”

      Blaine or Snake, one of them had drawn me closer, bending down to claim my mouth, kissing me even as my numb lips fought to follow his lead. He pulled me tight between him and Jack, forcing my spine into a straight line, right as Jack’s hands landed on my hips. My pants were pulled down.

      No, this wasn’t right, my wolf whined.

      Rough fingers slid up my now saturated thighs, then shoved themselves inside me with little grace. The alpha I was kissing laughed, as I yelped at the sudden intrusion.

      “Is she wet?” he’d asked Jack.

      “Slick enough to drown the both of us. I’m not even sure she’s gonna feel it when I knot her.” A hand slapped down on my arse. “What am I saying? Of course she will.”

      “What’s she feel like?” the other alpha has asked. “Never had fresh omega pussy before, not on Rush.”

      “Hot.”

      Jack ground his fingers harder inside me to the point of pain, but when I’d made a sound of protest, he’d just laughed and his brother had shoved his cock in my mouth with no preliminaries. The both of them chuckled as my cries were choked off, the cock surged forward, ready to block off my—

      I jolted in my seat, wedged in the middle between Jax and Ash on the front bench seat, the two of them glancing down at me in concern.

      “We just need to get this done,” I told them by way of explanation, glad when they just nodded in response.

      I’d watched the estate appear on the horizon, it looking like some kind of citadel of old. The walls around the vast estate were tall, gleaming pale in the dying light. Night was coming and so were we, the many cars wending their way through the narrow back roads. But by the time we arrived, parking the vehicles off in a nearby field, darkness had fallen, the cows looking at us sleepily for a moment before lowering their heads again.

      “Dad,” Ash said down the phone line. “How close are you?”

      “Close enough that you should be able to hear the bikes,” Blue replied, the tinny rumble coming through the speaker augmenting the faint, far off sound of them approaching.

      “We’re going in,” Ash told him. “Don’t fuck around. Hit the gate with thermite before you’ve even come to a stop.”

      “Of course, numbnuts. We’ll be using the bikes to get us the fuck away from the bomb blast as the gate goes up. Now get your arse in there and do your fucking job. That cunt doesn’t get to see another morning for what he did to Stevie.”

      Blue’s voice sounded alien and muted from the phone speaker, but as he spoke those words, everything I’d been through was shoved aside, and replaced by this.

      “No, he’s not going to.” I said the words as I stared at my alphas and these big, scary looking strangers. “I need everyone here to swear that’s the way it’ll go down. Promise me.” My voice cracked on the words and Charlie took a step towards me, but I shook my head. I could see the empathy there in her eyes, but the time for that was after, not now. “Promise me he won’t live another fucking day—”

      “Perhaps we should—” Charlie started to say.

      “Not this time, love.” Archer turned to his omega, his whole pack following his lead. “We love you more than life itself and everyone here recognises that you have a better understanding of what’s going on than anyone, but…”

      He was silent, they all were, willing her to understand, but I didn’t have that kind of patience.

      “You want to talk,” I said, shouldering forward. “You want me to tell my story, thinking it’d be like pulling a splinter from an infected wound. The pus would ooze free and then there’d just be me.” I shook my head slowly, realising something as I spoke the words, which kinda gave credence to her point, even as I pushed past it. “But that’s not what’s going to happen.”

      I’d fought hard to get to this point, struggled past trauma and mistrust until I stood here, in a herd of fucking cows, my eyes sliding towards the towering wall that stood between us and Jack fucking Spencer.

      “This is me now.” There was a strength in that and that surprised me. “What they did and who I am, it’s all the one thing. The Stevie of before, she’d never have considered striking back like this and now? We’ve blown up houses, slit men’s throats.” I looked back at Charlie, my eyes locking with hers, pleading for this strange woman to understand. “And that’s been better than twenty odd years of eating shit sandwiches and being told it's good. I won’t anymore.”

      Her chin jerked up, her eyes glittering silver and every one of my muscles tensed, waiting for her to try and shout me down. But then she smiled, that burnt out and ghastly smile that only fellow trauma survivors could sport.

      “Then make it good,” she said. “Strike back at the people that hurt you the most.” Her gaze flicked momentarily to her alphas and the way they paled? I got the feeling that she and I would have a few words to share over a beer if we ever got the chance. “Get it all out in any way you can, Stevie, because you don’t want to carry that kind of poison with you, when it was never yours to bear in the first place.”

      And somehow the approval of a stranger was all that I needed. I checked my weapons as the men talked strategy, then when I was ready, I strode forward.
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      Ronan

      “Going somewhere without me, beautiful?”

      I ran across the field on light feet, taking my rightful place at my omega’s right hand, looking her over with hungry eyes, sucking in the determined set of her shoulders, the way her eyes flashed bright green in the low light.

      “Don’t try and stop me. I don’t give a fuck about plans or getting away safe. I don’t care…” Her voice faltered and so did her steps, but she picked up her pace quickly enough, not letting anything hold her back, not even me. But she didn’t know that I was always her dog. I’d move at her pace, right up until I couldn’t anymore. “I don’t care about anything but ending Jack Spencer… All of this.”

      “Right there with you, omega, you know that. Ash is no doubt losing his shit right now.” A choked off shout of my name and Stevie’s across the field confirmed that. “But that’s his problem. Now, if I can offer some advice…”

      She shot me a dark look.

      “You’ve got an army at your back.” I nodded to the space behind her and her steps slowed for just a second, all of Seb Murphy’s boys running over, rifles in tow. “They’re waiting for your order, not Ash’s.” Jax raced over, taking his place on the omega’s left. “We all are.”

      She stopped right then, and my heart fucking ached. Part of her expected something different, that this group of alphas would step in and stop her, leave her to fight her way free and do what she needed despite us.

      She assumed that no one would have her back.

      Stevie eyed the lot of us. Her eyes narrowed as even Ash pulled his head out of his arse to make an appearance, Charlie now being looked after by the Lockwood alphas.

      “You want me to be sensible, to plan this all out.”

      “It’s—” Ash started to say, but Jax shoved his elbow into our brother’s ribs, and I nodded at that. It was better than what I thought about, my hand tightening around my knife.

      “You want this to be a mission, carefully thought out, with every risk accounted for, but…” My girl’s voice broke then and I stepped in closer, no longer able to just stand by when she was in pain and he was in complete agreement. I brushed her fingers with mine and hers locked tight around mine. “This isn’t some bloodless execution. We’re striking back against the fuckhead who thought I was just meat to do what he wanted with.”

      “It’s a hunt,” Lock Murphy said with a slow nod. “Used to drive our beta COs fucking mad, but we know what you mean. Sometimes the wolf has to have his or her head.”

      And in answer, there was a series of chuffing sounds that came from everyone that stood by my omega, each one of their eyes shining silver as their beasts stared out. All except ours. Jax, me, Stevie and even Ash. Each one of us had eyes as green as grass right now.

      “Trust your wolf to know what needs to be done,” I told her, then my brothers, hoping these strangers we’d brought with us understood.

      Her focus jerked around to stare at the wall in the distance, a strange strangled sound building in her throat as she tugged at her holsters, then her clothes, a wolf emerging not long afterwards.

      Fuck.

      It’s not like I hadn’t seen her wolf before, but somehow it was like it was the first time. Sleek with thick black fur that seemed to soak up every stray beam of moonlight, she was a picture of violent beauty and when she threw back her head, mine did the same. Human throat and wolf howled at the moon, declaring their intent to all and sundry, giving voice to the pain, the anger that lived within us.

      But not for much longer.

      Fangs flashed in sharp grins around the group, that delicious feeling that came before a fight infecting each and every one of us, even Ash. We shifted restlessly, but not for long, because across the grass my omega streaked, straight for the walls. I scooped up her weapons as I went after her, the thundering footsteps I heard around me letting me know I wasn’t the only one.

      Beautiful, beautiful mayhem. I never felt as alive as I did now, the rush of adrenaline pumping through every cell, he and I perfectly meshed as a unit, throwing ourselves over the barbed wire fence without effort, landing on the ground in one moment, then sprinting forward in the next. She raced forward, the leader of our hastily thrown together pack, striding forward in an endless lope, right up until she reached the wall. She hit it at speed, her claws scrabbling for traction on the smooth surface, a small whine escaping her as she struggled to stay upright, but I was there, up and under her butt and pushing her forward, then joining her on top of the wall when the dads struck.

      There was no mistaking the MCs now. The roar of so many Harley engines in one small space, away from the steady hum of the city. It was fit music for what was about to happen. We watched dark shapes of men leaving their post, shooting towards the gates, just in time to become an audience for a conflagration. My lips twisted in a smile, becoming wider, crooked, his smile, when the first thermite grenade was thrown. Men jerked back reflexively, then walkie-talkies were yanked out, hastily worded calls for help uttered as the contents of the grenades hit the gates that the Spencers no doubt thought would keep them safe.

      And they were about to find out how wrong they were.

      Everyone else scrambled to join us at the top of the wall, giving them a clear view of what went down.

      The multiple grenade fire burned white hot, the Spencer bodyguards flinching back with good reason. But we couldn’t hear their response over the roar of the motorcycles and then that of chemical flames that reduced the steel gates to ragged molten lumps of slag.

      “Time to move,” I prompted Stevie and her wolf met my eyes for a second, before launching off the wall.

      We followed behind, each one a member of her pack for this night. I heard the muffled retort of rifle shots being let off in small bursts of three, the sound of bodies hitting the ground music to my ears. But it was merely background stuff, a prelude for what was to come.

      My every step felt like it reverberated throughout my whole body, waking up every cell, so when a guy appeared out of the darkness, daring to raise his gun at my Stevie, I was there, up and under his guard and stabbing into his side, holding him for long enough to hear his strangled groan before I shoved him off my blade.

      “What’s going on?” came a crackly voice through the man’s walkie-talkie. I picked it up as the soldier boys all stood to attention, guns raised, each one scouring the area around us, looking for anyone else who might to seek to attack us. But as I picked up the comms device, I knew who it had to be. “What the fuck is happening out there?!”

      It was the weaselly tone, the sound of a man completely deserted by his wolf, reduced now to being a scared little monkey.

      “Don’t,” Ash said, the man fighting for control over the wolf, his breaths coming in low slow pants as my thumb pressed down on the button to speak. “Ronan, don’t—”

      But what else he had to say was cut off by the sight of Stevie wolf standing before me, her jaws widening as she panted.

      “We’re here,” we said down the line, knowing it was the wrong thing to do, alerting our prey to our approach, but I wasn’t running the show right now, he was.

      We grinned as we heard the frantic breaths down the line of the walkie-talkie, able to imagine that fucking little cunt’s bladder threatening to leak all over him as he considered what was happening. That all his money and privilege meant fucking nothing when a bunch of people with a very special set of skills was prepared to step forward and right a wrong.

      “Ready or not.” Our voice was a sinister sing-song imitation of the child’s call. “Here we come.”

      I tossed the walkie-talkie aside, nodding to Stevie and she turned with a flick of her tail, trotting up to the side door of this vast estate, past a very nice pool. More guards streamed out, but those soldier boys and my brothers took some of them out, my knife flying out of my hand, embedding itself into one man’s shoulder before I ran up to dispatch him, and then throw another I jerked out of my belt.

      And all the time? Stevie trotted forward like she was ten foot tall and bulletproof, and maybe she was. The gods might turn their face against glorying in wholesale murder like this, but the moon was a thin sickle above. A dark goddess stared down at us, smiling her slight smile at everything that went down.

      I moved to shove the door open for wolf Stevie, but Jax was there first, shooting me a smug smile as she trotted inside. But all our eyes jerked up as we heard a scuffle of sound from the floor above us. Probably because bodyguards came spilling down the stairs, our guns and the soldier boys raised the minute they appeared. But hands were thrown up in surrender, the men’s faces going white.

      “We were told you were coming,” one man stammered out. “He’s upstairs. You want to move and fast. He’s legging it for the safe room.”

      No need to clarify which he meant. Some of the other alphas stayed behind, keeping their guns trained on the men here, while we went up.

      It was all so damn fancy up here, all gleaming marble and panoramic glass windows cut through with brushed stainless steel. But not for long.

      “Fuck…” Just one little squeaked curse had us all turning to see Jack running on his little bunny legs away from us. Stevie wolf snarled, a vicious sound that lightened my black heart. It made sense she was in fur, the most primal part of herself running the show, because the woman might falter at this. Her haunches coiled right before she launched herself forward, her paws eating up the space between Jack and us. He looked over his shoulder, some instinct letting him know we were on his trail, the lot of us surging forward.

      Guards appeared, a last line of defence, but the others took care of them, blood blooming like flowers in their chests, sprouting like poppies planted in memorium for the stupidity of thinking they could stop my omega. Jack ran with the frantic, messy gait of a true coward, throwing himself at the open door of the safe room.

      Which would’ve been a great plan, if he got there in time.

      Stevie launched herself at him as he tried to drag the door shut, but before he could seal himself away, she sailed through the air, her paws slamming into his chest, shoving him down to the ground.

      My girl was always beautiful. It’s why I always called her that. Not only was she the twin to my dark heart, but there was nothing better than seeing her plant her paws on that fuck’s shoulders, a low growl stopping him from crawling away, then a snap of her jaws in the space between them, to remind him of the threat she posed.

      He’d seen Stevie and made an assumption that many did. That she was too beat down and broken by the bullshit around her to be any kind of threat. That he could do what he liked with her without consequences. Well, karma's a bitch and so was mate, as he was just finding out.

      “I’ll give you—” Another snap, shutting the fuck up for just a second. “I have—” The next snap was a whole lot closer, so Jackie boy smelled the blood on her breath, felt its heat. “I can—”

      “Shut the fuck up,” I finished for him, squatting down beside him and then driving my knife into his shoulder to emphasise his point. Stevie wolf growled at that, not wanting to be denied her kill, but I could never take anything away from her. I twisted my knife to emphasise that Jack was meat and needed to behave as such, that there was no point bargaining or begging my mate, because that point was long past.

      And that’s when Stevie the woman appeared again, gloriously naked, her eyes flashing like a vengeful goddess’.

      “I end this,” she said. “Not you, not Ash, not Jax.”

      “Wouldn’t want it any other way, love,” I said, then nodded to my brother. “Got my bag, Jax?”

      The duffel bag was dropped down between us and she watched it closely, Jack’s whines of pain the only soundtrack as I undid the zipper. But even that stopped when I pulled out a length of rope and all of his weapons of choice, the knife roll unfurling like a black flag.

      “No.”

      Jacky boy was finally getting it, saying that word over and over, but I knew that my Stevie had said that to him and his stinking pack, so I paid the same degree of attention. Once I had his wrists bound together I got to my feet, dragging him across that pretty polished floor until I walked over to an entrance way. I punched my hand through the drywall and then looped the other end of the rope through the hole, using it to haul Jack upright like a side of beef. Jax stepped in, delivering a couple of brutal gut shots to the man, driving out any residual need to resist out of him, until Jack was gasping, his guts heaving as I tied him in place.

      We looked at our mate like a cat that had just caught a rat, proudly displaying our efforts for our mistress’ approval. And Stevie? She slunk closer, completely at home in her own skin, her fingers running along my shirt collar, before she tugged me down for a kiss.

      I kissed her, he kissed her, the two of us of the same mind for once, something that happened more and more when she was around, I realised, and when she went to pull away? Our mouth followed her lips, wanting more, until she smiled.

      “For me?” she asked, nodding to Jack.

      “Everything for you. I’ll make the whole world burn for you to warm your hands by, if that’s what you want.”

      Her eyebrow cocked upwards at our gravelly voice because she knew. Ash hadn’t kept us apart just because I didn’t meet Mum’s neat little idea of what an appropriate mate was. I liked to play with my food, a lot if I was being honest.

      And she was about to find out just how much.

      “Stevie.” Our eyes jerked up to see Ash moving forward, ever the voice of reason. “You don’t have to do this. We can… eradicate Jack, make it so that no one else hurts you ever.”

      But sometimes being rational doesn’t help you at all. We weren’t computers to be programmed. We were wolves that would no longer tolerate the incursions into our territory and we were about to deal with the most current threat.

      “And where would be the fun in that?” Stevie replied, so I slapped my knife into her hand.

      I’d cut any cunt that dared to come close to her, but the reason why she was perfect for every single one of us was because she had a dark side to her, just like her alphas, and right now she paced forward, that heart shaped arse swaying, as she approached her attacker.
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      In some ways this was an echo of the night I was raped. I was naked in a room full of alphas again, true, but as my hand tightened around the knife blade, I knew this felt entirely different. A dark stain appeared on Jack’s groin, growing bigger and bigger before piss spattered on the ground. The men, my men, all laughed at that. All except Ash. He moved then, knowing better than to get between me and my prey, but enough to try and draw my attention away.

      “There’s no coming back from this. It’s not a hot, in the moment thing, like it was with the others. Jack is incapacitated, powerless. This is torture.”

      He was trying hard to keep the judgement out of his voice and he almost succeeded, making me wonder how he was with Ronan.

      “And what do you think, Jax?” I asked in a low purr of a voice.

      “Ronan has the right of it,” he said, edging away from Ash. “It’s your choice, always. I’m done taking them away from you, but…” Something rose and coloured his gaze, and it wasn’t an entirely happy thing. “But doing this, it changes you. If you want Jack to die screaming, Ronan can do that. He’d love to. You could walk away, knowing it was done or…?”

      Or I could do the job myself.

      In some ways, Ash got what he wanted. I stopped where I was, knife hanging in my grip, my eyes dropping down to the floor, because it was here, now, that I finally let myself feel everything I’d stuffed down.

      “I went to the club with the Spencers to drink, to get stoned and to get laid.” My voice sounded like ashes as I spoke, it feeling like they coated the floor, stifling all other sounds. “In a lot of ways I wanted everything that went on that night.”

      My eyes flicked up, ignoring Jax’s or Ronan’s or Ash’s, just staring into Jack’s. Because somehow I needed him to understand.

      “I wanted to get outside my own head, to just… let go of all the pain I felt the moment I was awake. When I was drunk, fucked up, I didn’t feel it, that fucking persistent ache. Like a tooth that needs pulling, but I could never bring myself to yank it out.”

      I moved slowly, edging closer until I was within reaching distance of Jack, his hands straining against his bonds, as if he wanted to do just that.

      “So if you just asked if I was up for taking Rush, maybe I would’ve said yes. Maybe everything that happened the moment you gave me that tequila laced with the drug, maybe it would’ve been just what I wanted.”

      My hand shot out then, grabbing Jack around the throat, my claws pricking his skin.

      “But you didn’t want anyone that was willing, not really.” He tried to respond, but my fingers dug deeper, choking off all and any replies. It wasn’t time for him to take. He’d had his chance, and now it was mine. “The degradation of forcing me to go into a kind of heat was what got you hard, I know that now.”

      My alphas stepped closer, creating an intimate little circle around me as I spoke my truth.

      “Because you laughed when I started to pull my clothes off, even as my wolf whined inside my head, making clear something was wrong. And you didn’t help me when I was stripped bare, wracked by sensations I had no business feeling. I even asked you too.”

      The hilt of the knife felt like it was leaving an impression in my palm due to the tightness of my grip.

      “Help me…” My voice now mimicked the pathetic tone I’d used then, but my knife moved as soon as I said the words, the edge of the blade leaving a shallow cut across Jack’s chest, forcing him to whine the same words. “I don’t know what’s going on.”

      I focused on the blood welling up on Jack’s chest, not the man. He was broken down into compartments, just like he’d done to me. He’d focused on the holes he could fill, but I was on the ones I could create.

      “I fucking begged you to tell me what the hell was going on, but you just laughed.” My heart felt like it beat too hard in my ears, thud, thud, thudding like a bass drum. “You pushed your thumb into my mouth, grinning when I sucked on it, then jerked it free, forcing me down onto my knees.”

      Ash had called for clear heads, but at the sound of his growl and the others’, I don’t know if he possessed that himself anymore.

      “You told me to beg for your poxy little cock, even though I’ve never done that before in my life, and fucked up on that drug, I did beg. For understanding, for help, for someone to get rid of the red haze inside my head, right before my fingers moved to slide your zipper down.”

      “Beg now, cunt,” Ronan said, grabbing a handful of Jack’s hair and wrenching his head back so hard I wondered how I didn’t hear his neck snap. “Beg for mercy. Beg for her forgiveness.”

      “I’m sorry! I shouldn’t have done—” Ronan’s grip tightened. “I’m a piece of shit, not even good enough to be ground under your heel. I’m a…unh!” Jack’s voice cut off at a yelp of pain as Ronan twisted harder.

      “Let him go, brother.” You might have thought Ash was stepping in to stop things, but you couldn’t have been more wrong. I felt like I finally saw the Ash that lurked behind those cool blue eyes. He wasn’t hot, hard and messy like Ronan, instead being the cool calm of a sniper about to go in for the kill. “This little prick can’t beg properly when you’re torturing him.”

      Ronan let go of Jack regretfully, stepping back with a dark look at his brother, but Ash surged forward, taking Ronan’s place.

      “You abused Stevie, drugged her and used her because deep down you knew you’d never get anything as fine as her without your little date rape tactics. You’re nothing but scum, shit on the sole of her shoe and you need to beg for your pathetic little life.”

      “I’m sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean too…” Tears pricked at Jack’s eyes as I watched his heart break, as he seemed to fully realise how futile this was. He and his brothers had done their best to debase me, but right now the tables had been flipped. No amount of money, position or privilege would stop this. So I watched him beg, spluttering out the words over and over, making little fucking sense as his tongue tripped over the cascade of pleas, his brain racing to find the words that would stop me.

      “I thought like you did.” My voice was curiously gentle. “I thought somehow, some way I could appeal to your better senses, force you to see me as a person, not a piece of meat, make you feel something, anything, other than a punishing lust to use me up, and throw me away. Did it work?”

      I tilted my head to one side, brandishing my knife to make clear I expected an answer.

      “Look, I didn’t—”

      “Did it work? Did you relent?” I demanded.

      “Answer the lady,” Jax said, then drove his fist into Jack’s unprotected guts. Jack sucked a breath in, but his diaphragm failed him, his lungs seizing.

      “Far be for me to recommend that path of least violence, but he’s not gonna say anything if you keep doing that,” Ronan said, then raised his fist. “Aim for the face instead.” And with that he smashed his knuckles into Jack’s unprotected face.

      My savage mate always gave me the best presents, a smile spreading as I watched blood trickle down Jack’s. He let out a nasal little sound, high pitched, followed by a flurry of bloody bubbles blown out his nose.

      “Or hit them hard where it hurts, but won’t kill them.”

      I hadn’t expected Ash’s input and neither Jack or I anticipated his strike, his fist slamming into the man’s kidney, forcing a guttural groan from Jack, his eyes rolling backwards as he hung limp on the rope.

      But not for long.

      Jack rallied with all of a wolf’s resolve, a growl building in his throat, fur prickling across his skin. His beast had been kept down too many times to come out when we first struck, but now it was facing near annihilation, it roused, ready to spring forward.

      Which had me moving.

      “You shoved things into me,” I said, raising the knife. “When I cried.” I stabbed it into his guts, knowing from all the lessons Ronan had given me over the years that it’d hurt like fucking hell, but would not kill you immediately. “When I screamed.” He made the same sound, thin and weak, his wolf shoved back down, the ripples of fur dying away and them stopping. “When I begged you to stop, what did you say?”

      I grabbed Jack’s hair, forcing him to look at me, but he was deep in it, the pain, not here with me. I knew exactly how he felt, remembering that feeling of body blindness, where pain overwhelmed everything else, but that awful feeling of presentness, where there was no past, no future, only now, now, now, sensation pummelling your bones, your muscles until you wanted to scream.

      “What did I fucking say?” I demanded, cold and calm, despite the slight shake in my voice. “What did I say over and over, while you did everything you could to me? What did I say?” It took my knife being pressed against his neck to get an answer from him.

      One perfect for me then, and him, now.

      “Please… stop.”

      But he didn’t then and I didn’t now, my shoulders squaring, my muscles drawing taut, their entire purpose being to hold this knife up, the blade of vengeance sharpened on my pain, and the pain of so many people before me. Jack was sentenced, not just for his crimes against me, but because we had evidence he’d done this over and over to anyone he could.

      Until someone stopped him.

      “No,” I said, savouring the word women are schooled not to say. “I don’t think I will.”

      I slit his throat then and his blood spurted free, bathing me in a savage kind of baptism before Ash took over. He pressed his body into mine, covering my hand with his to complete the stroke and cutting Jack’s throat.

      “Never again…” Ash promised me that in a low whisper. “Never again.”
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      Ash

      I never wanted this, but now I was here, with my omega’s body pressed against me and a stranger’s hot blood on our skin, I couldn’t bring myself to regret it. I’d been holding something back the moment we got Stevie out of that fucking club, and now it was out and ready to play.

      I’d watched those fucks tell their little stories of rape and debauchery, skimmed through their tales, looking for clues, but it was something else hearing a victim talk about what was done to them.

      When Stevie told us what had happened to her.

      I burned with a terrible guilt, the wolf inside me feeling it was chewing a hole in my guts for letting this happen in the first place.

      But it had, despite everything.

      And if it did? Well, then this was a fitting end. I looked across at Ronan as I held our omega and he nodded slowly, the fuck smiling in vindication, as he watched me have my little moment of realisation. Because part of me wished I had other powers than the ability to shift form, that I could bring Jack back to life, just to hurt him some more, glorying in his pain as Stevie exorcised hers.

      “It’s over, beautiful,” I told her quietly and that’s when we were joined.

      

      Stevie

      Their presence was announced by the sound of rifles being raised, the other alphas snapping to attention as four men strolled into the room.

      “It is over.” The spokesman for the group’s voice was clipped, controlled and cultured. “We told Jack that you wouldn’t be satisfied with his brothers as sacrifices, that if you were prepared to set alight houses and clubs, that coming here and taking him would mean little, but…” He let out a sigh. “I’m James Spencer and we would like to find a way to move forward now that this…” He glanced at his dead son. “Unfortunate situation has been resolved.”

      “Think you can negotiate your way through this?” another masculine voice said, and with it came several other well-dressed men in the company of the dads and many other men wearing familiar leather jackets. Some dared to look over at me before my men stepped forward and provided a wall between me and them.

      “Who’s the friendlies and who’s the target here?” Cooper Murphy snapped, moving the sight of his rifle restlessly, not sure who to focus on.

      “These fucks are the daddies of the boys you’ve been after,” the new guy said, gesturing to the four well-dressed alphas. “They’re the ones that lived the life of luxury, who taught their boys to just take what they want, when they want it.”

      “Sounds like the targets to me,” Billy Wilson said, looking down the rifle sight at the closest Spencer senior. “If you want some friendly advice, I wouldn’t make any unnecessary movements…” His finger tightened on the trigger when one of the Spencers started to edge away.

      “Where’s Scarlett?” I half asked the question to myself, having been drowning in my own memories up until now, but when answers weren’t forthcoming, my voice got louder in ways I wouldn’t be able to stop. “Where the fuck is Scarlett?”

      “Our son did one thing right, bringing himself a little surety back to the estate, though he neglected to make use of it,” one of the Spencer seniors said.

      I started at Scarlett being described as ‘it’.

      “If you think some woman is going to keep you safe, you’re mistaken,” the guy with the MCs growled, and then the room was filled with the explosive sound of a gunshot.

      My alphas resisted my attempts to push them aside so I could see what had happened, but when I succeeded, I saw one of the Spencer dads lying on the ground, blood pooling under his head as the man with the MCs smiled smugly. Other men with similar patrician features swarmed around him, looking just as pleased until the soldier boys started barking orders.

      “Hands up!” Seb snapped. “Hands in the fucking air, or it’ll be the last thing you do!”

      The men looked utterly unrepentant, not doing a thing as the MCs all drew their handguns and pointed them at us.

      “Look, everyone needs to calm the fuck down and point them guns at the real enemies here,” Rusty said, holding his hands up in surrender, before nodding to the senior Spencers.

      At a look from Ash, our guys aimed their rifles at what remained of the Spencer pack and that seemed to settle the tension in the room. Well, except for the Spencer pack. The remaining men looked terribly pale, red spots forming in their cheeks as they stared us down.

      “Get the woman,” Rusty demanded. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “You heard the man,” the guy who had to be from some offshoot of the Spencer family said “Produce the woman or I’ll have my associates tear this place apart, looking for her.”

      Rusty nodded to me, as if that was the job done, but as James put his hands up slowly and then reached inside his jacket for his walkie-talkie, every armed man stiffened.

      “Is anyone still standing?” he asked, betraying a moment of vulnerability then as he stared down the rest of us. At first the only answer he got was a crackle of static, but finally a voice came through the speaker.

      “Here, sir.”

      “Is that you, Smith?”

      “Yes, sir. I stayed put when… When the attack started, as advised.”

      “And the woman?” James asked, lips thinning as he saw everyone’s focus intensify.

      “As you left her, sir. We are still locked down in the—”

      “Bring her to the first floor of the residence,” James said, interrupting smoothly. “Now.”

      “Right away, sir,”

      “So those rifles can be lowered now—” James started to say.

      “We aren’t taking orders from you, fuckhead,” Lock growled. He dared a glance back at me. “The omega’s running the show, as they always do.”

      And that’s what drew James’ attention to me.

      I was supposed to flinch under his frank inspection, Ash tearing his t-shirt off and handing it to me as the man’s eyes lingered on my tits. But any attempt to cow me was weakened by the fact that my breasts were coated with his son’s blood.

      And his might follow soon after if he didn’t stop staring.

      Something he seemed to understand, blinking and forcing his eyes to the floor as I pulled Ash’s shirt on.

      “So what is it you want, Jared?” he said finally, turning to the bloke who’d walked in with the MC.

      “You know,” was all Jared would say in reply, his brothers ranging around him.

      “More of a stake in the family business?” James offered. “A seat at the boardroom table? We can organise—”

      “A stake?” came Jared’s reply, his brothers grinning like hyenas around a lion’s kill. “Why would we settle for that?”

      One of his brothers stepped forward, his arm outstretched, handgun pointing at the other Spencers. There was a flurry of shouts, pleas, but the man shot his cousin or whoever the fuck he was, the second Spencer senior alpha dropping just like the first one. Then Jared stepped closer.

      “You think you’re still in control…”

      But before he could deliver his evil genius monologue, she came.

      The flunky tried to shove Scarlett forward and even though she had tape stuck to her mouth and her hands were bound behind her, it didn’t stop her from spinning around and driving her knee into the man’s crotch. The Spencer alphas surged forward, but the flunky fell like a sack of shit, landing heavily on the ground in front of them. She marched over to the closest soldier boy, turning around to offer her bound hands for him to free. A knife was produced, her bindings sawed through and the moment she was free, she tore off the tape, wincing at the sensation before turning a steely eye on the others.

      “I prefer to tie others up,” she said in a sharp tone, “and only with their explicit consent. You idiots have a lot to learn.” But she stepped over the dead alphas and pushed through the ring of soldiers to come over to me, putting her hands on my shoulders before looking me over closely. “And how are you? Wearing the blood of your enemies is definitely a look. I’m not sure what it's giving yet though.”

      “How am I?” I gasped. “How are you?”

      “Ugh…” She cocked a hip. “Wanting a shower, some flannel PJs and that reality TV binge session you promised.” She winked at me. “Seeing wannabe supermodels cry always sets me to rights.” Scarlett looked back at the scene with a jaundiced eye. “Whaddya think? Should we blow this popsicle stand and leave the testosterone to it?”

      Her unflappable demeanour was goals, but I wouldn’t get a chance to develop it right now.

      “Now, we’ve returned the woman, so let’s find a way—”

      James’ speech was well prepared, started out strong, but Jared stepped in and shot one of the last of Spencers senior. The man just blinked, a fine spray of blood covering his face before he could recover himself. A shaking hand went up to wipe it away, but Jared wielded the gun, making clear that he wasn’t to make another move.

      “You smug fucking prick, living the high life while the rest of us lived on crumbs,” Jared snarled, waving his gun around for emphasis. “Well, that ends now.”

      “Feeling like a big man, with your new… associates?” James asked, cool as a cucumber, then despite the fact most of his immediate family lay in pieces around him. “Well, I’m assuming you bought their loyalty with a promise of giving them the distribution rights to Rush.”

      James’ smile widened as he stepped closer, pressing the muzzle of Jared’s gun against his forehead.

      “However will you manage these gentlemen’s expectations when I tell them that all of our current stock of Rush went up with the fire that was set at The Viper Club, and that the formula for it was encrypted, only unlockable if you had the four different codes.” Max’s words came back to me as I listened to James speak.

      “So hand them over,” Jared said, grinding the muzzle of the gun harder into his relative’s skull.

      “I couldn’t even if I wanted to.” James’ eyes shone with a hectic light. “I know you’re going to kill me, but at least I’ll go with the satisfaction of knowing that you’ll join me shortly afterwards. None of us trusted the other enough with the formula, so we each kept our codes secret, memorised.” James tapped his temple. “And the only way to access them was via the brains of your family members you just blew out.”

      “We’re out of here,” Ash said to us, and with that all my alphas and the soldiers moved as one, rifles trained on everyone else, but they paid us little mind. When we got down the stairs we heard a gun go off, then some shouting, but we didn’t stick around to find out what, everyone in agreement with Ash’s words.

      

      I didn’t remember much of the extraction, just that people told me where to go and what to do. It felt like I reappeared in the field, the cows looking on, like no time had passed since the moment we’d arrived. Only Scarlett, with her keen eyes, seemed to sense what was going on with me. She put her hands on my arms carefully, looking me up and down with an objective eye as Charlie approached.

      “If she was my sub, I’d say she needs aftercare.” I just stared at her mouth, no longer slicked red with lipstick, watching it move, but not really taking in what she was saying. “Whoever took her into a scene, they let her go too far and now she’s experiencing sub drop.”

      “Trauma hangover,” Charlie declared, so I stared at her blankly now. “I need blankets, now!”

      She clicked her fingers imperiously, and someone must’ve done as she asked, as something soft and warm was wrapped around me and that’s when my eyes closed. Then it was Jax’s voice in my ears, right before he hoisted me into his arms.

      “Don’t worry, omega, I’ve got you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 57

          

        

      

    

    
      Jax

      We got on a plane as soon as we got back to the city.

      Tobias Lockwood seemed intent on getting Scarlett back home, even as the beta shot him a serious side eye. But then he turned around and offered something we hadn’t considered.

      “Come with us.”

      Charlie York, the Murphy’s omega brightened at that idea, her lips parting, but she waited for her turn to speak.

      “Get out of the city, let things settle down after everything that has gone on.”

      “We couldn’t—” Ash started to say, answering for everyone, as per usual.

      “We have space at our horse farm,” Charlie said, then flushed a little.

      “There you go, collecting more lame pigeons,” Lock said with a wink, but he drew his omega close, placing a gentle kiss on the crown of her head. “Of course, we do.” He looked at us. “We’ve got a place outside of town. Quiet, peaceful and we just so happen to have one of the best trauma specialists in the country on staff.”

      “I’d be happy to pay your costs,” Tobias said. “Just name your price.”

      “Oh we couldn’t…” Charlie started to say.

      “Yes, we could,” Seb replied much more firmly. “You look like a fella with deep pockets. Looking for a tax break supporting a not-for-profit organisation?”

      And so we got on a plane, leaving the city and heading to South Australia.

      

      Scratch, scratch, scratch…

      I looked up from the cup of tea I was preparing to see Ollie raking his claws across the door of the bedroom we had been sharing.

      “Ollie!” I hissed at our dog, the bloody bastard turning around for a second before starting scratching again. “Fuck’s sake, Ollie—”

      “He wants Stevie,” Ronan announced, appearing in the small kitchenette that came with the cottage we had been given. He looked too pale except for the dark bags around his eyes. My brother hadn’t been sleeping. What was I saying? None of us had, but Stevie. “Don’t blame him.”

      But when he walked over to the door to let the dog in, Ash walked in with a frown.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” All the same Ash Kelly autocratic bullshit was back and twice as insufferable. “Don’t let that fucking mutt in there. Stevie’s sleeping.”

      “All she does is sleep,” Ronan shot back, the green light in his eyes sparking, then fading away.

      “And who’s fault is that? I knew that bringing her in on the Jack Spencer thing was a fucking mistake. You could’ve taken him out on your own, bathed in his blood, played with his entrails, or whatever the fuck it is you do, then report back to Stevie. She would have been protected—”

      “And that’s why she’ll never pick you, you dumb fuck,” Ronan snarled. “She—”

      “Wants this, does she?” My voice cut across theirs, and I think we were all surprised when they shut up. “This.” My finger flicked back and forth, pointing to each one of them. “This shit is what she wants. Fuck, next minute you’ll be telling Stevie that she needs to keep away from Ronan for her own good.”

      I meant that as a reminder of his dumbfuckery from before, but as Ash sucked in a breath, I knew he was about to say something none of us could come back from.

      “Shut up,” I snapped. “Shut the fuck up.” My fingers clamped down on the bridge of my nose. “We are not doing this a-fucking-gain.”

      “Doing what—?” Ash started to say but I stopped him with one look.

      “I get that you’re super anal dude, but while you’ve got a track record of short-term success: our safety, the longer term consequences of your bullshit is largely how we got into this situation.” I hated the way that Ash flinched at that, but fuck, if I could get him to listen with less bluntness, I would’ve used it. “And you.”

      Ronan started to shape up as I faced my brother down.

      “This whole Murder Boy thing you’ve got going was great when Stevie was on a vengeance bender, but now she’s killed all her enemies, she’s collapsed into herself.” I grabbed the cup of tea I’d prepared and some biscuits. “And that’s where I step in. Someone needs to be the soft place to land in between you two fuckheads.”

      I knew the two of them were watching me closely, but I ignored them and went over to the door, shooting Ollie a sharp look, the dog instantly going into a sit. I opened the door, careful not to make a sound and then the two of us crept in.

      “Mat.” I barely vocalised this to Ollie, the dog instantly going to the rug on the floor, spinning around three times before lying down to watch the bed. But my omega? A little rapid intake of breath let me know she was waking up, so I set the tea down on the bedside table and then got on the bed beside her.

      “Mm…”

      This was always the golden moment. She didn’t surface up from sleep often, seeming to need to drowse for twenty out of twenty-four hours, burying her head back into the pillow the moment her eyes cracked open. But when she did, I always made sure I was there for her.

      My omega would never wake up alone again, not if I could help it. So I curled around her, shielding her from the outside world with my body.

      “Mm…” Another little murmur of a sound, the half asleep omega breathing in deep, then following her nose to breathe in my scent, pushing it into the hollow of my neck. My hand went up slowly, just cradling her close, not able to relax into this position until she breathed out again, flopping limp on my chest. “Is that tea?”

      There was something plaintive about her voice and that had me stroking her hair before I reached for it, ferrying the cup over as carefully as if it contained sulphuric acid or something.

      “Tea and biscuits, just for you,” I said, as gently as I could, but it still had the same effect. Her eyes flicked open, her brain coming suddenly online as she jerked herself upright. I steadied my hand, managing not to slop the tea everywhere and when she settled, I handed the cup and saucer over.

      Stevie looked… beaten. She took it with a furtive yank, hunching her body over her knees, then taking a sip, freezing when she slurped it. I forced myself to smile, nodding hopefully, willing her to take another mouthful and then another. She drank a little more, but then her nose wrinkled.

      “I’m gonna be sick.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      I tossed the biscuits on the floor for Ollie to scoff down and then moved the tea far away from her before pulling her closer.

      “I am.” She writhed against me. “I’m gonna…”

      I moved her until she was sprawled across my body, begging, pleading her body to accept what I knew was there. She was my omega and I was her alpha, so whatever she needed, I could provide. Mum told me that she held us constantly as kids whenever we felt ill, and that the dads did the same for her when she was under the weather. Skin to skin contact seemed to settle us according to her and I hoped it wasn’t an old wife’s tale. Then I felt the tension leave Stevie’s body and that’s when I allowed my eyes to close for just a second.

      “I can make you feel better.” I barely even whispered that, stroking my hand down her back. “In every way you let me. Just let me…”

      I’m not sure she heard that, a deep sigh escaping her as her hands curled in, her body going into the foetal position. It didn’t matter. I just held her close, listening to the sounds of her breath, feeling the faint thud of her heartbeat as she dropped off again. I slept with her, but in the way that dogs do, with one ear open for danger.

      

      “Is she—?”

      The two of them jumped to their feet the minute I walked out the door. A few hours had passed, or minutes. It was hard to tell because Stevie’s room had a strange kind of timeless quality about it. The blackout curtains smothered the sunlight, putting everything in a constant state of dawn or dusk. But just like my omega, I emerged out of sleep feeling less rested, not more, and when my brothers swarmed closer I had to resist the urge to growl.

      “She’s fine,” I said, not meaning it, but if that’s what it took to get them to leave her alone, then that’s what I’d say. “She’s sleeping.”

      “Again.”

      I heard the condemnation in Ronan’s voice and glared at him.

      “What did you think was gonna fucking happen? That the two of you would ride off into the sunset to murder another day?” I shook my head slowly. “You don’t know what she’s been going through.” But that had me frowning. “None of us do. But there’s someone here that does and I’m going to talk to them.”

      “We’ll—” Ash started to say.

      “No.” I let out a long sigh. “Someone needs to be here to watch Stevie and I… I need to do this on my own right now. You know I’ll share anything I find out.”

      “Yeah, you will.”

      It was weird seeing the intense gaze of Ronan’s, his murder eyes, we called them, directed at me, but I was pretty sure I was safe. It’d gut Stevie if anything happened to me and he couldn’t let that happen. But the minute I walked out the door of the cottage, some of the exhaustion seemed to fade away, so I strode forward, down the pretty path, past the gardens and fields full of horses and to here.
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      Jax

      Charlie had turned one of the rooms built inside the stables into her office, so towards the stables I went. As soon as I stepped inside the building though, I saw her office door was open and empty and the space between the two rows of horse stalls was filled with people. Four people in particular.

      “Jax, right?” Cooper Murphy said, strolling over and then holding out a can of beer. I took it because fuck, it was un-Australian not to. I’d intended to just hold the thing as I quizzed them about their mate’s whereabouts, but the man slung an arm around my shoulders and steered me over to the wood barrel his brothers were standing around.

      “How’s it going?” Archer asked, looking me over carefully, as if those pale blue eyes of his could see every line of exhaustion on my face.

      I was going to give a pat response, just brush him off, but as I joined the group, the will to do that just seemed to fizzle out.

      “It’s fucked,” I replied, cracking the beer can after all and drinking down a big mouthful. “I came over to see Charlie.”

      “She had to go into town for a meeting,” Seb replied, those dark brown eyes searching mine. “Anything we can help with?”

      I blinked, not having considered that they could, but when I looked them over, my heart sank. What the hell would they know? They were just alphas like me.

      “Stevie’s shut down,” Seb observed and that got my attention.

      “What…?”

      “We haven’t seen her take a step outside the cottage since you got here a few days ago,” Lock said. “It was happening on the plane ride back. She wouldn’t let you put her down.”

      “I didn’t want to,” I growled. “I couldn’t.”

      Lock nodded slowly.

      “She needed everything you had to give, the comfort of being close to her mate, but…” Lock tipped his beer back, taking a long hard swallow before crumpling the empty can. “But sometimes it’s not enough. Sometimes your omega is hurting too much.”

      “You know…” I stopped my line of questioning, searching each man’s face. “Charlie was like that?”

      “Worse.” Lock’s mouth became a thin line, his eyes flicking to his brothers, then back to me. “We were the ones that hurt her.” A small clearing of throats around the room. “Well, I did.”

      “We all did,” Seb corrected, “though it was your fucking bright idea.”

      “Something I have apologised for many times,” Lock replied.

      “It’s why we weren’t keen on Charlie coming on the mission,” Coop said, trying for a smile, then failing. “It was nice, being the good guys for once. Because if our omega was going to go on a blood soaked vendetta, she’d have enlisted fellas like your brothers to come after us. We broke our omega’s heart so fucking thoroughly I’m pretty sure she thought she would never find anyone to love.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Then we had to try and find a way through that when we came back from deployment.”

      “And you were able to?” I looked at them incredulously, but then realised I knew the answer. “You did. You’re together now. So how did you do it?”

      “Really fucking badly at the start,” Cooper replied and Archer snorted as he rolled his eyes. “We thought it was just a matter of some nice chocolates and some flowers.”

      “You thought that,” Archer muttered. “I wasn’t that fucking stupid.”

      “Nope, Archer had a way in from the start.” Lock slapped his brother on the shoulder. “He knew that we’d always end up together and so didn’t burn so many bridges.”

      “It wasn’t just that.” Archer gave his brother the side eye, then focused on me. “I just turned up. Every day in every way I could, I was there for my omega.”

      “But I’m trying to do that,” I said. “I feel like an old mother hen, clucking around her, trying to get her to eat something, drink something, then soothing her again.”

      “And what’s wrong with that?”

      I’d never been to see a shrink. With all the bullshit going on with my brothers, my mate, maybe I should’ve, but right now I felt like I was getting a sneak peek of what that might be like. Archer stared at me steadily and when he did, his brothers followed his lead, waiting for my answer.

      “But she’s… She’s sleeping all day, is barely awake and she’s…” My throat felt like it was closing up so I tried to swallow a mouthful of beer, but that just made it worse, the bitter liquid seeping through a constricted space. “She’s hurting and I don’t know what the fuck to do to make her better.”

      “You can’t.”

      Usually when a bunch of Aussie blokes sat down for a beer, it was an exercise in shit talking and bravado, each bloke trying to top the others. But not now. The mask of alpha competence seemed to fracture on Lock’s face, revealing a reflection of the feelings raging inside me. Pain, both self-inflicted and reflected, along with a toxic mixture of guilt and regret.

      “You want to be the big man, be the alpha she deserves. You’ve got that on me, took me far too long to realise it. But whether you were the one that hurt her or that fuck Jack Spencer was, the results are the same. You’ve just gotta be there, day after day, be a witness to her healing process, so you can be a part of it when she’s ready.” He nodded then. “When she’s ready. I can’t tell you when or if that will happen, just that you can’t lose hope in the meantime. Don’t try and rush the process, because this can’t happen on your timeline.”

      He reached over then, the whole stables curiously quiet as he gave my forearm a squeeze, his hand there and gone again seconds later.

      “So you were listening to me.”

      We all turned around to see Charlie standing there, hands on her hips, the small smile on her face making clear how she was responding to Lock’s admission.

      “Always.” He reached out, drawing the omega closer and then tucking her into his side, turning to cradle her against his chest. “I know it doesn’t seem like it, but I listened to every fucking thing you said, even back at school. Why else do you think I was such a little cunt? Deep down I knew I wasn’t worthy of you, Charlie York, and that made me so freaking pissed. Now I just wake up every day trying to live up to your expectations, hoping I don’t fuck it up.”

      She moved then, losing the professional cool I’d always seen her display, my heart leaping as I saw her become an omega clinging to her alpha. It was tempting to see her as weak, but instead, it was something else.

      He needed her just as much as needed him. No, more, I realised, thinking about my own experiences. Stevie got some kind of satisfaction from the moments she did wake up, when she clung to me, feeling safe enough to delve back down into sleep, into healing, while I was watching over her. I nodded to each of the Murphy pack, leaving my beer can behind, but it felt like a whole lot of other things were left with it. It seemed to only take a few steps for me to make it back to the cottage, and this time I was the one giving the orders.

      “Strip down to your jocks,” I told them.

      “What? Why—?” Ash started to say.

      “Just fucking do it,” I said, feeling so bloody tired. “If we’re gonna be a pack, then you’re gonna keep us safe, and Ronan will slay our enemies, but me? I’m going to be the one that puts us all back together afterwards.” I frowned slightly. “Though we actually have to achieve some kind of cohesiveness first.”

      Ronan nodded, something I was secretly pleased by, his shirt ripped up and over his head.

      “We’re gonna go in that room. We’re gonna curl around our omega and we’re gonna give her all the time, space and attention she needs and right now, that means helping her sleep whatever this is off, OK?” I said.

      I didn’t expect Ash to agree. He always wanted to be the alpha of alphas, pushing everyone where he needed us to be, but when he nodded as well, I felt a great rush of satisfaction. I shoved that to one side though, following my own orders as I stripped down myself.

      The three of us walked into Stevie’s room in just our undies, Ollie looking up for a second from where he had snuggled down next to our girl on the bed, the three of us doing the same, more or less. It took some moving and shifting, hissed negotiations for space, but when Stevie’s head rose up, her eyes still closed, we all went perfectly still, not willing to wake her. Ollie let out a sigh when we finally settled and that’s when I felt it.

      We were a pack. One that had a fucked up history, full of good intentions but subpar implementation, though we could improve. That was the thing about what Lock had said, that gave me hope. Every day we could choose Stevie and every day we could get better and better at loving her and make sure she knew that.
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      “Oi, omega, it’s past time you got up.”

      I blinked and blinked, my vision all gluey and smeared, my eyeballs feeling like they were grating against my sockets. But that imperious feminine voice, it wasn’t to be denied, so when I finally could see properly, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Scarlett standing before me.

      Except she was in my bedroom and I was naked under the quilt, the bedclothes kept tamped down by my pack mates.

      “What…?”

      My voice was rusty and cracked with disuse. I frowned at that, coughed as I tried to clear my throat, and then a water bottle was handed to me. I took it from her, watching Scarlett smile as I drank it all down in a few big gulps.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked finally, squeezing the words out between gulps.

      “I’m enlisting you as a stable hand,” she said with a flourish of her hands, drawing attention to her high boots, beige jodhpurs and flowing white shirt, laced up at the neck like a pirate’s might be. She tapped her crop against her thigh and then winked at me. “You’re going to come and help me with some horses.”

      “No…”

      I flopped back onto the bed, the softness close enough to a nest at a push, and when I snuggled back down, arms went out, tugging me closer, the warmth, the heat of their bodies soothing the ache in mine. I wanted that, the hot, black nothingness, it feeling like a balm on my soul as—

      “I wasn’t asking.”

      Scarlett’s sharp tone was all the warning I got as the quilt was torn away. Masculine groans filled the air but I was forced to scramble, my naked skin exposed to the cool air.

      “What the fuck!” I snapped, grabbing for the quilt, then dragging a sheet over me when she jerked it out of my reach with a smile. But then her nose wrinkled.

      “A shower first though. Damn girl, it's been a couple of weeks and you’re still wearing the blood of your enemies? I like the mental imagery of that, but the reality? It’s a whole lot smellier than I would’ve thought.”

      “Fuck, Scar…” Ash groaned then opened his eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      “Borrowing your omega for the morning. Now, chop, chop. In the shower, now.”

      “You sure you’re not an alpha?” I asked as I got up off the bed. My limbs felt weak and shaky, my stomach so hollow with hunger that it hurt. Her eyes narrowed when my hands slapped down over it. “That’s pretty close to an alpha bark.”

      “And people usually pay me a thousand dollars an hour to use it on them, so take the win. Shower, omega, now,” she told me as I moved to do as she said.

      

      But if walking to the ensuite was a hard thing, so was being joined by my alphas. Each one of them padded in, Ollie at their heels, yawning and scratching their hands through their rumpled hair or across stubbled chins.

      That tugged at me, the fucking bond that had throbbed between us since the moment we’d met. It’d been different when I was still a kid, evolving when I was a teenager and now as a woman. But it hit differently as I was crowded into the shower recess, the taps slapped on and the water tested, adjusted until it was deemed the right temperature. Then I was pushed under the water, jumping as it ran over my skin, the feeling strangely unfamiliar.

      But if that was an alien thing, then there were the hands reaching for the soap bar. I watched it lather up in Ash’s hands, the alpha just staring at me steadily, daring me to say something, do something, but I didn’t. Not when he smoothed those soapy hands over my shoulders, nor when he turned me around to wash my back. Ronan took the bar from the shelf, doing the same with a wicked grin before washing the blood off my neck, chest and then my breasts. But before I could get too caught up in that, Jax had his turn, taking my hands and washing them until all evidence of what had happened was gone, taking a nail brush to try and remove the blood under my nails.

      And that’s when I pulled back.

      Didn’t they see that I didn’t want that? I didn’t want, need, to be washed clean, all my sins swirling around my feet before trickling away down the drain. I wanted to hold each and every part of it close, feeling it beat slowly, just like my heart.

      “It’s just getting clean.” Jax watched me steadily. “Nothing more, nothing less. Scar is right. We are getting pretty ripe.”

      “I’m not.” Ronan winked at me. “I’m pretty sure I smell like flowers.”

      “Dead ones, maybe,” Ash said with an eye roll. “Ones that grow in dark, dank cracks in the rocks—”

      “You say that like it's a bad thing.”

      Ronan’s smile was always razor sharp, so I shouldn’t have been surprised when it cut into me right now. Because it reminded me of all the times he had before, all the times I’d ached to have it directed at me, then yet more times when I struggled to believe it was. My fingers twitched like the blood supply was only just returning and I guess that’s what it was. My whole body felt like it was filled with pins and needles and it ached for him, for all of them. Instead I just splayed my fingers out, holding them for Jax to clean. He nodded, bending his head to do just that meticulously until everything was clean.

      

      “Well, that didn’t take as long as it would me if I was in the shower with a pack of hot triplets,” Scarlett said. My lips peeled back on reflex, flashing my fangs at her in warning. “Good energy.” She stabbed a scarlet nail in my direction. “Keep that for when you start shovelling horse shit.”

      “Horse shit?” I blinked at her. “Why did I get all cleaned up if—?”

      “Rituals.” She looked at me expectantly. “We create them, work with them in BDSM, but they are just more theatrical versions of the ones we do at home. You had a schedule before, when you woke up, how you woke up and what to do once you were on your feet. You had a whole life before and—”

      “And they took it all away,” I snapped, squaring my shoulders as I stepped forward.

      “They couldn’t take anything from you.” She placed her hands on my shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “That’s why they had to go to such extreme lengths, because deep down those pathetic little fucks knew they couldn’t touch you or me, not really. Now, come along—”

      “We’re coming too,” Jax said. “Where the omega goes, we do too.”

      “Looks like we’ll have some good little doggies in attendance then.” She reached down, the movement somehow completely elegant as she scratched Ollie on the chest, his plume of a tail wagging faster and faster. “Such a good boy.” Her eyes flicked up to take in my mates as she straightened up. “You should do the same.”

      

      “This is Noddy,” she said, once we got to the stables. The bright sunlight, the smell of hay, horse and shit felt like it assaulted my body. But she leaned on the stall entrance of one horse, a smaller one with a grey merle pelt, stuck his head out. She scratched the flat space beneath his eyes and the horse chuffed in response. “He needs grooming.”

      “I can’t—” It was my reflexive response, something my brain, my heart had been saying for some time, and it was only once… he was dead that I could listen to it. I felt a flush of shame as I felt tears prick at my eyes, but if Scarlett noticed them, she didn’t let on.

      “Of course you can. Noddy’s a total sweetheart. He’s used with some of the soldier’s children when they come here with their parents for treatment.” She stared at me steadily, daring me to come up with more excuses. “I would never put you with an animal you couldn’t handle.”

      “Perhaps right now, Stevie needs—” Ash started to say.

      “And you.” Scarlett put her hands on her hips. “You need to learn to take orders before you can give the kinds of ones you’re dying to bark out.” She spun on her heel. “You’ll be grooming Midnight over here.”

      He was a big, black horse, but he looked placid enough, bobbing his head with encouragement as the two of them approached. Scarlett handed him a brush.

      “Do you know what you’re doing or would you like me to show you?”

      Her eyes danced with amusement as she faced my alpha down, but he just grabbed the brush.

      “I’ve groomed plenty of horses before on our grandparents’ farm.”

      “Then time to get to it,” she said before turning back again. “And as for you two—”

      “We can help show Stevie the grooming process,” Jax interrupted smoothly.

      “Working together,” Scarlett said, pointing the crop at us. “I like it.”

      “I could show—” Ash started to say.

      “You need to show me you can do as you’re told,” was all Scarlett would say in response.

      I heard Ash grumbling as Jax opened the stall, slipping in through the small gap before gesturing for me to follow. It felt like Noddy sensed my nervousness, stamping his feet as I did so. But Jax reached out, whispering sweet nonsense to the horse in a familiar tone as he smoothed his hand down its neck. The beast’s muscles quivered for a moment, but when he produced a small apple from his pocket to offer to the horse, Noddy decided we were friends. He crunched the apple up in a few bites as Jax found a brush and handed it to me.

      “Always with the grain of their hair, not against it,” he said, putting my fingers through the strap, then moving my hand as if I was grooming an imaginary horse. “Brushing them is good for circulation, gets rid of dead hairs, but mostly?” He stepped in closer and rubbed a hand down the horse’s flank. “It’s about bonding with them.”

      “Reassuring the big flighty bastard that you’re friend not foe,” Ronan said with a nod, scratching the horse’s forelock. “This boy is pretty soft though, had a sweet life dealing with nervous kids. If they can get up on his back, you can groom him, omega.”

      That complete confidence was what had me stepping forward, standing at first awkwardly by the horse’s side, before I lifted the brush and worked it down the Noddy’s back.

      

      I knew what they were doing. They were trying to break me out of the cocoon I’d wrapped around myself, but even having a shower, leaving the cottage, didn’t do that much. When I slept and slept, I was just giving in to what I knew was true. There was this awful, grey numbness inside me that I had never expected to feel. It swallowed everything and everyone in its depths. Slicing Jack’s throat, Rock’s, that was all smoothed over by that internal haze. Snake, Blaine begging for mercy, that all went the same way. Even what they’d said, done, the way they responded when they… Raped me, I could say it now, because all emotion was gone somehow. I was raped, despite the fact I was more than willing to have sex with them, because I hadn’t consented to the way they did. My hand paused where it was, midway down Noddy’s spine and Ronan reached across, moving it again, as if showing me the path to take.

      And he’d do so much more than that, I knew.

      His eyes gleamed bright green, which should’ve warned me chaos was about to be unleashed. I should’ve forced my body between Noddy’s and his, as if the damn horse needed protecting. Ash surely would’ve. But I knew. I’d always know what Ronan would and wouldn’t do, the feel of him somehow embedded deeply inside me, his fingers tracing over the mating mark I’d left on him, reminding me of why.

      And that’s what this was all about.

      When I slept, I let my body, my mind rest, and that was needed so very much, but it also helped the grey fog grow until it threatened to subsume me too. But now, with no danger on the horizon, and none likely to come, I could breathe easily, each one coming deeper and deeper as Jax pressed his body into my back and Ronan guided my hand, the two of them helping me make the movements of grooming a horse until I could take over.

      

      My body ached, rest having weakened muscles that were used to the strain, and when I stumbled out of the stable I thought, hoped that was it. But Scarlett smiled, her white teeth brilliant.

      “Finished? Good, good, now grab a shovel. Those pretty Murphy alphas assure me that they have to clean horseshit out of each stall every day, so let's get started.”
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      Scarlett thought she was so fucking smart.

      She wanted to buck me up out of the haze I was in, but as I stabbed the stable fork into the hay and shit, over and over, I realised she didn’t know.

      I’d done this all before.

      My life had been one long session of shovelling shit, metaphorically or actually, so putting me right back into it wasn’t the cathartic thing she thought it was. I wasn’t freed by the good sting of hard work. My mind wasn’t cleared just because my heart was pumping harder than it had in days. Instead it felt like my eyes ached from the muscles around them being clenched tight and my head wasn’t clear. My thoughts were like a length of rusty barbed wire, catching on themselves and everything else until they became a messy snarl.

      But I didn’t stop.

      Over and over, I’d pushed past my pain and anguish and just kept going, like I always had. Sweat rolled down my nose, dropping on the hay beneath, but I stabbed my fork into the soiled hay anyway.

      “Stevie…”

      I ignored that masculine voice, completely focused on what I was doing. My muscles screamed as I hoisted another load up, and then dropped it into the wheelbarrow, then I went back for another and another.

      “Omega…”

      Another masculine voice, but I ignored that too, wanting to finish this stupid fucking job. See shit through, that’s the instinct that I’d always stayed true to, keeping on keeping on until the task was done.

      But when I went to grab another forkful of crap, I stabbed and the fork slid through the top of the hay rather than digging deep, smearing pungent shit all over the tines. I hissed in frustration, trying again, then again, to get the bulk of the hay on the fork.

      “Struggling, omega?” Scarlett appeared at the door of my stall and the amused look in her eyes had me straightening up. “Can’t you do it?”

      She was fucking taunting me, somehow I knew that, but right now my brain was primed to be baited. I felt the wolf stretch inside me for the first time in god knows how long, her fangs becoming mine.

      “Scar—” Ash said, but I threw up a hand to silence him.

      “Of course, I can fucking do it,” I snapped. “Haven’t I shown all of you just what I’m capable of?” I stabbed the fork into the hay and then deliberately stepped away from it so I wasn’t tempted to continue. “Do you need me to show you again?”

      Scarlett didn’t reply, one perfectly manicured eyebrow arching slowly, questioning every statement I’d just made.

      “I killed…” My mouth went dry, my mouth closed up and I just stared at her for a moment, my whole body quivering. “I killed them.” I cleared my throat, turning my head to spit a gob of phlegm into the hay. “I killed every fucking one of the men who hurt me, so I don’t have anything to prove to you.” I threw my hands up in the air and made a show of walking away from the fork. “I’m done.”

      “But you’re not, not really.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Scar—” Ash snarled, but Ronan was there, intervening seconds later. A knife had been produced from somewhere and he placed the blade of it under her chin.

      “When my girl says she’s done, she’s done,” he said with complete certainty.

      “Ask her,” Scarlett said, people starting to filter into the stables, looking on in concern. I didn’t want an audience for this, my muscles locking down tighter. “Ask her if what I said is true.”

      And that’s when my three mates turned to me.

      “Are you…?” Jax’s question was thin, anaemic, able to be brushed away without a thought, but then his brothers asked the same thing.

      “Are you done?” Ash asked, a small frown forming.

      That fucking line on his forehead. I was sick to death of seeing it, knowing it meant yet more judgement from him, so my hands formed fists as I let out a low growl.

      “Stevie?” Before I could snap at Ash, Ronan turned to me, knife pocketed and it was then I saw Scarlett suck in a breath. “Love, are you done? I got rid of Jonesy for you already—”

      “You what?”

      I blinked as I stared at Ronan.

      “That little cunt? I had been itching to take him out for ages and what he did to you? You had to know that needed an answer. He won’t leer at any other woman now, ever.”

      The perfectly matter-of-fact tone Ronan used just had me staring, but not for long.

      “Are you done?” Jax asked much more confidently now, stepping closer and that had my feet shifting, ready to run. “If there’s anyone else, anything else—”

      “No,” I said, holding out a hand to ward him off. “No one.”

      “If there’s anything else you need—?” he started to ask, but I shook my head sharply.

      “You know what I need. I need sleep.” My voice cracked on those words, my hands dropping limply by my side. Exhaustion felt like a fighter, one that was pummelling me mercilessly, pushing me against the ropes. “I need to rest.”

      “If that’s what worked, you’d be better.” My eyes jerked up to meet Jax’s, feeling a rush of hot, hot betrayal. He moved closer but I stepped back. “I’ll stay in bed with you for a month if that’s what it takes, watch you take every damn breath—”

      “Maybe you’re not what I need.” That wasn’t my voice, my words, but they came from my lips anyway. “Maybe you were never what I needed.”

      “Stevie—” Ronan said, the heartbreak evident in his voice, but somehow that had me doubling down.

      “I don’t need to kill anyone anymore, so why would I need you, Ronan?” My heart was breaking at what I was saying, so fuck knows what was happening to his. It was like there was a poison in me and it wasn’t content until it was tainting everyone.

      “So what’re you gonna say to me then, Stevie?” Ash said, stepping forward. “How are you gonna cut me down?”

      “I don’t need to.” My eyes felt like they were as flat and as hard as his. “Because you don’t matter enough. I’ve got nothing to say, Ash, nothing for you—”

      Ronan might be the stabby one, but it turned out when I was backed up against the wall, I was pretty damn cutting too. But all my violent fantasies died the moment Ash lunged at me, grabbing me when I went to wrench away, hauling me up into his arms even as I raked my claws through the air, then forced my legs around his waist as he slammed my back into the stable wall. Horses snorted and people whispered frantically, but right now there was only one other person in the world and that was Ash.

      “Those pricks at the club, they were just blokes in a long line of men who’ve hurt you, disappointed you, failed to provide you with everything you need and deserve.” Ash said the words like he was biting off each one. “But right back at the start is us…” He blinked, his eyes blue now. “Me. You reached for us at the start because you had no one else.” I squirmed then in earnest, needing to get away from this speech, but he held fast. “Then when you were a bit older, you thought we’d be the men of your dreams, the ones to be the exact opposite of those fucks your mum brought home.”

      His jaw muscle flexed then, his gaze daring to dart away from mine, right up until I grabbed his jaw, turning him back to me.

      “But you weren’t,” I said. I’d sliced and diced Jack Spencer and his brothers, but no cut felt deeper than this. “You weren’t, Ash. You didn’t step up, hiding behind your mother, your family, some fucking sense of honour—”

      “I know.” He stared into my eyes, all masks gone in this moment, all of the pain in the world in his eyes. “Sometimes you know you’re fucking up, over and over, but all you can do is compound that shit because it’s too hard to be anything else. To fucking… dare to step out of your own way. I did it, Stevie, every fucking thing. I hurt you far worse than those dickheads because they didn’t have two brain cells to rub together and I had far more than that.”

      I felt his breath rather than heard it, the ragged inhale and the tortured exhale. It went in and out, clawing its way through his lungs, until he stilled.

      “I knew. I knew what you needed, what you fucking deserved. I’m your alpha, your fated fucking mate, so I can’t even claim ignorance. Part of me deep down knew exactly what I had to do to be your man and I… failed. I failed you, my brothers, everyone and…” His eyes narrowed as if he was preparing himself for a hit that never landed. “And none of this would have happened if it hadn’t been for my bullshit.”

      My heart skipped a fucking beat, the feeling a terrible lurch as he pressed his forehead to mine, darting closer, but not close enough.

      “Make me shovel the shit, not you, Stevie. Not you. You’ve been carrying this bullshit for far too long and I can’t let you do that anymore. Give it all to me, all of it, because I’m the one responsible for it. You never would’ve gotten hurt if—”

      I silenced him then, not able to deal with it any longer. Because that was the thing about being an omega. His hurt was mine and what was already pre-existing seemed to multiply in the face of his, until I could barely take a breath.

      So I stole his.

      I pressed my lips to his, sucking his breath in, his lips, until the big idiot got a clue and realised that mouth to mouth was the only way to get me out of this fucking hell I was living in.

      I thought that killing the Spencers would make everything better, that I’d just ride off into the sunset with my guys, ready to kick arse at a moment’s notice, but unfortunately this was real life, not an action movie. So instead everyone in the stables got a great view of me making out with one of my alphas, catching every hungry, desperate kiss until finally we were forced to pull away and catch our breath.

      “I think you’ve got it from here,” Scarlett said with a smile, all her bitch queen attitude gone. “Though when you’re done, you might want to make some time to see Charlie.” Her eyes narrowed. “All of you, because if there was ever a pack that needed therapy—”

      “Later, Scar,” Ronan said, shooting her a wink before walking backwards, not letting me out of his sight for a second. “Much, much later.”
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      The last time I stood in the cottage, it felt like I was enshrouded in a grey fog.

      Not now.

      I stood there just like I had in front of all of my enemies, back unbowed, my eyes boring into each one of them. But these men weren’t my enemies.

      They were mine

      “Get your clothes off,” I ordered.

      “Don’t you want a shower first?” Jax asked, moving closer.

      “I think we’re done questioning the omega’s orders, aren’t we?” Ash asked, those full lips twisting in a smile, right before his hand went to the hem of his shirt. “Stevie calls the shots now.”

      “So going on a murderous rampage is what it took to get your head out of your arse?” As soon as the snarky words were out of my mouth, I felt a rush of something. Me, I realised. It was as if everything I was had been offline after we came to the Murphys’ farm, but Stevie was back, baby. Well, for now. But I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. I nodded to all three of them. “I am calling the shots now and you know exactly what I need.”

      Teenage Stevie would have spontaneously gone up in flames at the sight of this, of all three Kelly boys stripping down, taking their clothes off with those quick, economical movements men seem to specialise in. And when they stepped free of them… My eyes ran over their bodies, taking in every hard muscle and even harder swollen cocks and then I did something very strange.

      I smiled.

      My face felt weird when I did it, like I’d gotten out of practise doing so, and maybe that was it. I wouldn’t, going forward, I decided. The Spencers had given me one thing, I realised, and that was it would be difficult for me to take anything for granted again. I knew I had to grab life with two hands before it was torn away, and right now, that’s what I did.

      I stepped in closer, sliding my hands over taut hips, tracing those sharp V’s that led down, down until my palms cupped swollen balls and then slid up just as taut shafts.

      “Fuck…” Jax hissed, as my fingers trailed along his length. “Fuck… Fuck…”

      Those little gasps, those wide open hazel eyes bleeding green by the second. Yeah, I needed that a lot, so I worked my hand up and down, listening to his breaths come faster.

      “Ain’t nothing hotter than that little hand on you,” Ronan told his brother as he shifted closer. “I wake up hard from dreaming about it more mornings than I’d like to say.” But Jax couldn’t give him an answer. I watched his eyes swing to meet Ronan’s but his jaw was locked down tight as he tried to hold back and I couldn’t let that happen. “Her touch destroys any semblance of control.”

      And if Jax wasn’t getting the message, I twisted my hand on every downstroke, his groans filling the air, right before his hand clamped down on mine.

      “Gonna come,” he ground out.

      “And?” I cocked an eyebrow at him. “What do you think I’m doing this for?” I pulled away for a second, a desperate look crossing his face right before I yanked my shirt up and over my head and then unsnapped my bra. “Give it to me, Jax.”

      I like that powerless look of pleasure that transformed his face, the way his hands surged forward, cupping my breasts and thumbing my nipples as my hand moved faster, the other going to cup his balls.

      “Fuck… Fuck, Stevie…”

      I felt his cock jump in my hands right before he knocked them away and leaned forward, his mouth crashing down on mine. He took over, brutally jerking his cock as he plundered my mouth, right before he blew. The two of us watched spellbound as his cum splattered across my skin, far preferable to the bodily fluids that had been there before, my hands rubbing through the hot mess, massaging it into my skin before he took over.

      “I don’t know why that’s so fucking hot, but it’s what needs to happen going forward.” Jax moved closer, his cock not softening for a second. “Need you covered with our cum 24/7.”

      “Brother, sometimes you have the best ideas,” Ronan said with a wicked grin, then looked down at me. But when he bent down that smile faded, leaving something very, very intent. “That fucking hurt, what you said.”

      “I’m—”

      He slapped a hand over my mouth.

      “Don’t apologise.” He shook his head. “Don’t. Not you, not my girl.” The smile came back, but it was his, not Ronan’s. “You know I’ll take the pleasure and the pain, if you’re the one giving it to me.”

      I narrowed my eyes, then patted him down, feeling the lump of his knife and then pulling it out. His eyes shone when I pulled the blade free.

      “You said you’d teach me how to use this—”

      “Is that wise?” Ash flushed at that, but continued anyway. He didn’t want to kill the mood, but Dudley Do Right wasn’t going to change any time soon. “Not saying you shouldn’t indulge in any kinks that the two of you are into, but now?”

      “Why not now?” I asked, challenge in my voice, but Ash didn’t answer with words but with actions. He moved in slowly, with the respect one does a woman with a knife, and then wrapped his hand around my wrist.

      “Everything I’ve read about knife play—” he started to say.

      “You’ve read?” Ronan and I said the exact same thing at the same time.

      He shook his head, that flush spreading across his cheeks.

      “Well, what else did you expect me to do when it became clear how things were going?” Ash shot back, glancing at me then his brother. “This is the way it’s going to be, right?”

      “I fucking want it too,” whatever was inside Ronan replied. “If you’ve done your research, you know. I’m not going away.” Ronan’s smile spread impossibly wide, becoming more of a baring of fangs than anything. “No matter what you have to say about it.”

      “And you won’t kill anyone anymore,” Ash shot back, meeting his brother’s gaze head on and not flinching for a second. “Not without running it past all of us.”

      “Then yeah.” Ronan didn’t look at me, but his hand wrenched mine from Ash’s grip and then he pressed the knife blade against his skin with the perfect degree of pressure, just dimpling the skin, not cutting it. “I’m gonna need this.”

      His focus shifted back to me, Ronan or whoever was riding him and something sparked in his eyes as I shifted closer. I didn’t move the knife, didn’t pull away or stab closer, though I admit, I felt a fucking rush that seemed to throb between my legs at the sight of my knife against Ronan’s skin. He nodded, seeming to sense just that.

      “And just who are you?”

      Jax and Ash made small sounds of surprise, like they didn’t expect me to ask that question, or they didn’t know what I was talking about. Both were concerning. But I peered up into my alpha’s eyes and made clear that I knew exactly who was in control of Ronan.

      And that I’d like an introduction.

      “He doesn’t give me a name.” Whoever the fuck he was, he looked delighted to be out in the spotlight. “That would mean acknowledging that I exist. He likes me plenty when you’re angry or sad. I’m the part of him that pushes past all the bullshit.” A sidelong look at Ash, there and gone again. “That gives you what you need.”

      “And what if I need to see who the fuck I tied myself to?” I asked, my voice taut as fencing wire. “Who I claimed?”

      That grin grew wider.

      “You know.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “You fucking know. He’s the twin of the girl who crept up into a tree.” A nod to Jax. “He’s the one who’s the match for the woman who gets up every day and keeps on fighting.” A slight shift of his focus to Ash. “But me?” His hand went over the knife blade, pressing it harder against him, even as I fought to stop it. “I’m the other half of your dark side, the part of you that won’t stay down, no matter if it's smarter to do so.” He grabbed my other hand and placed it on his hips, running my fingers over the scars there. “The part that doesn’t think twice about hurting those who wronged you…” A long, shuddering breath escaped him. “Even if it’s yourself.”

      “You’re mine?”

      Ash wanted to say something about this, he and Jax moving restlessly beside their brother, but I didn’t pay them any attention. I stared him down, whoever he was, needing all his focus on me.

      His eyes glittered with a hectic light, the brightest green I’d ever seen, right before his brows creased slightly. A look of pain, I realised slowly, one that only seemed to deepen the longer he stared at me.

      “You ask that? What the fuck do you think I am?”

      “Ronan—!” Ash snapped as his brother’s hands slapped down on my shoulders, Ronan’s knife still pressed to his gut.

      “I am entirely yours,” he told me, this creature occupying Ronan. “I was created from the fires of longing for you, hammered straight by that frustrated need. He worried that I’d hurt you.” A dark look shot at Ash before the knife was jerked upwards, placed against his throat. “But I’ll slit my own throat before that happens.”

      “Ronan—?” I yelped as the point of the blade pressed against the throbbing artery in his neck.

      “I can’t hurt you.” That was said seriously, right before his eyes began to glitter. “But you can hurt me plenty.” Then his focus shifted back to his brother. “And to keep him from getting his panties in a bunch, he can control it.”

      “What?”

      Jax and I said that, but Ronan stared at his brother and Ash stared back.

      “That’s what you want, don’t you, brother?” Ronan’s voice was a silky purr. “To have us all jumping to your tune.”

      “I…” We both watched Ash falter, his lips pressing together, then he nodded. “More than fucking anything.” And when his eyes met mine, I saw it there, an unquenchable desire to control everything.

      And a plea for me to let him.

      I wouldn’t always, I knew that. Ash might be a dom or whatever, but he’d saddled himself to a woman who was more than a brat. I was just as capable of grinding his nuts under my heel, as I was getting to my knees and submitting.

      If I decided he deserved it.

      “So that’s what we’re doing?” Jax said, eyeing the lot of us. “Stevie’s gonna carve Ronan up.”

      “Not cutting. That’s blood play and is a whole other thing,” Ash replied in a snippy tone.

      “Something I like just fine. I’ll bleed if my beautiful girl wants me to,” Ronan replied with a lazy grin.

      “But not today. We were supposed to hammer this shit out with clear heads, establish parameters.” Ash raked a hand through his hair. “Not let emotion run the show but—”

      “And when would that point be?” I asked. “When are you ever able to look at any of us with any sort of objectivity?”

      “But what I read said that safe, sane and—” Ash replied and that’s when I shut him down.

      “That’s your problem right there. None of us are sane or safe. Hasn’t the deaths of four men, the destruction of several properties and the deployment of fucking thermite grenades made that clear?”

      I watched a war wage in Ash’s eyes but knew who’d won when he shook his head slowly.

      “I’m going to need you to be very, very obedient during this whole thing, omega,” he growled.

      I won. Of course I had, so I nodded my head and shot him a graceful smile in recognition of this allowance.

      “Of course, daddy.”
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      “Tell me you’ve got a knife that’s blunter than that on you?” I asked Ronan, or whoever the fuck had the reins right now. I was going to talk to Charlie about this whole situation afterwards, in detail, even if I had to pay some exorbitant rate to get to her to make time for us. But right now I focused on my brother.

      “Side pocket of my go bag,” he told me with a shit eating grin.

      Stevie had astutely identified my need for control, but while she might be offering to pander to it to a degree, it was my brother I needed to keep a tight rein on.

      “Jax, grab the knife,” I said.

      “Sure,” he replied, moving to do so. “But since no one has bothered to ask, just know I’m not signing up for this.”

      “What?” Everyone asked the same question, and Jax just stared the lot of us down.

      “I get I’m the one easiest to overlook.” He grabbed the knife out and tossed it over to me. “I’m not possessed by a murder monster and I’m not a fucking tight arse.” His arms crossed his chest. “But I’m still part of this pack.”

      “Of course, you are,” Stevie said, moving towards him and any hardness in him faded as soon as she was close. He pulled her against his body, pressing a kiss to the crown of her head. “You’re just as important—”

      “Then what do you want me doing in all of this?” he asked, his grip on her tightening. His eyes flashed with a warning, making clear we better not try and horn in on this.

      “Ronan wants me to hurt him and Ash wants to control me doing that.” Her voice was muffled by his chest and I felt a flush of shame when I heard her summary, something Ronan seemed to share as he stared at me. “But I know I’m going to need somewhere safe, someone safe to help me get through that.”

      “Yeah?”

      I hated the note of need in my brother’s voice, sure that it was my fault he felt it, that he had always been feeling it. If I could just… I sucked in a breath and then let it go.

      “You need me?”

      I knew what the hunger was in Jax’s voice because he seemed to be the only one brave enough to express it. We might be alphas, but that meant fuck nothing without our omega’s validation.

      We needed to serve her, look after her, keep her from any future harm and make sure she spent the rest of her life with that wild fucking smile of hers on her face at all times, never another tear shed. That wasn’t rational, the man knew that, but the wolf? He just growled within me, making clear his intent. He didn’t give a fuck about rules, laws, being professional or even being sane, if it meant giving Stevie what she needed.

      And that’s what had me frowning as I stared at Ronan.

      Was that what he’d become? Had the wolf taken over too much of the man, the two of them fusing into some strange hybrid state between the two of them? His chin jerked up, his gaze fierce as he watched me try to take him apart.

      And fail.

      “Yes,” Stevie replied to Jax. “Of course I need you. I feel like I fucking reek of all this needy shit—”

      “Then tell me,” he said to her. “A lot. Over and over. I need to hear it, just like you do. I need to know I’m in your heart.” He placed her hand over his chest. “Just like you are mine.”

      But she disobeyed, not answering him with words. Instead she tugged his head down and claimed his mouth, speaking far more eloquently with her body than her tongue, until finally they pulled apart.

      And now I knew what I had to do.

      “You’re an important part of this,” I told him. “Just like everyone else is. Ronan, get on the bed.” I jerked my head towards the bedroom door. “Jax, kiss our mate until she’s breathless. Get her stirred up and ready. She needs to be…” I let my eyes slide down my mate’s half naked body for the first time, savouring every inch. “Slick, swollen for this. I don’t know if sadism is something that comes naturally to her, so let’s make this as pleasant as possible.”

      Ronan snorted at my crisp tone, but like always, he did as he was told, stalking forward, then throwing himself down on the bed, arms outstretched in an attitude of total surrender.

      “On the bed, beautiful,” Jax urged, patting her arse as she did as she was told, straddling Ronan’s hips.

      “Push her head down,” I told Jax. “But keep her hips up. Knife stays on the bed until I tell you to grab it, Stevie.”

      She let out a groan of frustration, but it turned into something else entirely when Ronan’s lips touched hers. That hunger I’d seen spark between them from the rear vision mirror, as we drove away from Snake’s? It was back, twice as fierce. His hands went around her face to ensure she stayed right where she was, tugging her closer to deepen the kiss, my brother diving headfirst into her until they couldn’t get any deeper. But I yanked my eyes away from this private moment, focusing on Jax.

      “Our mate is kissing our brother. You can smell how much she likes it by her scent. So what’re you going to do about it, Jax?”

      He didn’t need me, I knew that deep down and as he moved, I saw the surety in the way he gripped our mate’s hips, then tilted them up and back.

      “Hips up high, omega,” Jax commanded her. “You wanted some pleasure with all this pain? Well, I can give you that.” He smacked his hand across her ripe little arse and Stevie was forced to break away from Ronan to let out a gasp. “Keep your hips right where they are and I’ll lick you through one orgasm and get you to the next.”

      “Unh…”

      She let out a little moan as her head landed on Ronan’s chest, the slurping sound making clear just what my brother was doing. I wanted to tell him to do deeper, harder, get her off with a merciless efficiency and then force her to come again, even as she begged him to stop. I wanted him to push his fingers inside her, groaning as she felt them sink deep, then crook them and rub them against that spot until her thighs spread wider. But Jax didn’t need direction. He did just that, the squelching sound of her cunt, the ravenous growls from my brother’s throat, a background track to this.

      Stevie was always beautiful to me, the sound of her name able to conjure a million memories of her, one piled up on the other, until my heart swelled, my fangs ached and so did my eyes. She burned like magnesium, too bright to look at for long, right as she came apart.

      And Jax? He pulled away with a grin on his face, the mess of her all over his chin that he refused to wipe away, a smile that got wider as he pumped his fingers in and out of her, to the kittenish sounds of her cries, her hands trying to push him away with limp fingers.

      How could he ever doubt what she was to him, when she gave him her pleasure so readily? I watched him scoop her up, holding her against his body, murmuring something sweet into her ear, her giggle in his ears before they both turned back to Ronan.

      “Feeling good, beautiful?” Ronan asked the question as Jax stroked his hand up and down her stomach, no doubt imagining it swollen with our cubs. He reached up idly, pushing a strand of her hair behind her ear. “We don’t have to go any further…”

      But as if in answer to that, she snatched up the knife off the bed, then flicked open the blade with a theatrical flair.

      Right. I needed to step in now.

      “Do you know what you’re doing with that?” I asked her, crawling onto the bed, her scent hitting me like a ton of bricks.

      “Stab him with the pointy end,” she said, doing just that into the air. “Or rather, don’t do that now, only the bad guys.” She heard my hiss of frustration and grinned, so fucking full of sass I wanted to pull her over my knee and…

      Later.

      “The knife is supposed to become an extension of you,” I told her, reciting the advice I had read. “A form of touch, but you have to be so much more careful using it.”

      “Or you don’t.” Ronan winked at her, the devil on her shoulder.

      “For now, please be careful,” I said, swearing inside my head that I’d lock away every damn knife to make sure they were.

      “OK, big guy.” She held the handle of the knife more firmly. “Now what?”

      “You have two points of contact: the tip of the knife and the blade. Try running one then the other over his skin.”

      “Yeah…” Any smart arse response Ronan tried to muster was cut off. “Fuck, that’s it.”

      She and I watched closely as she wrote unintelligible words across his skin with the tip, red marks left in her wake. But my brother stiffened, his hips thrusting up, making clear the way he was responding to this little caress.

      “Ask him how he’s feeling,” I told her. She bristled a little at that, despite inviting me to control things. She always would and that was the tantalising thing about our relationship. Sometimes, and I would never know when, she’d give in to me and I’d… I shook my head, focusing back on them. “Make him tell you what it feels like.”

      “What’s it feel like?” she asked obediently, then started to improvise, something that made my teeth lock down tight and Ronan’s smile widen. Because she laid the knife against his throat, making me thank all the god’s that the blade was blunt, but I had to check to make sure.

      Ronan looked like all his Christmases had come at once, his focus entirely locked down on Stevie.

      “I feel the sting of the marks you leave long after you’ve finished.” His hands smoothed down his stomach, his fingertips scudding over those red marks. “I’ll wear them with pleasure and any others you give me. I like it to hurt, beautiful, as much as I like it to feel good. Pleasure and pain? They get all messed up in my head until I don’t know anything but…”

      “Ronan.” I snapped out his name as he grabbed Stevie’s hand, pushing the knife down his chest and his stomach, the blade leaving a broad swathe of reddened skin in its wake. “Ronan!”

      He stopped where he was, his eyes flashing as he met my gaze, but his jaw locked down tight and then he turned back to Stevie.

      “The cockblocker says I have to stop and listen,” she said.

      “But it’ll feel so good when you do.” Jax rasped that out, moving behind Stevie and slotting his body against hers. His hands slid around her ribcage as she arched into his caress. “You know that, right?” Then he shot me a warning look.

      “Fingers on Stevie’s clit before Ronan gets what he wants.”

      I delivered my order as crisply as a general at war, though the only battle was inside me. I didn’t specify who should do it, so both of my brothers did, her whole body jerking at the sudden contact. But when they watched her pleasure rise, curling tighter and tighter inside her, it was with perfect focus.

      Leaving me on the outer.

      Where I was the most comfortable, I knew that now.

      I didn’t think I was a voyeur. I hadn’t slunk into Stevie’s gardens to watch her through her windows, but… There was a cold, removed kind of pleasure, as exhilarating at the first snow, and just as bracing, that came from watching. So I let things get too far, the two of them working as one to get my girl off, until I interrupted at the last minute.

      “Stop.”

      I didn’t shout, but I injected every iota of alpha bark I had, which resulted in the two men snatching their hands away before they even realised why. They frowned as they looked over at me, Stevie letting out a frustrated little sob.

      There was a pleasure in that too.

      That she couldn’t come, not unless I told her to, that everything she wanted, needed, was mine to control. Not from afar anymore, she might regret that. Because I could think of too many scenarios where I could try similar things, my own lips curving into a smile then. Because she turned to me, of course she did, knowing I was the one to give her what she wanted.

      I moved closer, that heady scent of hers making me want to toss my clinical calm aside, but I didn’t. I stared into her eyes as I settled down beside them.

      “You want to come.”

      “I will.” The defiance resonated in her voice, dragging an answering need in me to answer it, show her the error of her ways.

      “When I’m ready—”

      “That’s not what I signed up for,” she shot back.

      “Isn’t it? You think I’m anal and controlling, told me as much already, so what did you think you were getting yourself into?” I asked her, my voice far sharper than that knife. “You’ll come when I’m ready.”

      “It’s not the anal bullshit I wanted.” I felt her eyes burning into mine, commanding me to obedience, not submitting. Then she arched her back, rubbing her arse on my brother until Jax grabbed her hips, slotting his cock between those soft mounds, but not penetrating her. “I just love watching you try so fucking hard to keep it all under control, knowing all the while…”

      I got no warning when she launched herself at me, shoving me down onto the bed and then clambering up my body until her knees were either side of my head. I blinked, unable to work out how I got here, when her hand went to the back of my head.

      “That you’ll break the moment I crook my finger.”

      She eased my head between her thighs and fuck, if it didn’t feel like a kind of homecoming. I knew the pleasures of watching, controlling, but this I had never experienced. She was hot, wet, slick from my brother’s ministrations and now she was a cup I had to drink from, my throat parched for it. I grabbed her hips, not willing to let her go now she’d gotten this close, anything she had to say choked off as I licked her entire seam greedily.

      “Make me break with you,” she commanded in a breathy little voice. “Break me open, Ash, and then take everything you find inside as yours.”
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      It’s always the quiet ones you have to watch out for, right? Because while Ash was a bossy prick, his mouth was much better deployed as it was now. I’d had unenthusiastic licks before, even betas who’d gagged, unprepared for the torrents of omega slick I produced, but not Ash. Had he looked at a diagram of a woman’s genitalia, watched YouTube videos of how best to go down on a girl? I didn’t know but I did this.

      He felt like fucking heaven.

      Ash pulled me down on his face, giving me the full queen experience and any attempts to pull away were not tolerated.

      “If you’re gonna sit, then sit,” he growled into my thighs, the effect ruined by his panting breaths.

      “I’m trying to make sure you don’t fucking suffocate,” I shot back, my hands slapping down on the bedhead.

      “I won’t, so sit.”

      Well, wasn’t I a good little doggie? I did exactly as he asked, grinding down on top of him for good measure, trying to give him a little foreshadowing of what he asked for, but fuck me, if the bastard didn’t just groan. Not from lack of oxygen, because as I looked over my shoulder I saw a little spurt of cum shoot over his stomach, and somehow that just made it all hotter. Ash liked to see me helpless? Well, that was something we shared.

      “Fuuuck…” I ground out, feeling the tension in my thighs increase, the dull thud of pleasure spiking harder. “You’re doing that so fucking well. Don’t stop, Ash. Good boy. Don’t you dare fucking stop.”

      But he didn’t listen, pulling away for a second to stare up at me.

      “What did you just say?”

      “Don’t fucking stop,” I snarled, my throat deep and throaty. “I was almost there.”

      “Before that.”

      “What?” I grinned down at him then. “Good boy.” I ran my fingers through all that thick hair, loving the way it felt, he felt beneath me, making me want something else altogether. “Do you like that, being called a good boy?”

      He didn’t want to agree, I saw that in the mutinous look in his eyes, but… An omega can’t hide her sexual desire and neither can an alpha from his fated mate. His hands gripped the outside of my thighs, as if to make me retract that question, but I didn’t. I smiled and then brushed myself across his lips.

      “Do you like being told how good you make me feel when you eat me out?”

      I was teasing him, but he didn’t realise the knife cut both ways. I just wanted his tongue, his lips on me, but the longer we played at this, the more I needed just that.

      “You’re very good. Did you study that too, how best to please me?” A slow kiss was pressed into my inner thigh as he stared at me. “You must’ve because you’re…”

      My smart mouth snapped shut as he thrust his tongue inside me. I could feel his chin work, his stubble rake across my skin as he tried to get deeper. To fill me right up with him.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      I needed more, my hands slapping down on my breasts until Jax sidled up and took over. His cunning fingers found my nipples, then tortured them slowly as I began to writhe. I was getting closer and closer and I mumbled that out, one long rambling string of praise for my guy until Ronan moved forward.

      My eyes flicked open as he grabbed my head, forcing his mouth down on mine, swallowing my gasps. Then I was plucked from my place on his brother’s face and deposited far lower.

      “Time to seal the deal, beautiful. You’ll have all our cum inside you before this day is through, but right now you need Ash’s.”

      There was almost a question to his words and I nodded enthusiastically, right as Jax lifted me up and Ash’s hands slapped down around his cock.

      “You fucking impudent little shit,” he snapped, as I moved with teasing little movements, brushing the crown of his cock against me, feeling it snag at my entrance, but not let myself sink down.

      That feral growl Ash made as he took over, pulling me from his brother’s grasp and then throwing me face down on the bed. One hand went around my wrists to stop me from trying to get away and the other gripped his cock, lining it up in one second and then driving it into me in the other.

      Ash would no doubt be horrified that just then, I saw the Spencers. For just a second, I felt them do the same to me. He would have stopped right away, rather than long dicking me hard and fast, making me feel every inch of him. But it wasn’t for them that I spread my thighs wider, let them in deeper, only Ash. I wanted everything he had to give and more, clinging to the bedding as he gave me the ride of my life.

      People want abuse sufferers to move on, never mention the horrors of what had happened again, so they could go back to believing in the illusion that they were immune to all of that, so the reality of recovery would be a difficult thing for Ash to swallow. I’d see, feel, hear the Spencers on some level or another at inopportune moments in my life, even when it was only a fleeting thing. But what had happened didn’t define me, so rather than shrink away from my alpha, I slammed my hips back, feeling the way our bodies crashed into each other and I loved every percussive stroke.

      I was here, with Ash, with my pack and I couldn’t have been happier.

      Orgasm came strangely. I couldn’t stroke my clit and neither could he in this position, forcing me to get where I needed on friction alone. His cock seemed to drag itself over every nerve ending, forcing them to scream on the down stroke, only to be rewarded with more. It was brutal, elemental and I fucking loved every bit of it, my whole body feeling like it was coming alive until…

      “Fuck…” Ash sounded destroyed. “Getting close. You need to come, omega. Fucking come!”

      My body knew its master, even as my mind refused to cede a fucking inch to him and in the end, during this power struggle, we both won. My cunt clamped down on him, right when he let out a guttural groan and that’s when the world transformed. No longer ruled by the laws of physics, I felt, was, pleasure, becoming weightless and bodiless with it, even as I felt everything inside ripple with the waves washing through me.

      “Fuck, I’ve just blown my fucking load and I want to knot you,” Ash said, grinding the hard evidence of it against my swollen cunt.

      “Do it.” I collapsed down into Ronan’s lap, his hands stroking my hair as I sucked in breaths. “Give me everything you’ve got, Ash Kelly. I can take it. Be a very good boy and give me your knot.”

      He let out a growl of frustration at the sound of that, his brothers cackling at Ash being called a good boy. But he did it anyway, Jax’s fingers playing with my clit as Ash slowly but surely forced his knot in and then we were coming all over again.

      “You want to control every fucking thing, Ash,” Ronan told his brother, his fingers sliding down my breastbone. “You want to enjoy our omega’s surrender. But the thing you’ve never worked out is when we all give in, we get so much more.”

      Ash cradled me to his chest, the feel of his arms around me, his breath on my neck pleasing me on a whole other level. My hands clung to those arms, not willing to let him go.

      “I’m starting to see that,” he said, placing a kiss on my shoulder. “But maybe I need a few more lessons…”
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      Night bled into day in a sensual haze. I wasn’t coming into heat yet, but instead burned with the incessant need for my guys that came from the forging of something new. Ash insisted we eat and drink, damn him, trying to compromise by doing so in bed. But when I leaned back against Ronan as Jax smeared honey… He pulled rank then, ordering us out of bed and to the dining table to eat something.

      But as soon as we were finished? We were right back in bed or somewhere close to it and the guy who led us there? Ash more than half the time. So it was no surprise that I was standing panting against the tiled wall of the bathroom, Ash thrusting himself in and out of me with this slow, steady pace that was driving me insane and me? I was working myself backwards, trying to suck him deeper with each stroke.

      “They…” He swivelled his hips, his cock feeling like it was raking across my walls, driving me out of my mind. “They want you to come down and talk to Charlie.”

      “And I just want to come.” I stopped my hips, rocking them from side to side as I felt his knot start to breach me. I felt the ache that was a constant in my life now, as it began to slip in. “You can do that for me. Be a good boy and make me come and I’ll—”

      “You need to stop fucking doing that,” he growled, slapping his hands down on mine and then pushing hard, forcing me to take him.

      “What, indulging your raging praise kink? Because you are making me feel so fucking good right now.”

      “Yeah?”

      The hint of vulnerability had me smiling so I let out a long purr of pleasure.

      “Can’t you feel it? I love it when my body fights to take your knot, because right about now.” I let out a long hiss. “I start to wonder if I’ve bit off more than I can chew. You’re so big and I’m just a little omega.”

      “Fucking shut up,” he growled, hearing the sarcasm and with a thrust of his hips, he shoved it right out of me.

      Or into me, depending on how you looked at it.

      “I’m so fucking full,” I gasped.

      “Yeah, you are.” His chest pressed against my back and his hand slid down, teasing my clit. “And you’re gonna come, aren’t you? You love doing that when you’re knotted. Your cunt does its level best to push me out.” His hips jerked forward slightly. “But that’s not happening. You’ve gotta take everything I’ve got to give.”

      “Mm… yes.”

      Ash was too smart to not realise that I was playing him like a fiddle, but I guess we both won when I did, so he was willing to go along with it. His movements rocked me forward, slow little slips towards the ultimate pleasure before a fire ripped through my body, turning me to flame, right as he went rigid, jetting cum into me.

      “You should go talk to Charlie,” he told me after pressing a gentle kiss to my neck.

      “Fuck’s sake, Ash—”

      “You could put some clothes on after we separate and not bother to clean up, then walk down to Charlie’s office with my cum leaking out of you.”

      Fuck, he might be bossy, but when he put things that way.

      “Will you promise to lick me clean like a good boy when I’m done?” I asked. “Ronan does and it feels so good.”

      “Fine.” He ground that out like I was asking everything of him, completely ignoring the way his cock jerked inside me at the idea.

      So that’s how I ended up walking in the door of Charlie’s office.

      

      “Stevie.” She looked up from her laptop and smiled. “You look much better.”

      “I am.” I looked over at the plush grey couch and she gestured for me to have a seat. “The guys said you wanted to talk.”

      The omega snorted at that, then smiled.

      “Is that how they put it? I’m not in the practice of forcing people into my office. If all people get from being here is a few days rest and some fun with the horses, that’s fine.” She closed her laptop down and then turned to face me head on. “You can’t make someone be ready to talk.”

      I sat down anyway, flushing at the soggy sensation in my pants. It was kinda less sexy now my mates were off somewhere else.

      “I might have to sit here for a bit if that’s OK. I kinda promised Ash I would.”

      “Is he being terribly overbearing?” she asked, sounding more like an omega than a shrink.

      “Dear god, is he ever.” I smiled then. “Are your guys the same? I know you didn’t get all stabby and shit but…”

      “Terribly,” she replied. “Worst when I go into heat. We had some issues in the past about it and now every time it happens, they think someone’s going to invade the farm and steal me away. So what’s Ash and his brothers’ story?”

      I smiled then, shooting her a sidelong look. I knew what she was doing, but somehow my mouth opened anyway.

      “Ash wants to control everything because I think he thinks if he doesn’t, we’ll all die horribly or something, but when he gives up control…” My smile widened as my eyes went out of focus, remembering just what that felt like and then I went on, describing that process as politely as possible.

      

      “So how did it go?” Jax asked as I swung in the door.

      He was washing the dishes, so he flicked the bubbles off his hands and then used them to lift me up and set me on the kitchen bench. He didn’t know what it did to me, when he stepped in between my legs like I was just a girl and he was just a guy, not two people with a whole lot of history behind him. I tried to be just a girl as I slung my arms around his neck and then brushed my mouth across his. He kissed me back, slowly and sweetly until I began to shift on the benchtop, wanting more and that’s when the prick decided to pull away, looking at me meaningfully.

      “It went well,” I replied. “Early days, obviously, but… I feel lighter. We talked about me being more forthcoming about asking for what I want.”

      “You hold things back?” His eyebrows shot up.

      “I do.” I held his gaze then, even as everything in me wanted to pull away. “I ask for the things I know you want to give me.” My hand slid down his abs, but his stopped me. “Like your dick.”

      “I want to give you everything you could possibly want, omega.” He stared at me meaningfully. “You know that.”

      “No, I don’t.” I smiled, a reflex of an expression, something to soften my words. “Like I should, I know that. You guys committed a string of serious crimes with me, but…” I was moving now from discomfort, not lust. “But a big part of me feels like it’s all going to go away now the Spencers are dead.” I spoke to his chest, not daring to meet his eyes. “I think that’s why I went into shutdown. I was sure you guys would pull away, want to go back to the way things were.”

      When Jax pulled me close, wrapping those massive muscular arms around me and held me close, it was fucking everything, but it didn’t still my little heart. My pulse was thready and beating rapidly, more rabbit than wolf.

      “Never.” He rasped that out. “Not even if you want me to. I can’t fucking do it anymore, Stevie.” His fingers bit into my skin as he held me tight, and I craved that small burst of pain. “I can’t, so don’t fucking ask me to. I’m yours. I’ve always been yours and I’m not going anywhere ever again.”

      I let out a long sigh, my whole body feeling like it was deflating. My heart sucked in every word, it felt like the small cracks were being filled.

      But there were still those big ones.

      I straightened up then, wanting to do this with a confidence I didn’t feel.

      “Well, Charlie’s suggesting some pack therapy.” When he pulled back I had to reassure myself it was to look into my eyes, not to go away, but my grip on him tightened anyway. “She thinks we would benefit—”

      “Is this what you want?” he asked me, eyes slowly bleeding to green.

      “Um… I guess.” I snorted and then remembered what Charlie and I talked about. “Yeah, yeah I do.”

      “What do you want?” Ash’s question was sharp and so was his focus as he walked in the door, Ollie and Ronan in tow, but before he could answer he looked to Jax. “What happened? We were only out of the cottage for half an hour. What’s going on?”

      I’d never thought of the great Ash Kelly having anxiety, but when Charlie had raised the idea, I couldn’t get it out of my head. I frowned slightly as I stared at him, which just made him more squirrelly. He dropped Ollie’s lead on the table and then strode over, grabbing my chin and staring into my eyes, then inspecting my whole body for damage or something.

      “Charlie suggested pack therapy after we chatted.”

      I felt the tension in Ash’s hand, his muscles locking down to stop him from backing off, my hand covering his to keep him where he was.

      “I thought you were going to talk about what happened with her,” he said in a deathly quiet voice.

      “I did, but what makes you think you weren’t a big part of that?” I moved so he was forced to stare me in the eyes. “We can stay here for a while, right?”

      “Whatever you need, omega.” He said the right things, just not in the right tone and that made me stiffen, but Jax pulled me closer.

      “Let’s try that again, Ash,” he said, “with the right degree of enthusiasm.”

      Ash flushed at his brother’s rebuke and then nodded slowly.

      “Whatever you need.” Ash covered my free hand. “I admit, going another murderous spree would be preferable but—”

      “Can’t we do that?” We all looked around to see Ronan standing there, looking a little skittish. “There’s gotta be more people that pissed you off. The dude who didn’t hire you for that job that you were after? Someone who cut you off in traffic? Some kid who pulled your pigtails in primary school?”

      I shook my head slowly with a smile.

      “You guys started this.” And at my words, every single one of them went quiet and still. “You wanted me to go down and talk to Charlie.”

      “To heal,” Ash insisted.

      “Don’t we all need that? The Spencers were just the symptoms of a sick pack, but if we’re going to go forward together…”

      A small sigh from Jax had me searching his face.

      “I’m in. You knew that already but…” He smiled then and I felt something lighten inside me. “If we’re gonna keep saying anything for you, it means literally anything, doesn’t it?”

      Jax turned around to confront his brothers then and I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, needing their broad span to hold onto if I was going to get through this. Killing men wasn’t as scary as therapy. I think that said a lot about us.

      “If this is what it takes, then yes, of course, I’m in.” Ash moved forward. “I’m one hundred percent in.”

      Ronan knew he’d have my attention next and he bent down then and scratched at Ollie’s chest.

      “I’ve been through a lot of painful things and not winced, but somehow I think this might hurt the most.” He glanced up at Ash, but only for a moment. “But there’s nothing I won’t do for you, Stevie, so yeah, I’m in.”
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      Therapy went about as well as you would have expected.

      “If you hadn’t killed Stevie’s mother—” Ash snarled.

      “If you listened to your own fucking instincts instead of Mum’s bullshit, you would have been there with me, making sure that bitch went down,” Ronan shot back, stabbing his finger into the air.

      “We’re going over this, again?” Jax asked with thinly veiled irritation. “If you have any idea how tired I am—”

      “You can’t brush everything under the fucking carpet all the time and try and play nice,” Ash snapped.

      “OK, maybe we should all stop for a second and take a breath,” Charlie said.

      “Someone has to.” They all went quiet at that as Jax rose to his feet to stand facing down his brothers. “Being in a pack with you two is like being pulled into two different directions by two equally determined wolves and I’m the one holding on tight, trying to stop us from breaking. That’s what everyone else who’s not Ash or Ronan has to do. No one can tell you what the fuck to do.” He nodded to Ash. “And everyone’s too scared to with Ronan.” Ronan’s eyes went wide at that. “So instead…”

      “How does that make you feel?” Charlie asked, a phrase we’d come to loathe because that’s when all this shit came out. A toxic mudslide of emotion that threatened to smother all of us. “Jax? Stevie?”

      In some ways Jax and I had realised something, that we had more common ground than we thought, so I was no surprise that I shifted closer to him and snuggled into his side. Of course, his brothers, in the heightened, raw state that seemed to come each time we stepped in Charlie’s office, their eyes narrowed, as if touching my mate was somehow a betrayal of them. But I tangled my fingers in Jax’s and then I spoke.

      “All I ever fucking wanted growing up was a family.” Each man sucked in a breath and I hated that we were going through this again, because it seemed to hurt them each time I admitted it. “When you guys coaxed me down from the tree, I wanted that family to be yours. I wanted to be a Kelly so badly.”

      “You are—” the three of them started to say before I held up a hand for silence.

      “Well, if I am, then this is what I think. To move forward we’re all going to have to let go of this pain or learn to live with it, but not let it influence our actions. Ash is controlling, Ronan is protective, Jax is supportive and I…”

      “Am beautiful,” Ronan said, the green leeching from his eyes. “And strong and defiant.”

      “Smart,” Ash added with a nod. “Too bloody smart and perceptive and perfect. Too perfect for me.”

      “And ours.” Jax turned me towards him and then stroked his hands down my face. “We don’t deserve you, but you belong to us, wholly and solely. You are a Kelly.” His lips parted to reveal his fangs. “And as soon as you’re ready, we’ll make that a permanent thing for all the world to see. We’re not going anywhere, ever again.” Then his focus shifted to over my shoulder. “But we are going to have to learn how to work together.”

      “And how might that look?” Charlie asked and Ronan and Ash sucked in breaths, ready to answer. “Jax?”

      “Ash has to learn to pull his head in and take orders rather than give them,” Jax said, his chin lifting as his brother let out a small sound of distress. “He takes them very well when Stevie’s giving them, especially when she says he’s a good boy afterwards.”

      “I fucking hate you guys…” Ash growled, then fixed his attention on me. “And you want us to be a family? Then get these fuckers to stop saying that.”

      “Why?” I pulled away from Jax and walked over to Ash, running my fingers through his stubble before tugging his head down. “You get so fucking hard when I say it. Don’t you want to be my good boy?” His lips hovered over mine so I felt the rapid intake of his breath, then saw the wrinkle of his brow. I smiled and nodded. “I think you do.”

      “I will be if you won’t, brother,” Ronan said, shoving Ash out of the way. Actually I wasn’t sure who was running the show right now. His eyes were bright green, his voice much raspier. “You can call me any fucking thing you like.”

      “Are we going to talk about this?” Ash asked Charlie. “About his… alter or whatever it is.”

      “Not an alter ego.” Ronan growled, then grinned down at me. “Just hers.”

      Charlie flopped down into her chair with a sigh. People think therapy is this smooth process towards fixing all the ails ya, but in reality it’s really hard work, and she looked like she was doing her fair share right now.

      “Is that part of what holds you back, Ash?” she asked.

      “No.” His reply was too fast and we all stared at him. “Well, maybe…”

      “Can’t understand me, so he can’t control me.” Ronan’s smile widened. “Drives him fucking nuts. I’m the one that keeps colouring outside the lines, messing up his nice, neat world.”

      “You’re the part of Ronan he can’t keep suppressed for long,” she suggested, watching him closely. “The part that’s calculating, single-minded, determined to do anything it takes to keep Stevie safe.”

      “You’re seeing me right, doc,” came his rumbly response. “And that’s the only reason why we’re still here. She thinks you do good work.”

      “And how do you feel about Ronan’s alter, Ash?” Charlie asked.

      “I…” Ash wanted to answer and he tried to, but he just stared at Ronan. “I…”

      “I, I,” Ronan mimicked with a sharp smile. “C’mon, brother, let it all out.” His arms went wide. “Safe space and everything. Tell me what you really think.”

      “That’s what you want?” Ash paced forward. “That’s what you really want?”

      “You kept all three of us from the woman we loved for years and tore all our hearts out every day with your controlling bullshit,” he shot back. “So if you think you’ve got something else to top that, give it your best shot.”

      I sighed, trailing back to Jax, because the two of them were toe to toe again.

      “I think you’re a loose fucking cannon,” Ash told Ronan.

      “Brother, you say the nicest things.” Ronan clasped his hands under his chin and fluttered his eyelids.

      “I think you’re reckless at best and fucking homicidal at worst.”

      Ronan’s grin got wider.

      “I worry that one day all the murderous rage is going to be turned against the wrong person,” Ash continued. “That you’re going to hurt an innocent or…”

      “Or?” Ronan prompted.

      “Or Mum or the dads.”

      “That’s not who you’re really worried about,” Ronan growled.

      “Or Stevie,” Ash said finally. “What if she does something to piss you off or decides to do something you don’t like? What if she wants space or—?”

      “That’s your problem, not mine,” Ronan shot back. “You’re the one that’s most likely to storm off on her if she’s not fitting your idea of what your mate should be, but me?” He reached up then, grabbing his brother by the back of his shirt as Ash stiffened. “I’m gonna be the one that drags you back and shoves you down on your knees before her, forcing you to beg for her forgiveness.”

      “Is that what you think of me?” Ash asked.

      “Is that what you think of me?” Ronan echoed, his tone softening as the green leached from his eyes. “I never hurt Stevie, ever, apart from when I followed your orders. Never again, you know that now, and that’s what’s got you so antsy. You can’t control her, me, this, any of it, but you don’t need to. Stop worrying about everything else and worry about you. How are you going to step up and be the mate Stevie needs.”

      The silence in the room felt like it was a living thing, filled with static electricity. I could hear the rapid thud of my heartbeat and as Jax pulled me close, I felt his pulse beat just as fast. We watched, waited until the two of them turned around to face us.

      “I need…” Watching Ash stumble over his words was somehow frightening and liberating all at the same time. “I need for everyone to be safe, to be OK, otherwise I’ll…” His hands formed fists, then relaxed again. “I don’t know what I’ll do.”

      “You can’t control us,” I told him and it seemed like I was watching the man collapse before us. “Not unless we let you and we won’t, most of the time.” He nodded slowly then. “You think if you can get everything just right, the anxiety inside you will ease, but even when we’re doing exactly what you want, your mind is finding something else to worry about, isn’t it?”

      He sank down then, putting his head in his hands, his eyes closing right before he nodded.

      “So maybe it's time to look for other ways to deal with a real problem, Ash.” I walked over to stand before him. “Stop pushing us away to keep us safe and…” I smoothed my fingers through his hair and he looked up blindly, following the direction of the caress. “Start being the family you say we are.”

      When he took my hand in his and pressed his lips to it, I felt like we were having a moment. A real one, a glorious one that eased me as much as it did him. He nodded slowly, but when he stared up at me, he looked impossibly tired.

      “I guess we’re extending our stay again,” he told the room. “Charlie, can I book in some solo sessions? I assume you can teach me some strategies to deal with anxiety?”

      “Of course, Ash,” she said in that same rich, soft tone. “Whatever you need.”
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      We got back to our lives eventually. I half expected to be met by police the moment we got off the plane, but apparently between the new Spencer pack and the Lockwoods, everything had been smoothed over.

      “There she is!”

      Blue strode forward, the rest of the Murder Daddies coming with him to give us a hug. Lois was a little more fluttery, her hands wavering until she had her arms around us.

      “You’ve been gone for so long and I didn’t like to worry—” she started to say.

      “But she did.” It was then I watched Rusty look up at Ash. “If worrying was an Olympic sport, our Lois would be doing it for Australia, wouldn’t she, son?”

      “It’s good to see you, Mum,” Ash said, enfolding her in a hug. “Just take a breath now.” I smiled to hear him using one of Charlie’s scripts on his mother. “And another one, long and slow.”

      “We’re gonna get that every time we piss him off now, aren’t we?” Ronan asked, wrapping his arms around my shoulders. “I take it back. Therapy was a shit idea.”

      “So everything’s good with you lot?” Gun asked, looking the lot of us over. “You were away for some time.”

      “Needed the dust to settle,” Jax replied. “Now, we need to get our bags and Ollie from the luggage carousel…”

      The dads had brought several cars, so our bags and Ollie were bundled into the back, his nose hanging over the seat and his pants in my ear, as I was sandwiched between Jax and Ash on the backseat. Ronan made a big deal of adjusting the seats and mirrors to his liking, no doubt trolling his brother mercilessly, which probably wasn’t very helpful.

      It was funny though.

      Ash took my hand though, rubbing his thumb across my knuckles, over and over until I went still, and Ronan let out a little groan of frustration.

      “I’ve changed my mind,” he said. “I wanna be in the back with the omega.”

      “Too late now,” Ash shot back with a smirk. “So we’re staying at the hideout?”

      “We’ve just gotta head home first, make sure it’s still standing,” Jax said. “Pick up anything we need and then we can head out to the bunker.”

      “Is that where we’re going to live and work?” I asked. “Because you know you just got yourself a new employee.” All three men groaned. “Or I could go back to working at the pub.”

      “We need a woman’s touch around the office,” Jax said quickly. “We’ve been training Stevie for ages, so we all know what she’s capable of.”

      “That’s the problem,” Ash told me. “You started with the exciting shit. Most of it is boring stakeouts or watching endless loops of security footage. It might not be that fun.”

      “Will you be there?” I asked.

      “Of course, but—”

      “Will we go on boring stakeouts together?”

      “If that’s what you want, though—”

      “Will it fuck up your ability to concentrate if I suck your cock while we’re doing that?”

      Every man in the car groaned, and I think we were all relieved that the dads and Lois were in the other car.

      “I’m doing all the stakeouts going forward,” Jax said, his hand shooting up.

      “Fuck you,” Ronan growled, flicking on the indicators to change lanes. “We’ll share them equally.”

      They squabbled about that on the whole drive home and I just smiled, looking out at the cityscape as the sun began to set. It looked like it was covered in gold and somehow that seemed perfect.

      

      They kept it quiet, the fuckers, what the extended Kelly family had planned. Our houses were still standing and looked just as we’d left them, and when we piled out of the car, Ollie made a beeline to the boys’ door and barked to be let in. Ash chuckled, scanning the place for any evidence of booby traps, then opened the front door. But once we got inside? My hands went to their bodies, theirs to mine. We’d been very good on the flight over at Ash’s order, but now…?

      “Now?” I could barely keep the omega whine from my voice, a terrible neediness rising. But it was different now. I wasn’t the girl looking at them over the fence with longing. I was theirs, all of theirs and I would—

      “Surprise!”

      I jumped away from Jax, whipping my hands out from under his shirt to find Cat and Bianca and a million other Kellys massing at the door. As I stepped closer I saw that a BBQ was in full swing, chairs set out on the lawn and a table full of food ready to be eaten. Ollie barked twice and everyone stepped aside to let him through, the dog sniffing the yard madly, before bounding over for some pats.

      “You beat us here.” We turned around to see the dads and Lois had arrived and were walking in through the door. “I get the Ash is an uptight prick some of the time, but fuck, he might have a point when you’re behind the wheel,” Blue said.

      “Finally, some validation,” Ash groaned, then clicked his fingers until Ronan deposited the keys in his palm. “Just think of it this way, if I’m driving, you can be in the backseat with the omega.”

      “And you can watch us make her gasp, you fucking perv,” Ronan said, punching Ash in the arm before walking outside. “What’s a man got to do to get a beer around here?”

      “This…” Lois flushed when I looked her way, but she came forward and took my hands in hers. “This is an apology of sorts. My mates filled me in on… everything really and I’m…”

      “Fuck, don’t cry, Lois,” I said, watching her eyes well with tears, my own sockets starting to ache.

      “I can’t help it.” She let go of one hand to dash them away, but more formed straight afterwards. “You try as a mother to do what’s right for your kids, but…” She blinked and blinked. “That doesn’t mean you get it right. I’m so sorry, love.”

      “Lois, you don’t—”

      Any reply I might have was choked off as she pulled me closer, wrapping me in the softest of hugs, one that made me just want to stay there forever, just like I had when I was a kid. But I was different now, an adult too, so I pulled back and squeezed her hands.

      “You don’t have to be sorry,” I said. “If I have kids of my own…”

      My voice trailed away as everyone in the room got suddenly very interested in what I had to say.

      “Kids, omega?” Ash asked in a low rumble.

      “I…” The dads chuckled as it looked like I could see hearts blooming in Lois’ eyes, her expression becoming transcendent. “I really need some of Cat’s cobb loaf dip. Gotta go.”

      But as I stumbled out into the backyard, I saw just how much effort had been put into this whole thing. Everyone stopped what they were doing, even kids coming skidding to a halt mid play at my arrival. I felt the need to run across the backyard and jump over the fence again, to throw myself into my house via my bedroom window, because there, across the backyard, had been hung a sign. Painted by the kids it looked like, every letter featured polka dots or stripes, some even made to resemble animals, I just stared, taking in the message.

      Welcome to the family.

      “Whaddya reckon, kid?” Cat asked, appearing by my side and nudging me with an elbow. “I can finally share my cobb loaf dip recipe with you, because you have been formally adopted by the Kelly clan.”

      I’d held back the tears before but I had no chance now. My eyes filled even as I smiled and smiled until my face ached, until I could formally respond.

      “I love it.”
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      Six months later

      I woke up to the sound of my alarm blaring, reaching for my phone blindly. Tap, tap, tap, there! Gotcha. I turned the alarm off without even looking at the damn thing, the movements automatic and then I groaned. But before I could open my eyes, I felt the prickly kiss of one of my alpha’s.

      “Mm…” I snuggled into him, my lips parting, my tongue finding his. I used to worry about morning breath, but we’d reached that point in the relationship where that shit didn’t matter. “More.”

      “You always say that,” Jax said, but he obediently did as he was told.

      Good alpha.

      Right as I was starting to feel something stir, my skin feeling sticky and hot from the summer heat, despite the whirr of our air-conditioner, he pulled away.

      “And we need to get up,” he told me.

      “I’m already up.” Ronan dragged my hips back and thrust against my arse, making clear what he meant about that.

      “Fuck…” I hissed, my underwear instantly soaking through, indicating my readiness. “Just push my undies aside and—”

      “Nope, now way,” Jax said, and that’s when I was forced to open my eyes. He peered down at me intently. “You know how Ash gets.”

      “You know how I get if I don’t get my perfect breakfast every morning,” Ronan growled, shoving his hands up and under my tank top and then baring my breasts to his brother. “Omega slick, straight from the source is all—”

      “Aren’t you out of bed yet?” Ash appeared in the bedroom doorway with a frown. “We’ve got that breakfast meeting this morning.”

      “Fuck…” Ronan groaned.

      “I’ve got a full cooked breakfast on the table to make up for it.” His gaze heated up as he stared at me. “Though maybe that won’t be quite the incentive I hoped for.”

      “We could push the meeting back,” Ronan said, making clear as he pressed into me, what we would do instead. “A little team building activity could be good for morale?”

      Ash was about to say yes, I could see it and I wanted him to, fuck how I wanted him to. But I was the one who piped up then.

      “We can’t.” I winced as I said the words. “We’ve got that meeting with the big security firm that wants to start handballing us some of the work. Max Lockwood set it up and—”

      “And later, omega,” Ronan promised, pressing a kiss to the back of my neck before climbing out of the bed.

      

      I should’ve known something was up. I rushed through a shower that morning and when I stepped out of it, I felt like I needed to jump back under the spray. The bathroom felt close, humid, and as sweat prickled across my skin I dismissed it as another shitty Aussie summer.

      Stupid bloody omega.

      I got dressed, picking something from the wardrobe of ‘suitable office attire’, according to Ash, pausing when I pulled out a particularly short skirt (it’d been a compromise we’d hammered out between us) and a sleeveless blouse, because damn, it was gonna be hot today.

      “Ohh fuck…” Jax hissed as I marched out of the bedroom, taking in the heels, the skirt and the blouse unbuttoned far too low, dropping his toast down on his plate and going to intercept me, but I marched over to Ash and leaned over the table, Ronan stared over his shoulder at everything I had on offer.

      “What do you think?” My voice was coming out way more sultry than I could usually muster, the wolf whining inside my head. She wanted something badly. Me too, Wolfie, I told her. Me too. “Do I look professional enough?”

      “You look good enough to fucking eat.” That growl was the only warning I got as Ash tugged me down into his lap. “And now I’m fucking cranky because I can’t spend my morning doing just that.”

      I wriggled my arse over the lump in his pants because it was evident he wasn’t cranky only. His hands slapped down on my hips, holding me right at the perfect spot where his cock poked through my skirt slightly and if I just spread my legs…

      “Eat your breakfast, omega,” he barked, piling toast and bacon on a plate and then put it before me. “And just know, if you end up staining that skirt, I’ll make sure you have to wear it all day in retaliation.”

      “You made me breakfast?” I cooed with far too much enthusiasm, leaning over slowly so he felt every move of my body. I crunched on the toast, chewing and swallowing the mouthful before looking back at Ash. “You are such a good boy.”

      “I’m going to spank your arse red…!” The big alpha started to get to his feet, taking me with him.

      “Yeahh, if you do that, we aren’t going to work at all today,” Jax drawled, trying to mask his response to all of this, even as his eyes shone bright green. “You lift that skirt? We won’t be going anywhere until Stevie is walking funny and finds it hard to sit down comfortably for a week.”

      “Fine,” Ash grumped, as his brothers cackled, egged on by my wide grin.

      

      But by the time we got to the office for the breakfast meeting, I was starting to wonder at my life decisions.

      

      “As you can see we have an excellent track record of resolving all the cases we take on within a short time period,” Ash said, standing in front of all these bigwigs from the company Max had referred us to. He was dressed in a damn button down shirt, the sleeves rolled up over his forearms, which was literal porn for women, and every time he gestured at the slides on the screen projector, I shifted in my seat. Ronan shot me a sidelong look after the millionth time I squirmed and then smiled.

      Fuck, the man could make the simplest thing look dirty, his grin the perfect combination of boyish and devilish, which only made things so much worse. So bad I felt the rush of slick between my legs, which reminded me of what Ash had said. I shot to my feet, feeling it slide between my thighs.

      “Everything OK, Stevie?” Ash asked.

      “Just have to duck to the loo,” I said, pasting on a work appropriate smile before I high tailed it out of there.

      We had an office toilet, but Ash had one inside his office and I bolted for that, slapping my hands down on the sink when I realised what this was. A cramp tore through me and that forced me to claw my skirts up, baring my hot, soaked cunt to the air.

      Fuck. I was going into heat.

      I let out a few frantic little pants, smothering a whine as the wolf started to pace inside me.

      Our mates were in that room and we needed them here.

      She didn’t give a shit about the meeting or the other security company or any of that.

      She wanted her mates here, with me, preferably naked, but she’d allow them a short period of grace to get that way. It just needed to be soon. I went to slam the door shut, to give myself some privacy as I stripped off, tried to at least see to myself, even though my own touch was repellent right now, but as I did so a big hand stopped me.

      “What’s going on, omega?”

      We didn’t see him often anymore. Whatever part of Ronan he was, he wasn’t needed now we all lived and worked with each other, but I admit, me and the wolf? We liked seeing him peer around the door and then slide in a whole lot. He looked us up and down like we were something disgraceful and delicious, all at the same time and that had me whining in earnest. Because there were no human words or sounds that could convey this.

      I fucking needed him, Jax and Ash. That acknowledged thought pummelled me now relentlessly, but I couldn’t get a word out to voice that. Ronan drew closer, rucking my skirt up and around my waist, then tearing my underwear off with a sharp jerk, letting the sodden fabric fall to the floor.

      “You know what this is.” He stared at my reflection in the mirror, watching my mouth fall open, then my breath come in fast, as he slid his fingers up my inner thigh. That cruel mask faltered then, his brows creasing at the feel of my slick skin. “You’re all hot and bothered, drenched for us.”

      And before I could make a comment, several fingers were shoved inside me, forcing me up on my tip toes. But then it registered that I didn’t want to pull away from his caress, my eyes narrowing in the mirror as I settled right back down again.

      “That’s it, beautiful, ride my fucking fingers.” I felt them delve deeper, trying to split me open but everything was separating anyway, readying my body for what it needed.

      Their knots.

      “Ronan…”

      “Just one little orgasm, just like this,” he said. “If you give me that, I’ll give you everything you need.”

      “But Ronan, I need…”

      My fingers gripped the sink tight, sweat rolling off my skin as his pace picked up. He was forcing his fingers in deeper and deeper, then pulling them out before shoving more in. I took everything he had to give, my fangs baring as his knuckles ground into my entrance, demanding my surrender. Then he curled his fingers up.

      “Oh fuck…”

      “Everything OK?” Jax pulled the door open and stuck his head in, eyes going wide before he shut the door firmly behind him. “What’s… Jesus, she’s in heat.”

      “I know, numbnuts, so shut the fuck up about it and kiss the omega. She’s about to come.”

      I let out a strangled sound, one Jax quickly cut off with a punishing kiss, his tongue burrowing in, seeming to try and meet in the middle of me. I was choking on it as I did as I was told, coming all the harder for the sensation. But when Jax pulled away I sucked in breaths, staring up at him darkly before dragging him back down again.

      Sometimes I was one and done. Sometimes I could coax a few more orgasms out, particularly if they hadn’t worked my clit too much prior, but now? The pleasure I felt simmered into blood, but I wasn’t satisfied and I told them that.

      “Of course you’re not satisfied,” Ronan said, his voice feeling like silk trailed over my skin. He yanked my hips backwards then ground himself against me, so I felt the stiff denim of his jeans. “You won’t be until you’ve had us over and over. Jax.”

      “Yeah?” My mate seemed dazed right now, watching the two of us with eyes that were bright green.

      “You need to get those fucks out of here.” I heard the snap of his pocketknife being flicked open and that had my thighs rubbing together. “Now, before I do it for you.”

      “Got it.” Jax nodded sharply then took off out of the bathroom, slamming the door shut behind him.

      The wolf didn’t like one of our mates taking off like that, but I soothed her by turning around slowly. That savage look in Ronan’s eyes, or maybe his, I wasn’t sure. I didn’t care about that, just watching the way his eyes danced. His focus sharpened as I grabbed the hand with the knife, feeding it through the button holes of my shirt and then jerking it up to cut them free.

      “Ohh beautiful, do you know what the fuck you are doing?” he groaned. “You’re not going to be able to walk out of this room if you keep going like that.”

      “Promise?”

      I grinned right up until the knife was snatched back, and his mouth smashed down on mine.
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      “What the fuck is going on?” Ash snapped, stepping inside the bathroom door, but he got all the answers without us saying a word. My thighs were wrapped around Ronan’s head and he was making a fucking meal of me, tongue digging in, lips sucking up as much as my slick as he could, before he shoved his fingers inside me, massaging my G-spot to produce more. And while I should’ve been horrified at my mate going down on me in Ash’s bathroom, I wasn’t.

      Because this was what it was supposed to be like. A heat cycle was a blessing for both omega and alpha, one where everything extraneous melted away and we were just forced to focus on this.

      I held out my hand, my brows knotting, and not just because Ronan was getting me close. I hoped like hell this sink was sturdy as my hips were bucking now in time with Ronan’s licks. But as the coil inside me wound tighter, I reached out to Ash, to my mate.

      “Ash…” My other hand clamped down on Ronan’s head, holding him right where I wanted. I felt his groans vibrate through me as I forced him deeper, his lips locking around my clit and sucking hard. “Ash, I need you…”

      Choose me, that’s what I meant. Choose to stay here while I’m at my most vulnerable. Choose to derail whatever was going on in that meeting. Put me first, my heart demanded. And when he frowned slightly, I felt a sharp stab, as if he had grabbed Ronan’s knife and thrust it right into my chest. When he sucked in a breath, I did too, bracing myself for it.

      “Jax, get rid of them,” Ash barked.

      “What?”

      “Get rid of those fucking men in our conference room,” he snarled. “Give our excuses, hustle them out, escort them from the premises by gunpoint, if that’s what you need to do.” Ash stepped closer, wrapping his hand around my throat. “I’d do it, but I don’t think I can stand the sight of another man in the same building as our omega without ripping his fucking head off.”

      His grip tightened and that anticipated pain turned to liquid pleasure.

      “Stevie’s ours and if you can’t do the job, then those blokes are just going to have to figure out shit for themselves,” Ash growled.

      “Fuck…” Jax shook his head and then darted closer, smashing his mouth down on mine for a punishing kiss. The feel of all three of them on me at the same time? It had me losing my shit right then, transporting me in ways mere sex couldn’t. I felt filled with a white light, my soul filling up with radiance, the physical pleasure a counterpoint.

      “I’m going to come…” I gasped out.

      “Yes, you are,” Ash ordered. “All over my brother’s face.” His fingers slid down, dragging what remained of my skirt out of the way as he separated my folds, forcing my clit to pop out slightly from its hood. It felt too sensitive and just fucking perfect all at the same time, the lick of Ronan’s tongue making me shake at every pass. “Get her there,” Ash barked.

      But I was already there. Golden pleasure cascaded down my spine, spreading, spreading and it was lucky Jax was kissing me again, because he swallowed down my screams of pleasure, muffling them even as they echoed off the bathroom walls.

      “Fuck…” Ronan looked perfectly savage as he stood up, something that was reinforced as he jerked his belt open and then fished his cock out, slapping it in his hand. “Gonna knot you so fucking hard. Your cunt is gonna stretch to its limits taking me, but you will. By all the gods, you will.”

      “I better deal with these guys,” Jax said, trying for calm, but we all saw the way his hand shook as he raked it through his hair. “I’ll be back in a sec.”

      “But, I need—” I started to cry, moving restlessly against the sink. I was only now realising the taps were digging into me and Jax was leaving. A small, sane part of me realised why, to save me the embarrassment of having the guys who wanted to give us work listen to my orgasms, but that’s not the wolf thought. He was leaving. One of our mates was leaving.

      Charlie told me after one session that people have unrealistic ideas about therapy. That they think it’s a magic eraser that will wipe away everything that ails you. But once we were done she let down her professional guard a little and shared something with me.

      “Some part of me still believes my pack will leave me.” She smiled wryly down the video link. “I can’t get them to leave me the hell alone most days, but it’s still there, here.” She scratched at her breastbone. “Some things leave scars behind, and on a bad day or when the weather turns, they’ll ache a bit, like they did before. Emotional pain can be a bit like that sometimes. We feel the echoes of it long after it's well and truly gone, but we can’t mistake it for the real thing.”

      But I couldn’t hear her advice right now. I jumped down from the sink, lunging for the door and that’s when Ash stepped in my way.

      “No, Ash, I need—”

      “You need us.” He said it so simply, but every word was saturated with emotion. Need, lust, yes, but that had never been a problem with us. We always wanted each other. But as he drew me closer, taking my hands in his and putting them on his chest, cradling me against his body, I saw it, the thing I’d been searching for. “You need all of us, all at the same time, filling you up in every way. Every way.”

      He emphasised that last part so I knew that he knew I needed far more than knots. We’d fuck, but this wasn’t about sex. It was about us.

      “Whatever you need, omega.” Ash smiled then, that boyish expression tugging at my heart as it helped to soothe me. “It’s always about whatever you need, even if I fucking mess up the details sometimes.”

      “We love you with our whole fucking hearts,” Ronan said, dragging my attention back to him and he backed me up, so I was sandwiched between the two of them. His fingers clawed down one side of his shirt to reveal the old scars there. I didn’t let him cut them in any more, not when I was next to him every moment of every day to remind him of the bond between us. “That’ll never fucking stop and we would never let you ride out another heat needing something you can’t have.”

      When he kissed me he tasted of me, salty and sweet, just like my tears as they began to roll down my cheeks.

      He was gentle at first, slow and measured, making me feel how much he was holding back, but when Jax ran back into the bathroom, that stopped. Ronan got harder, more demanding and I gave as good as I got, until I was forced to pull away with bee stung lips and was then presented to my other mates.

      “Jax.” I clawed at his shirt, dragging him closer, the part of myself that could be cool and distant utterly wiped away. “You went…”

      “Fuck…” Jax moved in, kissing me hard and fast, licking away all traces of me and replacing it with him. “Omega, I—” I silenced him, unable to stop from kissing him, claiming him now he was back, but he pulled away, pressing his forehead to mine. “I just got those blokes out of the building for you. For you, omega.” He stared at me intently, willing me to understand. “I was never going far, not now, not ever.” Then he drew away, looking at the others intently. “Now, we need to get our omega home and make clear just how fucking important she is to us so she never doubts it again.”
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      Ollie came rushing up to meet us, tag wagging furiously at our sudden reappearance, but a quick sniff of the air and the way Jax carried me inside had him backing off and crashing out the back doggy door.

      “Jax…” I writhed in his arms, the ache getting worse and worse, an answering one in my heart hurting me deeper.

      “I’ve got you, omega,” he told me, laying me down on the bed they shared and as he stripped my clothes off me. His brows knotted when he couldn’t work my skirt down so he tore it free with his claws. But as he drew away to remove his own clothes, I clawed at the air until Ronan and Ash slid down on the bed beside me.

      Skin to skin, Lois had said, worked best for us. Well, there was a special kind of magic in touching your mate. Our bodies were slick with sweat, sliding over each other, but that didn’t stop us. Ronan pressed me into the bed, his throbbing cock pressed into my thigh as he kissed me long and slow. But when he came up for air, Ash took over.

      It wasn’t enough though. There was a fractious, harsh energy inside me, one that was hungry, hungry, hungry and not willing to be satisfied with just this and I let out a frantic little whine.

      “Shh…” Ash smoothed his hand down my hair, holding my gaze as he moved me so I sprawled across his body. “We’ve got you, omega. We’ll always have you. Jax.”

      “On it already.” Jax let out a small hiss of irritation, right before he lifted my hips and then slicked lube over my arse. “How we doing, Stevie?” I answered him by arching my back, leaning into his caresses until it forced his lubed fingers in.

      This, this was getting closer to what I needed, my head falling down, my mouth skating over Ash’s as he gripped the base of his cock and I slammed down on it. That hurt a little. He was too damn big for that kind of shit, but I couldn’t seem to stop. My hips rising up for a second only to go back for more.

      “That’s it, omega,” Ash crooned. “Take what you need.”

      So I did, over and over, that the thick weight of him piercing me open, but not far enough. I panted as I worked, my mouth falling open, small pleas hissed out between breaths and that’s when Jax moved. Lubed fingers gripped my hips, holding me still.

      “Jax…!”

      “You sure you’re ready, beautiful?”

      “Jax, I need—”

      “I know what you need. That’s what makes this so fucking hard.” His grip tightened. I’d wear his marks with pride tomorrow, but right now, he forced me still, so I felt his every move.

      He was being careful and I fucking hated it. I knew academically why, but that didn’t stop me from snapping at him.

      “Jax!”

      “I know, love, I can feel it, that fucking need like it’s an ache in my balls, but I won’t fucking hurt you.”

      “Jax, I—”

      “Looks like you need distracting while my brothers fill you up.” Ronan crawled closer then pressed his cock down so it hovered in front of my mouth. I licked my lips then, staring up at him. “How about you busy yourself sucking my cock, and let Jax go to work?”

      I licked the crown, savouring the salty taste, right as I heard Jax’s groan.

      “So fucking tight…”

      “And gonna get tighter,” Ash rasped out. “We both need to knot her.”

      “What? But—”

      “Yes!” I snapped that out as I jerked my mouth away from Ronan. “Yes, Jax, please.”

      “Then you need to let me in.” One hand came to rest on my shoulder, gripping firm. “Take a deep breath in and then when you let it out, let me in. And when you do…”

      I did as he asked, forcing my body to relax around him on the out breath and that’s when I heard Jax growl.

      “We’re claiming you as ours now. You know that, don’t you? We’ve been watching, waiting for just this moment, but I need to hear it from you. Tell me you want me.” The pain in his voice was a twin of my own. “Tell me you are mine, and I am yours.”

      In some ways that was harder than letting my arse flex around him, letting him delve deeper. Because he could pull out again in a moment’s notice, but not this. Ash reached up to stroke my face and Jax held my body in his arms as he leaned over and brushed his lips against my neck.

      I tilted my head sideways, to give him better access I told myself, but it was more than that. I felt the tears prick at my eyes as I closed them in surrender. I was done fighting. I’d been running on empty for far too long and now the three men I loved most in the world offered to fill me right up. I nodded, then said the words that would seal my fate, taking me to the place I’d always wanted to be.

      “Of course, Jax. I’m yours. All I’ve ever been is yours.”

      He let out a feral growl then, jerking his hips forward and as I felt the sting of his knot being forced in, it was joined by a far greater one at my neck.

      Mates.

      I’d been calling them that for some time. It felt right and true, the way to describe us, but as his teeth snapped down I realised just how much more there was. My breath was coming so fast I felt light-headed and breathless, or was that just from him? I didn’t know because as his fangs buried deep something happened. Wolf, woman, man, wolf, we fused together in one long perfect moment that was reflected in our physical response.

      I felt the cum boil in his balls, knowing when it was going to unload into me, because his body, his heart was mine. And my cunt flexed and grabbed at him, at Ash, the other man groaning at the feel of it. But I couldn’t pay too much attention to that, a singing note of pleasure going on and on, until I was forced to join it. My claws dug into Ash’s chest, my whole body going rigid as I was wracked with the waves of pleasure shared down our bond.

      My eyes snapped open then, and I’d never felt the wolf as close to my skin without a shift as this moment. I stared at Ash with a predator’s eyes and he didn’t flinch for a second away from that. His eyes were incandescent green as he stared back. He knew, we knew, Ronan and Jax moving restively around us as we held that moment in our hands, right before Ash reached up.

      “Are you ready now?” He was trying to check in, but instead it came out in an air of such longing. “Have I done it right? I’ve been trying so fucking hard—”

      I silenced him, unable to hear another word of that, because I knew, we knew. We still checked in regularly with Charlie via telehealth, as a pack and Ash on his own and we’d all noticed the change. He was still dictatorial and a total perfectionist, but… In allowing us our imperfections. No, in glorying in them, he seemed to stop holding us at arm’s length and develop some grace about his own. His lips pressed against my palm, just one little kiss, before I snatched my hand away and stole that with my mouth. He dragged me down, holding me against his chest so I heard the rapid patter of his heart spike, right before he did this.

      “You’re mine now, Stevie, and you’re never ever getting away. I can’t let you. I just fucking can’t.”

      “That works out fine,” I purred, nuzzling into his neck, then nipping at the skin. “Now be a good boy and make me your mate.”

      That guttural growl, I never would get used to that, so I laughed as he shoved my head to one side, baring the other side of my neck. But it was choked off, my cunt clamping down on him as he bit deep.

      Ash was like a raindrop at the end of your finger, bright and crystalline and refracting the sunlight within its shining surface, but if the tension shifted? He’d shatter into a million tiny droplets, leaving you bereft. But not now. I grabbed him, held him close and would never, ever let go.

      And he wouldn’t let me.

      I felt his cum jet inside me, my own orgasm rushing up in sympathy, wanting, needing everything he had to give and then some more.

      “C’mere.”

      Ronan pulled me half onto his lap sometime later. I felt the tugs of his brother’s knots as he did so then let out a whine, but he just stroked my face with his hands until I settled.

      “You claimed me first,” he said.

      “You needn’t sound so fucking smug about it,” Ash grumbled.

      “And I’ve never been prouder of anything in my life,” Ronan continued, ignoring him but not me. The pads of his forefingers smoothed down my cheekbones. “I dream of the moment when your fangs sank into me over and over, and each time I wake up with tears in my eyes.”

      “Why—?” I started to ask, stiffening.

      “Happy things.” He shot me a crooked smile. “Of course, I will relive that moment. It was the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”

      “But…” I said with growing trepidation.

      “But I need more. I always fucking will, Stevie, because that’s what I’m like. I’m not a good boy, not a civilised boy. Instead, I’m that feral kid who was raised by wolves, who can barely speak in sentences.”

      “You’re doing pretty well right now,” I told him, letting out a breath and then really looking at him. “Whatever you need, you know I’ll give you. Always, Ronan.”

      “Always is what I want,” he said with a quick nod, then reached down, gently teasing my oversensitive clit until the rest of us were groaning, because one more orgasm expelled his brothers’ knots and just left me. “My girl.”

      He was riding Ronan, I could see that in the glitter of his eyes and the sharpening of his smile.

      “I’ll love you when you’re covered with the blood of your enemies, especially if you let me be the one to make them bleed. I’ll love you when the sun rises and sets, when the moon shines down, turning you to silver and I’ll love you covered in my brother’s cum.” His grin widened. “But I’ll love you the most when you’re covered in mine.”

      I climbed onto his lap and wrapped my arms around his neck.

      “You gonna bite me, wolf boy?” I asked him and he chuckled at the note of challenge.

      “Only every time you ask for it and sometimes when you don’t.” He held me close, just breathing my scent in before I felt him rear back. “Always, omega, give me always.”

      And as his fangs sank into my neck, I knew I would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What comes next?

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m not sure if I’ll write anymore Wolfverse books. I kinda feel like I’ve done everything I wanted to with the series, but if you disagree, reach out! I’m always open to being convinced ;)
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